ECHOES OF HONOR
David Weber

[12 mar 00-ripped by ... someone]
[15 nov 0l-the Lost Chapters of Honor scanned for #bookz]
[18 nov Ol-proofed and released as v2 by WizWav]

Prologue

It was still and very quiet in the palatial room. Four humans and thirteen
treecats, four of them half-grown 'kittens, sat silently, eyes locked on the
HD which showed only silent swirls of soothing, standby color. The only
movements were the slow twitch, twitch, twitch of the very tail-tip of the
treecat clasped in Miranda LaFollet's arms and the gently stroking true-hand
with which the treecat named Samantha comforted her daughter Andromeda.
Andromeda was the most anxious of the 'kittens, but all four were ill at ease,
clustered tightly about their mother with half-flattened ears. Their empathic
senses carried the raw emotions of the adults in the room-human and treecat
alike-to them all too clearly, yet they were too young to understand the
reason for the jagged-clawed tension which possessed their elders.

Allison Harrington pulled her eyes from the silent HD and glanced once more at
her husband's profile. He stared stonily straight before him, his face gaunt,
and Allison needed no empathic sense to feel his tormented grief calling to
her own. But he refused to acknowledge the pain-had refused from the very
beginning-as if by denying it or battling it in the solitary anguish of his
own heart without "burdening" her he could somehow make it not real. He knew
better than that. Surgeons learned better, if only from watching patients face
those demons alone. Yet that was knowledge of the head, not the heart, and
even now he refused to look away from the HD. Both her small hands tightened
on the single large one she had captured almost by force when he sat down
beside her, but his expression was like Sphinx granite, and she made herself
look away once more.

Brilliant sunlight, double filtered through the dome covering Harrington City
and then again by the smaller one covering Harrington House, streamed
incongruously through the window. It should be night outside, she told
herself. Blackest night, to mirror the darkness in her own soul, and she
closed her eyes in pain.

Senior Master Steward James MacGuiness saw her and bit his lip once more. He
longed to reach out to her, as she had reached out to him by insisting that he
be here, "with the rest of your family," for this terrible day. But he didn't
know how, and his nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply. Then he felt a soft,
warm weight land solidly in his lap and looked down as Hera braced both hand-
feet on his chest and reached up to touch his face ever so gently with one
true-hand. The 'cat's bright green gaze met his with a soft concern that made
his eyes burn, and he stroked her fluffy pelt gratefully as she crooned ever
so softly to him.

The HD made a small sound, and every eye, human and 'cat, snapped to it. Very
few of the people of Grayson knew the subject of the upcoming special
bulletin. The ones in this room, and in a similar room in Protector's Palace,
did know, for the chief of the local bureau of the Interstellar News Service
had warned them as a matter of courtesy. Not that most Graysons wouldn't
suspect its content. The days of instant news had been left centuries behind
along with the days when humanity inhabited only a single planet; now
information moved between the stars only as rapidly as the ships which carried
it. Humanity had readjusted its expectations to once more deal with news that
arrived in fits and starts, in indigestible chunks and rumors awaiting
confirmation . . . and this story had spawned too many "special reports" and
too much speculation for the Graysons not to suspect.



The HD chirped again, and then a message blurb blinked to life, each letter
precisely formed. "The following Special Report contains violent scenes which
may not be suitable for all audiences. INS advises viewer discretion," it
said, then transformed itself into a time and date reference: "23:31:05 GMT,
01:24:1912 p.d." The numbers floated in the HD, superimposed on a slowly
spinning INS logo, for perhaps ten seconds, announcing that what they were
about to see had been recorded almost a full T-month earlier. Then they
vanished, and the familiar features of Joan Huertes, the Interstellar News
anchor for the Haven Sector, replaced them.

"Good evening," she said, her expression solemn. "This is Joan Huertes,
reporting to you from INS Central, Nouveau Paris, in the People's Republic of
Haven, where this afternoon Second Deputy Director of Public Information
Leonard Boardman, speaking on behalf of the Committee of Public Safety, issued
the following statement."

Huertes disappeared, to be replaced by the image of a man with thinning hair
and a narrow face which seemed vaguely out of place atop his pudgy frame.
Despite his soft-looking edges, there were deep lines on that face, the sort
which came to a man for whom worry was a way of life, but he seemed to have
himself well in hand as he folded his hands on the podium at which he stood
and gazed out over a large, comfortably furnished conference room crowded with
reporters and HD cameras. There was the usual babble of shouted questions
everyone knew would not be answered, but he only stood there, then raised one
hand in a quieting gesture. The background noise gradually abated, and he
cleared his throat.

"I will not take any questions this afternoon, citizens," he told the
assembled newsies. "I have a prepared statement, however, and supporting HD
chips will be distributed to you at the end of the briefing."

There was a background almost-noise of disappointment from the reporters, but
not one of surprise. No one had really expected anything more . . . and all of
them already knew from officially inspired "leaks" what the statement would be
about.

"As this office has previously announced," Boardman said flatly, obviously
reading from a holo prompter no one else could see, "four T-months ago, on
October 23, 1911 P.D., the convicted murderess Honor Stephanie Harrington was
captured by the armed forces of the People's Republic. At that time, the
Office of Public Information stated that it was the intention of the Committee
of Public Safety to proceed with the full rigor of the law, but only within
the letter of the law. Despite the unprovoked war of aggression which the
elitist, monarchist plutocrats of the Star Kingdom of Manticore and the puppet
regimes of the so-called 'Manticoran Alliance' have chosen to wage upon the
People's Republic, the People's Republic has scrupulously observed the
provisions of the Deneb Accords from the start of hostilities. It is not,
after all, the fault of those in uniform when the self-serving masters of a
corrupt and oppressive regime order them to fight, even when this means
engaging in acts of naked aggression against the citizens and planets of a
star nation which wishes only to live in peace and allow other nations to do
the same.

"The fact that, at the time of her capture, Harrington was serving as an
officer in the navy of the Star Kingdom, however, further complicated an
already complex situation. In light of her repeated claim that under the terms
of the Deneb Accords her commission in the Manticoran Navy protected her, as a
prisoner of war, from the consequences of her earlier crime, the People's
government, determined not to act hastily, requested the Supreme Tribunal of
the People's Justice to examine the specifics of the case, the conviction, and
the Accords in order to ensure that all aspects of the prisoner's legal rights
should be scrupulously maintained.

"Because Harrington's conviction had been returned by a civilian court prior



to the commencement of hostilities, the Supreme Tribunal, after careful
deliberation, determined that, under the provisions of Article Forty-One of
the Deneb Accords, the interstellar protections normally afforded to military
personnel did not apply. The Supreme Tribunal accordingly ordered that
Harrington be remanded to the custody of the Office of State Security as a
civilian prisoner, rather than to the People's Navy as a prisoner of war. In
ordering Harrington remanded, People's Justice Theresa Mahoney, writing for
the Tribunal in its unanimous opinion, observed that-" Boardman picked up an
old-fashioned sheet of hardcopy from the lectern and read aloud from the
obvious prop"-'This was not an easy decision. While both civil law and Article
Forty-One are quite clear and specific, no court wishes to establish any
precedent which might serve to place our own uniformed citizens at risk should
our enemy choose to seek vengeance in the name of "retaliation" or
"reciprocity." Nonetheless, this Tribunal finds itself with no legal option
but to order the prisoner remanded to the custody of the civilian judicial
system, subject to its own legal requirements. Given the peculiar
circumstances surrounding this case, and bearing in mind the Tribunal's
concern over the possibility of retaliatory acts on the parts of the People's
enemies, the Tribunal would respectfully request that the Committee of Pubic
Safety, as the People's representative, consider clemency. This consideration
is urged not because the Tribunal believes the prisoner deserves it, for she
manifestly does not, but rather out of the Tribunal's real, serious, and
pressing concern for the safety of citizens of the Republic currently in the
hands of the Manticoran Alliance.' He laid aside his sheet of paper and folded
his hands once more before him.

"The Committee, and particularly Citizen Chairman Pierre, considered the
Tribunal's opinion and recommendation most carefully," he said in a solemn
voice. "Although the People would always prefer to show mercy, even to their
enemies, however, the requirements of the law in this case were, as the
Supreme Tribunal noted, quite clear. Moreover, however merciful the People
would prefer to be, the People's government cannot show weakness to enemies of
the People at a time when the People are fighting for their very lives. With
that in mind, and given that the heinous nature of prisoner's crime-the cold-
blooded, deliberate, and premeditated murder of the entire crew of the
merchant freighter RHMS Sirius-was such as to preclude any reduction in the
sentence handed down by the court at the time of her conviction, Citizen
Chairman Pierre declined to exercise his pardon authority. Accordingly
Harrington was remanded to the appropriate authorities at Camp Charon in the
Cerberus System, and at oh-seven-twenty GMT this morning, January twenty-
fourth, the Central Headquarters of the Office of State Security in Nouveau
Paris received confirmation from Camp Charon that sentence had been carried
out, as ordered."

Someone gasped in the quiet, sun-drenched room. Allison wasn't certain who; it
could even have been her. Her hands tightened like talons on her husband's,
yet he didn't even flinch. The shock seemed blunted somehow, as if their long
anticipation had crusted it in scar tissue that deadened the nerves, and
neither she nor any of the others could tear their eyes from the HD. There was
a dreadful, self-punishing mesmerization about it. They knew what they were
going to see, yet to look away would have been a betrayal. They had to be
here, however irrational it might be to subject themselves to it, and the
demands of the heart had no need for reasons based in logic.

On the HD, the conference room was also utterly silent as Boardman paused.
Then he looked straight into the camera, his face grim, and spoke very
levelly.

"The People's Republic of Haven cautions the members of the so-called
'Manticoran Alliance' against the abuse or mistreatment of any Republican
personnel in retaliation for this execution. The People's Republic reminds its



enemies-and the galaxy at large-that this was a single, special case in which
a condemned criminal had, for over eleven standard years, evaded the legally
mandated punishment for what can only be called an atrocity. Any attempt to
mistreat our personnel in response to it will carry the gravest consequences
for those responsible when peace is restored to this quadrant. In addition,
the People's Republic would point out that any such actions would, almost
inevitably, lead to the worsening of conditions for prisoners of war on both
sides. Honor Stephanie Harrington was a murderer on a mass scale, and it was
for that crime, not any actions she might have performed as a member of the
Star Kingdom of Manticore's armed forces since the outbreak of hostilities,
that she was executed."

He stood a moment, then inhaled and nodded sharply.

"Thank you, citizens. That concludes my statement, My aides will distribute
the video chips. Good day."

He turned and strode briskly away, ignoring the fresh babble of questions
which rose behind him, and the HD blanked once more. Then Huertes' image
returned, her expression even graver than before.

"That was the scene in the People's Tower this afternoon as Leonard Boardman,
Second Deputy Directory of the Office of Public Information, speaking on
behalf of the Committee of Public Safety, made the announcement which,
frankly, had been anticipated for over two T-months by informed sources here
in the People's Republic. What repercussions today's events may have on the
military front is anyone's guess, but many usually reliable sources here in
the capital have told INS off the record that they anticipate Manticoran
retaliation and are prepared to respond in kind." She paused a beat, as if to
let that sink in, then cleared her throat. "In the meantime, here is the HD
imagery provided by the Office of Public Information. INS wishes once again to
warn our viewers of the graphic and violent nature of what you are about to
see."

The HD faded to black slowly, as i1if to give any members of INS' audience time
to flee if they wished to . . . or to be sure that anyone who had been
temporarily out of the room would have time to get back for the promised
tidbit of violence. Then the display glowed back to life.

The scene was very different from the conference room in which Boardman had
made his announcement. This room was much smaller, with bare walls and floor
of unrelieved ceramacrete. It was high-ceilinged, and a rough wooden platform
took up almost all its floor space. A flight of steps ran to the surface of
the platform, and a rope-free end looped into the traditional hangman's noose-
dangled from the ceiling above the center of the platform. For several
seconds, the HD showed only the empty room and the grimly functional gallows,
but then the viewers heard the sudden, shocking sound of a door being thrown
open and six people entered the camera's field of view.

Four men in the red-and-black uniform of State Security formed a tight knot
about a tall, brown-haired woman in a bright orange prison jumpsuit. A fifth
man, in the same uniform but with the insignia of a full colonel, followed
them in, then turned to one side and stopped. He stood at a sort of parade
rest, one foot beside an unobtrusive pedal set into the floor, and watched the
prisoner being led across the room.

Her wrists were chained behind her, and more chains weighted her ankles. Her
face showed no expression at all, but her eyes clung to the gallows, as if
hypnotized by the sight, as her guards urged her forward. Her hobbled steps
became slower and more hesitant as they neared the platform stair, and her
expressionless mask began to crack. She turned her head, looking at the guards
while desperation wavered in her eyes, but no one would look back. The
StateSec men's faces were grim and purposeful, and as her resistance grew,
they gripped her arms and half-led and half-carried her up the steps.

She began to pant as they forced her to the center of the platform, and she



stared up at the rope, then, with a painful effort every viewer could actually
feel, forced herself to look away. She closed her eyes, and her lips moved.
She might have been praying, but no sound came out, and then she gasped and
jerked as a black cloth hood was pulled down over her head. Her panting breath
made the thin fabric jump like the breast of a terrified bird, and her wrists
began to turn and jerk against their cuffs as the noose was lowered over the
hood, snugged down about her throat, and adjusted with the knot behind one
ear.

The guards released her and stood back. Her faceless figure swayed as the
fully understandable terror of what was about to happen weakened her knees,
and then the colonel spoke. His voice was harsh and gruff, yet there was an
edge of compassion in it, like the tone of a man who dislikes what duty
requires of him.

"Honor Stephanie Harrington, you have been convicted of the high crime against
the People of premeditated murder. The sentence of the court is death, to be
carried out this day. Do you wish to say anything at this time?"

The prisoner shook her head convulsively, chest leaping as she hyperventilated
in terror, and the colonel nodded silently. He didn't speak again. He only
reached out his foot and stepped firmly on the floor pedal with a heavy thrust
of merciful quickness.

The sound as the trapdoor opened was a loud, shocking thunk! and the grisly
sound as the prisoner's weight hit the end of the rope was horribly clear.
There was a short, explosive spit of air-a last, agonized gasp for breath, cut
off in the instant of its birth-and then the brown-haired woman jerked once,
hugely and convulsively, as the rope snapped her neck.

The body hung limp, turning in a slow circle while the rope creaked, and the
camera held on it for at least ten seconds. Then the HD went blank once more,
and Huertes' soft contralto spoke from the blackness.

"This is Joan Huertes, INS, reporting from Nouveau Paris," it said quietly.
The heartrending keen of thirteen treecats answered it, and the soft weeping
of Miranda LaFollet and James MacGuiness, and Allison Harrington reached out a
trembling hand to touch her husband's hair as his armor of denial crumbled at
last and he fell to his knees beside her while he sobbed into her lap.

Book One

Chapter One

A Sphinxian would have considered the raw, autumn wind no more than brisk, but
it was cold for this far south on the planet of Manticore. It swept in off
Jason Bay, snapping and popping at the half-masted flags above the dense,
silent crowds which lined the procession's route from Capital Field into the
center of the City of Landing. Aside from the wind noise, and the whip-crack
pops of the flags, the only sounds were the slow, mournful tap, tap, tap of a
single drum, the clatter of anachronistic hooves, and the rattle of equally
anachronistic iron-rimmed wheels.

Captain Junior-Grade Rafael Cardones marched at the horses' heads, his spine,
ramrod straight, and his eyes fixed straight ahead as he led them down the
stopped-time stillness of King Roger I Boulevard between lines of personnel
from every branch of the service, all with black armbands and reversed arms.
The crowd watched in unnatural, frozen stillness, and the solitary drummer-a
fourth-term midshipwoman from Saganami Island in full mess dress uniform-
marched directly behind the black-draped caisson. The amplified sound of her
drum echoed back from the speaker atop each flagpole, and every HD receiver in
the Manticoran Binary System carried the images, and the sounds, and the
silence which somehow seemed to surround and swallow them both.

A midshipman from the same form walked behind the drummer, leading a third
horse-this one coal black, saddled, with two boots reversed in the stirrups-
and more people followed him, but not a great many. A single, black-skinned



woman in the uniform of a captain of the list and the white beret of a
starship commander walked behind the horse, gloved hands holding the jeweled
scabbard of the Harrington Sword rigidly upright before her. Her eyes were
bright with unshed tears, the sword's gems flashed in the fragile sunlight,
and eight admirals-Sir James Bowie Webster, CO Home Fleet, and all seven
uniformed Lords of the Admiralty-were at her heels. That was all. It was a
tiny procession compared to the pomp and majesty the stage managers of the
People's Republic might have achieved, but it was enough, for those twelve
people and those three horses were the only sight and sound and movement in a
city of over eleven million human beings.

Hats and caps were removed throughout the crowds of mourners, sometimes
awkwardly, with an almost embarrassed air, as the cortege passed, and Allen
Summervale, Duke of Cromarty and Prime Minister of the Star Kingdom of
Manticore, stood beside Queen Elizabeth III on the steps of the Royal
Cathedral and watched the slow-moving column approach. Very few of those
watching the wheeled conveyance pass by had known what a "caisson" was before
the newsies covering the funeral told them. Even fewer had known that such
vehicles had once been used to tow artillery back on 0ld Earth-Cromarty had
known only because one of his boyhood friends was a military history buff-or
the significance they held for military funerals. But every one of those
spectators knew the coffin the caisson bore was empty. That the body of the
woman whose funeral they had come to share would never be returned to the soil
of her native kingdom for burial. But that was not because she had been
vaporized in the fury of naval combat or left to drift, forever lost in space,
like so many of Manticore's sons and daughters, and despite the solemnity, and
the quiet, and the grief flowing on the cold wind, Cromarty felt the anger and
the fierce, steady power of the mourner's fury pulsing in time with the drum.
A sound like ripping cloth and distant thunder grumbled down from the heavens,
and eyes rose from the procession as five Javelin advanced trainers from
Kreskin Field at Saganami Island swept overhead. Bold, white contrails
followed them across the autumn-washed blue sky, and then one of them pulled
up, climbing away from the others, vanishing into the brilliant sun like a
fleeing spirit, in the ancient "missing man" formation pilots had used for
over two thousand years to mark the passing of one of their own.

The other four planes crossed directly over the cortege. Then they, too,
disappeared, and Cromarty drew a deep breath and suppressed the urge to look
over his shoulder. It wasn't really necessary, for he knew what he would see.
The leaders of every political party, Lords and Commons alike, stood behind
him and his monarch and her family, representing the solidarity of the entire
Star Kingdom in this moment of loss and outrage.

Of course, he thought with carefully hidden bitterness, some of them are here
only because it is a funeral. Well, that and the fact that none of them quite
dared turn down Elizabeth's "invitation." He managed not to snort in disgust
and reminded himself that a lifetime in politics had made him cynical. No
doubt it has. But I know as well as Elizabeth does that some of those people
behind us are delighted by what the Peeps've done. They just can't admit it,
because the voters would tear them apart at the polls if they did.

He drew another deep breath as the procession finally entered the square
before King Michael's Cathedral. The Star Kingdom's constitution specifically
prohibited the establishment of an official state religion, but the House of
Winton had been Second Reformation Roman Catholics for the last four
centuries. King Michael had begun the construction of the cathedral which now
bore his own name out of the royal family's private fortune in 65 After
Landing-1528 Post Diaspora, by the reckoning of humanity at large-and every
member of the royal family had been buried there since. The Star Kingdom's
last state burial in King Michael's had been thirty-nine T-years before, after
the death of King Roger III. Only eleven people from outside the royal house



had ever been "interred" there, and of that eleven, three of the crypts were
empty.

As the twelfth non-Winton crypt would be, Cromarty thought grimly, for he
doubted, somehow, that Honor Harrington's body would ever be recovered, even
after the People's Republic's defeat. But she would be in fitting company even
then, he told himself, for the empty crypt which would be hers lay between the
equally empty crypts of Edward Saganami and Ellen D'Orville.

The procession stopped before the cathedral, and a picked honor guard of
senior Navy and Marine noncoms marched down the steps in perfect, metronome
unison, timed by the endless, grieving taps of the drum. A petite, black-
haired Marine colonel followed them, her movements equally exact despite a
slight limp, and saluted the captain with the sword with parade-ground
precision. Then she took the sheathed blade in her own gloved hands, executed
a perfect about-face while the honor guard slid the empty coffin from the
caisson, and led them back up the steps at the slow march.

The drummer followed, still tapping out her slow, grieving tempo, until her
heel touched the very threshold of the Cathedral. Then the drumbeats stopped,
in the instant that her foot came down, and the rich, weeping music of
Salvatore Hammerwell's "Lament for Beauty Lost" welled from the speakers in
its stead.

Cromarty inhaled deeply, then turned to face the mourners behind him at last.
Queen Elizabeth headed them, with Prince Consort Justin, Crown Prince Roger
and his sister, Princess Joanna, and Queen Mother Angelique. Elizabeth's aunt,
Duchess Caitrin Winton-Henke, and her husband Edward Henke, the Earl of Gold
Peak, stood just behind them, flanked by their son Calvin and Elizabeth's two
uncles, Duke Aidan and Duke Jeptha, and Aidan's wife Anna. Captain Michelle
Henke joined her parents and older brother after surrendering the sword at the
foot of the Cathedral's steps, and the Queen's immediate family was complete.
Only her younger brother, Prince Michael, was absent, for he was a Navy
commander, and his ship was currently stationed at Trevor's Star.

Cromarty bowed to his monarch and swept one arm at the cathedral doors in
formal invitation, and Elizabeth bent her own head in reply. Then she turned,
and she and her husband led the glittering crowd of official mourners up the
stairs and into the music behind the coffin.

"God, I hate funerals. Especially ones for people like Lady Harrington."
Cromarty looked up at Lord William Alexander's quiet, bitter observation. The
Chancellor of the Exchequer, the number-two man in Cromarty's cabinet, stood
holding a plate of hors d'ouerves while he surveyed the flow and eddy of
people about them, and the corners of Cromarty's mouth twitched. Now why, he
wondered, was food always a part of any wake?

Could it be that the act of eating encourages us to believe life goes on? Is
it really that simple?

He brushed the thought aside and glanced around. The protocolists' official
choreography for the funeral and its aftermath had run its course. For the
first time in what seemed like days, and despite the crowd about them, he and
Alexander actually had something approximating privacy. It wouldn't last, of
course. Someone would notice the two of them standing against the wall and
come sweeping down on them to discuss some absolutely vital bit of politics or
governmental business. But for now there were no eavesdropping ears to fear,
and the Prime Minister allowed himself a weary sigh.

"I hate them, too," he admitted, equally quietly. "I wonder how the one on
Grayson went?"

"Probably a lot like ours . . . only more so," Alexander replied.

In what was very possibly a first, the Protectorate of Grayson and the Star
Kingdom of Manticore had orchestrated simultaneous state funerals for the same
person. The concept of simultaneity might strike some as a bit pointless for
planets thirty light-years apart, but Queen Elizabeth and Protector Benjamin



had been adamant. And the fact that there was no body had actually simplified
matters, for there had been no point in arguing over which of Honor
Harrington's home worlds she would be buried upon.

"I was surprised the Protector let us borrow the Harrington Sword for our
funeral," Cromarty said. "Grateful, of course, but surprised."

"It wasn't really his decision," Alexander pointed out. As Cromarty's
political executive officer, he had been responsible for coordinating with
Grayson through the Protector's ambassador to Manticore, and he was much more
conversant with the details than Cromarty had had time enough to make himself.
"The sword belongs to Harrington Steading and Steadholder Harrington, which
meant the decision was Lord Clinkscales', not the Protector's. Not that
Clinkscales would have argued with Benjamin-especially with her parents
signing off on the request. Besides, they would've had to use two swords if
they'd kept hers." Cromarty raised an eyebrow, and Alexander shrugged. "She
was Benjamin's Champion, as well, Allen. That made their Sword of State
'hers,' as well."

"I hadn't thought of that," Cromarty said, rubbing one eyebrow wearily, and
Alexander snorted softly.

"It's not like you haven't had a few other things on your mind."

"True. Too damned true, unfortunately." Cromarty sighed again. "What have you
heard from Hamish about his take on the Graysons' mood? I don't mind telling
you that their ambassador scared the hell out of me when he delivered their
official condolences, and the Protector's personal message to the Queen
could've been processed for laser heads. I was distinctly glad that I wasn't a
Peep after I viewed it!"

"I'm not surprised a bit." Alexander glanced around again, reassuring himself
that no one was in a position to overhear, then looked at Cromarty. "That
bastard Boardman played his 'no retaliation' card too damned well for my
taste, " he growled with profound disgust. "Even the neutrals who are usually
most revolted by the Peeps' actions expect us, as the 'good guys,' to refrain
from any kind of reprisals. But from what Hamish says, the entire Grayson
Space Navy is all set to provide as much grist for the Peep propaganda mill as
Ransom and her bunch could possibly hope for."

"Hamish thinks they'd actually abuse prisoners of war?" Cromarty sounded
genuinely shocked, despite his own earlier words, for such behavior would be
completely at odds with Grayson's normal codes of conduct.

"No, he doesn't expect them to 'abuse' their prisoners," Alexander said
grimly. "He's afraid they'll simply refuse to take any after this." Cromarty's
eyebrows rose, and Alexander laughed mirthlessly. "Our entire population has
come together, at least temporarily, because the Peeps murdered one of our
finest naval officers, Allen. But Harrington wasn't just an officer, however
outstanding, to the Graysons. She was some kind of living icon for them

and they aren't taking it very calmly."

"But if we get into some sort of vicious circle of reprisal and counter-
reprisal, the situation will play right into the Peeps' hands!"

"Of course it will. Hell, Allen, half the newsies in the Solarian League are
already mouthpieces for the Peeps! Pierre's official line on domestic policy
is much more palatable to the Solly establishment than a monarchy is. Never
mind that we've got a participating democracy, as well, and the Peeps don't.
Or that the official Peep line bears about as much resemblance to reality as I
do to an HD heart-throb! They're a 'republic,' and we're a 'kingdom,' and any
good oatmeal-brained Solly ideologue knows 'republics' are good guys and
'kingdoms' are bad guys! Besides, INS and Reuters funnel Peep propaganda
straight onto the airwaves completely uncut."

"That's not quite fair-" Cromarty began, but Alexander cut him off with a
savage snort.

"Bushwah, to use one of Hamish's favorite phrases! They don't even tell their



viewers the Peeps are censoring every single report coming out of Haven or any
other branch of the 'Office of Public Information,' and you know it as well as
I do! But they sure as hell scream about it whenever we do the same thing to
purely military reports!"

"Agreed, agreed!" Cromarty waved one hand, urging Alexander to lower his
steadily rising volume, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer looked around
quickly. His expression was a trifle abashed, but the anger in his blue eyes
burned as brightly as ever. And he was right, Cromarty thought. Neither INS
nor Reuters ever called the Peeps on their censorship . . . or, for that
matter, on obviously staged "news events." But that was because they'd seen
what happened when United Faxes Intragalactic insisted on noting that reports
from the People's Republic were routinely censored. Eleven UFI staffers had
been arrested for "espionage against the People," deported, and permanently
barred from ever again entering Havenite space, and all of their reporters had
been expelled from the core worlds of the Republic. Now they had to make do
with secondary feeds and independent stringers' reports relayed through their
remaining offices in the Havenite hinterland, and everyone knew the real
reason for that. But no one had dared report it lest they find themselves
equally excluded from one of the galaxy's hottest news zones.

The Star Kingdom had protested the conspiracy of silence, of course. In fact,
Cromarty himself had argued vehemently with the Reuters and INS bureau chiefs
in the Star Kingdom, but without effect. The bureau heads insisted that there
was no need to inform viewers of censorship or staged news. The public was
smart enough to recognize a put-up job when it saw one, and standing on
principle over the issue would simply get them evicted from the Republic as
well. Which, they pointed out somberly, would leave only Public Information's
version of events there, with no independent reporting at all to keep its
propaganda in check. Personally, Cromarty thought their highly principled
argument in favor of "independent reporting," like their supposed faith in the
discrimination of their viewers, was no more than a smokescreen for the all
important ratings struggle, but what he thought didn't matter. Unless the Star
Kingdom and the Manticoran Alliance wanted to try some equally heavy-handed
version of "information management"-which their own news establishment would
never tolerate-he had no way to retaliate. And nothing short of some sort of
retaliation was going to grow the Solarian League's newsies a backbone.

"At least they're giving the funeral equal coverage," the Duke said after a
moment. "That has to count for something-even with Sollies!"

"For about three days, maybe," Alexander agreed with another, scarcely less
bitter snort. "Then something else will come along to chase it out of their
public's infinitesimal attention span, and we'll be right back to the damage
those gutless wonders are inflicting on us."

Cromarty felt a genuine flicker of alarm. He'd known the Alexander brothers
since childhood, and he'd had more exposure to the famous Alexander temper
than he might have wished. Yet this sort of frustrated, barely suppressed fury
was most unlike William.

"I think you may be overreacting, Willie," the Duke said after a moment.
Alexander eyed him grimly, and he went on, choosing his words with care.
"Certainly we have legitimate reason to feel the Solarian news services are
letting themselves be used by the Peeps, but I suspect their bureau chiefs are
right, at least to an extent. Most Sollies probably do realize the Peeps often
lie and take reports from the PRH with a largish grain of salt."

"Not according to the polls," Alexander said flatly. He looked around once
more and leaned even closer to Cromarty, dropping his voice. "I got the latest
results this morning, Allen. Two more Solarian League member governments have
announced their opposition to the embargo and called for a vote to consider
its suspension, and according to UFI's latest numbers, we've lost another
point and a gquarter in the public opinion polls, as well. And the longer the



Peeps go on hammering away at their lies and no one calls them on it, the
worse it's going to get. Hell, Allen! The truth tends to be awkward, messy,
and complicated, but a well-orchestrated lie is almost always more consistent-
or coherent, at least-and a hell of a lot 'simpler,' and Cordelia Ransom knows
it. Her Public Information stooges work from a script that's had all its rough
edges filed away so completely it doesn't bear much relationship to reality,
but it sure as hell reads well, especially for people who've never found
themselves on the Peeps' list of intended victims. And in a crazy sort of way,
the fact that we keep winning battles only makes it even more acceptable to
the Sollies. It's almost as if every battle we win somehow turns the Peeps
more and more into the 'underdogs,' for God's sake!"

"Maybe," Cromarty agreed, then half-raised a hand as Alexander's eyes flashed.
"All right, probably! But half the League governments have always been ticked
off with us over the embargo, Willie. You know how much they resented the
economic arm-twisting I had to do! Do you really think they need Peep
propaganda to inspire them to speak up about it?"

"Of course not! But that's not the point, Allen. The point is that the polls
indicate that we're drawing more fire from the member governments because
we're losing support among the voters and the governments know that. For that
matter, we've lost another third of a point right here in the Star Kingdom. Or
we had, until the Peeps murdered Harrington."

His face twisted with the last sentence, as if with mingled shame for adding
the qualifier and anger that it was true, but he met Cromarty's eyes steadily,
and the Prime Minister sighed. He was right, of course. Oh, the slippage was
minor so far, but the war had raged for eight T-years. Public support had been
high when it began, and it was still holding firm at well about seventy
percent-so far. Yet even though the Royal Manticoran Navy and its allies had
won virtually every important battle, there was no sign of an end in sight,
and the Star Kingdom's much lower absolute casualty figures were far higher
than the Peeps' relative to its total population, while the strain of the
conflict was beginning to slow even an economy as powerful and diversified as
Manticore's. There was still optimism and a hard core of determination, but
neither optimism nor determination were as powerful as they had been. And
that, little though he cared to admit it even to himself, was one reason
Cromarty had pressed for a state funeral for Honor Harrington. She'd certainly
deserved it, and Queen Elizabeth had been even more adamant than he had, but
the temptation to use her death to draw the Manticoran public together behind
the war once more-to use a cold-blooded atrocity to make them personally
determined to defeat the People's Republic-had been irresistible for the man
charged with fighting that war.

I guess that's why the tradition of waving the bloody shirt is so durable, he
reflected grimly. It works. But he didn't have to like it, and he understood
the tangled emotions so poorly hidden behind Alexander's eyes.

"I know," he sighed finally. "And you're right. And there's not a damned thing
I can see to do about it except beat the holy living hell out of the bastards
once and for all."

"Agreed," Alexander said, then managed a smile of sorts. "And from Hamish's
last letter, I'd say he and the Graysons, between them, are just about ready
to do exactly that. With bells on."

At that very moment, almost thirty light-years from Manticore, Hamish
Alexander, Thirteenth Earl of White Haven, sat in his palatial day cabin
aboard the superdreadnought GNS Benjamin the Great and stared at an HD of his
own. A glass of bonded Terran whiskey sat in his right hand, forgotten while
steadily melting ice thinned the expensive liquor, and his blue eyes were
bleak as he watched the replay of the afternoon's services from Saint Austin's
Cathedral. Reverend Jeremiah Sullivan had personally led the solemn liturgy
for the dead, and the clouds of incense, the richly embroidered vestments and



sternly, sorrowfully beautiful music, were a threadbare mask for the snarling
hatred which hid behind them.

No, that's not fair, White Haven thought wearily, remembering his drink at
last and taking a sip of the watered-down whiskey. The hate's there, all
right, but they really did manage to put it aside, somehow-for the length of
the services, at least. But now that they've mourned her, they intend to
avenge her, and that could be . . . messy.

He set his glass down, picked up the remote, and went surfing through the
channels, and every one of them was the same. Every cathedral on the planet,
and virtually all of the smaller churches, as well, had celebrated the liturgy
for the dead simultaneously, for Grayson was a planet which took its
relationship with God-and its duty to Him-seriously. And as White Haven
flipped his way past service after service, he felt the cold, hard iron of
Grayson deep in his soul, too. Yet he was honest with himself, as well, and he
knew why the iron was there. Why he was even more determined than they,
perhaps, to avenge Honor Harrington's murder.

For he knew something neither the people of Grayson, nor his brother, nor his
monarch, nor anyone else in the entire universe knew, and however hard he
fought to, he could not forget it.

He knew he was the one who had driven her out to die.

Chapter Two

It was very late, and Leonard Boardman really should have been on his way home
for a well-earned drink before supper. Instead, he leaned back in his
comfortable chair and felt a fresh glow of pride as he watched the HD in his
office replay Honor Harrington's execution yet again. It was, he admitted with
becoming modesty, a true work of art-and well it should be, after over two
weeks of fine-tuning by Public Information's best programmers. Boardman
wouldn't have had a clue where to start on the technical aspects of building
something like that, yet it had been his script and direction which the
special effects experts had followed, and he was well-satisfied with his
handiwork.

He watched it all the way through again, then switched off the HD with a small
smile. Those few minutes of imagery not only filled him with a craftsman's
satisfaction; they also represented a major victory over First Deputy Director
of Public Information Eleanor Younger. Younger had wanted to seize the
opportunity to attack Manty morale by having their computer-generated
Harrington blubber, beg for mercy, and fight her executioners madly as she was
dragged to the scaffold, but Boardman had held out against her arguments. They
had plenty of file imagery of other executions to use as a basis, and they'd
had stacks of HD chips of Harrington from the imagery Cordelia Ransom had
shipped home to Haven before her unfortunate departure-in every sense of the
word-for the Cerberus System. The techs had been confident that they could
generate a virtual Harrington which would do anything Younger wanted and defy
detection as a fake-after all, they'd produced enough "corrected" imagery over
the last T-century-yet Boardman had been less certain. The Solarian news
services had proven themselves too credulous to run checks on those
corrections, but the Manties' were much more skeptical. And their computer
capability was better across the board than the People's Republic's, so if
they saw any reason to subject the imagery to intensive analysis, they were
all too likely to realize it was a fraud. But by letting her die with dignity-
with just enough physical evidence of terror to undermine her reputation as
some sort of fearless superhero-Boardman had executed a much subtler attack on
Manty morale . . . and given it that ring of reality which should preclude any
analysis. After all, if someone was going to go to all the trouble of
producing false imagery, then surely they would have taken the opportunity to
make their victim look smaller and more contemptible, wouldn't they? But they



hadn't. This imagery felt right, without heaping gratuitous belittlement on
Harrington's memory, which meant it offered nothing to make anyone on the
other side question or doubt it for a moment.

That was important to Boardman as a matter of pride in workmanship, but even
more significantly, his victory over Younger had to have strengthened his
chances of outmaneuvering her to succeed Cordelia Ransom as Secretary of
Public Information. He didn't fool himself into believing Ransom's successor
would also inherit the power she had wielded within the Committee of Public
Safety, but just the ministry itself would enormously enhance Boardman's
personal power . . . and, with it, his chance of surviving and even prospering
in the snake pit atmosphere of the city of Nouveau Paris.

Of course, the additional responsibilities which that power and authority
would entail would pose fresh perils of their own, but every member of the
bureaucracy's upper echelons faced that sort of hazard every day. The
Committee of Public Safety and, especially, the Office of State Security, had
a nasty habit of removing those who disappointed them. . . permanently. It
wasn't as bad as it was in the military (or had been, before Esther McQueen
took over as Secretary of War), but everyone knew someone who had vanished
into StateSec's clutches for lack of performance in the People's cause.

But blame flowed downhill, Boardman reminded himself. And it would be much
easier for Citizen Secretary Boardman to divert blame to an underling-to, say
First Deputy Assistant Younger-than it had been for Second Deputy Assistant
Boardman to avoid the blame someone else wanted to divert to him.

He chuckled at the thought and decided he had time to watch the execution just
one more time before he left for the night.

Esther McQueen was also working late.

As a concession to her new job description, she wore sober and severely
tailored civilian clothing, not the admiral's uniform to which she was
entitled, but the workload hadn't changed, and she pushed her chair back and
rubbed her eyes wearily as she reached the end of the most recent report.
There was another one awaiting her, and another after that, and another, in a
paperwork queue which seemed to stretch all the way from her Octagan office
here on Haven to the Barnett System. Just thinking about all those other
reports made her feel even more fatigued, but she also felt something she had
not felt very often in the last eight years: hope.

It remained a fragile thing, that hope, yet it was there. Not evident to
everyone else, perhaps, and certainly not to her civilian overlords, but there
for eyes that knew (and had access to all the data) to see.

The Manticoran Alliance's momentum had slowed . . . possibly even faltered, if
that wasn't too strong a verb. It was as if they'd gathered all their
resources for the final lunge at Trevor's Star but now, having taken that
vitally important system away from the Republic, they'd shot their bolt.
Before her recall to Haven, she had expected Admiral White Haven to keep right
on coming and cut the Barnett System off at the ankles, but he hadn't. Indeed,
current reports from the Naval Intelligence Section of StateSec had him still
in Yeltsin trying to organize a brand-new fleet out of whatever odds and ends
the Star Kingdom's allies could contribute. And given all the other reports
she now had access to, she could see why.

The door to her office hissed open, and she looked up with a wry smile as Ivan
Bukato stepped through it with a folder of data chips under his arm. Under the
old regime, Bukato would have been the People's Navy's chief of naval
operations, but the CNO slot had been eradicated along with the other
"elitist" trappings of the Legislaturalists. Under the New Order, he was
simply Citizen Admiral Bukato, who happened to have all the duties and very
few of the perks Chief of Naval Operations Bukato would have had.

He paused just inside the door, eyebrows rising as he found her still behind
her desk. He wasn't really surprised, for like her other subordinates, he'd



long since realized she routinely worked even longer and harder hours than she
demanded of anyone else, but he shook his head chidingly.

"You really should think about going home occasionally, Citizen Secretary," he
said in a mild voice. "Getting a good night's sleep every once in a while
would probably do your energy levels a world of good."

"There's still too much crap to be hosed out of the stables," she told him
wryly, and he shrugged.

"That's as may be, but I tend to doubt that you cut yourself this short on
sleep at the front."

She grunted like a moderately irate boor in acknowledgment of a direct hit.
But there were major differences between running the Republic's entire war
office and commanding a front-line fleet. A fleet commander could never be
positive when an enemy task force might suddenly appear out of hyper and come
slashing in to attack her command area. She always had to be alert, ready for
the possibility and with enough reserve energy in hand to deal with it. But a
secretary of war was weeks behind the front line. By the time a decision was
bucked all the way back to her, there was seldom any point in shaving a few
minutes, or hours-or even days-off her response time. If the problem was that
time-critical, then either the people at the front had already solved it, or
else they were dead, and either way, there was damn-all she could do to
reassemble Humpty-Dumpty from here. No, McQueen's job was to provide general
direction, select officers she thought had the best shot at carrying out the
missions assigned to them, pick the targets to aim them at, and then figure
out how to keep those homicidal idiots at StateSec off their backs and get
them the material support they needed while they got on with said missions. If
she could figure out, in her copious free time, how to rebuild the Navy's
morale, offset the technological inferiority of its weapon systems, magically
replace the dozens of battle squadrons it had lost since the war began, and
find a way to divert Manty attention from taking the rest of the Republic away
from the Committee of Public Safety, that was simply an added benefit.

She smiled wryly at the thought, tipped her chair back, and folded her arms
behind her head as she regarded Bukato with bright green eyes. She was still
getting to know him-Rob Pierre and Oscar Saint-Just hadn't been so foolish as
to let her shake up the existing chain of command by handpicking her senior
subordinates herself-but they worked well enough together. And as his teasing
tone had just indicated, he appeared to have begun feeling reasonably
comfortable with her as his boss. Not that anyone would be stupid enough to
let any discomfort with a superior show in the current People's Republic.
Especially when that boss was also a junior member of the Committee of Public
Safety.

"I probably should try to keep more regular hours," she agreed, unfolding one
arm long enough to run a hand over her dark hair. "But somehow or other, I've
got to get a handle on all the problems my predecessor let grow like weeds."
"With all due respect, Citizen Secretary, you've already cut through more of
the undergrowth than I would have believed possible a few months ago. That
being the case, I'd just as soon not see you collapse from overwork and leave
me with the job of breaking in still another Secretary of War."

"I'll try to bear that in mind," she said dryly, and smiled at him. Yet even
as she smiled, that hidden part of her brain wondered where his personal
loyalties lay. It was damnably hard to tell these days . . . and critically
important. On the surface, he was as hardworking, loyal, and reliable a
subordinate as a woman could ask for, but surface impressions were dangerous.
In fact, his apparent loyalty actually made her uneasy, for she was perfectly
well aware that most of the officer corps regarded her as dangerously
ambitious. She didn't blame them for that-since she was ambitious-and she
normally managed to win over her direct subordinates despite her reputation.
But it usually took longer than this, and she couldn't help wondering how much



of his seeming ease with her was genuine.

"In the meantime, however," she went on, letting her chair snap forward and
reaching out to rest one hand on the heap of data chips on her desk, "I still
have to get the overall situation and its parameters fixed in my mind. You
know, I'm still more than a little amazed to discover how true it really is
that the people at the sharp end of the stick are too close to the shooting to
see the big picture."

"I know." Bukato nodded. "Of course, it's also true that the COs at the front
usually do have a much better grasp of their own separate parts of the 'big
picture.'"

"You're right there," she agreed feelingly, remembering her own mammoth
frustration-and fury-with her superiors when she'd been the one fighting
desperately to hang onto Trevor's Star. "But the thing that surprised me most
was that the Manties aren't pushing any harder than they are. Until I got a
chance to review these-" she tapped the data chips again "-and realized just
how thinly stretched they are."

"I tried to make that same point to Citizen Secretary Kline before his, um,
departure," Bukato said. "But he never seemed to grasp what I was trying to
tell him."

He slid his own chip folio into her In basket, walked over to the chair facing
her desk, and cocked an eyebrow in question, and McQueen nodded for him to be
seated.

"Thank you, Citizen Secretary," he said, folding his long, lanky body into the
chair, then leaned back and crossed his legs. "I have to admit," he went on in
a much more serious tone, "that was one reason I was glad to see you replace
him. Obviously, the civilian government has to retain the ultimate authority
over the People's military forces, but Citizen Secretary Kline didn't have any
military background at all, and sometimes that made it a bit difficult to
explain things to him."

McQueen nodded. Privately, she was more than a little surprised by Bukato's
willingness to say anything that could be taken as a criticism of the former
citizen secretary. To be sure, Kline's removal from office was a sign he'd
fallen out of favor, but Bukato had to be as aware as she was that StateSec
must have bugged her office, and anything that even hinted that a senior
officer harbored doubts about or contempt for a political superior could have
dire consequences. Of course, he had covered himself with his pious
observation about civilian authority, she reminded herself.

"I'd like to think that that's one difficulty you won't experience in our
working relationship,”" she told him.

"I certainly don't expect to, Citizen Secretary. For one thing, as a serving
officer in your own right, you know just how big the galaxy really is

and how much defensive depth we still have."

"I do. At the same time, however, I also know that we can't afford to keep on
giving ground forever if we don't want morale to crumble," she pointed out.
"And that applies to the civilians, as well as the military. The Fleet can't
win this thing without the support of the civilian sector, and if the
civilians decide there's no point in supporting people who just keep falling
back-" She shrugged.

"Of course we can't," Bukato agreed. "But every system we lose is one more the
Manties have to picket, and every light-year they advance inside the frontiers
is another light-year of logistical strain."

"True. On the other hand, capturing Trevor's Star has already simplified their
logistics immensely. Sooner or later, that's going to show up in their
deployments."

"Um." It was Bukato's turn to grimace and nod. The capture of Trevor's Star
had given the Manticoran Alliance possession of every terminus of the
Manticore Wormhole Junction, which meant Manty freighters could now make the



voyage from the Star Kingdom's home system to the front virtually
instantaneously . . . and with no possibility of interception.

"No doubt it will show up eventually, Citizen Secretary," he said after a
moment, "but for the moment, it's not going to help them a whole hell of a
lot. They still have to cover the same defensive volume with the same number
of available warships. Maybe even more importantly, they have to make certain
they hold Trevor's Star after all the time and trouble they spent taking it in
the first place. From my own reading of the intelligence reports, that's the
real reason they sent White Haven off to organize an entirely new fleet at
Yeltsin. They're keeping almost all of his old fleet right there at Trevor's
Star to protect it."

"You're right," McQueen agreed. "For now, at least, it is distracting them
from more offensive activities. But it's a dynamic situation, not a static
one. By holding the system, they remove the threat of an invasion of the
Manties' home system down the Junction. And that means they can start standing
down those damned forts they built to cover the central terminus, which is
going to free up one hell of a lot of trained manpower."

"But not immediately," Bukato countered with a smile, and McQueen smiled back.
Neither of them had yet said anything astonishingly brilliant or insightful,
but this sort of brainstorming had become a rarity in the current People's
Navy. "Even if they shut the forts down tomorrow-or yesterday, for that
matter-they can't actually use the fresh manpower against us until they build
the ships for those people to crew."

"Exactly!" McQueen's eyes sparkled. "Of course, they can still build ships
faster than we can. But we still have a lot more building slips than they do
and our construction rates are going up. It may take us longer to build a
given ship than it takes them, but as long as we can work on building more of
them at the same time we've got a shot at matching their construction rate in
total numbers of hulls. Add that to the fact that we can crew as many ships as
we can build, whereas they have a hell of a lot smaller population base, and
the 'big battalions' are still on our side . . . for now. But that infusion of
additional crewmen from the forts is going to fuel one hell of a growth spurt
in their front-line strength a year or so down the line. What we have to do is
find a way to use the distraction aspect of their commitment at Trevor's Star
against them before they can use the benefits of its possession against us."
"Ah?" Bukato cocked his head. "You sound as if you have a way to use it in
mind," he observed slowly.

"T do . . . maybe," McQueen admitted. "One of the things I've just been
reading over was the availability numbers on our battleships." Bukato grimaced
before he could stop himself, and she chuckled. "I know-I know! Every single

time someone's come up with a brilliant idea about how to use them, we've
ended up with less battleships when the wreckage cooled. And, frankly, we lost
an awful lot of them in the run up to Trevor's Star simply because we had no
choice but to commit them to defensive actions against dreadnoughts and
superdreadnoughts. But I was surprised to see how many we have left. If we
strip the eastern sectors down to bedrock, we could assemble quite a fleet of
them to support a core of real ships of the wall."

"You're thinking in terms of a counterattack," Bukato said quietly.

"I am," McQueen agreed. It was the first time she'd said a word about it to
anyone, and intense interest flickered in Bukato's dark, deepset eyes. "I'm
going to keep the exact point where I want to launch it my own little secret
for a while longer," she told him, "but one of the jobs Citizen Chairman
Pierre gave me was to improve the Fleet's morale. Well, if we can knock the
damn Manties back on their heels at a place of our own choosing, even if it's
only briefly, we should make a running start on that particular chore. It
wouldn't hurt civilian morale, either, and that doesn't even count what it
would do to Manty morale . . . or their future deployment considerations."



"I'd certainly have to agree with that, Citizen Secretary," Bukato said. "The
tech transfers from the Solarian League have helped shake some of our people
loose from their sense of inferiority, but most of them are still too
defensive minded for my taste. We need more admirals like Tourville and
Theisman, and we need to give them the support they require, then turn them
loose."

"Um." McQueen nodded, but she couldn't hide a frown of displeasure as mention
of Lester Tourville and Thomas Theisman reminded her of the whole Honor
Harrington episode. She saw a flicker of concern flash across Bukato's face as
her expression altered and quickly banished the grimace before he could decide
it was directed at him for some reason.

And it's not as 1f the affair was a total disaster, she reminded herself. You
know damned well Ransom was going to purge Tourville and his entire staff-if
not Theisman as well-for trying to protect Harrington from StateSec. At least
the paranoid bitch managed to get her worthless ass killed before she did any
more damage to the Fleet! And it also means I don't have to fight her tooth
and nail over every tiny move I make, either. On the other hand, StateSec is
treating Tourville and his people as if they were the ones who killed her!
Count Tilly's been back from Cerberus for almost four months now, and her
entire crew's still sequestered while Saint-Just's security goons
"investigate" the episode. Idiots!

"I realize Citizen Admiral Theisman is still a bit . . . old-fashioned,"
Bukato said, responding to her frown, "but his record in combat is exemplary,
Citizen Secretary, and the same is true of Tourville. I hope you don't intend
to let any rumors or partial reports keep you from-"

"Relax, Citizen Admiral," McQueen said, waving a hand in the air between them,
and he shut his mouth quickly. "You don't have to sell me on Tourville or Tom
Theisman-not as fleet commanders, anyway. And I have no intention of making
them any sort of fall guys for what happened to Citizen Secretary Ransom.
Whatever anyone else might think, I know-and I've seen to it that Citizen
Chairman Pierre and Citizen Secretary Saint-Just know, as well-that none of
what happened was their fault." Or I think I've made certain of that, at any
rate. Saint-Just says he's more worried about keeping Tilly's crew "out of the
public eye until we make Cordelia's death official," at least. Whether he
actually means it or not, though

She studied Bukato a moment, then shrugged mentally. She was doing all she
could for Tourville, and it wasn't the very smartest thing she could discuss
with Bukato. But perhaps the time had come to test the waters with him in a
different way.

"I only wish I could have convinced the Committee to countermand Citizen
Secretary Ransom's plans for Harrington," she said. "We might have avoided the
entire mess if she'd been willing to let the Navy have custody of Harrington
instead of dragging her off to Camp Charon to hang her!"

Bukato's eyes widened at the genuine vitriol in the last sentence. The new
Secretary of War was taking a major chance in offering a subordinate access to
her inner thoughts-especially if those thoughts were critical of the Committee
of Public Safety or any of its members, present or past. Of course, it could
also be-in fact, it almost certainly was-a test of him as well. The problem
was that he didn't know exactly what he was being tested for. Loyalty to the
Committee, which might be demonstrated by denouncing her? Or loyalty to the
Navy and his service superior (assuming that those weren't actually two quite
different things), which might be demonstrated by keeping his mouth shut?

"I wasn't privy to that decision, Citizen Secretary," he said very slowly,
choosing his words with exquisite care. Then he decided to throw out a feeler
of his own. "Nonetheless, it did seem . . . questionable to me."

"Not to me," McQueen snorted. She saw a flash of anxiety in his eyes and
grinned tightly. "It seemed goddamned stupid to me," she said, "and I told



Citizen Chairman Pierre and Citizen Secretary Saint-Just as much at the time."
Surprised respect showed in Bukato's expression, and she hid a chuckle. She
hadn't expressed herself quite that candidly to them, but she'd come close to
it. If StateSec listened to the audio chips she was sure they were making, her
version would be near enough to Saint-Just's recollections (or the chips he
might have made of that meeting, assuming he was sufficiently paranoid for
that-and he was) to stay on the safe side of accurate. And from the look on
Bukato's face, her willingness to be candid with him on such a topic had just
raised her stock with him considerably.

"Mind you, it wasn't their idea, and I don't think they cared for it, either,"
she went on, always conscious of those hidden microphones. "But she was a
member of the Committee, and she'd already dumped the story and her intention
to execute Harrington into the Solly news feeds. And that whole Leveler
business was barely four T-months old at the time. I don't have to tell you
how that had shaken things up, and they felt their only choice was to back her
up rather than risk having the rest of the galaxy think we had potentially
serious divisions at the top or invite another coup attempt from our domestic
enemies. Which is also why they had Public Information fake up that whole
hanging scene."

"I have to admit, I didn't quite understand the reasoning behind that," Bukato
said. "I hope you'll pardon me for saying this, but it seemed gratuitous to
me."

"'Gratuitous,'" McQueen snorted. "In some ways, that's not a bad word for it,
I suppose. And I imagine it will motivate at least some of the Manties to seek
revenge. But the decision was made over at Public Information, and I'd have to
say that PubIn was the proper place for it to be made. They're in a better
position to judge its effect on civilian and neutral opinion than those of us
in the Navy are."

Somehow the bitter twist of her mouth didn't quite match her thoughtful,
serious tone, and Bukato was surprised by the sparkle of laughter he felt deep
inside. No doubt anyone listening to the chips would hear exactly what she
wanted them to, but she did have a way of getting her actual meaning across
anyway.

And I suppose there was a little rationality in faking Harrington's execution,
he thought. At least this way we don't have to admit that-what? thirty?-POWs
staging an unsuccessful jail break managed to completely destroy an entire
battlecruiser all by themselves! God only knows what making that public
knowledge would do to our morale, even if it was only a StateSec ship. Not to
mention what the damage to StateSec's reputation for invincibility might do
the next time they got ready to suppress some poor bastards. And whether we
hanged her or not, she's still dead. We couldn't bring her back even if we
wanted to, so I guess we might as well get a little propaganda mileage out of
it if we can. And assuming it was the sort of mileage we wanted in the first
place. If it was.

He shook free of his thoughts and looked at the new Secretary of War again,
trying to read what was going on behind those green eyes of hers. He knew her
reputation, of course. Everyone did. But so far he'd seen remarkably little
evidence of her famed political ambition, and she'd accomplished more to
straighten out the Navy's mess in the bare six T-months since being officially
named Secretary of War than Kline had managed in over four T-years. The
professional naval officer in Ivan Bukato couldn't help admiring-and
appreciating that-yet he sensed a crossroads looming in his own future. She
hadn't just happened to come out of her shell tonight. She really was testing
him, and if he let himself be drawn into a feeling of loyalty to her, the
consequences could prove . . . unfortunate. Even fatal.

And yet

"I understand, Ma'am," he said quietly, and saw her eyes flicker. It was the



first time he'd used the traditional, "elitist" courtesy instead of calling
her "Citizen Secretary." Technically, she was entitled to it as a member of
the Committee of Public Safety, but staying away from the form of address the
Navy had been denied among its own ever since the Harris Assassination had
seemed the better part of valor.

"I'm glad you do, Ivan," she said after a moment, and saw the answering
understanding in his eyes as she used his given name for the very first time.
The first step of the intricate dance had been accomplished. Neither of them
could be certain yet where the dance would end, but the first step was always
the most important one. Yet it was also time to cover her backside just a
little more, and she smiled sardonically at Bukato even as she made her voice
come out seriously and thoughtfully. "We're going to have to make some pretty
tough decisions of our own when it comes to recommending purely military
policy. I realize political and diplomatic decisions are going to have an
impact on the military equation, but frankly, until we get our own shop up and
running properly, I'm delighted that I don't have to concern myself with
nonmilitary policy. Time enough to worry about fine-tuning our coordination
with the diplomats once we're confident we can hold the Manty bastards where
they are!"

"Of course, Ma'am," Bukato agreed, and the two of them smiled thinly at one
another.

Chapter Three

Long experience had taught Petty Officer first-class Scott Smith to collect
his battered locker from the heap outside the personnel shuttle's cargo tube,
activate its counter-grav, and tow it safely out of the way before he did
anything else. Only after accomplishing that did he look for the directions
board. His searching eyes found it, and he crossed the concourse to it, then
kept one hand resting lightly on the locker as he studied the flashing
information. There it was: HMS Candice, the same name as on his transfer
orders. He grimaced. He still didn't have the least damned idea what a
"Candice" was, but he didn't like the ring of it.

Sounds like the candied-apple kind of name that should belong to some damned
armed merchant escort, he snorted mentally. Or maybe a tender. A tug? He
shrugged irritably. Hell of a name for a warship, anyway. And why the hell
couldn't they just leave me aboard Leutzen? It took me three damned T-years to
get that slot, and now they yank me out of it for God knows what.

He grimaced again, but orders were orders. He double-checked the display for
the right color-coded guide strip and set glumly off through the bowels of Her
Majesty's Space Station Weyland for his destination.

Lieutenant Michael Gearman watched the tallish, fair-haired PO 1/c walking
down the color guide in front of him and cocked an eyebrow in speculation. He
and the noncom had arrived on the same shuttle, and he wondered if they were
headed for the same destination. It seemed probable, but Weyland was a big
place-not as large as Vulcan or Hephaestus, but still the better part of
thirty kilometers long. It was also tucked away orbiting Gryphon, otherwise
known as Manticore-B-V, which had caused a few of Gearman's hospital buddies
to groan in sympathy when they heard about his travel orders. Gryphon was the
least Earth-like of the Manticore System's three habitable planets. It had
required far more terraforming than Manticore or Sphinx, and its extreme axial
tilt gave its weather an unenviable reputation among the inhabitants of its
sister planets. Worse, from the viewpoint of certain Navy hotshots, its
sparsely scattered population was noted for regarding the sissies who lived on
the Star Kingdom's other worlds with a certain contempt. That attitude,
unfortunately, carried over into the local civilians' attitude towards
visiting military personnel in search of diversion and, coupled with the lack
of anything like real cities, left those same military personnel with a



limited selection of off-duty entertainment possibilities.

But that was all right with Gearman. After nineteen months of regen therapy,
he'd had about all the leave he could stand. He was eager to get back to work,
and whatever his commiserating friends might have to say about Manticore-B's
being the armpit of the Manticore Binary System, he suspected his new
assignment might be far more interesting than they expected. It had become
traditional over the last twenty or thirty T-years for the Royal Navy to
assign its more sensitive R&D prototypes to Weyland's technical support teams,
mainly because the secondary component of the binary system saw so much less
foreign shipping traffic. Manticore-B's massive asteroid belts supported a
very heavy industrial presence, and huge freighters hauled both finished
components and massive loads of raw materials from its orbital smelters to
Manticore-A. But the main freight transshipment points for the Star Kingdom
orbited either Manticore or Sphinx, and that was where the vast majority of
the out-kingdom shipping stayed. For the most part, Gryphon was served even in
peacetime by short-haul Manticoran-flag freighters which plied back and forth
between it and the rest of the Star Kingdom, and the Navy had made the
complete prohibition of non-Manticoran hulls in Manticore-B space official
once the shooting started.

Which was why BuShips and BuWeaps liked building and testing prototypes at
Weyland. The Office of Naval Intelligence still couldn't guarantee secrecy,
but at least the Fleet didn't have to worry about which putatively neutral
freighters in the area were actually spying for the Peeps. Not that Gearman
had any hard evidence that his assignment was to any such hush-hush project.
On the other hand, he'd checked the last available ship list when he got his
new orders, and there was no "HMS Candice" on it. Of course, the names of new
construction were pretty much classified since the war had begun, and someone
of his rank hardly had access to the latest, most up-to-date information. But
the fact that the name didn't appear on any of the prewar lists suggested that
whatever else Candice was, she had to be less than eight years old. (Or, a
corner of his mind insisted upon adding, a merchant conversion bought in after
the war began. Bleh.) Add that to the fact that his orders had given him
absolutely no hint of what his duties aboard her would be (which was, to say
the least, unusual), and all sorts of interesting possibilities began to
trickle through his mind.

He grinned at his own imagination and walked briskly onward.

"Scooter!"

PO Smith looked up in astonishment as someone shouted his nickname, and then
he grinned widely as a familiar face blended out of the crowd. The short,
hairy, apelike, amazingly ugly man looked as if he ought to walk on his
knuckles. He also wore undress coveralls like Smith's own, with the same three
chevrons on his sleeve, and the name patch above his breast pocket said
"Maxwell, Richard."

"Well, well! If it isn't the Man Who Dropped the Spanner!" Smith observed,
reaching out to shake a hirsute paw, and Maxwell grimaced.

"Give me a break, Scooter! That was-what? Six damn T-years ago?"

"Really?" Smith's gray eyes glinted devilishly. "It seems like just yesterday.
Maybe that was because the results were so . . . spectacular. And expensive. I
don't get to see a drive room main bus bar short out everyday, you know."

"Oh, yeah? Well, one of these days I'm gonna be there when you screw the
pooch, Scooter!"

"In your dreams, Silver Spanner. In your dreams."

"Pride goeth, buddy," Maxwell said darkly.

"Ha!" Smith deactivated his locker's counter-grav and let it sink to the deck,
then looked around curiously. He'd expected the deck guide to lead him to
Candice's slip; instead, it had deposited him in a cavernous boat bay gallery,
which indicated his new ship wasn't currently docked with the space station,



and he cocked an eyebrow at Maxwell.

"You got any idea what it is we're up to, Maxie?" he asked much more
seriously. "I asked around, but the people I talked to knew zero-zip about
it."

"Dunno," Maxwell admitted, removing his black beret to scratch the right side
of his head. "Friend of mine in BuShips told me the Candice is a new, long-
range repair ship-a high-speed job, like maybe she's designed to go in the
fleet train for a cruiser raiding force or something. Aside from that, I don't
know a damned thing. Hell, I don't even know what I'm gonna be doing once I
get aboard!"

"You neither, huh?" Smith frowned. RMN personnel orders usually contained at
least a brief section on the duty slot one was to be assigned to, not just a
ship name with no additional information. Leaving that out of one set of
orders could have been simple bureaucratic sloppiness; leaving it out of two
started sounding a lot more like a deliberate security measure. But if Candice
was only a repair ship, even some new, hot-shot model, then what was there to
be secretive about? And if-

"Attention Personnel Draft Seven-Seven-Six-Two," the voice of the boat bay
officer crackled suddenly from the gallery speakers. "First call for
transportation to HMS Candice. The shuttle will depart in fifteen minutes from
Personnel Tube Blue Four. Repeat. Transportation to HMS Candice will depart in
fifteen minutes from Personnel Tube Blue Four."

"Guess we better get going," Maxwell observed, and the two of them set off
down the gallery, towing their lockers behind them. Smith was in the lead as
they approached the designated personnel tube, and he groaned aloud as he saw
what rested in the docking buffers on the other side of the thick armorplast
wall.

"What?" Maxwell asked, unable to see around his taller friend, and Smith
sighed.

"It's a damned trash hauler," he said glumly. "Crap! You'd think they could at
least give us a shuttle with windows!"

"A shuttle's a shuttle," Maxwell said with a dismissive shrug. "I don't need
windows. I've already seen a space station, and I've already seen a repair
ship. A1l I hope is the run over is long enough for me to get a little
shuteye."

"Maxie, you're a cretin," Smith said sourly.

"'Course I am!" Maxwell agreed cheerfully, then frowned in sudden suspicion.
"What's a cretin?" he demanded.

"Ten-hut!"

Captain Alice Truman watched the remote view on her briefing room display as
the knife-edged command cut through the confused hum which had filled the
gallery of HMS Minotaur's Boat Bay Three. The newest draft of enlisted and
noncommissioned personnel for Project Anzio snapped to attention along the
lines painted on the deck with spinal reflex suddenness, their speculations
about their new assignments slashed off by the familiar command. The woman who
had given it had three chevrons and three rockers on the sleeve of her
immaculate uniform. The golden anchor of a boatswain's mate floated between
them, instead of the star most branches used, and the uppermost rocker carried
the embroidered crown which marked her as a senior master chief, the highest
noncommissioned rank the RMN offered. Now she looked the block of silent men
and women over with an utterly expressionless face, then folded her hands
behind her and paced slowly down the length of the block's front row. She
reached the end, paused rocking on her heels, then stalked back to the center
of the row and smiled thinly.

"Welcome aboard your new ship," she told them in a pronounced Gryphon accent.
"My name is McBride. Bosun McBride." Her audience was silent, digesting the
fact that she had just announced that she was the senior noncommissioned



member of their new ship's company and, as such, the direct designated
representative of God, and she smiled once more. "For those of you who have
not already figured this out, you are not aboard a repair ship. Nor will you
be aboard a repair ship. No doubt this is deeply disturbing to you, and I know
all you poor little lost lambs are confused and curious about what you're
doing here. Well, I'm sure the Skipper feels nothing in the universe could
possibly be more important than explaining it all to you. Unfortunately, she
has a ship to run, and she's just a little busy at the moment, so I'm afraid
you're going to have to make do with me, instead. Does anyone have a problem
with that?"

A falling pin would have sounded like an anvil in the silence that answered
her, and her smile became something like a grin.

"I didn't think anyone would." She raised her right hand and snapped her
fingers, and half a dozen petty officers stepped forward with memo boards
under their arms. "When you hear your name called, answer to it and fall in
behind whoever called it," she went on more briskly. "They'll get you llogged
into quarters and give you your slots on the watch bill. Don't drag ass about
getting yourselves squared away, either, people! There will be an orientation
briefing for all new personnel at twenty-one-hundred, and I will be checking
attendance."

McBride gazed out over the newcomers for another ten seconds, then nodded, and
a brawny senior chief stepped up beside her and keyed his board alive.
"Abramowitz, Carla!" he read.

"Yo!" A woman near the rear of the formation raised a hand and stepped forward
with her locker while people moved apart in front of her to let her pass.
"Carter, Jonathan!" the senior chief read, and Truman switched off the display
and looked up as her executive officer ushered two lieutenants, one a JG, and
a lieutenant commander into her briefing room.

"Our new arrivals, Ma'am." Like the Bosun, Commander Haughton was from
Gryphon, although his accent was less severe, and Truman cocked her golden-
haired head as the three officers formed a line in front of the clear-topped
briefing room conference table and came to attention. She could see burning
curiosity in all three sets of eyes and hid a small, amused smile.

"Lieutenant Commander Barbara Stackowitz, reporting for duty, Ma'am!" the
gray-eyed, brown-haired woman at the end of the line said crisply, and Truman
nodded to her, then looked at the next officer in line.

"Lieutenant Michael Gearman, reporting for duty, Captain," he said. He was
dark-haired and eyed, thin and just a little stooped looking, and there was an
aura of intensity about him. Truman nodded once more and cocked an eyebrow at
the final newcomer.

"Lieutenant Ernest Takahashi, reporting for duty, Ma'am!" Takahashi was small,
even darker than Gearman, and wiry, with eyes so dark brown they looked black.
He was also the most junior of the three new arrivals, and though his
curiosity was as evident as that of the other two, there was a sort of relaxed
confidence in his body language. Not complacency, but the look of someone who
was used to getting things right the first time.

"At ease, people," Truman said after a moment, and watched their shoulders
relax. She smiled and glanced at the exec. "Paperwork all in order, John?"
"Yes, Ma'am. Your yeoman has it now."

"Good." Truman smiled. "I feel confident that Chief Mantooth will dispose of
it with all her customary efficiency." She looked back at the newcomers, then
waved a hand at the chairs facing her from the far end of the table.

"Sit," she said, and they obeyed.

She tipped her own chair back and let herself consider them afresh while her
mind went back over the personnel uploads she'd already studied.

Stackowitz was a tac branch officer who was supposed to be some sort of
missile genius. The fact that she'd served a hitch as CO of a light attack



craft was icing on the cake. She was earmarked for a slot on Captain (Junior-
Grade) Jacquelyn Harmon's staff, but Truman planned to borrow her quite often.
Her oval face was strong boned, with a firm mouth and level eyes. At the
moment, she seemed a little tense, almost edgy, but that was understandable
enough. Not one of these people had been given the slightest hint of what
their new assignments were all about, and though the shuttle's lack of view
ports had kept them from getting a glimpse of their new ship on approach, they
had to have begun to realize they were aboard a most unusual vessel.

Gearman, on the other hand, was almost calm looking. He was clearly curious,
but his intensity was a deeper thing, not a reflection of anxiety. Perhaps it
would be more accurate to call it focus, Truman mused. He was also deeply and
darkly tanned-thanks, no doubt, to the rehab camp to which Bassingford Medical
Center's physical therapists had sent him to complete his recovery. She'd
watched him carefully when he walked into the office, and there was no limp at
all to indicate the left leg he'd lost when Peep fire put the superdreadnought
Ravensport permanently out of the war at First Nightingale. He'd been
Ravensport's third engineer, but before that, as a JG, he'd spent almost a
year as a LAC engineering officer.

And then there was Takahashi. Only a lieutenant (junior-grade), he was here
because he'd graduated number one in his class from Kreskin Field Flight
School (despite an awesome award of demerits over a certain incident
concerning the Kreskin flight simulators) and then displayed a dazzling
natural ability at the controls of every small craft he'd touched since
leaving the Academy. His last post had been as an assault shuttle section
leader aboard the big Marine attack transport Leutzen, where his piloting
virtuosity had no doubt been properly appreciated. Under other circumstances,
he would probably have stayed there for at least another year, but Truman and
Project Anzio had first call on his talents.

"All right," she said finally, breaking the silence before it became
intimidating, "first, allow me to welcome all of you aboard the Minotaur."
Stackowitz blinked, and Truman smiled crookedly. "There is indeed an HMS
Candice," she assured them, "but I very much doubt any of you will ever set
foot aboard her. She's also a prototype of sorts, but a repair ship, not a
warship. She's currently assigned to Weyland for evaluation and to serve as
the training vessel for similar follow-on units, but she's usually out
swanning around somewhere else in the local system to give her trainees lots
of practice. She also has a complement of around six thousand, which, coupled
with her erratic movement schedule, makes her an excellent cover for us.
People don't wonder why new drafts have to be shuttled out to her, and her
crew's big enough-and transient enough-that we can cycle quite a lot of people
through without anyone noticing it."

Truman let that sink in, and the three junior officers glanced at one another,
eyes busy with speculation. She watched them calmly, comparing their reactions
to those of all the other officers with whom she'd had this same discussion.
So far, they were about standard.

"There really is a reason for all the secrecy, people," she told them quietly
after a moment. "In a few minutes, Commander Haughton-" she nodded at the
blond, brown-eyed exec, who had seated himself at her right hand "-will see to
it that each of you gets introduced to your department heads, who will give
you a more detailed description of what we're doing and what your specific
duties will be. Given the nature of our job here, however, I prefer to handle
my new officers' initial briefings myself, so make yourselves comfortable.”
She smiled as they settled back in their chairs. Takahashi was the only one
who looked anything like genuinely relaxed, but the other two made a good show
of obeying her injunction, and she let her own chair come back upright and
folded her hands on the table before her.

"Minotaur is the first unit of a new, experimental class," she told them. "I



realize you didn't get a look at her before you came aboard, so here she is
now." She pressed a button on the keyboard at her data terminal, and a razor-
sharp holo image appeared above the table. Heads turned as her newest
subordinates looked, and she saw Stackowitz's eyes narrow in surprise.

Truman didn't blame her, for no one had ever seen another ship quite like HMS
Minotaur. She was obviously a warship-she had the telltale hammerhead ends-and
she massed almost exactly six million tons. That put her in the upper third of
the dreadnought range, yet even a casual glance was enough to tell anyone that
whatever Minotaur might be, she was certainly no dreadnought. The rows of
enormous hatches on her flanks were much too big to be normal broadside
weapons bays, and they were arranged in a pattern whose like none of them had
ever before seen.

"People," Truman said softly, "you have just become members of the crew of the
first LAC-carrier of the Royal Manticoran Navy." Gearman's head whipped back
around. He stared at her, and she smiled crookedly. "That's correct, Mr.
Gearman. A LAC-carrier. May I assume you've at least heard rumors about the
light attack craft our Q-ships have been using in Silesia?"

"Uh, yes, Ma'am," the lieutenant said after a brief glance at his fellow
newcomers. "But 'rumors' are all I've heard. Nobody ever said anything about
anything like . . . this." He gave a tiny wave towards the holo image, and
Truman chuckled, but then her smile faded.

"If anyone had mentioned it to you, Mr. Gearman, he or she would have been in
violation of the Official Secrets Act. A restriction, by the way, which now
applies to each of you. You are now officially assigned to Project Anzio, and
our job is to get Minotaur-and her LAC wing-on-line, and then to prove the
concept. In order to even further safeguard security on this endeavor, we will
be leaving for Hancock Station as soon as our first two squadrons of LACs have
come on board. The fleet base there will support our efforts, and since ours
are the only people with any interest in Hancock these days, sending us there
should keep 'neutral' eyes from seeing us and running home to Nouveau Paris to
tattle. Clear?"

Heads nodded, and she let her chair tip back once more.

"Good," she said, and waved at the holo image. "As you can see, Minotaur-and,
by the way, none of you had better let me hear you refer to her as 'the
Minnie'-is an unusual design. Originally, BuShips wanted to build a much
smaller experimental model with which to prove the concept, but the
projections always called for a dreadnought-sized hull for the final units,
and Vice Admiral Adcock sold Admiral Danvers on building her full size. His
exact words, I believe, were 'The best scale for an experiment is ten
millimeters to the centimeter!'" She smiled again. "So here we are.

"As I'm sure you've noticed," she went on in the tones of a Saganami Island
lecturer as she stood and used an old-fashioned light-pointer to pick out
details on the holo, "she has no broadside armament at all-aside from her
LACs, of course. She masses just under six million tons, with an overall
length of two-point-two klicks and a maximum beam of three hundred and sixty-
seven meters. Our offensive shipboard armament is restricted to our chase
mounts, which, however, are quite heavy: four grasers and nine missile tubes
each, fore and aft. On the broadside, we mount only anti-missile defenses and
the LAC bays, which-at the moment-are empty."

Lieutenant Commander Stackowitz frowned, and Truman chuckled. The tac officer
looked up quickly at the sound, and the captain smiled at her.

"Don't worry, Commander. We do have a main battery . . . and the first part of
it is almost ready to embark. But the Powers That Be felt-correctly, I think-
that Minotaur needed a shakedown cruise of her own. That's what we've spent
the last two T-months doing while the Hauptman and Jankowski cartels finished
building our LACs at Hauptman's Unicorn Yard."

Understanding flickered in the eyes of all three newcomers. The Unicorn Belt



was the innermost-and richest-of Manticore-B's three asteroid belts, and the
Hauptman Cartel's Gryphon Minerals, Ltd., subsidiary owned about thirty
percent of it outright, with long-term leases on another third. The cartel had
built enormous extraction centers and smelters to service its mining
operations, and there had been persistent rumors even before the war that
Hauptman Yards, Ltd., the shipbuilding unit of the mighty cartel, had been
using its Unicorn Yard to build experimental Navy units well away from prying
eyes. And the Jankowski Cartel, though far smaller than Hauptman's, was highly
specialized and a major player in the Navy's R&D operations in its own right.
In fact, Gearman thought, Jankowski's who handled the major share of R&D on
adapting the Grayson compensator design for the Fleet, aren't they?
"Minotaur's core ship's company is only six hundred and fifty," Truman went
on, and her new subordinates blinked, for that was barely seventy percent of
the crew assigned to most heavy cruisers five percent her size. "We've managed
this by building in a much higher degree of automation than BuShips was
prepared to accept prewar, and, of course, by eliminating all broadside
weapons. In addition, we carry only a single company of Marines instead of the
battalion normally assigned to a DN or an SD. On the other hand, our current
TO&E calls for us to embark approximately three hundred additional shipboard
personnel to provide permanent engineering and tactical support to the LAC
wing. That, Commander Stackowitz, is where you will come in."

The dark-haired woman cocked an eyebrow and Truman showed her teeth.

"You have a reputation as a real hotshot at missile tactics, Commander, and I
understand you spent six months attached to Project Ghost Rider. Is that
correct?"

Stackowitz hesitated a moment, then nodded.

"Yes, Ma'am, I did," she said. "But that entire project is very tightly
classified. I don't know if I should, well-" She gestured apologetically to
the other officers present, and Truman nodded back at her.

"Your caution is admirable, Commander, but these gentlemen will become quite
familiar with Ghost Rider over the next few weeks. For our sins, we're slated
to play test bed for the first fruits of that project, as well. That can wait
until later, however. For the moment, what matters is that while you'll be an
asset to Minotaur's own tactical department because of your, um, special
knowledge, your primary duty assignment will be as Tac-One to the LAC wing."
"Yes, Ma'am."

"As for you, Lieutenant Gearman," Truman went on, turning to the tanned
engineer, "you're slated for the squadron engineer's slot in Gold Squadron.
That's the command element for the wing, and I imagine you'll be serving as
Captain Harmon's engineer aboard Gold One, as well. That seems to be the way
things are shaping up, at any rate."

"Yes, Ma'am." Gearman nodded sharply, thoughts already whirring behind his
eyes as he contemplated his new, totally unexpected assignment.

"And as for you, Lieutenant Takahashi," Truman went on, fixing the Jjunior-
grade lieutenant with a stern eye, "you're slated as Gold One's helmsman. From
what I've seen of your record, I expect you'll be playing a major part in
setting up the basic software for the simulators, as well, and I strongly
advise you not to incorporate any elements from that 'surprise scenario' you
put together for Kreskin Field."

"Yes, Ma'am! I mean, no, Ma'am. Of course not!" Takahashi said quickly, but he
also grinned hugely at the thought of the marvelous new toys the Navy was
going to let him play with, and Truman glanced up at Commander Haughton. The
exec only shook his head in resignation, and she laughed mentally at his
expression as he contemplated the beatifically smiling young lieutenant.

"All right," Truman said more briskly, recapturing her audience's attention,
"here's what our LACs will look like."

She punched more buttons, and Minotaur's holo vanished. A new image replaced



it almost instantly-a sleek, lethal shape that looked as if it should have
come from deep water with a mouth full of fangs-and all three of the junior
officers straightened in their chair as its unconventionality registered.

The most immediately obvious point about it was that, except for the absence
of anything remotely like an airfoil, the sharp-prowed vessel looked more like
an enormously overgrown pinnace than a normal LAC, for it lacked the flared,
hammerhead bow and stern of all impeller-drive warships. The next point to
penetrate was that it had absolutely no broadside weapons bays-or point
defense stations. But perhaps the most astounding point of all almost sneaked
past unnoticed, for the vessel in that holo image had only half as many
impeller nodes as it should have. No LAC was hyper-capable, so there had never
been any need to fit them with the alpha nodes of true starships. But for over
six centuries, a full strength drive ring for any impeller warship had mounted
sixteen beta nodes. Everyone knew that.

Except that this LAC didn't. There were only eight nodes in each of its rings,
although they looked a little larger than they should have been.

"This, people," Truman said, gesturing once more with the light-pointer, "is
the lead unit of the Shrike-class. She masses twenty thousand tons, and, as
I'm sure you've noticed," the pointer reached into the HD, "there have been
some changes, including the omission of the standard hammerheads. That's
because this vessel's primary energy armament is right here." The pointer
touched the small ship's sleek prow. "A one-point-five-meter spinal mount
equipped with the latest grav lenses," she told them, watching their eyes,
"which permits her to carry a graser-not a laser-approximately as powerful as
that mounted in our Homer-class battlecruisers."

Gearman sucked in sharply at that. Not surprisingly, Truman thought. Chase
energy weapons were always among the most powerful any warship carried, but
the graser she had just described had an aperture fifty-six percent greater
than chasers mounted in most light cruisers twice her size. But she'd heard
the same reaction from someone in almost every group she'd briefed on the new
LACs, and she ignored the sound of surprise and continued in that same
Saganami Island voice.

"The power of this weapon is made possible because it is the only offensive
energy weapon she mounts, because her missile armament has been substantially
downsized, because her impeller node mass has been cut by forty-seven percent,
and because her crew is even smaller than that normally assigned to a LAC. Her
entire complement will consist of only ten people, which allows a major
reduction in life support tonnage. In addition, her normal reactor mass
bunkerage has been omitted.”

She paused, and Gearman looked at her with a very strange expression. She only
waited, and finally he shook his head.

"Excuse me, Ma'am. Did you say her bunkerage had been omitted?"

"Aside from that required for her reaction thrusters, yes," Truman confirmed.
"But-" Gearman paused, then shrugged and took the plunge. "In that case,
Ma'am, Jjust what does she use to fuel her fusion plant?"

"She doesn't have one," Truman told him simply. "She uses a fission pile."
Three sets of eyebrows flew up as one, and Truman smiled thinly. Humanity had
abandoned fission power as soon as reliable fusion plants became available.
Not only had fusion posed less of a radiation danger, but hydrogen was one
hell of a lot easier and safer (and cheaper) than fissionables to process.
And, Truman knew, 0Old Earth's Neo-Luddite lunatics, who'd been doing their
level best to abolish the very concept of technology as somehow inherently
evil about the time fusion power first came along, had managed to brand
fission power with the number of the beast as the emblem of all that was
destructive and vile. Indeed, the rush to fusion had been something much more
akin to a stampede, and unlike most of the claptrap the Neo-Luddites had
spouted, fission power's evil reputation had stuck. Contemporary journalists



had taken the negatives for granted at the time, since "everyone knew" they
were true, and no popular historian had been particularly interested in
reconsidering the evidence since, especially not when the technology was
obsolete, anyway. So for most of the human race, the very concept of fission
power was something out of a dark, primitive, vaguely dangerous, and only
dimly remembered past.

"Yes, I said 'fission,'" Truman told them after giving them most of a minute
to absorb it, "and it's another thing we've adapted from the Graysons. Unlike
the rest of the galaxy, they still use fission plants, although they've
reduced their reliance on them steadily for the last thirty or forty years.
But Grayson-and, for that matter, Yeltsin's asteroid belts, as well-are lousy
in heavy metals . . . and fissionables. They'd bootstrapped their way back to
fission power by the time of their Civil War, and by the time the rest of us
stumbled across them again and reintroduced them to fusion, they'd taken their
fission technology to levels of efficiency no one else had ever attained. So
when we added modern, lightweight antiradiation composites and rad fields to
what they already had, we were able to produce a plant which was even smaller-
and considerably more powerful-than anything they'd come up with on their own.
"I don't expect anyone to be installing them on any planetary surfaces any
time soon. For that matter, I doubt we'll see too many of them being installed
in capital ships. But one of the new plants handily provides all the power a
Shrike needs, and despite all the bad-history bogeyman stories about fission,
disposal of spent fuel elements and other waste won't be any particular
problem. All our processing work is being done in deep space, and all we have
to do with our waste is drop it into a handy star. And unlike a fusion plant,
a fission pile doesn't require a supply of reactor mass. Our present estimate
is that a Shrike's original power core should be good for about eighteen T-
years, which means the only practical limitation on the class's endurance will
be her life support."”

Gearman pursed his lips in a silent whistle at that. One of a conventional
LAC's several drawbacks was that its small size prevented it from cramming in
anything like the bunkerage of regular warships. RMN battlecruisers could take
on sufficient reactor mass for almost four months, but they were specifically
designed for long-range, deep penetration raids as well as convoy protection.
A light attack craft, on the other hand, was fortunate to be able to stow
sufficient hydrogen for a three-week deployment, which made her dreadfully
short-legged compared to her betters. But if she only had to refuel every
eighteen years-!

"It sounds impressive, Ma'am," he said after a moment, "but I don't know a
thing about fission power."

"Neither does anyone else off Grayson, Mr. Gearman-outside the teams which
have been developing the new piles for us, that is. We only have fully trained
crews for ten or twelve of our LACs; the others will be trained here aboard
Minotaur and the Hancock Station fleet base, and we've been fully equipped
with the necessary simulators. We also have a suitable training cadre from the
Jankowski Cartel to help you engineering types ease into things. You'll have
about three T-weeks between here and Hancock to get your toes wet, and current
plans call for you and your fellow engineers to be properly familiarized with
your new equipment within three months, at which time we will begin our actual
hands-on training with the LACs." She shrugged. "Ass-backwards, I know. You
should have been trained on the new plants before Minotaur's keel was even
laid. But even though Project Anzio has been given the highest priority,
certain, ah, hardware aspects of it have refused to cooperate as much as we
might have wished. And to be honest, some of the security types were always
happier with the idea that all the training would take place aboard Minotaur,
well away from any prying eyes, and not in simulators aboard a shipyard
somewhere."



She considered-briefly-mentioning the entrenched opposition of certain senior
officers who saw the entire LAC concept as a useless diversion of resources
and manpower from more practical (and traditional) weapons mixes. But the
temptation was brief. None of this trio had the seniority to become involved
in that kind of high-level internecine strife, and there was no point in
worrying them over it.

"But if we're not checked out on the power plants, how-?" Gearman began, then
cut himself off with a blush. A prudent lieutenant did not press a captain of
the list for information she chose not to offer, but Truman only smiled once
more.

"How will we get them aboard without power?" she asked, and he nodded. "We
won't," she said simply. "We'll be taking eighteen of them aboard before we
leave for Hancock; the remaining units of the wing have already departed for
that system, tucked away in the cargo holds of half a dozen freighters. Does
that answer your question?"

"Uh, yes, Ma'am."

"Good. Now, if you'll look back at the holo," Truman went on, "you'll notice
these projections here." The pointer's light beam swept over a series of eight
open-mouthed, elongated blisters, just aft of the forward impeller ring and
placed so that they aligned with the spaces between the ring's nodes. "These
are missile tubes," she told them. "These four-" the pointer tapped "-are
anti-ship launchers, each equipped with a five-round 'revolver' magazine. The
Shrike only has twenty shipkillers, but she can launch one from each tube
every three seconds." It was Stackowitz's turn to purse her lips silently, and
Truman's pointer indicated the other four tubes. "These are for counter-
missiles, and the reduction in normal missile armament lets us fit in seventy-
two of those. In addition, if you'll notice here-" the pointer touched the
sleek prow again. "These are point defense laser clusters: six of them, in a
ring around the graser emitter.”

"Excuse me, Captain. May I ask a question?" It was Takahashi, apparently
emboldened by her earlier response to Gearman, and she nodded to him. "Thank
you, Ma'am." He paused for a moment, as if searching for exactly the right
words, then spoke carefully. "What I'm seeing here seems to be a huge pinnace
or assault shuttle, Ma'am, with all its armament fixed forward." She nodded
again, and he shrugged. "Isn't it just a little, um . . . risky for something
as small as a LAC to cross it's own 'T' whenever it fires at an enemy
starship, Ma'am?"

"I'1ll let your department officers handle the nuts and bolts, Lieutenant," she
said, "but in general terms, the answer is yes and no. As presently
envisioned, doctrine calls for the Shrikes to approach regular warships at an
oblique angle, denying the enemy anything like a down-the-throat or up-the-
kilt shot. One reason they were designed with no broadside armament was to
avoid weakening their sidewalls with gunports. In addition, I'm sure you've
all noticed the reduced number of drive nodes."

She tapped the forward drive ring with the pointer, and three heads nodded as
one.

"These are another innovation-for now we're calling them 'Beta-Squared' nodes-
which are much more powerful than older nodes. In addition, they've been
fitted with a new version of our FTL com-one with a much higher pulse
repetition rate-which should make the Shrikes very useful as manned long-range
scouts. I imagine we'll be seeing something like it in larger ships in the not
too distant future. What matters for our present purposes, however, is that
the new nodes are very nearly as powerful as old-style alpha nodes, and we've
also built much heavier sidewall generators into the Shrike to go with them.
The result is a sidewall which is about five times as tough as anything ever
previously mounted in a LAC.

"In addition, these ships are fitted with very extensive ECM and a suite of



decoys which cost almost as much as the main hull does. All our simulations
say that they'll be very difficult missile targets even at relatively short
ranges, and particularly if they're supported by additional decoy and jammer
missiles. We're currently looking at whether it will be more effective to
provide conventional warships to supply those missiles or whether it will make
more sense to load them into the LACs' own tubes at the cost of reducing their
load-outs on shipkillers.

"And finally, the R&D boffins have come up with something really nice for
these ships." Truman smiled at her audience like a shark. "As we all know,
it's impossible to close the bow or stern aspect of an impeller wedge with a
sidewall, right?" Heads nodded once again. "And why is that, Lieutenant
Takahashi?" she asked genially.

The lieutenant looked at her for a moment, with the expression of someone
whose Saganami Island days were recent enough in memory to make him wary of
leading questions. Unfortunately, she was a senior-grade captain and he was
only a junior-grade lieutenant, which meant he had to answer her anyway.
"Because cutting off the stress bands' n-space pocket with a closed wedge
prevents you from accelerating, decelerating, or using the wedge to change
heading, Ma'am," he replied. "If you want the math-2"

"No, that's all right, Lieutenant," she said. "But suppose you don't want to
accelerate or decelerate? Couldn't you generate a 'bow' sidewall then?"

"Well, yes, Ma'am, I suppose you could. But if you did you'd be unable to
change-" Takahashi stopped speaking suddenly, and Lieutenant Commander
Stackowitz gave a sharp, abrupt nod.

"Exactly," Truman told them both. "The idea is that LACs will attack single
starships in sufficient numbers that it will always be possible for them to
close obliquely. The new missile tubes, coupled with the recent improvements
in seekers, molycircs that can handle higher-grav vector shifts, and a higher
acceptable delay between launch and shipboard fire control's hand-off to the
missile's on-board systems, will let them fire effectively at up to a hundred
and twenty degrees off bore. That means the Shrikes can engage with missiles-
and launch counter-missiles against incoming fire-even on an oblique approach.
Once they reach energy range, however, they turn directly in towards their
targets and bring up their 'bow' sidewall . . . which has only a single
gunport, for the graser, and is twice as powerful as the broadside sidewalls.
That makes it as tough as most dreadnought's sidewalls, people, and according
to the Advanced Tactical Course's simulators, a target as small as a bow-on
LAC should be much harder to hit than a larger warship engaging broadside-to-
broadside even under normal circumstances. When you add the sort of electronic
warfare capabilities these ships have, they turn into even harder targets, and
the presence-and power-of their 'bow' sidewalls should make them harder to
kill even if the bad guys do manage to lock them up."

She paused for a moment, then went on in a much more somber voice.
"Nonetheless, a good shot will hit even a difficult target, and if one of
these LACs is hit by almost anything, it will be destroyed. So once we commit
them to action, we will lose some of them, people. But even if we lose a dozen
of them, that's only a hundred and twenty people-a third of a destroyer's crew
and less than six percent of a Reliant-class battlecruiser's crew. And between
them, those twelve LACs will have twenty-one percent more energy weapon
firepower than a Reliant's broadside. Of course, they won't have a fraction of
the battlecruiser's missile power, and they have to get to knife range to
really hurt the enemy. No one is trying to say they can magically replace
capital ships, but all the projections and studies say that they can be a
major enhancement to a conventional wall of battle. They should also be able
to provide us with a local defense capability that can stand up to raiding
Peep squadrons and let us pull our regular capital ships off picket duty, and
their range and endurance on station should also make them invaluable for



raids behind the enemy's frontier."

Her three newest subordinates gazed at her, clearly still struggling to take
in all the information she'd just dropped on them. But there was a glow in
their eyes, as well, as they began to envision the possibilities she'd
enumerated . . . and to wonder what else they could figure out to do with the
new units.

"Captain?" Stackowitz half-raised a hand, asking permission to speak, and
Truman nodded. "I was just wondering, Ma'am-how many LACs will Minotaur
carry?"

"Allowing for docking buffers and umbilical service points, the total mass
cost per LAC, including its own hull, is about thirty-two thousand tons,"
Truman said in an almost off-hand tone. "Which means we can only carry about a
hundred of them."

"A hun-?" Stackowitz cut herself off, and Truman smiled.

"A hundred. The wing will probably be divided into twelve eight-LAC squadrons,
and we'll carry the other four as backups," she said. "But I think you can see
what kind of force multiplier we're talking about if a single carrier
Minotaur's size can put that many of them into space."

"I certainly can, Ma'am," Stackowitz murmured, and the other two nodded
firmly.

"Good!" Truman said again. "Because now, people, the trick is to make it all
work out as nice and pretty as the planners and the sims say it should. And,
of course," she bared her teeth at them, "as nice and pretty as I say it
should, too."

Chapter Four

Lord Prestwick and Lord Clinkscales, Your Grace," the secretary said, and
Benjamin Mayhew IX, by God's Grace Planetary Protector of Grayson and Defender
of the Faith, tipped back in the comfortable chair behind the utilitarian desk
from which he ruled Grayson as his Chancellor stepped through the door the
secretary politely held open.

"Good morning, Henry," the Protector said.

"Good morning, Your Grace," Henry Prestwick replied, and moved aside to allow
the fierce-faced, white-haired old man who had accompanied him to enter. The
second guest carried a slender, silver-headed staff and wore a silver
steadholder's key on a chain about his neck, and Benjamin nodded to him in
greeting.

"Howard," he said in a much softer voice. "Thank you for coming."

The old man only nodded back almost curtly. From anyone else, that would have
been a mortal insult to Benjamin Mavhew's personal and official dignity, but
Howard Clinkscales was eighty-four T-years old, and sixty-seven of those years
had been spent in the service of Grayson and the Mayhew Dynasty. He had served
three generations of Mayhews during that time, and, until his resignation
eight and a half T-years before, had personally commanded the Planetary
Security Forces which had guarded Benjamin himself from babyhood. And even if
he hadn't, Benjamin thought sadly, I'd cut him all the slack there was right
now. He looks . . . terrible.

He hid his thoughts behind a calm, welcoming expression and waved a hand for
his guests to be seated. Clinkscales glanced at Prestwick for a moment, then
took an armchair beside the coffee table while the Chancellor sat on the small
couch flanking the Protector's desk.

"Coffee, Howard?" Benjamin offered while the secretary hovered. Clinkscales
shook his head, and Benjamin glanced at Prestwick, who shook his head in turn.
"Very well. You can go, Jason," he told the secretary. "See to it that we're
not disturbed, please."

"Of course, Your Grace." The secretary bobbed brief but respectful bows to
each guest, then a deeper one to Benjamin, and exited, closing the old-



fashioned manual door of polished wood quietly behind him. The soft click of
its latch seemed thunderous in the silent office, and Benjamin pursed his lips
as he gazed at Clinkscales.

The old man's unyielding, weathered face had become a fortress against the
universe, and loss had carved deep new lines in it, like river water eroding
bedrock. There was grief behind the old eyes-an angry, furious grief, its
expression chained and restrained by sheer strength of will yet seething with
power . . . and pain. Benjamin understood not only the sorrow but the anger
and the pain, as well, and he'd wanted to give Clinkscales time to deal with
them in his own way. But he could wait no longer.

And even if I could have waited, I don't think he ever will "deal”" with them
on his own.

"I imagine you know why I asked you here, Howard," he said finally, breaking
the silence at last. Clinkscales looked at him for a moment, then shook his
head, still without speaking, and Benjamin felt his jaw tighten. Clinkscales
had to know at least roughly what the Protector wanted, and the fact that he'd
brought along the staff, which symbolized his duty as Regent of Harrington
Steading, only confirmed that he'd guessed the reason for his summons. But it
was as if by not admitting that consciously, even to himself, he could make
that reason go away, cease to exist.

But he can't, Benjamin told himself grimly, and neither can I, and we both
have duties. Damn it, I don't want to intrude on his grieving, but I can't let
that weigh with me right now.

"I think you do know, Howard," he said after a moment, his voice very level,
and dark color flushed Clinkscales' cheeks. "I deeply regret the events and
considerations which require me to bring it up, yet I have no choice but to
deal with them. And neither do you, My Lord Regent."

"I-" Clinkscales' head jerked at the title, as if recoiling from a blow. He
looked at his Protector for a brief eternity, and then the fury waned in his
eyes, leaving only the grief. In that instant he looked every day of his age,
and his nostrils flared as he drew a deep, painful breath. "Forgive me, Your
Grace," he said softly. "Yes. I . . . do know. Your Chancellor-" Clinkscales
lips twitched in a brief parody of a smile as he nodded at his old friend and
colleague "-has been prodding at me for weeks."

"I know." Benjamin's voice had softened as well, and he met Clinkscales' gaze
levelly, hoping that the old man saw the matching pain and loss in his own
eyes.

"Yes, well. . . ." Clinkscales looked away again, then straightened his
shoulders and heaved himself up out of his chair. He took his staff in both
hands, crossed to the desk, held it out before him on open palms, and spoke
the formal phrases he had hoped never to have to speak.

"Your Grace," he said in a quiet voice, "my Steadholder has fallen, leaving no
heir of her body. As her Steading was given into her hands from yours, so the
responsibility to govern it in her absence was given into my hands from hers.
But-" he paused, the formal legal phrases faltering, and closed his eyes for a
moment before he could go on. "But she will never reclaim her Key from me
again," he went on huskily, "and there is none other for whom I may guard it
or to whom I may pass it. Therefore I return it to you, from whom it came by
God's Grace, to hold in keeping for the Conclave of Steadholders."

He reached out, offering the staff, but Benjamin didn't take it. Instead, he
shook his head, and Clinkscales' eyes widened. It was rare on Grayson for a
steadholder to perish without leaving any heir, however indirect the line of
succession. Indeed, it had only happened three times in the planet's thousand-
year history-aside from the massacre of the Fifty-Three which had begun the
Civil War . . . and the attainting of the Faithful which had concluded it. But
the precedent was there, and Benjamin's refusal of the staff had thrown
Harrington Steading's Regent completely off balance.



"Your Grace, I-" he began, then stopped stop himself and looked questioningly
at Prestwick. The Chancellor only looked back, and Clinkscales returned his
attention to the Protector.

"Sit back down, Howard," Benjamin said firmly, and waited until the old man
had settled back into his chair, then smiled without humor. "I see you don't
know exactly why I asked you to come by."

"I thought I did," Clinkscales said cautiously. "I didn't want to admit it,
but I thought I knew. But if it wasn't to surrender my staff, then I have to
admit I don't have the least damned idea what you're up to, Benjamin!"
Benjamin smiled again, this time with a touch of true amusement. The acerbic
edge creeping into Clinkscales voice, like the use of his own given name,
sounded much more like the irascible old unofficial uncle he'd known for his
entire life.

"Obviously," he said dryly, and glanced at Prestwick. "Henry?" he invited.
"Of course, Your Grace." Prestwick looked at Clinkscales with something
suspiciously like a grin and shook his head. "As you can see, Howard, His
Grace intends to leave the scut work and the explanations up to me again."
"Explanations?"

"Um. Recapitulation, perhaps." Clinkscales' eyebrows rose, and Prestwick
pursed his lips. "Our situation here may be a bit closer to unique than you
actually realize, Howard," he said after a moment.

"Unusual, certainly," Clinkscales replied, "but surely not 'unique'! I

discussed it at some length with Justice Kleinmeuller." His eyes darkened once
more as memories of that discussion with Harrington Steading's senior jurist
brought the fresh, bleeding pain back, and he swallowed, then shook his head
like an angry old bear. "He explained the Strathson Steading precedent to me
quite clearly, Henry. Lady Harrington-" he got the name out in an almost level
voice "-left no heirs . . . and that means the Steading escheats to the Sword,
just as Strathson did seven hundred years ago."

"Yes, and no," Prestwick said. "You see, she did leave heirs-quite a few of
them, actually-if we want to look at it that way."

"Heirs? What heirs?" Clinkscales demanded. "She was an only child!"

"True. But the extended Harrington family is quite extensive . . . on Sphinx.
She had dozens of cousins, Howard."

"But they're not Graysons," Clinkscales protested, "and only a Grayson can
inherit a steadholder's key!"

"No, they're not Graysons. And that's what makes the situation complicated.
Just as you discussed it with Justice Kleinmeuller, His Grace and I have
discussed it with the High Court. And according to the Court, you're right:
the Constitution clearly requires that the heir to any steading must be a
citizen of Grayson. That, however, is largely because the Constitution never
contemplated a situation in which a foreign citizen could stand in the line of
succession for a steading. Or in which an off-worlder could have been made a
steadholder in the first place, for that matter!"

"Lady Harrington was not an 'off-worlder'" Clinkscales said stiffly, eyes
flashing with anger. "Whatever she may have been born, she-"

"Calm down, Howard," Benjamin said gently before the old man could work
himself up into full-blown wrath. Clinkscales subsided, and Benjamin waved a
hand in a brushing gesture. "I understand what you're saying, but she most
certainly was an off-worlder when we offered her her steadholdership. Yes,
yes. I know the situation was unprecedented-and, if I recall correctly, you
were less than enthralled with it at the time, you stiff-necked, reactionary
old dinosaur!"

Clinkscales blushed fiery red, and then, to his own immense surprise, he
laughed. It wasn't much of a laugh, and it came out rusty and unpracticed
sounding, but it was also his first real one in the two and a half months
since he'd viewed Honor Harrington's execution, and he shook his head.



"That's true enough, Your Grace," he admitted. "But she became a Grayson
citizen when she swore her Steadholder's Oath to you."

"Of course she did. And if I choose to use that as a precedent, then what I
ought to do is send for her closest heir-her cousin Devon, isn't it, Henry?-
and swear him in as her successor. After all, if we could make her a Grayson,
we can make him one, as well."

"No!" Clinkscales jerked upright in his chair as the instant, instinctive
protest burst from him, and Benjamin cocked his head at him, expression
quizzical. The Regent flushed again, but he met his Protector's gaze steadily.
He said nothing else for several seconds while he organized his thoughts,
getting past instinct to reason. Then he spoke very carefully.

"Lady Harrington was one of ours, Your Grace, even before she swore her oath
to you. She made herself ours when she foiled the Maccabean plot and then
stopped that butcher Simmonds from bombarding Grayson. But this cousin-" He
shook his head. "He may be a good and worthy man. Indeed, as Lady Harrington's
cousin, that's precisely what I would expect him to be. But he's also a
foreigner, and whatever his worth in other ways, he hasn't earned her
Steading."

"'Earned, ' Howard?" Benjamin flicked a hand. "Isn't that a rather high bar for
him to have to clear? After all, how many steadholders' heirs 'earn' their
Keys instead of simply inheriting them?"

"I didn't mean it that way," Clinkscales replied. He frowned in thought for
another moment, then sighed. "What I meant, Your Grace, was that our people-
our world-still have a great many stiff-necked, reactionary old dinosaurs. A
lot of them sit in the Conclave of Steadholders, which would be bad enough if
you laid this before them, but a lot more are common citizens. Many of them
were uncomfortable with Lady Harrington as a steadholder, you know that at
least as well as I do. But even the uncomfortable ones were forced to admit
she'd earned her position . . . and their trust. My God, Benjamin-you gave her
the swords to the Star of Grayson yourself!"

"I know that, Howard," Benjamin said patiently.

"Well how in the Tester's name is this-Devon, did you say?" Benjamin nodded,
and the old man shrugged irritably. "All right, how is this Devon going to
earn that same degree of trust? He'll certainly be seen as an off-worlder, and
the people who felt 'uncomfortable' with Lady Harrington will feel one hell of
a lot worse than that with him! And as for the real reactionaries, the ones
who still hated and resented her for being an off-worlder-!"

Clinkscales threw up his hands, and Benjamin nodded gravely. He let no sign of
it show, but he was privately delighted by the strength of the Regent's
reaction. It was the strongest sign of life he'd shown in weeks, and it was
obvious his brain was still working. He was following straight down the same
chain of logic Benjamin and Prestwick had pursued, and the Protector gestured
for him to continue.

"It would have been different if she'd had a son of her own," Clinkscales went
on. "Even if he'd been born off world, he still would have been her son. It
would have been better if he'd been born here on Grayson, of course, but the
bloodline and order of succession would have been clear and unambiguous. But
this-! I can't even begin to guess where this can of worms would take us if
you laid it before the other Keys. And 'Mayhew Restoration' or not, you do
realize you'd have no option but to lay it before the other steadholders,
don't you?"

"Certainly, but-"

"But nothing, Benjamin," Clinkscales growled. "If you think you could get the
hidebound faction in the Conclave to sign off on this, then all that fancy
off-world schooling is getting in the way of your instincts again! By your own
admission, you'd have to set a new-another new-constitutional precedent just
to make it work! And whatever Mueller and his crew may have said to her face,



they never really forgave her for being a foreigner, and a woman, and the
spear point for your reforms. They'd never swallow another foreigner-and one
who doesn't have the Star of Grayson!"

"If you'll let me finish a sentence, Howard," Benjamin said even more
patiently, eyes glinting as the o0ld, irascible Clinkscales reemerged
completely once more, "I was trying to address that very point."

"You were?" Clinkscales regarded him narrowly, then sat back in his chair.
"Thank you. And, yes, you're absolutely right about how the other Keys would
react to any decision of mine to pass the Harrington Key to an 'off-worlder.'
And I don't know enough about this Devon Harrington to begin to predict what
sort of steadholder he'd make, either. I understand he's a history professor,
so he might do better than anyone would expect. But it might also mean that,
as an academic, he's totally unprepared for the command responsibilities a
steadholdership entails."

"Well, Lady Harrington was certainly prepared for that part of it," Prestwick
murmured, and Benjamin snorted.

"That she was, Henry. That she most certainly was, Comforter keep her." He
paused for a moment, eyes warm with memory now, and not dark with grief, then
shook himself. "But getting back to Professor Harrington, there's the question
of whether or not it ever even crossed his mind that he might inherit from
her. Do we have a right to turn his entire life topsy-turvy? Even if we asked
him to, would he accept the Key in the first place?"

"But if we don't offer it to him, we may open still another Pandora's Box,"
Prestwick said quietly. Clinkscales looked at him, and the Chancellor
shrugged. "Under our treaty with Manticore, the Protectorship and the Star
Kingdom are mutually pledged to recognize the binding nature of one another's
contracts and domestic law-including things like marriage and inheritance
laws. And under Manticoran law, Devon Harrington is Lady Harrington's heir.
He's the one who will inherit her Manticoran title as Earl Harrington."
"And?" Clinkscales prompted when Prestwick paused.

"And if he does want the Harrington Key and we don't offer it to him, he might
sue to force us to surrender it to him."

"Sue the Protector and the Conclave?" Clinkscales stared at him in disbelief,
and the Chancellor shrugged.

"Why not? He could make an excellent case before our own High Court . . . and
an even better one before the Queen's Bench. It would be interesting to see
which venue he chose and how the case was argued, I suppose. But then, I
imagine watching a bomb count down to detonation beside you is probably
'interesting' while the adventure lasts, too."

"But . . . but you're the Protector!" Clinkscales protested, turning back to
his liege, and Benjamin shrugged.

"Certainly I am. But I'm also the man trying to reform the planet, remember?
And if I'm going to insist that my steadholders give up their autonomy and
abide by the Constitution, then I have to abide by it, as well. And the
constitutional precedent on this point is unfortunately clear. I can be sued-
not in my own person, but as Protector and head of state-to compel me to
comply with existing law. And under the Constitution, treaties with foreign
powers have the force of law." He shrugged again. "I don't really think a suit
would succeed before our own High Court, given our existing inheritance laws,
but it could drag on for years, and the effect on the reforms and possibly
even on the war effort could be most unfortunate. Or he could sue in a
Manticoran court, in which case he might well win and leave our government at
odds with the Star Kingdom's while both of us are fighting for our lives
against the Peeps. Not good, Howard. Not good at all."

"I agree," Clinkscales said, but his eyes were narrow again. He put the heel
of his staff between his feet and grasped its shaft in both hands, leaning
forward in his chair, while he regarded his Protector with suspicion. "I



agree," he repeated, "but I also know you pretty well, Your Grace, and I feel
something nasty coming. You've thought this through already, and you'd decided
what you wanted to do before you ever summoned me, hadn't you?"

"Well . . . yes, actually," Benjamin admitted.

"Then spit it out, Your Grace," the old man commanded grimly.

"It's not complicated, Howard," Benjamin assured him.

"Will you please stop trying to 'prepare' me and get on with it?" Clinkscales
growled, and added, "Your Grace," as an afterthought.

"All right. The solution is to transfer the Harrington Key to the Grayson who
has the best claim on it . . . and the most experience in carrying it, at
least by proxy," Benjamin said simply.

Clinkscales stared at him in utter silence for fifteen seconds, and then
jerked to his feet.

"No! I was her Regent, Benjamin-only her Regent! I would never- It would- Damn
it, she trusted me! I could never . . . never usurp her Key! That would-"

"Sit down, Howard!" Command cracked in Benjamin's voice for the first time,
and the three words cut Clinkscales off in mid protest. He closed his mouth,
still staring at the Protector, then sank back into his chair once more, and a
fragile silence hovered.

"That's better," Benjamin said after a moment, so calmly it was almost
shocking. "I understand your hesitation, Howard. Indeed, I expected it-which
is the very reason I was trying to 'prepare' you, as you put it. But you
wouldn't be 'usurping' anything. Tester, Howard! How many other men on Grayson
have given the Sword half-even a tenth!-of the service you have? You're the
best possible choice from almost every perspective. You've earned any honor I
could bestow upon you in your own right, and you were Lady Harrington's Regent
and the de facto Steadholder whenever her naval duty took her off-planet. She
trusted you, and you know exactly what her plans and hopes were-who else can
say that? And she loved you, Howard." Benjamin's voice softened, and a
suspicious brightness glistened in Clinkscales' eye before the old man looked
away. "I can't think of another man on Grayson whom she would rather have
succeed her and look after her people for her."

"I-" Clinkscales began, only to stop and draw another deep breath. He kept his
face turned away for several seconds, then made his eyes come back to meet his
Protector's.

"You may be right," he said very quietly. "About how she felt, I mean. And I
would gladly have 'looked after her people for her' to my dying day, Benjamin.
But please don't ask this of me. Please."

"But, Howard-" Prestwick began persuasively, only to stop as Clinkscales
raised a hand, silencing him with a gesture, and met Benjamin's gaze with
infinite dignity.

"You are my Protector, Benjamin. I honor and respect you, and I will obey you
in all lawful things, as is my duty. But please don't ask this of me. You said
she loved me, and I hope she did, because the Intercessor knows I loved her,
too. She was like a daughter to me, and I could never take her place, carry
her Key, any more than a father can inherit from his son. Don't ask me to do
that. It would be . . . wrong."

Silence hovered once more, and then Benjamin cleared his throat.

"Would you consider staying on as Regent, at least?"

"I would-so long as I was sure you weren't trying to ease me into something
else," Clinkscales said, and Benjamin looked at Prestwick.

"Henry? Would that work?"

"In the short term, Your Grace?" The Chancellor pursed his lips once more.
"Probably, yes. But in the long term?" He shook his head and held out both
hands, palms uppermost, as he turned to Clinkscales. "If you don't formally
accept the Key, then all we've done is defer the crisis, Howard. That by
itself would probably be worthwhile, of course. If we could hold it off for



another ten years or so, perhaps some of the tension would ease. We might not
even have Haven and the war to worry about any longer. But until we have a
legal, known, and accepted successor to the Harrington Key, this entire
uncertainty will simply be hovering over our heads, waiting. And, forgive me,
Howard, but you're not a young man, and ten years-"

He shrugged, and Clinkscales frowned unhappily.

"I know," he said. "I'm in decent shape for my age, but even with Manty
medical support here on the planet now, I-"

He stopped, eyes abruptly wide, and Benjamin and Prestwick looked at one
another. Prestwick started to speak again, but the Protector raised a hand,
stopping him from interrupting whatever thought had suddenly struck
Clinkscales, and then settled back in his own chair with an expression of
intense curiosity. More than two full minutes passed, and then Clinkscales
began to smile. He shook himself and made a small, apologetic gesture towards
Benjamin.

"Forgive me, Your Grace," he said, "but I've just had an idea."

"So we noticed," Benjamin said so dryly the old man chuckled. "And just what
idea would that have been?"

"Well, Your Grace, we do have another solution to our problem. One that would
accord perfectly with out own law-and, I believe, with Manticore's-and keep
the Key out of my hands, praise God fasting!"

"Indeed?" Protector and Chancellor exchanged glances, and then Benjamin
quirked a polite eyebrow at Clinkscales. "And just what is this marvelous
solution which has so far evaded myself, Henry, the High Court, and Reverend
Sullivan?"

"Lady Harrington's mother is here on Grayson," Clinkscales replied.

"I'm aware of that, Howard," Benjamin said patiently, frowning at the apparent
non sequitur. "I spoke to her day before yesterday about Lady Harrington's
clinic and her genome project.”

"Did you, Your Grace?" Clinkscales smiled. "She didn't mention it to me. But
she did mention that she and Lady Harrington's father have decided to remain
here on Grayson for at least the next several years. She said-" the old man's
smile faded a bit around the edges "-that they'd decided that the best
memorial they could give the Steadholder would be to bring Harrington
Steading's medical standards up to the Star Kingdom's, so they'd like to move
their practices here. And, of course, she herself is deeply committed to the
genome project."

"I wasn't aware of their plans," Benjamin said after a moment, "but I don't
really see that it changes anything, Howard. Surely you're not suggesting that
we offer the Key to one of Lady Harrington's parents? They're not Grayson
citizens, either, and the law is quite clear on the fact that parents can
'inherit' titles only when they revert to the parent through whom they passed
in the first place, and that clearly isn't the case here. If you're about to
insist that the Key pass through inheritance, then it has to go 'downstream'
from the generation of its creation-which means a child, a sibling, or a
cousin-and that brings us right back to Devon Harrington and our original
mess!"

"Not necessarily, Your Grace." Clinkscales sounded almost smug, and Benjamin
blinked.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You've given a great deal of thought to your reforms, Benjamin, but I think
you've overlooked a glaringly obvious consequence of all the changes the
Alliance has produced," Clinkscales told him. "Not surprisingly, probably. I'd
certainly overlooked it-I suppose because I grew up on a planet without
prolong and I'd finally gotten it through my head that the Steadholder was in
her fifties. Which, of course, means that her parents have to be somewhere
around my age."



"Prolong?" Benjamin suddenly sat up straight behind his desk, and Clinkscales
nodded.

"Exactly. Her Key could pass to a sibling if she had one, but she doesn't. At
the moment."

"Sweet Tester!" Prestwick murmured in something very like awe. "I never even
considered that!"

"Nor I," Benjamin admitted, eyes narrow as he pondered furiously.

Howard's right, he thought. That possibility never even crossed my mind, and
it should have. So what if Doctor Harrington-both Doctors Harrington-are in
their eighties? Physically, Honor's mother is only in her early thirties. And
even if they were too old to have children "naturally," we've got all of the
Star Kingdom's medical science to draw on! We could have a child tubed,
assuming the Harringtons were willing. And if the child were born here on
Grayson, then he'd have Grayson citizenship whatever his parents' nationality
may have been.

"It really would tie things up rather neatly, wouldn't it?" he said finally,
his voice thoughtful.

"For that matter, there's another possibility entirely," Prestwick pointed
out. Both of the others looked at him, and he shrugged. "I'm quite certain
Lady Harrington's mother has samples of the Steadholder's genetic material,
which means it would almost certainly be possible to produce a child of Lady
Harrington's even at this date. Or even a direct clone, for that matter!"

"I think we'd better not start getting into those orbits," Benjamin cautioned.
"Certainly not without consulting Reverend Sullivan and the Sacristy first, at
any rate!" He shuddered at the mere thought of how the more conservative of
his subjects might react to the Chancellor's musings. "Besides, a clone would
probably only make matters worse. If I remember correctly-and I'm not certain
I do, without looking it up-the Star Kingdom's legal code adheres to the
Beowulf Life Sciences Code, just as the Solarian League's does."

"Which means?" Clinkscales asked, clearly intrigued by the notion.

"Which means, first of all, that it's completely illegal to use a dead
individual's genetic material unless that individual's will or other legal
declaration specifically authorized the use. And secondly, it means that a
clone is a child of its donor parent or parents, with all the legal
protections of any other sentient being, but it is not the same person, and
posthumous cloning cannot be used to circumvent the normal laws of
inheritance."

"You mean that if Lady Harrington had had herself cloned before her death,
then her clone would legally have been her child and could have inherited her
title, but that if we have her cloned now, the child couldn't inherit?"
Prestwick said, and Benjamin nodded.

"That's exactly what I mean, although it's also possible-and legal-for someone
to stipulate in his will that he be cloned following his death and that his
posthumous clone inherit. But no one can make that decision for him, which
would be essentially what we would be doing if we decided to clone Lady
Harrington at this point to solve our difficulties. And if you think about it,
there's some sound reasoning behind the prohibition. For example, suppose some
unscrupulous relative managed to arrange the death of someone like Klaus
Hauptman or Lady Harrington without getting caught. And then that same
relative had his victim cloned and himself appointed as the clone child's
guardian, thus controlling the Hauptman Cartel-or Harrington Steading-until
the clone attained his majority and inherited? And that doesn't even consider
the sticky question of when a will would properly be probated! I mean, if a
second party could legally produce a posthumous duplicate of the person who
wrote the will, would that duplicate's existence supersede the will? Would the
clone be entitled to sue those to whom 'his' estate had already legally been
distributed-in exact accordance with his 'own' legally written and witnessed



directions-for recovery of assets? The ramifications could go on and on
forever."

"I see." Prestwick rubbed the end of his nose, then nodded. "All right, I do
see that. And it probably wouldn't be a bad idea for us to quietly insert that
Beowulf code into our own law, Your Grace, since we now have access to medical
science which would make something like that possible. But how would that
effect a child born to the Steadholder's parents after her death?"

"It wouldn't," Clinkscales said positively. "The precedents are clear on that
point, Henry, and they go back almost to the Founding. It's unusual, of
course, and I suppose that to be absolutely legal, the Key should pass to
Devon Harrington until such time as Lady Harrington's parents produce a child,
but then the Steading would revert to her sibling. In fact, I think there was
actually an example of that from your own family history, Your Grace. Remember
Thomas the Second?"

"Tester!" Benjamin smacked himself on the forehead. "How did I forget that
one?"

"Because it happened five centuries ago, I imagine," Clinkscales told him
dryly.

"And because Thomas isn't exactly someone we Mayhews like to remember,"
Benjamin agreed.

"Every family has its black sheep, Your Grace," Prestwick said.

"I suppose so," Benjamin said. "But not every family has someone who probably
had his own brother assassinated to inherit the Protectorship!"

"That was never proven, Your Grace," Clinkscales pointed out.

"Right. Sure!" Benjamin snorted.

"It wasn't," Clinkscales said more firmly. "But the point is that Thomas was
actually named Protector . . . until his nephew was born."

"Yeah," Benjamin said. "And if he'd known one of his brother's wives was
pregnant and Dietmar Yanakov hadn't smuggled her out of the Palace, his nephew
never would have been born, either!"

"That's as may be, Your Grace," Prestwick said austerely. "But what matters is
that it created a firm precedent in our own law for what Howard is
suggesting."

"I should certainly hope that a six-year dynastic war could at least establish
a 'firm' precedent!" Benjamin observed.

"Your Grace, 1t may amuse you to dwell on the misdeeds of one of your
ancestors, but it really doesn't amuse us," Prestwick told him.

"All right. All right, I'll be good," Benjamin promised, then sat for a
moment, drumming on his desk while he thought. "Of course," he went on after a
moment, "Thomas' sister-in-law was already pregnant when her husband died, but
didn't the same thing happen with the original Garth Steading?"

"Not precisely, although that was the original precedent I was thinking of,"
Clinkscales agreed. "My history's a little rusty, and I can't remember the
first Steadholder Garth's given name-John, wasn't it, Henry?" Prestwick
flipped a hand to indicate his ignorance, and Clinkscales shrugged. "At any
rate, the steading had just been created and he'd been confirmed as its first
steadholder when he died. He was an only son, with no sons of his own, and the
Garth Key couldn't 'revert' to his parents, so no one had any idea what to do,
and they spent the better part of two years wrangling about it. But then the
Church and the Conclave discovered that his father's youngest wife was
pregnant and agreed that the Key could pass to her child if it was male. Which
it was." He shrugged again, holding out both hands palm up.

"Um." Benjamin rubbed his chin. "I remember the details now, and I can see
some problems with it now that I look back at it. That predated the
Constitution by over two hundred years, and it was pretty obviously an act of
political expediency to avoid a war of succession. Still, I imagine we could
make the precedent stand up if we asserted it with a straight face. And if we



get Reverend Sullivan to sign off on it. But this all assumes Lady
Harrington's parents would be willing to cooperate with our plans. Would
they?"

"I believe so," Clinkscales said with an edge of caution. "There's no physical
reason why they couldn't, and Dr. Harrington-the Steadholder's mother, I mean-
has discussed the possibility with my wives in a theoretical sense, at least.
And if it would be inconvenient for them to do it, ah, the natural way, they
could always tube a child. That wouldn't be a clone of Lady Harrington, so I
don't see where it would be a problem."

"We'd still be on slippery ground if either of them were dead," Benjamin said
thoughtfully, "but let's not go there. They're both alive, both physically
able to conceive and bear children, and both on Grayson." He thought a moment
longer, then nodded decisively. "I think this could be an excellent idea,
Howard. If they agree, the child would be a Grayson citizen from birth because
he was born here. Would you stay on as Regent in that case?"

"You mean as a caretaker until the child's birth if they agree?"

"Well, yes. And also as Regent for the child after he was born, as well."
"Assuming I last that long, yes, I suppose,”" Clinkscales said after a few
seconds of consideration. "I doubt I'd make it to the child's majority even
with Manty medical support, though."

He said it calmly, with the serenity of a man who'd lived a life fuller than
the vast majority of other people's. Benjamin looked at him and wondered if he
would feel as calm as Clinkscales when it was his turn. Or would the fact that
people no more than five or six years younger than he could expect to live two
or three centuries longer make him bitter and envious? He hoped it wouldn't,
but-

He shook the thought off and nodded.

"All right, gentlemen, I think we have a plan here. There's just one little
point about it which still bothers me."

"There is, Your Grace?" Prestwick furrowed his brow. "I confess that I don't
see one. It seems to me that Howard has solved most of our problems quite
neatly."

"Oh, he has!" Benjamin agreed. "But in the process, he's created a fresh one."

"Indeed, Your Grace?"

"Oh, yes indeed!" Both of Benjamin's advisors looked at him blankly, and he
grinned wickedly. "Well, I'm not going to be the one to discuss the birds and
the bees with Lady Harrington's mother, gentlemen!"

Chapter Five

You want me to what?"

Allison Harrington shoved herself back in her chair, astonished almondine eyes
wide, and Howard Clinkscales blushed as he had not in years. It was the first
time since the INS broadcast of the execution that something had driven the
quiet, lingering edge of sorrow fully out of Dr. Harrington's eyes, but he
would have felt much better about that if he'd been even a little bit less
embarrassed. This wasn't the sort of thing a properly raised Grayson male
discussed with someone else's wife, and he'd done his best to evade the
responsibility. But Benjamin had insisted that he'd thought it up, so it was
up to him to enlist the Harringtons' cooperation.

"I realize it must sound impertinent of me to even bring the matter up, My
Lady," he said now, his voice gruff, "but it seems the only way to avoid a
probable political crisis. And it would be a way to keep the Key in her direct
line."

"But-" Allison stopped herself and drew a stylus from her pocket. She shoved
it into her mouth, nibbling on it with small, white teeth in a bad habit that
went clear back to her hospital residency days on Beowulf, and made herself
consider the-request? offer? plea?-as calmly as possible.



It was amazing, she decided, how complex her own reaction was. She and Alfred
were finally managing to come to grips with their daughter's death-she better
than he, she suspected, but still to come to grips with it. It hurt, and one
of her own regrets had been that the two of them had deferred having a second
child for so long. Perhaps that had been her fault, she mused. She was the one
from cosmopolitan (read: crowded, stratified, smug, and obsessed with
stability, she thought dryly) old Beowulf, where conspicuous contributions to
population growth were more than simply frowned upon. Sphinx, on the other
hand, was still a relatively new planet, with a total population of under two
billion. Multichild families were the rule there, not the exception, and there
was certainly no stigma attached to them.
And I always meant to have more children of my own, now didn't I? Of course I
did! That was one of the things that attracted me to Sphinx in the first
place, when Alfred proposed. It was just. . . . There were so many other
things I needed to do, and it wasn't like there was any rush. My "biological
clock" won't run down for another century or more yet!
But if they'd gone ahead, had those other children sooner, perhaps the savage
blow of losing Honor wouldn't have-
She cut that thought off . . . again. What might have happened couldn't change
what had happened, and even if it could have, producing more children simply
as some sort of emotional insurance policy-a way to protect themselves from
emotional trauma if one of their brood should die-would have been
contemptible. And wouldn't have worked anyway.
Yet now that Clinkscales had brought the idea up-and explained his reasons for
it-she felt . . . uncomfortable. Part of it was probably that bone-deep,
instinctive reaction of hers which made her dig in her heels whenever anyone
tried to tell her she "had" to do something. She'd made a habit of setting
herself harder, more challenging goals than anyone else would have dreamed of
demanding of her, but let someone-anyone-tell her that she "had" to do
something, that something was "expected of her," or her "duty," and her back
went up in instant defiance. She felt quite certain that most of it stemmed
from her childhood sense that Beowulf's entire population had been out to
pressure her into conforming to its expectations. Which was silly, of course.
She'd realized that decades ago and worked on overcoming the spinal-reflex
reaction ever since, yet it was still there, and she felt it stirring now.
But stronger than that, there was the vague feeling that if she and Alfred
decided to have another child now, specifically to inherit Honor's steading,
it would somehow be a betrayal of the daughter they'd lost. It would be as if
as if she'd been nothing more than a glob of plastic, squeezed out by a
robotic assembly line, which could be replaced by any other glob from the same
line. It was a ridiculous and illogical way to feel, but that didn't make the
emotion any less powerful.
And then there's my own attitude towards inherited titles, isn't there? she
asked herself after a moment, and snorted wryly while she nibbled harder on
the stylus.
Most off-worlders, impressed with Beowulf's reputation for idiosyncratic
personal life styles and sexual inventiveness, never realized how conformist
the planet truly was. Allison had frequently wondered if that was because the
"norm" to which its citizens conformed was such a liberalized template, but
the pressure not to offend the system or offend the preconceptions upon which
the template rested was only too evident to a native Beowulfan. A person could
be anything she wanted . . . so long as what she wanted to be came off the
menu of choices approved by the planet's social-and economic-consensus, and
everyone was so damned smug about how superior their "open-mindedness" was to
all those other, backward planets.
Yet for all its emphasis on stability and orderliness, Beowulf had no such
thing as an hereditary monarchy or aristocracy. It was a sort of



representative, elective oligarchy, governed by a Board of Directors whose
members were internally elected, in turn, from the memberships of an entire
series of lower-level, popularly elected boards which represented professions,
not geographical districts, and it had worked-more or less, and despite
occasional glitches-for almost two thousand years.

Coming from that background, she'd always been mildly amused by the
aristocratic Manticoran tradition. It hadn't impinged directly upon her or her
yeoman husband and his family, and she'd been willing to admit that it did a
better job than most of governing. Indeed, she'd heaved a huge sigh of mental
relief when she realized that, aristocratic or not, the Star Kingdom's society
was willing to leave people alone. She'd delighted in scandalizing her more
staid Sphinxian neighbors for almost seventy years, but very few of them had
ever realized that it was because she could. That however much some citizens
of her adopted star nation might disapprove of her, that mind-numbing, deadly
reasonable, and eternally patient Beowulfan pressure to conform to someone
else's ideal and "be happy" simply did not exist there. Yet grateful as she
was for that, and deeply as she had come to love her new homeland, the notion
of inheriting a position of power and authority, however hedged about by the
limitations of the Star Kingdom's Constitution, had always struck her as
absurd.

Maybe it's the geneticist in me. After all, I know how much accident goes into
anyone's genetic makeup!

But that absurd notion had become something much less amusing the day Honor
became Steadholder Harrington. The notion that her Honor had somehow
transmuted into a great feudal lady had taken some getting used to. In fact,
she never had gotten used to it-not really-before Honor's murder. But she'd
seen the changes in her daughter, recognized the way that something deep
inside her answered to the challenge of her new duties. And one thing Honor
would never knowingly have done was leave her Harringtons-or her adoptive
planet-with a political crisis like the one Clinkscales had just described.

"I don't know," she said finally. "I mean, this isn't the sort of thing Alfred
and I ever had to think about before, Lord Clinkscales." She lowered the
stylus and glanced at it, smiling crookedly as she saw the deep tooth marks
she'd imprinted in the plastic, then looked back up at Harrington Steading's
Regent. "It wouldn't be easy to stand the thought that we were somehow trying
to . . . replace her," she said much more softly, and Clinkscales nodded.

"I know that, My Lady. But you wouldn't be doing that. No one could do that.
Think of it instead as helping her see to it that the chain of command for her
steading remains intact."

"Um." She realized she was nibbling on the stylus again and lowered it once
more. "But that brings up two more points, My Lord," she said. "The first is
whether or not it would be fair to my nephew Devon. Not that he ever expected
to inherit anything like this, but he's already been informed by the College
of Heraldry that he'll inherit her Manticoran 'dignities,' although he won't
be officially confirmed as Earl Harrington for several months yet. But if
Alfred and I agree to your request, I imagine that title, too, would legally
pass to our new child . . . which would mean taking it away from him in the
name of someone who hasn't even been conceived yet."

She shook her head and made a face, then sighed.

"I'll be honest, My Lord. I wish to God that Alfred and I didn't have to worry
about any of this. That we could be confident that any children we might have
would be born because we wanted them for themselves, not because there was a
slot somewhere they 'had' to fill! And, frankly, a part of me resents the fact
that such an intensely personal decision on our part should be of any concern
at all to anyone else . . . or have such repercussions for so many other
people!"

She brooded down at her blotter for several seconds, then shook herself with



another, deeper sigh.

"But however much I may resent that, and however it may affect Devon, there's
another, even more important point I think Alfred and I will have to
consider."

"And that point is, My Lady?" Clinkscales asked gently when she paused once
more.

"Whether or not it would be fair to the child," she said very quietly. "What
right do my husband and I have to bring a human being into the universe not
for who and what she might become but because a government, or a ruler-or us,
God help us!-decided what she would have no choice but to become, even before
she was conceived. My daughter chose to accept the office of Steadholder; do
Alfred and I have a right to unilaterally impose that same choice on someone
we haven't even met yet? And how will that someone react when she realizes
that we did . . . and why? Will she decide we did it only for political
reasons, and not because we wanted or loved her in her own right?"

Clinkscales sat without speaking for several seconds, then leaned back in his
chair and exhaled softly.

"I hadn't considered it from that perspective, My Lady," he admitted. "I don't
think most Graysons would. Our clan and family structures have been so tightly
organized for survival purposes since the early days of the settlement that
we'd probably feel at loose ends without that external factor helping us to
define who and what we are. But for all that, I've seen the consequences of
breeding for an heir solely out of a sense of duty or ambition. Remember the
disparity in our male/female birth rates and the fact that up until nine years
ago, only males could inherit. So, yes, I've seen the way that knowing his
parents conceived him only because the steading or the clan required an heir
can sour and scar a man.

"But that doesn't happen often," he went on earnestly. "Children are the most
precious gifts the Comforter ever gave us, My Lady. If anyone knows that, it's
Graysons. And children who are genuinely loved and cherished, even as the
products of pure marriages of state, don't grow up thinking they were born
only out of the political needs of their parents.”

"Yes, but-" Allison began, but Clinkscales stopped her with a gentle shake of
his head.

"My Lady, I knew your daughter," he said quietly. "And anyone who had the
privilege of knowing her as well as I did also knew there was never an instant
in her life in which she wasn't absolutely secure in her love for you and her
father and in your love for her. That gives me a very good opinion of you-and
of your ability to raise another child with the same love and sense of self.
Don't let your own grief or doubt push you into doubting yourself on that deep
a level."

Allison blinked stinging eyes and felt her mouth tremble for just a moment. My
God, she thought in deep amazement. I thought he was some kind of museum-
exhibit fossil when we first met-some sort of throwback to a time when men
walked around on their knuckles in a testosterone haze . . . when they weren't
beating their chests and yodeling in triumph. But now-!

She felt a distant burn of shame for her own past readiness to dismiss him,
but it was lost behind a far deeper sense of wonder at the insight and
gentleness he'd just displayed. And of how bare it laid the foolishness of her
own fears. She still had her doubts about whether or not she and Alfred should
produce an heir to the Harrington Key on demand, as it were, but not about
whether or not they could raise another child with the same love and welcome
they'd shown Honor.

Of course, there is that other little matter. Clinkscales doesn't know what
I've turned up in the genome project . . . and I still haven't decided whether
or not to go public with it. I wonder how he and Protector Benjamin will feel
about "breeding" a Harrington heir if the Harrington name turns into "Mud"



when-if-I break the news!

She pushed that thought aside, shook herself, and stood behind her desk.
Clinkscales rose as well, and she smiled at him.

"I'll think about it, My Lord," she told him. "Alfred and I will have to
discuss it, of course, and it may take us some time to decide. But we will
think about it, I promise."

She held out her hand, and Clinkscales bent over it to kiss it in the
traditional Grayson fashion.

"Thank you, My Lady," he said quietly. "That's all we could ask of you and
your husband. May the Tester help you reach your decision."

"I don't know, Alley."

Alfred Harrington towered over his tiny wife. He was a good four centimeters
taller than his daughter had been, and he had the solid muscle and bone of
someone born and bred to a gravity ten percent heavier than Beowulf's. Yet
despite his impressive physical presence, he'd seemed much the more fragile of
the two over the months since Honor's capture, and her death had hit him with
crushing force. He was coming back from it at last, and the nights when
Allison awoke to his fierce embrace and the hot saltiness of his tears had
grown blessedly less frequent, but progress had been agonizingly slow. Now he
sank down on the couch beside her in their palatial suite in Harrington House
and tucked his right arm around her.

"I told Clinkscales we'd have to think about it," she told him, turning her
face up to be kissed and then snuggling down against him.

Bigger may not always be better, but there's definitely something to be said
for it when it comes to handing out cuddling, she thought smugly, pressing her
cheek luxuriously into his chest, and then smiled as two of the treecats-
Nelson and Samantha-flowed up onto the couch to join them. Samantha had
brought along Jason, still the most fearless explorer of her children, and the
'kitten came bumbling up to leap upon Allison's free hand and wrestle it into
submission. Samantha sat upright on her four rearmost limbs to watch him, tail
wrapped around her hand-feet and true-feet while she groomed her whiskers with
one true-hand, but Nelson sprawled out across Alfred's lap in companionable,
boneless luxury.

"Um." Alfred leaned back, unfocused eyes on Jason while he pursed his lips in
thought and rubbed Nelson's ears. The older 'cat gave a deep, buzzing purr and
oozed out even flatter in a shameless display of sensuality, but after several
seconds, Alfred shook his head.

"You know, this is going to crop up whenever we have more children, Alley."
She looked up at him, and he shrugged. "They're still going to be Honor's
brothers or sisters," he managed to say his dead daughter's name with only the
smallest catch in his voice this time, "and that means the whole inheritance
thing is going to pop out of the woodwork sooner or later, whatever we want."
"I know." She sighed. Jason had completely enveloped her hand now, wrapping
himself around it in a fluffy ball while he fastened all six limbs-and a
prehensile tail-about her wrist and forearm, and his own buzz of delight rose

as she rolled him over on his back. "I hadn't thought about it before

well, you know." Alfred nodded, and she sighed again. "Dynastic inheritance
isn't something a good Beowulf girl needs to concern herself about," she said
plaintively.

"For better or for worse, I believe you said," he told her, brushing the end
of her nose with the tip of his left forefinger while one of the deep chuckles
which had become all too rare in the last few months rumbled in his chest.
"And I meant it-then!" she told him pertly. "Besides, you promised the same

thing."
"So I did." He returned his left hand to Nelson and ran it slowly down the
'cat's spine, and it was his turn to sigh. "Well," he said very quietly, "I

suppose life really does go on, except in bad books and worse holodrama. And



we'd always planned on more children. So I guess the real question isn't
whether we let 'dynastic' considerations push us into anything but whether or
not we let them stampede us out of doing what we'd intended to do before they
came along."

"True."

His right hand rose to stroke her sleek black hair, and she made a soft sound
of pleasure and gave a wiggle at least as feline as any treecat could have
managed, and he chuckled again. But then her smile faded.

"Of course, my genome results only make this even more complicated, you know."
"I don't see why," he disagreed. "You didn't have anything to do with it. All
you've done is spot it."

"Some cultures have a nasty habit of shooting the messenger when the news is
bad, my love. And lest you forget, Grayson tends to be a rather religious
planet. And given the Church of Humanity's original take on science in
general, I'm more than a little afraid that the locals aren't going to react
to the information quite as calmly as you and I did!"

"Well, it's not as if it would be the first time someone named Harrington set
them on their ears," he pointed out in return. "They ought to be getting used
to it by now. And if they haven't yet, then they'd damn well better get around
to it quick if they plan on dumping any steadholders' keys on more of our
children."

"Goodness, how fierce!" Allison murmured, and giggled as he bared his teeth at
her. It felt incredibly good to have him joking with her once more, and her
eyes softened as she gazed up at him and saw the man she'd loved for over
sixty T-years emerging once more from the stony despair of his grief. She
thought about saying something to welcome him back, but it was too soon, and
so she only tucked her cheek back against his deep chest with a little sigh of
bittersweet joy and concentrated on wrestling with Jason.

"You know," Alfred said after a moment, "what you really ought to do is talk
to someone you can trust to be discreet but who can also give you an
authoritative read on how the Graysons are likely to react to your findings."
"I thought of that for myself," she told him a bit tartly, "but who did you
have in mind? Lord Clinkscales has enough on his mind already, and Miranda-"
She shook her head. "Miranda was too close to Honor, and she's grown too close
to us. She wouldn't do it on purpose, but she'd filter her response through
her feelings for me. Assuming, of course, that she didn't turn out to have a
major negative religious reaction to it herself!"”

"You don't really think that's going to happen, though," Alfred said
confidently.

"No, I don't," Allison admitted. "On the other hand, I've been wrong before,
on very rare occasions in my life, and I'd just as soon not find out if this
is one of them."

"I can see that." Alfred rubbed Nelson, and then chuckled as Samantha decided
the men had been getting too much of the attention. She stood and stalked over
to wedge herself down between the two Harringtons, flowing into the space
between them like modeling clay and patting Allison's thigh imperiously with
one true-hand until the hand Jason hadn't captured came around to pet her.

But then Alfred's chuckle ocozed off into a thoughtful silence, and Allison
looked up at him with a raised eyebrow.

"You know," he said slowly, "I think I've just had an idea."

"What kind?" she demanded.

"Well, your main concern is over the religious dimension, right? About how the
more conservative elements of the Church are likely to react?" She nodded, and
he shrugged. "In that case, why not go to the very top? From something Mac
said this morning, I understand Reverend Sullivan is going to be here in
Harrington in a couple of weeks."

"Rev-?" Allison frowned, furrowing her brow as she thought. "I'd considered



that myself earlier, very briefly," she admitted after a moment. "But I
chickened out. From all I've seen of him, he's a lot . . . fiercer than
Reverend Hanks was. What if that means he's narrower minded or more
authoritarian? What if he tries to force me to suppress my findings?"

"What if you're borrowing trouble?" Alfred countered. "I agree he's not very
much like Honor described Reverend Hanks to us-or, at least, his public
persona isn't. But from what I've seen of the Graysons, I don't think their
Sacristy would have been likely to select an idiot or a zealot as Reverend.
For that matter, didn't Honor tell us Hanks himself had more or less
handpicked Sullivan as Second Elder and groomed him as his successor?"

Allison nodded, and he twitched his left shoulder in another shrug.

"In that case, I'd say you've got at least a better than even chance he'll
react reasonably. And even if he doesn't, that's a bridge you're going to have
to cross eventually anyway. I mean, you wouldn't really let him stop you from
publishing in the unlikely event that he did try to suppress your findings,
would you?" She shook her head. "Well, there it is, then. You might as well
find out now as later, and going to him first will give you a better chance of
enlisting his active support if it's looking iffy. And however individual
Graysons may react, there's certainly no one on this entire planet who could
give you a better read on the Church's probable official reaction!"

"That's true enough, anyway," Allison agreed. She thought about it for several
seconds, then nodded against his chest. "I think you're probably right," she
said, "You always did have a better sense than me of how to work a hierarchy."
"All those misspent years of Navy service surviving BuMed's oversight, lovey,"
he informed her with a smile. "You either learn to work the system, or you
wind up a patient instead of a doctor."

"Yeah? I just figured it was that authoritarian, aristocratic, feudalistic
throwback of a society you grew up in."

"As opposed to that libertine, lascivious, overstratified and conformist
collection of sensualists you grew up with?" he inquired sweetly.

"Of course," she agreed cheerfully, then made a little moue of regret and sat
up straight as a discreet chime sounded. "Dinner is served." She sighed. "Am I
mussed?"

"Not very," he told her after a brief, critical examination.

"Damn," she said. "Now Miranda and Mac are going to know we hadn't even gotten
to the good part before they interrupted us. You're simply going to have to do
better than this, Alfred! I do have a reputation to maintain, you know."

Her husband was still chuckling when they walked into the dining room two
minutes later.

Chapter Six

"Thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice, Reverend."

"Believe me, Lady Harrington. It is my pleasure to see you at any time, and
both I and my office are fully aware of the importance of the work upon which
you are engaged. When those factors combine-"

The bald, hook-nosed Reverend and First Elder of the Church of Humanity
Unchained tucked Allison's small hand neatly and possessively into his elbow,
smiled, and escorted her across the office. They were on the third floor of
Harrington Cathedral which, like every cathedral on the face of Grayson,
contained a large, comfortable office suite permanently reserved for the
Reverend's use on his visits to the steading. Now Sullivan seated his wvisitor
in one of the overstuffed armchairs flanking the polished stone coffee table
to one side of the desk and ceremonially poured tea. The silver pot flashed in
the sunlight streaming through the huge windows which made up one entire wall
of the office, and Allison's nose twitched in surprise as she recognized the
aroma rising with the steam. The scent of Sun Plantation Green Tea Number
Seven could not be mistaken by anyone who knew their teas, and she was



astonished that Sullivan (or someone) had gone to the trouble of discovering
her favorite Beowulf blend. It wasn't hard to obtain in the Star Kingdom, but
it was decidedly on the expensive side, and she'd already discovered that it
was hard to find on Grayson.

"Do you take sugar, Lady Harrington?" Sullivan inquired, and this time Allison
smiled as her host raised his bushy eyebrows in polite question. If he (or
someone on his staff, which seemed more likely, now that she thought about it)
had taken the pains to determine what blend of tea she preferred, then she had
no doubt that he also knew the answer to that question.

"Yes, thank you, Reverend. Two cubes."

"Of course, My Lady." He dropped them into the steaming liquid, stirred
gently, and then handed her cup and saucer. "And like the tea, My Lady, I
assure you that the metals levels in the sugar are as low as anything you
might encounter back home in your Star Kingdom."

"Thank you," she repeated, and waited while he poured tea for himself, as
well, before she sipped. "Ummmm. . . . delicious," she purred, and the
Reverend smiled back at her as he enjoyed her sensual delight in the treat.
Allison recognized that smile, for she'd seen it often in her life. Most men
seemed to take a simple pleasure in making her happy (and they darned well
should, too, she thought comfortably), but Sullivan's smile still surprised
her a bit. Oh, she'd discovered very quickly that Grayson males were much more
gallant than most, but she'd known before she ever came to Yeltsin's Star
that, however gallant, they could also be smug, patronizing, and
paternalistic. She'd come prepared to cut them off at the ankles if necessary
to turn that around, and so far she'd never had to squash one of them more
than once. On the other hand, she'd spent almost all of her time on Grayson
here in Harrington Steading, where public attitudes tended to be a bit more
"advanced," and this was the first time she'd actually met Reverend Sullivan,
aside from the intensely formal, emotionally shattering day of Honor's
funeral.

But even though she hadn't had the chance to form a firsthand opinion of him,
she'd gathered from Miranda-and from Honor's letters-that Sullivan was much
more conservative at heart than Reverend Hanks had been. No one had suggested
that he was anything but committed to supporting Benjamin Mavhew's reforms
with the full power of his office, yet he clearly seemed less comfortable with
them on a personal level than, say, Howard Clinkscales. Somehow she'd expected
that to carry over to the same sort of discomfort with women as authority
figures which she'd seen from the more reactionary Grayson physicians. And
even i1f he hadn't been stiff and ill at ease with her, she still would have
expected the spiritual head of the Church of Humanity to be more

ascetic? Was that the word? No, not quite, but something like it.

Except Reverend Sullivan wasn't whatever it was she'd expected. Indeed, there
was a warm appreciation for her attractiveness in his dark eyes, and she
sensed a willingness to play the game hiding just beneath his attentive
surface. She knew he was married-with all three of the wives Grayson custom
enshrined-and she could tell he would never dream of going further than a
cheerful flirtation, yet there was an earthy vitality to him which she had
never anticipated.

Well, maybe that makes sense after all, she thought. Honor may not have
noticed it-she felt a pang as she thought of her daughter, but she kept the
thought moving despite the hurt-because, Lord love the girl, the universe had
to hit her between the eyes with a brick just to get her to recognize the
opposite sex was even out there! But underneath all that gallantry and all
those codes of proper behavior and how to act and react around another man's
wives, these people are just as "earthy" (she chuckled mentally at the
repeated use of the word) as my high school sex counselor back on Beowulf.
Heavens! All you have to do is poke your nose inside an upper-class lingerie



shop to know that! That's rather healthy, really.

But that could also explain Sullivan's attitude towards her. Women like Honor
probably did make him uncomfortable-less because they held and wielded "a
man's" authority than because the background from which they came was so alien
to him. He and other Graysons like him were still in the process of
reprogramming themselves around a whole new set of social cues, and it was
likely many of them never would learn to truly understand those cues even once
they learned to recognize them. But Sullivan had recognized the gleam in her
own eye, and it was one he knew how to respond to comfortably as long as they
used Grayson rules.

That was good, she decided, sipping more tea while she discarded one strategy
for delivering her news and organized an alternative. He looked so forbidding
and stern that she'd automatically assumed a certain degree of closed-
mindedness, and she'd been wrong. That he had the fierce temper reputation
assigned him and did not suffer fools gladly she could readily believe, but
there was a much livelier mind behind those eyes than she'd expected, and if
he was prepared to be comfortable with her on a personal level, so much the
better for the professional one, as well.

She gave a mental nod, set down her cup and saucer, and lifted her small
briefcase from its place beside her chair into her lap.

"I realize you have a tight schedule, Your Grace, and that you sandwiched me
into it at very short notice, so with your permission, I'd like to waste as
little of your time as possible and get straight to the reason I asked to see
you."

"My schedule is almost always 'tight' in Father Church's service, My Lady," he
said wryly, "but believe me, time with you could never be wasted."

"My goodness!" Allison murmured with a smile and a dangerous set of dimples.
"I could wish the Star Kingdom would import a little Grayson manners!"

"Ah, but that would hardly be a fair exchange for your own presence here, My
Lady!" Sullivan replied with a broad grin of his own. "Your Kingdom would get
only an outward expression of our appreciation for beauty and charm, whereas
we would get their reality."

Allison chuckled appreciatively, but she also shook her head and unsealed the
briefcase, and Sullivan sat back in his own chair, nursing his teacup. The
teasing gallantry faded from his expression, and he crossed his legs and
watched alertly as she set out a tiny holo projector and keyed her memo pad to
life.

"Your Grace," she said much more seriously, "I have to tell you that I felt
some trepidation about requesting this meeting. As you know, I've been working
on mapping the Grayson genome for over six T-months now, and I've discovered
something which I'm afraid some of your people may find . . . disturbing." The
bushy brows knitted together in a frown-not of anger, but of concentration
and, possibly, a little concern-and she drew a deep breath.

"How much do you know about your planet's genetic background, Your Grace?"

"No more than any other layman, I imagine," he said after a moment. "Even our
doctors were several centuries behind your own in that regard before the
Alliance, of course, but we Graysons have been aware of the need to keep track
of our bloodlines and avoid inbreeding since the Founding. Aside from that and
the genealogical and family health history information my own and my wives'
physicians have requested from us over the years, I'm afraid I know very
little."

He paused, watching her intently, and she felt the unasked "Why?" floating in
the air between them.

"Very well, Your Grace. I'll try to keep this as simple and nontechnical as I
can, but I have something I need to show you."

She switched on the holo unit, and a holographic representation of a
chromosome appeared in the air above the coffee table. It didn't look very



much like an actual magnified chromosome would have, for it was a schematic
rather than visually representative, yet Sullivan's eyes flickered with
interest as he realized he was looking at the blueprint for a human life. Or,
to be more precise, a portion of the blueprint for a human life. Then Allison
tapped a command into the holo unit, and the image changed, zooming in on a
single, small portion of the schematic and magnifying that portion hugely.
"This is the long arm of what we call Chromosome Seven, Your Grace," she told
him. "Specifically, this-" she tapped a macro on the holo unit and a cursor
flashed, indicating a point on the image "-is a gene with a long and sometimes
ugly history in medical science. A single gene mutation at this site produces
a disease known as cystic fibrosis, which drastically alters the secretory
function of the lungs and pancreas."

It was also, she did not mention, a disease which had been eradicated over a
millennium and a half ago on planets with modern medical science . . . and one
which still turned up from time to time on Grayson.

"I see," Sullivan said after a moment, then quirked one eyebrow at her. "And
the reason for telling me this, My Lady?" he inquired politely.

"The reason for telling you, Your Grace, is that my research and mapping
suggest quite conclusively to me that this portion of the genetic code of your
people-" she jabbed an index finger at the cursor in the holo image "-was
deliberately altered almost a thousand years ago."

"Altered?" Sullivan sat upright in his chair.

"Altered, Your Grace. Engineered." Allison drew a deep breath. "In other
words, Sir, you and all your people have been genetically modified."

She sat very still, awaiting the potential eruption, but Sullivan only gazed
at her for several seconds without speaking. Then he leaned back, reclaimed
his teacup, and took a deliberate sip. She wasn't certain if he was buying
time for shattered thoughts to settle or simply deliberately defusing the
tension, but then he set saucer and cup back in his lap and cocked his head.
"Continue, please," he invited, and his voice was so calm she felt almost
flustered by its very lack of agitation. She paused a moment longer, then
glanced down at her memo pad and scrolled through two or three pages of
preliminary, hysteria-soothing notes it had just become obvious she wasn't
going to need.

"In addition to my purely laboratory research," she said after a second or
two, "I've been doing some extensive searches of your data bases." Which was
one hell of a lot more work than it would have been back home with proper
library computer support. "In particular, I was searching for the earliest
medical records-dating back to your Founding, if at all possible-which might
have shed some corroborative light on my lab findings. Unfortunately, while
there is a good bit of information, including case history notes on a
surprising number of individual colonists, I was unable to find any data on
the specific points which concerned me. Which," she said, meeting his eyes
with a frankness she had not intended to bring to this meeting before she got
a feel for his personality, "was one reason for my concern."

"You thought that perhaps those records had been suppressed?" Sullivan asked
her, and chuckled at her expression. "My Lady, for all your frankness, you've
been very cautious in your choice of words. Bearing that in mind, did you
really think it would require a-what is the Manticoran slang phrase? a
hyperphysicist, I believe?-to deduce the reason for your concern?" He shook
his head at her. "I suppose it's possible, even probable, that Father Church's
servants have suppressed . . . unpleasant information from time to time in our
history, but if so, they did it without Father Church's approval. Or the
Tester's." Her eyebrows rose against her will, and he chuckled again. "My
Lady, we believe God calls us to the Test of Life, which requires us to test
both ourselves and our beliefs and our assumptions as we grow and mature in
His love. How could we do that, and what validity would our Tests have, if



Father Church itself distorted the data which forms the basis upon which we
are to make them?"

"T . . . hadn't thought of it that way, Your Grace," Allison said slowly, and
this time Sullivan laughed out loud.

"No, My Lady, but you've been rather more polite about it than some off-
worlders have. We are a people of custom, and one which has traditionally
embraced a highly consensual Faith and way of life, yet our Faith is also one
of individual conscience in which no one-neither a man's Steadholder, nor his
Protector, nor even the Reverend or the Sacristy-may dictate to him on matters
of the spirit. That is the central dynamic of our beliefs, and maintaining it
has never been easy. Which is fair enough, for God never promised us the Test
would be easy. But it means that, for all our consensuality, we have
experienced many periods of intense, even bitter debate and doctrinal combat.
I believe that has ultimately strengthened us, but memories of those periods
make some of us uneasy about embracing changes in our Church and society. To
be perfectly honest, I myself harbor some personal reservations about at least
some of the changes-or, perhaps, about the rate of change-which I see around
me. Yet not even the priests of Father Church, or perhaps especially not the
priests of Father Church, may dictate to the consciences of our flock. Nor may
we properly decide that this or that bit of knowledge, however unpleasant we
may fear its consequences will be, should be restricted or concealed. So
continue with your explanation, please. I may not fully understand it, and it
may yet shock or concern me, but as a child of the Tester and of Father
Church, it is my duty to hear and at least try to understand . . . and not to
blame the bearer of the news for its content."

"Yes, Your Grace." Allison shook herself again, then smiled crookedly. "Yes,
indeed, " she said, and nodded much more comfortably at the holo image.

"As nearly as I can reconstruct what must have happened, Your Grace, at least
one person, and possibly several, in your original colonial medical team must
have been real crackerjack geneticists, especially given the limitations of
the technology then available. As you may be aware, they were still using
viruses for genetic insertions rather than the precisely engineered nanotech
we use today, and given the crudity of such hack and slash methodologies, his-
or their-achievements are truly remarkable."

"I am less surprised to hear that than you might think, My Lady," Sullivan
interposed. "The original followers of Saint Austin were opposed to the way
technology had, as they saw it, divorced men from the lives God wished them to
lead. But they recognized the advances in the life sciences as the gift of a
loving Father to His children, and their intention from the beginning was to
transplant as much of that gift to Grayson as they could. And that was
certainly as well for all of us when our ancestors discovered what sort of
world they had come to."

"I believe that probably constitutes at least a one or two thousand percent
understatement, Your Grace," Allison said wryly. "One of the things which has
puzzled those of us who have studied the situation has been how your colony
could possibly have survived for more than a generation or two amid such
lethal concentrations of heavy metals. Obviously, some sort of adaptive change
had to have occurred, but none of us could understand how it happened quickly
enough to save the colony. Now, I think, I know."

She took a sip of tea and crossed her own legs, leaning back in her chair and
cradling the tissue-thin porcelain cup between her hands.

"Heavy metals enter the body via the respiratory and digestive tracts, Your
Grace, hence your air filtration systems and the constant battle to
decontaminate your farm soil. Apparently, whoever was responsible for this-"
she jutted her chin at the holo image once again "-intended to build a
filtration system into your bodies as well, by modifying the mucosal barriers
in your lungs and digestive tract. Your secretory proteins are substantially



different from, say, my own. They bind the metals-or a large proportion of
them, at any rate-which allows them to be cleared from the body in sputum and
other wastes, rather than being absorbed wholesale into the tissues. They
don't do a perfect job, of course, but they're the reason your tolerance for
heavy metals is so much higher than my own. Up until two or three months ago,
the assumption, particularly in light of your ancestors' limited technological
resources and, um, attitude towards the resources they did have, was that this
must represent a natural facet of adaptive evolution, even if we had no idea
how it had happened so quickly."

"But you no longer believe this to be the case," Sullivan said quietly.

"No, Your Grace. I've found flanking regions of rhinovirus genetic material
around the cystic fibrosis locus indicated in the holo here, and I think I can
say with some assurance that it didn't get there accidentally."

"Rhinovirus?"

"The vector for the common cold," Allison said dryly, "which could have
offered several useful advantages to the med teams who made use of it. For one
thing, with your people so tightly confined in the limited air-filtered
habitats they could build, an aerosol vector like this would be very easily
spread. Given the fact that I've found absolutely no mention of it anywhere in
the records, I might also hazard the guess that the project was kept
confidential at the time-possibly to avoid raising hopes if, in fact, it
should fail. Or there could have been other reasons. And if there were,
spreading the alteration via 'a cold' would have the advantage of maximum
concealability, as well."

"Indeed it would have, and there could well have been 'other reasons' to do
such a thing quietly," Sullivan agreed, and it was his turn to smile
crookedly. "Despite my own analysis of why Father Church does not believe in
suppression, not everyone in our history would have agreed with me, and no
doubt there have been times when our freer thinkers found that

discretion was indicated. As I'm sure you've discovered in the course of your
research, My Lady, many of our Founders were zealots. Heavens, look at those
lunatics who launched the Civil War four hundred years later! However trying
our own times may be, they do not compare to the Tests which faced the
Founders, and it would certainly have been possible that the Founding Elders
might have feared that some of the more blindly faithful among their flock
would have reacted badly to the notion of such a thing as permanently
modifying their own bodies and those of all their descendants.”

"As you say, Your Grace," Allison murmured, then shrugged. "At any rate, we
might think of this as a sort of weapon of beneficent biological warfare, an
agent designed to modify the genetic material of your people in order to give
them a fighting chance at surviving their environment. Unfortunately, it looks
like it was a fast and dirty method, even by the standards of then-current
technology."

Sullivan frowned, and she shook her head quickly.

"That wasn't a criticism, Your Grace! Whoever managed this was clearly working
on a shoestring, with limited resources. He had to do the best with what he
had, and what he managed was brilliantly conceived and clearly executed
effectively. But I suspect that the need for speed, coupled with extremely
limited facilities, prevented his team from carrying out as careful an
analysis as they would have wished, and it looks like the vector carried a
second, unintentional modification which they failed to recognize at the
time."

"Unintentional?" Sullivan's frown was deeper now, not in displeasure but in
thought, and Allison nodded.

"I'm certain it was. And the nature of their problem no doubt helps explain
what happened. You see, whoever designed this modification had to make the
adaptive mutation inheritable. Simply modifying the gene in those actually



exposed to the rhinovirus wouldn't work, because it would have been a purely
somatic mutation, which means it would have died with the first generation of
hosts. To keep that from happening, he-or they-had to cross from the somatic
to the germ line-modify the rhinovirus to cross the mucosal barrier and show a
predilection for primordial germ cells in the host's ovaries and testes-in
order to pass it on to the first generation's offspring. What had to be
accomplished was analogous to, oh, the mumps virus. That infects the salivary
glands, but also attacks the ovaries and testes and can account for some cases
of male infertility."
Sullivan nodded to indicate understanding, and Allison hid another mental
smile. Interesting that he showed no discomfort at all with the way the
conversation was headed. Of course, with the high percentage of stillborn boys
on this planet, Graysons had been fanatical about prenatal care for centuries,
and men were just as involved in the process (at one remove, of course! she
amended) as women.
"They had no real option about that," she went on. "Not if they wanted the
change to be a permanent addition to the planetary genome. But in the process,
they also got an unintended mutation. Their intervention introduced a stable
trinucleotide repeat on the X chromosome, which wouldn't have been a problem
except that it in turn affected one of the AGG codons." Sullivan looked
blank. "AGG codons are adenine-guanine-guanine sequences that act as locks on
the expansion of other trinucleotide repeats," she explained helpfully.
"Of course,"™ Sullivan agreed. He didn't look too terribly enlightened, but he
nodded for her to continue, and she punched a new command into her holo unit.
The imagery changed to a color-coded schematic of nucleotides-an enormous
chain composed of the color-coded letters "A," "C," "G," and "T," repeating
again and again in jumbled patterns. As Sullivan watched, the image zoomed in
on a single section-two three-letter groups of "CGG" in yellow, green, and
green, separated by an "AGG" in red, green, and green.
"Essentially, it was a very tiny change," Allison told the Reverend. "An
adenine here-" she touched another key, and one of the "AGG" codes flashed
brilliantly "-mutated to cytosine-" another key, and the flashing red "A"
turned into a yellow "C" and the three-letter group to its right grew suddenly
into an enormous chain of the same codes, repeating again and again "-which
deactivated the lock and allowed unstable expansion of-"
"Excuse me, My Lady," Sullivan interrupted, "but I think we're drifting into
deep water here. What, precisely, does that m- No." He stopped and raised one

hand. "I'm certain that if you told me what it meant, I would be no closer to
understanding than I am now. What I truly need to know, I suppose, is what the
consequences of this . . . unstable whatever are."

"Um." Allison sipped some more tea, then shrugged.

"DNA is composed of four nucleotides, Your Grace: adenine, cytosine, guanine,
and thymine. They link together in thousands of repeats-codes, if you will-
which combine to carry the blueprint for our bodies . . . and transmit it to
the next generation. They link in groups of three, hence the term
'trinucleotide, ' which usually occur in 'runs' of thirty or less, but there
are several diseases, such as the one we call 'Fragile X,' in which the number
of repeats expands enormously, often into the thousands, effectively

well, scrambling a portion of the master code, as it were. Are you with me so
far?"

"I believe so," he said cautiously.

"All right. This schematic represents a portion of the nucleotides-in this
case cytosine, adenine, and guanine-from the Grayson genome. This
trinucleotide here-" she touched her controls and the holo reverted to its
original form with the "AGG" flashing once more "-is what we call a 'lock,'
sort of a blocker to prevent the CGG repeats on either side of it from
expanding in a way that would scramble the code. What happened, though, was



that when the adenine mutated into cytosine, the 'lock' disappeared . . . and
that allowed an unstable expansion of the CGG chain 'downstream' of it."

"I won't pretend to understand completely, My Lady," Sullivan said after a
moment, "but I believe I understand the process, in general terms at least.
And just how serious a problem is this 'unstable expansion'?"

"Well, in Fragile X, the consequence is-or was, before we learned to repair
it-moderate mental retardation. But what resulted here was worse-much worse.
It destroyed a portion of the chromosome necessary for early embryonic
development."

"Which means, My Lady?" Sullivan asked intently.

"It means that it produced an embryonic lethal mutation in males, Your Grace,"
Allison said simply.

This time the Reverend came bolt upright in his chair, and she nodded to the
display still glowing above the coffee table.

"Any male embryo with this mutation cannot be carried to term," she said.
"Female embryos each have two X chromosomes, however, which gives them the
chance for an extra copy of the destroyed gene. And the lyonization process,
which inactivates one X chromosome in a female, almost always inactivates the
structurally damaged one in cases like this, which means that, unlike males
with the same problem, they survive."

"But in that case-" Sullivan stared into the holo for several seconds, then
looked back at Allison. "If I understand you correctly, My Lady, you're saying
that no male child with this mutation could live?" She nodded. "In that case,
how could our ancestors possibly have survived? If everyone who received the
benign mutation also received this one, then how were any living male children
born at all?"

"The two mutations are linked in that they were both introduced by the same
vector, Your Grace, but that's the only linkage between them. Everyone got the
intended mutation-well, that's probably an overstatement. Let's say that
everyone who survived got the intentional one, but the unintentional one,
fortunately, had incomplete penetrance. That means that thirty percent or so
of the males didn't express the mutation and so survived-but even those who
survived could be carriers. To use the Fragile X analogy again, the fragile
site from that disease is seen in forty percent of the cells of affected
males, but carriers may not show the fragile site at all."

"T . . . see," Sullivan said very slowly.

"There was nothing anyone could have done about it, Your Grace. The original
modification was essential if your people were to survive at all. It had to be
made, and even assuming that any of the original med team were still alive by
the time the harmful side effect began to manifest, and even assuming that
they still had the technical capability for genetic level examinations, it was
too late to do anything about it," Allison said quietly, and sat back to wait.
"Sweet Tester," Sullivan murmured at last, his voice so soft Allison hardly
heard him. Then he pushed himself all the way back in his chair and inhaled
deeply. He gazed at her for endless seconds, then shook himself.

"I feel certain that you must have felt very confident in your findings before
you brought them to my attention, My Lady. May I also assume that your
documentation of them will be sufficient to convince other experts of them?"
"Yes, Your Grace," she said positively. "For one thing, it explains the two
things about your population which have most puzzled the Star Kingdom's
geneticists from the beginning of the Alliance." Sullivan raised an eyebrow,
and she shrugged. "I've already mentioned the incredible rapidity with which
your ancestors evolved a 'natural' defense against heavy metals. That was
number one. But a disparity in male-female birth rates on the scale of
Grayson's, while not all that unusual under distressed conditions, seldom
lasts as long as yours has."

"I see." He gazed at her meditatively, then drank more tea. "And is there



anything which can be done about this, My Lady?"

"It's really too early for me to say yes or no to that one, at least with any
degree of confidence. I've isolated two or three possible approaches, but the
site of the problem may well make things difficult, because the mutated gene
on the X is near the zinc-finger X protein gene. That's a key gene in sex
determination, and it's at the Xp22.2-" She paused as his expression began to
indicate that he was lost once more.

"It's at a locus where changes can involve literally dozens of disease states,
Your Grace," she simplified. "Many of those diseases are lethal, and others
can cause disorders of sex determination. We know a lot more about sex
differentiation than whoever whipped up your survival modification did, but we
still dislike meddling with it, and particularly in this area. There's a lot
of room for small errors to have large consequences, and even if we avoid the
more dangerous disease states, the Beowulf Code specifically prohibits genetic
manipulation in order to predetermine the sex of a child." She grimaced.
"There were some very unpleasant-and shameful-episodes relating to that in the
first and second centuries Ante Diaspora, and I'm afraid they've been repeated
from time to time on some of the more backward colony worlds since.
Nonetheless, I think I could probably at least ameliorate the situation. But
whatever I do, it will take time to perfect the methodology . . . and probably
result in at least some decreased fertility among your planet's male
population."

"I see," he said again, and switched his eyes to the holo image above the
coffee table once more. "Have you spoken to the Sword's health authorities
about this yet, My Lady?" he asked.

"Not yet," Allison admitted. "I wanted to be certain of my data before I did,
and then your visit to Harrington gave me the opportunity to speak to you
first. Given the role your Church plays in the day-to-day life of Grayson, I
thought it might be wiser to speak to you first."

"Obviously Father Church will have to address the issue," Sullivan agreed,
"but we who serve him have learned bitter lessons about meddling in secular
affairs. I believe you should draw this to the Sword's attention as soon as
convenient, My Lady. If my offices can be of assistance to you in this, please
tell me."

"I appreciate the offer, Your Grace, but I have the channels to take care of
that myself."

"Good. And if I may offer one bit of advice-or, perhaps, make a request?"
"Certainly you may, Your Grace," Allison said. Of course, I don't have to
follow the advice if it violates my own professional oaths, she thought,
bracing herself for some last-minute swerve towards suppression of her
findings.

"This information must be made public, and the sooner the better," he said
firmly, "yet it would be wiser, I think, to allow the Sword to make the
announcement." She cocked her head at him, and he twitched his shoulders with
a small, apologetic smile. "You remain a woman, a foreigner, and-if you will
forgive the term-an 'infidel.' We learned from your daughter that those were
not necessarily bad things, yet some of our people, especially the more
conservative, remain uneasy with the notion of women in positions of
authority. Including, alas, myself from time to time. I wrestle with it in
prayer, and with the Comforter's aid, I feel I have made some progress, yet I
had hoped that Lady Harrington would-"

He broke off, his expression sad, and Allison felt a brief, terrible stab of
hurt deep down inside. "I had hoped Lady Harrington would live long enough to
change our minds," she completed the thought for him, and felt her eyes sting.
Well, she didn't. But that doesn't mean other people can't pick up the torch
for her, and I can damned well be one of them! Howard Clinkscales' request
flickered in the back of her mind as the thought flashed past, but she only



looked at Sullivan and nodded.

"I know, Your Grace." Her voice was just a bit husky. Then she inhaled deeply.
"And I understand. I have no problem with allowing Protector Benjamin's people
to make the announcement. Besides, there's no huge rush about this-your planet
has survived for the next best thing to a thousand years with the problem, and
I'm nowhere near devising a corrective procedure that I'd feel comfortable
recommending, anyway. Better to go through channels and possibly even give the

Sword a little while to consider the best way to go public . . . and what
position the Protector should take when it hits the 'faxes."
"That was very much my own thought," Sullivan told her. "Nonetheless, I also

believe I'll personally suggest to the Protector that you should be present-
and clearly credited with the discovery-when the announcement is made."

"You will?" Allison blinked in surprise, and he shrugged.

"My Lady, you did discover it, and you and the clinic your daughter endowed
will undoubtedly take the lead in devising any 'corrective procedure' which
may be found. Besides, if we're ever to overcome that 'foreign and female'
problem among our more mulish people," he smiled and flicked one finger
briefly at his own chest, "then we dare not miss an opportunity such as this."
"I see." Allison considered him with fresh thoughtfulness. Reverend Sullivan
was not only less comfortable with the changes in his society, on a personal
level, than his predecessor had been; he was also aware that he was. His faith
and his intellect impelled him to accept and support them, but a part of him
longed for the stability and comfortably defined roles of the planet on which
he had been raised, and that part resisted his own duty to help demolish those
definitions. Which made his last suggestion even more impressive, and she felt
a deep, warm rush of affection for him.

"Thank you, Your Grace. I appreciate the suggestion-and the thought."

"You are more than welcome, My Lady," he told her, setting his teacup aside
and rising as she came to her feet, switched off the holo projector, and
tucked it back into her briefcase. "But no thanks are necessary," he
continued, once more capturing her hand to escort her back to the door. "This
planet, and all the people on it, are far too deeply in debt to the Harrington
family, and especially to the really remarkable women of that name, for that."
Allison blushed, and he chuckled delightedly, then paused as they reached the
door. He bent over her hand and kissed it gallantly, and then opened the door
for her.

"Farewell, Lady Harrington. May the Tester, the Intercessor, and the Comforter
be with you and your husband and bring you peace."

He bowed once more, and she gave his hand a squeeze of thanks and stepped
through the door. It closed quietly behind her.

Chapter Seven

The sentries at Harrington House's East Portico snapped to attention with even
greater than usual precision as the luxury ground car purred through the
dome's main vehicle entrance. A small pennon-a triangle of maroon and gold
bearing the opened Bible and crossed swords that were the Protector's emblem,
starched-stiff in the wind of its passage-flew from a fender-mounted staff,
and two-man grav sleds hovered watchfully above it. Further up, out of sight
from the ground, sleek transatmospheric craft kept equally attentive watch,
and teams of crack marksmen-some in Mayhew maroon-and-gold, and some in
Harrington Steading's green-on-green-stood unobtrusively on vantage points on
Harrington House's roof and dome catwalks while sophisticated electronic
devices scanned the grounds ceaselessly.

It all seemed just a trifle much to Allison Harrington. She knew about the
security features built into Harrington House, and she'd gotten used to the
notion that Harrington Steading's armsmen insisted on watching over her and
her husband, although she was devoutly thankful that they were less intrusive



about it than they had been about guarding poor Honor. More to the point, she
supposed, she'd anticipated some of this in advance, given the nature of the
occasion. Even if she hadn't, Miranda LaFollet's expression when she suggested
it would have offered ample warning. Miranda continued to function as
Harrington Steading chief of staff, so it was she who had been responsible for
issuing the actual invitation, and she'd shown more than a little trepidation
at the prospect. Allison had been confident that the invitees would accept,
and she'd been right. But if she'd realized a simple supper invitation was
going to put the equivalent of what seemed like a full Marine brigade on
alert, she probably wouldn't have had the nerve to issue it in the first
place.

Not "nerve," she corrected herself. Gall.

The thought helped, and she smiled more naturally as she and Alfred stepped
out under the portico with Howard Clinkscales to greet their guests. Miranda
and Farragut flanked them on Allison's right, and James MacGuiness, in the
civilian clothing he'd worn since returning to Grayson, followed on Alfred's
left. At Benjamin IX's personal request, the RMN had granted the steward
indefinite leave in order for him to serve as Harrington House's majordomo,
and his eyes swept back and forth almost as attentively as the watching
armsmen's, searching for any imperfection.

They found none. The green-uniformed men on either side of the doorway stood
rigidly to attention, gazes fixed straight ahead, as the ground car slid to a
halt. The counter-grav ground effect died, and gravel crunched as the car
settled. Then the front passenger door opened, and an athletic major in maroon
and gold, with the braided aigulette of Palace Security hanging from his right
shoulder, climbed out it.

The Mayhew armsman stood scanning his surroundings while he listened to
reports over his earbug. Grav sleds swept through the portal and grounded, and
a dozen more men in the same colors joined the major to form an alert, open
ring about the car. Then he nodded, and a sergeant opened a rear door and
snapped to the salute as Benjamin IX stepped out of it past him.

The Protector waved as Allison, Alfred, and Clinkscales came down the steps to
greet him, then turned and handed Katherine Mayhew, his senior wife, from the
car. Allison and Katherine had met briefly on several occasions during the
days before Honor's funeral, but the demands of protocol and solemnity had
kept them from truly getting to know one another. Nonetheless, Allison had
sensed a kindred spirit in Katherine, even through the unrelenting formality
of those dreary days, and this was one case in which it probably helped that
she hadn't been born to an aristocratic tradition. She understood how such
traditions worked, and she'd come to respect them-mostly-but they weren't
really a part of her cultural baggage. That left her less impressed with
Katherine Mayhew's rank than she might have been, and she looked forward to
becoming better acquainted with the other woman despite her exalted position,
for she suspected they were too much alike not to become friends. They were
also very much of a size-which was to say "tiny"-and the First Lady of Grayson
held out her hand with a smile as Allison swept down on her.

"Good afternoon, Madam Mayhew," Allison said formally, and Katherine shook her
head.

"I would really prefer 'Katherine,' or even 'Cat,' " she said. " 'Madam
Mayhew' sounds much too formal coming from a Harrington."
"I see . . . Katherine," Allison murmured, and Katherine squeezed her hand and

turned to greet Alfred as Benjamin assisted his second wife, Elaine, from the
car. Elaine was the shy one, Allison remembered, although the Protector's
junior wife seemed to have gained considerably in composure compared to the
almost timid person Honor had described from their first meeting, and Allison
greeted her warmly.

"Thank you for inviting us," Elaine replied, smiling as she watched Alfred



bend over Katherine's hand as gallantly as any Grayson might have. "It's not
often we get out for anything except formal occasions."

"This isn't formal?" Allison demanded, flicking her free hand at all the
punctilious military courtesy and firepower conspicuously displayed about
them.

"Oh, goodness no!" Elaine laughed. "With the entire family-except for Michael,
of course-all out in the open in one place? This is the lightest security I've
seen in, oh, ages!"

Allison was certain for a moment that her leg was being pulled, but then she
looked back at the major and realized Elaine was dead serious. The major was
too well trained to be obvious, but he was clearly unhappy about his charges'
potential exposure, and Allison hid a wince of sympathy as he almost visibly
swallowed a need to urge the Protector and his wives to get themselves inside
Harrington House and under cover. Unfortunately for the major, Benjamin was in
no hurry, and Allison chuckled as a torrent of Mayhew offspring poured out of
the car on Elaine's heels.

Actually, there were only four of them; they merely seemed like a torrent, and
individual armsmen peeled off to attach themselves to each child with the ease
of long practice. It seemed dreadfully unfair for children that young to
already be burdened with their own permanent, personal bodyguards, but Allison
supposed they'd better start getting used to the fanatical way Graysons
guarded their steadholders and protectors early. And truth to tell, their
armsmen's presence certainly didn't seem to have stunted the Mayhew brood's
boisterous development.

The sturdy eleven-year-old in the lead favored Katherine strongly, although
she was already as tall as her mother and promised to go right on growing.
Rachel Mayhew had been the terror of the palace nursery in her day, and she
seemed to be fighting a stubborn rearguard action against the encroachments of
civilization. From a few amused comments Clinkscales had let drop, Allison
suspected Honor had been a major influence on the taste Rachel had developed
for "unladylike" athletics. She was already training as a pilot, as well, and
carried a very respectable grade-point average, but her tastes ran to the
engineering and hard science courses which had been traditionally male on
Grayson. Even worse, 1in conservative eyes, perhaps, she already held a brown
belt in coup de vitesse.

The old-fashioned term "tomboy" came to mind every time Allison laid eyes on
the girl-who was more likely to be cheerfully engaged in taking an air car's
grav generators apart to see how they worked than in learning to dance, giggle
over the opposite sex, or any of the other things she "ought" to be doing. At
the moment, one of her hair ribbons had come untied, and she'd managed to get
a smear of dirt on her cheek. Which, Allison reflected, must have taken some
doing, since the ground car had brought her and her family straight here from
the shuttle pad. Funny. I thought Honor was the only child who could teleport
dirt into otherwise sterile environments!

Jeanette and Theresa-ten and nine and the biological daughters of Elaine and
Katherine, respectively-followed just a bit more sedately. Jeanette had the
same dark eyes as Rachel, but her hair was a bright chestnut, whereas
Theresa's resemblance to their oldest sister was almost eerie. Except that
Theresa was neat as a new pin and obviously hadn't made the acquaintance of
Rachel's secret dirt patch.

And finally, Benjamin reached back into the car and lifted out his youngest
daughter. The baby of the family-for the moment; that status tended to be
transitory in families the size people were raising on Grayson these days-she
was only four years old and clearly another of Elaine's. She was tall for her
age, with hair much the same auburn as Miranda LaFollet's, and huge sea-gray
eyes, and a promise of elegant beauty already showed through her immature
child's bone structure. She buried her face shyly against her father when she



saw all the strangers, but then she straightened up and demanded to be put
down. Benjamin complied, and she reached out and grabbed one of Katherine's
hands tightly while she stared curiously at Allison.

"Our youngest," Katherine said quietly, touching the child's curly mop of hair
with her free hand. "Your daughter's goddaughter."

Allison had known who the little girl was, but her eyes misted for just a
moment anyway. She stooped gracefully, making herself the same height as the
child, cleared her throat, and held out her own hand.

"My name is Allison," she said. "What's your name?"

The girl looked gravely at the offered hand for several seconds, then back at
Allison's face.

"Honor," she said after a moment. Her Grayson accent softened the name, but
she spoke clearly and distinctly. "Honor Mayhew."

"Honor," Allison repeated, keeping the pain from her own voice, and smiled.
"That's a very good name for someone, don't you think?" Honor nodded
wordlessly. Then she reached out and laid her hand in the one Allison still
held extended. She looked up at Katherine and Elaine as if for approval, and
Katherine smiled at her. She smiled back, then looked up at Allison.

"I'm four," she announced.

"Four years old?" Allison asked.

"Uh-huh. And number four, too," Honor told her with a grin.

"I see." Allison nodded in grave approval and stood back fully erect, still
holding Honor's hand. Each of the adult Mayvhews had corralled one of the older
girls, and Allison dimpled as the major sighed in profound relief when
MacGuiness, with the able assistance of Miranda and Farragut, began chivvying
people up the steps.

"-so we were delighted by the invitation," Benjamin said, leaning back in the
comfortable armchair in the Harrington House library while he nursed a glass
of Alfred Harrington's prized Delacourt. Allison had decided to use the
library instead of one of the grander, more formal sitting rooms the
architects had provided. Aside from the huge Harrington seal inlaid into the
polished hardwood floor, the library managed not to shout that it was part of
a consciously designed "great house," and the titles on its shelves and the
relatively simple but comfortable furnishings and efficient data retrieval
systems made her think of Honor. Given her determination to keep the night
informal, Clinkscales had withdrawn with a gracious smile to join his wives
while the Harringtons entertained their guests. Now she and Alfred and the
adult Mayhews sat in a comfortably arranged conversational group near the main
data terminal, and Benjamin waved his wineglass gently.

"I won't say we never get out-there's always some damned state occasion or
another-but just to visit someone?" He shook his head.

"Actually," Katherine said with a wicked smile, "we're all rather hoping some
of the other Keys decide to follow your example, Allison. Tester knows half
the wives out there are hovering on the brink of death from pure envy over
your 'social coup' right now!"™ Allison's eyebrows rose, and Katherine chuckled
warmly. "Of course they are! You're the first hostess outside the immediate
Mayhew Clan or one of its core septs who's had the sheer nerve to simply
invite the Protector and his family over for a friendly family dinner in over
two hundred T-years!"

"You're joking . . . aren't you?"

"Oh, no she isn't," Benjamin said. "She checked the records. What was the last
time, Cat?"

"Bernard VII and his wives were invited to a surprise birthday party by John
Mackenzie XI on June 10, 3807-um, 1704 p.d.," Katherine replied promptly. "And
the experience clearly made a profound impression on Bernard, because I found
the actual menu, including the ice cream flavors, in his personal diary."

"Two hundred and eight years?" Allison shook her head, unable to believe it.



"That long without an invitation for anything but a state occasion?"

"I wouldn't imagine many people just screen Queen Elizabeth and ask her if
she'd like to drop by for a beer, Alley," Alfred observed dryly.

"No, but she has to get invitations at least a bit more frequently than once
every two centuries!" Allison protested.

"Perhaps so," Benjamin agreed. "But here on Grayson, any informal or personal
invitations traditionally go from the Protector to the steadholders, not the
other way around."

"Oh, dear. Have we violated protocol that grossly?" Allison sighed.

"You certainly have," Benjamin replied. "And a darned good thing, too."
Allison still looked a little concerned, but Elaine nodded in vigorous
agreement with her husband even as she removed an old-fashioned printed book
from Honor's clutches before it could suffer serious damage.

"Benjamin warned Katherine and me both about protocol before he proposed,"
Elaine said over her shoulder, leading an indignant Honor firmly back towards
where the older Mayhew girls were engaged in a board game with Miranda
LaFollet. Rachel had expressed some rather pointed reservations about her
younger siblings' level of skill, but she had a basically sunny disposition,
and she'd let herself be talked into playing. By now, she'd forgotten to
maintain her air of exaggerated patience and entered as fully into the play as
Jeanette or Theresa while Farragut watched over them all from the back of
Miranda's chair.

The game was one Allison had never heard of before coming to Grayson, but like
their peculiar sport of "baseball," it seemed ingrained into Graysons at an
almost genetic level. At the moment, Miranda had just thrown the dice and
finished moving her token-a scuffed and worn-out-looking antique shoe of cast
silver-around the perimeter of the polished, inlaid wood board to a square
labeled "Ventnor Avenue," and Theresa squealed in triumph.

"I've got a hotel! I've got a hotel!" she announced. "Pay me, 'Randa!"

"I can see taxes are going up if you ever become Minister of Finance," Miranda
muttered, making all three sisters laugh, and began counting gaily-colored
plaspaper strips of play money. Elaine parked Honor on a stool beside her, and
Miranda looked up and then smiled at Honor. "I think I'm in trouble here," she
confided. "Want to help me and Farragut count all the money I owe your
sister?"

Honor nodded vigorously, indignation suddenly forgotten, as Farragut flowed
down to sit beside her stool and lean against her, and Elaine returned to join
Katherine on the couch facing Allison across a coffee table of beaten copper.
"He warned us about all the protocol," she went on, recapturing the thread of
her earlier conversation, "but I don't think either of us really believed him.
I know I didn't, anyway! Did you, Cat?"

"Oh, intellectually, maybe," Katherine said. "But emotionally?" She shook her
head and leaned back, putting an arm around her sister wife's shoulders, and
Elaine leaned comfortably against her. "We both grew up on Grayson, of course,
but I don't think anyone who hasn't experienced it from the inside can really
understand just how . . . entrenched the protocol at Protector's Palace really
is. Not deep down inside."

"We've had a thousand years to make it ironclad," Benjamin said with a shrug.
"It's like an unwritten constitution no one would dream of violating

except, thank God, for foreigners who don't know any better. That's one reason
Honor was such a breath of fresh-filtered air." He smiled a crooked smile of
warm memory. "She started out standing protocol on its head during the Masadan
War, and she never really stopped. I think she was trying to learn to 'be
good' about it, but she never quite got the knack, thank the Tester."

Allison nodded, squeezing Alfred's hand at the mention of her daughter's name,
then deliberately changed the subject.

"Given what you've just said, I really hate to mention anything which could be



remotely construed as business, Your Grace, but did you have a chance to read
the report I sent you?"

"Please, Allison, in private at least," Benjamin protested. Allison glanced at
the two armsmen standing just inside the library doors and the second pair
hovering watchfully if unobtrusively over the Protector's daughters and their
game, then shrugged. "Privacy" was obviously a relative concept.

"Very well. But did you get a chance to read it, Benjamin?"

"I did," he said, his tone suddenly graver. "More to the point, I had Cat read
it. She has a better biosciences background than I ever managed to acquire."
"That's because I wasn't a stodgy old history and government science major,"
Katherine told him, and her eyes twinkled at Allison. "And I wanted to thank
you for being the one who turned up the truth, Allison. It's exactly the sort
of multifunction kick in the seat of the pants I've come to expect from
Harringtons!"

"Excuse me?" Allison looked puzzled, and Katherine grinned.

"I imagine you've heard at least a few people muttering about how 'proper'
Grayson women don't work?"

"Well, yes. I have," Allison admitted.

"Well, that's one of the stupider social fables around," Katherine said
roundly. "Traditionally, women haven't been paid for working, but believe me,
running a Grayson home requires more than someone to bear and raise children.
Of course, most of us were never allowed the formal training men got-Benjamin
was dreadfully unconventional in that regard-but you try tearing down an air
filtration plant, or monitoring the metals levels in the vegetables you're
planning on cooking for supper, or managing the reclamation plant, or setting
the toxicity alarms in the nursery, or any one of a thousand and one other
'household' chores without at least a practical education in biology,
chemistry, hydraulics-!" She snorted with magnificent panache.

"Elaine and I have the degrees that go with what we know; most Grayson women
don't have that certification, but that doesn't mean they're ignorant. And, of
course, Elaine and I are from the very tip-top of the upper class. We really
don't have to work if we don't want to, and most women can at least turn to
their families or clans for a household niche to fill even if they never
manage to catch a husband, but there have always been some women who've had no
option but to support themselves in the workplace. Most people try to pretend
they don't exist, but they do, and that's one reason all three of us-" she
waved her hand at her husband and sister wife "-were so delighted to see women
like Honor and yourself. Anyone with a halfway functioning brain knows women
can, and have, and do 'work' just as hard as any man on this planet, but you
and Honor rub their noses in it. You're even more visible than Elaine and I,
in some ways, and you and other Manticoran women are one of the big reasons
other Grayson women are stepping into the work force at last. In fact, I
understand Honor insisted that the Blackbird Yard actively recruit local
women, and I hope to goodness other employers have the sense to do the same!"
"I see," Allison said. And, intellectually, she did. Emotionally, the sort of
society which could draw such artificial distinctions to start with was too
alien for her to truly empathize with. She considered it for several more
seconds, then shrugged.

"I see," she repeated, "but I can't really claim any special credit, you know.
All I'm doing is going right on as I always have."

"I know," Katherine said. "That's why you're such an effective example. Anyone
who sees you knows you're more interested in getting the work done than in
'making a point' . . . which, of course, only makes the point more
emphatically." She smiled gently. "It was exactly the same thing that made
Honor so effective, too."

Allison blinked on unexpected tears and felt Alfred's arm slip around her and
tighten. Silence lingered for a moment, and then Katherine went on.



"But as Benjamin says, I did read the report. The appendices were a bit too
abstruse for me, but you did an excellent job of explaining the major points
in the text, I think." She shook her head with a look of ineffable sadness
that sprang from a very different source, and Allison reminded herself that
between them, Katherine and Elaine Mayhew had already lost five sons to
spontaneous early-term abortion.

"To think that we did it to our birthrate ourselves." Katherine sighed, and it
was Allison's turn to shake her head.

"Not intentionally or knowingly," she pointed out. "And if whoever it was
hadn't done it, there wouldn't be any Graysons today. It was a brilliant
approach to a deadly problem, especially given the limitations under which it
was implemented."

"Oh, I know that," Katherine said, "and I certainly wasn't complaining.”

And that, Allison realized with some surprise, was actually true. She very
much doubted that it would have been for her in her guest's place.

"It's just that-" Katherine shrugged. "It comes as a bit of a surprise after
all these centuries, I suppose. I mean, in a way it's so . . . prosaic.
Especially for something which has had such a profound effect on our society
and family structure."

"Um." Allison cocked her head for a moment, then waved a hand in a tiny
throwing away gesture. "From what I've seen of your world, you seem to have
adjusted remarkably sanely on a family level."

"Do you really think so?" Katherine asked, cocking her head to one side. There
was a tiny edge to her voice, and Allison raised an eyebrow.

"Yes, I do," she said calmly. "Why?"

"Because not every off-worlder does," Katherine said. She glanced at her
husband and her sister wife for a moment, then back at Allison, almost
challengingly. "Some seem to find some of our lifestyle 'adjustments'

morally offensive."

"If they do, that's their problem, not yours," Allison replied with a shrug.
Inwardly, she wondered which off-worlder had been stupid enough to step on
Katherine Mayhew's toes . . . and to hope it hadn't been a Manticoran. She
didn't think it would have been. For the most part, the Star Kingdom refused
to tolerate intolerance, although it was less self-congratulatory about it
than Beowulf, but she could call to mind one or two Sphinxians who might have
been prudish enough to offend. Given the enormous disparity between male and
female births, Grayson attitudes towards homosexuality and bisexuality were
inevitable, and Sphinx was by far the most straitlaced of the Star Kingdom's
planets. For a horrible moment, Allison wondered if somehow Honor could have-?
But no. Her daughter might have been more sexually repressed than Allison
would have preferred, but she'd never been a prude or a bigot. And even if she
had been, Katherine Mayhew certainly wasn't the kind of person to bring it up
to hurt Allison now that Honor was gone.

"Of course, I'm from Beowulf, and we all know what Beowulfans are like," she
went on calmly, and almost despite herself, Katherine chuckled. "On the other
hand, genetic surgeons see even more different sorts of familial arrangements
in the course of our practices than most family practitioners do; it goes with
the sort of diagnostic research we have to do. I've been doing rounds at
Macomb General here in Harrington, too, which gives me a pretty good
opportunity to compare Manticoran and Grayson norms, and I stand by what I
said. Your children are among the most secure and loved ones I've ever seen,
and that's comparing them to Beowulf and the Star Kingdom both. That's what
matters most, I think, and your traditional family structure-especially in
light of your environment-represents an incredibly sane response to your
skewed birthrates." Katherine gazed at her for a moment, then nodded, and
Allison grinned suddenly. "Now, your social responses, as I believe you
yourself were just pointing out, might leave just a tad to be desired from the



viewpoint of a forward, stubborn, uppity wench like myself!"

"You're not the only one of those in this room, believe me!" Benjamin laughed.
"And I'm doing the best I can to change the rules, Allison. I figure that if
Cat and Elaine and I can kick the door open and keep it that way, those
budding real estate tycoons over there-" he twitched his head in the direction
of the game board as it became Jeanette's turn to cackle in triumph "-are
going to make even more changes. For a bunch as conservative as we are, that's
blinding speed."

"So I've seen."

Allison leaned back beside Alfred and looked up at him with a gracefully
quirked eyebrow. He looked back down, and then shrugged.

"You're the one doing all the social engineering tonight, love," he told her.
"You decide."

"Decide what?" Katherine asked.

"Whether or not to taint the first hooky-playing Mayhew family outing in two
centuries with a little business after all, I suspect," Benjamin said lazily.
"Something like that," Allison admitted. "I'd planned on discussing a couple
of possible approaches to corrective genetic therapies with you, but that can
certainly wait for another time. Besides," she grinned, "now I know which
Mayhew I should discuss them with, don't I, Katherine?"

"Science with me and finance with Elaine," Katherine agreed comfortably.
"Unimportant things like wars, diplomacy, and constitutional crises you can
take up with Benjamin." Her right hand made an airy gesture.

"Oh, thank you. Thank you all so much!" Benjamin said, and shook a mock-
threatening fist at his smiling wives.

"Well, leaving genomes and such aside, there are still a couple of things
Alfred and I did want to announce tonight," Allison said in a more serious
tone, and looked over at the card table in the corner. "Miranda?" she asked.
"Of course, My Lady." Miranda raised her wrist com to her lips-a maneuver made
a bit more complicated than usual by the need to reach around Honor, who was
now parked firmly in her lap with Farragut clutched in her arms and an
enormous smile on her face-and spoke into it quietly. The adult Mayhews looked
at one another curiously, but no one said anything for several seconds. Then
someone knocked lightly on the door.

One of the Mayhew armsmen opened it, and James MacGuiness stepped into the

library.
"You needed something, Milady?" he asked Allison.
"Not something, Mac-someone," Allison replied gently. "Please, sit down." She

patted the chair beside the couch she and Alfred shared.

MacGuiness hesitated, his natural deference warring with her invitation. Then
he drew a deep breath, shrugged almost microscopically, and obeyed her. She
smiled and squeezed his shoulder gently, then looked back at the Mayhews.

"One of the things Alfred and I wanted to tell you is that Willard Neufsteiler
will be arriving from the Star Kingdom aboard the Tankersley next week. When
he does, he'll be bringing Honor's will." A chill breeze seemed to blow
through the comfortably furnished library, but Allison ignored it. "Because
almost half of her financial and business activities were still based in the
Star Kingdom, the will has already been probated under Manticoran law,
although I understand the portions which affect Grayson will have to be
formally probated here, in turn. All the legal details, investment cross
links, and tax options make my head hurt-give me a good, simple chromosome to
map any day!-but Willard has sent along a précis, and Alfred and I wanted to
share the rough outlines with you tonight, if no one objects."

Benjamin shook his head silently, and Allison looked at MacGuiness. The
steward's face was stiff, and pain flashed in his eyes, as if he'd realized
why she wanted him here and wanted nothing to do with yet another formal proof
of his captain's death. But then he, too, shook his head, and Allison smiled



at him.

"Thank you," she said softly. She took a moment to collect her thoughts, then
cleared her throat.

"First of all, I was gquite astounded to discover just how large an estate
Honor left. Excluding her feudal holdings here on Grayson as Steadholder
Harrington, but including the value of her private interest in Sky Domes and
your new Blackbird Shipyard, her net financial worth at the time of her death
was Jjust under seventeen-point-four billion Manticoran dollars." Despite
himself, Benjamin pursed his lips and whistled silently, and Allison nodded.
"Alfred and I had no idea the estate had grown to anything that size," she
went on matter-of-factly, with only the pressure of her grip on her husband's
hand to show how dearly bought her outer calm was. "For that matter, I'm not
at all certain she realized it, especially since over a quarter of the entire
total was generated out of the Blackbird Yard in the last three years. But
Willard had things superbly organized for her, as usual, and he seems to have
managed to execute her wishes completely.

"The biggest part of what she wanted done was her instruction to merge all of
her personal holdings and funds in the Star Kingdom-exclusive of a few special
bequests-and fold them over into Grayson Sky Domes. Lord Clinkscales will
continue as CEO, and Sky Domes will be held in trust for the next Steadholder
Harrington with the proviso that all future financial operations will be based
here, on Grayson, and that a majority of the members of the Sky Domes board of
directors must be citizens of Harrington Steading. Our understanding is that
Willard will be relocating to Grayson to serve full-time as Sky Domes' chief
financial officer and manager."

"That was very generous of her," Benjamin said quietly. "That much capital
investment in Harrington and Grayson-and in our tax base-will have a major
impact."

"Which was what she wanted," Alfred agreed. "There are, however, those special
bequests Alley mentioned. Aside from a very generous one to us, she's also
establishing a trust fund of sixty-five million dollars for the treecats here
on Grayson, adding another hundred million to the endowment for the clinic,
and donating fifty million to the Sword Museum of Art in Austin City. In
addition, she's going to establish a trust fund for the families of her
personal armsmen in the amount of another hundred million and-" he looked at

MacGuiness "-she's bequeathed forty million dollars to you, Mac."
MacGuiness stiffened, going white with shock, and Allison gripped his shoulder
again.

"There are just two stipulations, Mac," she said quietly. "One is that you
retire from the Navy. I think she felt she'd dragged you through enough
battles with her, and she wanted to know you were safe. And the second is that
you look after Samantha and the children for her and Nimitz."

"Of . . . Of course, Milady," the steward husked. "She didn't have to-" His
voice broke, and Allison smiled mistily at him.

"Of course she didn't 'have to,' Mac. She wanted to. Just as she wanted to
leave Miranda twenty million." Miranda inhaled sharply, but Allison went on
calmly. "There are some other minor stipulations, but those are the important
ones. Willard will bring all the official documentation with him, of course."
"She was a remarkable woman," Benjamin said softly.

"Yes, she was," Allison agreed. Silence lingered for several seconds, and then
she drew a deep breath and rose.

"And now, since this was a 'supper' invitation, I imagine we should get on to
the supper in question! Are we ready, Mac?"

"I believe so, Ma'am." MacGuiness shook himself and rose. "I'll just go check
to be certain."

He opened the library doors, then paused and stepped back with a wry grin as a
quartet of treecats came through it. Jason and his sister Andromeda led the



way, but Hipper and Artemis trailed along behind, keeping a watchful eye on
them. The 'kittens scurried forward, with an apparently suicidal disregard for
the possibility of being trodden on, but Allison wasn't particularly worried.
She had been initially, but treekittens had incredibly fast reaction speeds,
and somehow they always managed to be somewhere the foot wasn't at the moment
it came down.

Now she watched them stop and sit bolt upright as they caught the emotions of
the Protector's daughters. The 'kittens' ears pricked sharply, their green
eyes intent, for it was the first time they'd tasted the emotions of human
children, and their tails twitched. Artemis plunked down and watched them with
a maternal air, and Allison's earlier comments to Katherine flickered back
through her brain. There were a great many similarities between treecat and
Grayson notions of child rearing, she reflected. And a good thing, too. The
Peeps hadn't said a word about it, but every member of Honor's extended
family-human and 'cat alike-knew Nimitz had not survived her. More often than
not, 'cats suicided when their adopted humans died, yet that was almost beside
the point here. For the Peeps to hang Honor, they had to have killed Nimitz
first; it was the only way they could have-

Allison's thoughts broke off abruptly as something jabbed at the corner of her
attention and pulled her up out of the bitter memories. She blinked, attention
refocusing on the library as she tried to figure out what her subconscious had
noticed, and then her eyes widened. Artemis was watching the 'kittens as the
Mayhew children swarmed forward-suitably cautious after a sharp word from
Elaine but still bubbling with delight-to greet the 'kittens. That was hardly
surprising, for Honor had told Allison how the children had loved Nimitz, and
these were 'kittens. Brand new, cuddly, wonderful 'kittens!

But if Artemis was watching with amused affection, Hipper wasn't. He was
crouched on all six limbs, leaning forward almost like a human sprinter poised
in the blocks before a race, with his tail straight out behind him. Only the
very tip of that tail twitched in quick, tiny arcs; aside from that, he was
motionless, and he wasn't even glancing at the 'kittens. His grass-green eyes
were locked on the Mayhews.

No, Allison thought with sudden understanding. Not on the Mayhews; on a
Mayhew.

The realization flicked through her in an instant and she began to open her
mouth, but not quickly enough. Hipper suddenly shook himself and leapt forward
in a cream-and-gray blur, streaking across the library towards the children.
Rachel Mayhew's personal armsman saw him coming and reacted with the spinal-
reflex quickness of his training. Intellectually, he knew no treecat would
ever threaten a child, yet his reflexes were another matter, and his hand
flashed out to sweep the girl aside and place himself between her and the
potential threat.

But he didn't quite manage it, for even as Hipper had started forward,
Rachel's head had snapped around as if someone had shouted her name. Her brown
eyes settled on Hipper with unerring accuracy, and as her armsman reached for
her, she dodged his arm with astonishing agility. She crouched, opening her
arms with a blinding smile of welcome, and Hipper catapulted from the floor
into her embrace.

She was only eleven years old, and at 10.3 standard kilos, Hipper was one of
the largest treecats Allison had ever met. Which, coupled with Grayson's 1.17
g gravity and the conservation of momentum, had predictable results.

Rachel went back on her bottom with a thump as the 'cat landed in her arms,
and Allison's hand flashed out. She caught Rachel's armsman's wrist out of
sheer reflex, without even thinking about it, and only later realized that
she'd stopped his hand on its way to the pulser at his hip. But it didn't
really matter. Even as she gripped it, she felt his muscles relax in sudden,
explosive relief as everyone in the library heard Hipper's high, buzzing purr



of delight and watched the 'cat rubbing his cheek ecstatically against
Rachel's.
Rachel's sisters stared at her, stunned, and the adults were little better.
Only Miranda moved. She scooped up Farragut and came over to kneel beside
Rachel, but the girl never even noticed. At that moment, Hipper was her entire
universe, just as she was his.
"Oh . . . my," Katherine murmured finally. She shook herself and looked at
Allison.
"This is what I think it is, isn't it?" she asked very quietly, and Allison
sighed.
"It is. And you have my genuine sympathy."
"Sympathy?" Katherine's brow furrowed. "Surely you don't mean he might hurt
her or-2"
"Oh, no! Nothing like that!"™ Allison reassured her quickly. "But, well, it's
very unusual, shall we say, for a 'cat to adopt a child. Not unheard of, of
course. The very first adoption on Sphinx was of a child about Rachel's age

or Honor's. And it's a very good thing, in most ways, but there are some

adjustments."
"What sort?" Elaine asked, moving to stand behind her sister wife, and Allison
smiled crookedly.
"For one thing, he's going to be even worse than a Grayson's personal armsman.
You're never going to be able to separate them, not even for baths or doctor's
visits, and you can forget about leaving him home on state occasions! And
she's not going to want to put him down, either."
"Well, I don't see any reason to try to convince her to tonight," Katherine
said after a glance at Elaine.
"I didn't mean she won't want to put him down tonight," Allison told her
wryly. "I meant she's not going to want to put him down ever. Physical contact
is very important to both sides of an adoption bond, particularly one where
the human half is this young, and especially during the initial several
months. I thought Nimitz had been grafted onto Honor for the first T-year or
so!"
"Oh, my," Katherine sighed on a very different note.
"And another thing, you'll have to warn the adults who're likely to enter her
orbit to keep an eye on their own emotions." Elaine looked at her sharply, and
Allison shrugged. "For the most part, a 'cat makes a wonderful babysitter. No
abusive personality is going to be able to fool him, and your family knows
better than most how effective a protector a treecat can be." Both Mayhews
nodded at that, and Allison shrugged again. "Unfortunately, 'cats are also
very sensitive to emotions directed at their persons . . . or that they think
might end up directed at their persons. Which means that he's going to be very
tense around people who are angry in Rachel's presence, whether it's at her or
something with no connection to her at all. And finally, you're going to have
some very interesting experiences when she enters puberty."
Katherine's eyes widened, and Allison chuckled.
"No, no. As far as I've ever been able to determine, 'cats have no interest at
all in their people's, um, amatory adventures. But they're empaths. When all
those hormonal mood swings start hitting her, both of them are going to be
irritable as hell. The only good thing about it is that by our best estimate
Hipper is about fifty T-years old. That means he's about the age Nimitz was
when he adopted Honor. It also means he's got a lot more maturity than Rachel
does, and if he's anything like Nimitz was, he won't put up with his person's
whining at all. Not a minor consideration with a teenager, I think."

"Oh, dear." It was Elaine this time, yet there was a bubble of laughter under
her sigh, and she shook her head. Then she sobered. "Actually, that may be the
least of our worries, Cat," she said quietly. "What about the other girls?"

"Jealousy?" Allison asked, equally quietly, her eyes back on Rachel and



Hipper. Rachel's sisters were coming forward now, going to their knees around
her while Jason and Andromeda looked on with bright, interested eyes. Alfred
and Benjamin stood to one side, talking softly, and she smiled, then looked
back at the Mayhew wives.

"Honor was an only child, so my experiences were undoubtedly different from
what yours are going to be, but I don't think that will be a problem," she
assured them.

"Why not?" Katherine asked.

"Because Hipper is a 'cat," Allison explained. "He's an empath. He'll be able
to feel their emotions as well as Rachel's, and that's one of the very best
things about childhood adoptions. They may be rare, but they're very good for
the child, because their 'cat teaches them to be sensitive to the feelings of
others. You'll want to keep an eye on her for a few weeks or so, of course.
Even the best kids can get smug and start thinking of themselves as better
than anyone else when something this special happens, and the bond is going to
take a couple of months to start settling. She could really put the other
girls' backs up in that interval, with all kinds of long-term consequences.
But unless something like that happens-and I don't think it will-Hipper is
going to spend an awful lot of time playing with the others, too." She shook
her head with a grin. "For that matter, he's going to think he's in 'cat
heaven when he realizes he has four of them to spoil him rotten!"

Book Two
Chapter Eight
"Haa-haaaa-choooo!"
The sneeze snapped her head back so violently stars seemed to spangle her
vision. Her eyes watered, her sinuses stung, and Commodore Lady Dame Honor
Harrington, Steadholder and Countess Harrington, hastily dropped the metal
comb and rubbed her nose in a frantic effort to abort the next onrushing
eruption.
It failed. A fresh explosion rolled around inside her head, trying to escape
through her ears, and a cloud of impossibly fine down went dancing and
swirling away from her. She waved her hand in front of her face, trying to
disperse the cloud like a woman brushing at gnats . . . and with about the
same effectiveness. The delicate, fluffy hairs only stuck to the perspiration
on her hand, and she sneezed yet again.
The treecat in her lap looked up at her, but without the laughing deviltry his
eyes would have held under other circumstances. Instead, it seemed to take all
the energy he had just to turn his head, for poor Nimitz was stretched out as
flat as his crookedly healed ribs and crippled right mid-limb and pelvis would
permit while he panted miserably. Even his tail was flattened out to twice its
normal width. Sphinx's winters were both long and cold, requiring thick,
efficient insulation of its creatures, and treecats' fluffy coats were
incredibly warm and soft. They were also silky smooth and almost frictionless
which could be a considerable disadvantage when it came to providing an
arboreal's prehensile tail with traction. Having one's grip slip while hanging
head-down from one's tail a hundred meters or so in the air was, after all, a
less than ideal way to descend a tree.
The 'cats had met the challenge by evolving a tail which was both wider than
most people ever realized and completely bare on its underside. Powerful
muscles normally kept it tightly curled into a lengthwise tube which showed
only its bushy outer surface and hid the leathery skin which gripped even wet
or icy branches and limbs without a hint of slippage. It was a neat
arrangement which provided maximum heat retention during the icy winter months
without depriving a 'cat of the use of his tail.
But that was on Sphinx, and Sphinx was a cool planet, even in summer. The
planet Hades (more commonly referred to, by those souls unfortunate enough to



have been sent to it, as "Hell") was not. It orbited Cerberus-B, its G3
primary, at a scant seven light-minutes, with an axial tilt of only five
degrees, and it had not been designed for treecats. The triple-canopy jungle
(although, to be entirely accurate, the local jungle might better be described
as quadruple-canopy) provided a dark, green-tinted shade which looked
deceptively cool, but the current temperature here near Hell's equator was
actually well over forty degrees centigrade (close to a hundred and five on
the old Fahrenheit scale), with a relative humidity closing in on a hundred
percent. It rained-frequently-but none of the rain ever made it straight
through that dense, leafy roof. Instead, a constant mist of tiny droplets
drizzled to the squelchy ground as the water filtered through the overhead
cover. That kind of heat and humidity were enough to make Honor thoroughly
miserable, but they had the potential to become actively life-threatening for
Nimitz.

Treecats did not put on and shed winter coats on a regular calendar cycle.
Instead, the thickness of their triple-layer coats was determined by their
environment's current ambient temperature. It was a system which worked well
on Sphinx, where a winter which hung on only a little late (relatively
speaking) could easily last three or four full extra T-months and where
seasonal weather changes were agreeably gradual. But the sudden transition
from the moderate temperatures maintained aboard most human-crewed starships
to the steam bath of Hell had been far from gradual, and the shock to Nimitz's
system had been severe. He had been gradually shedding the innermost, winter-
only coat he'd grown during their last stay on Sphinx even before their
capture by the Peeps, but the transition to Hell had activated his shedding
reflex with a vengeance. He was shedding not simply his winter coat, but also
the middle coat of down which the 'cats normally maintained year round (though
it grew thinner in warmer weather) with frantic haste, and Honor and her human
companions spent their time enveloped in a thin, drifting haze of 'cat fur.
Perhaps fortunately for his continued survival, the two-legged people around
him knew he was even more miserable than his shedding was making them. They
also recognized the importance of getting his coat thinned down, and that his
poorly-healed injuries made it much more difficult than usual for him to groom
himself. Despite the billows of fine down which the procedure inevitably
entailed, he could always find a volunteer to comb or brush his coat. Under
other circumstances, he would have luxuriated shamelessly in all the
attention; under these, he was as devoutly eager for the entire process to be
completed as anyone could have wished.

Now he blinked up at his person with a soft, almost apologetic "bleek," and
Honor stopped rubbing her nose to caress his ears, instead.

"I know, Stinker," she told him, bending over to brush her right cheek against
his head. "It's not your fault."

She sat otherwise motionless for several more moments. The warning tingle in
her nose refused to-quite-flash over into still another sneeze, yet she knew
there was at least one more lurking in there somewhere, and she was determined
to wait it out. While she did, she looked up into the branches of the tall,
vaguely palm-like almost-tree beside her. The trunk was a good meter across at
the base, and she could just pick out Andrew LaFollet amid the foliage thirty
meters above her head. Her Grayson armsman had a hand com, a canteen,
electronic binoculars, a pulser, a heavy pulse rifle with attached grenade
launcher, and-for all she knew-a miniature thermonuclear device up there, and
she smiled fondly.

I don't care if he does have a nuke, she told herself firmly. If it makes him
happy, then I'm happy, and at least "ordering”™ him to take the lookout slot
keeps him from sitting around all day watching my back. This way he can watch
all our backs . . . and we're-I'm-darned lucky to have him. Besi-

Her thoughts broke off as the anticipated sneeze took advantage of her



distraction to rip through her sinuses. For an instant, she thought the top
had actually blown off her head, but then it was over. She waited an instant
more, then sniffed heavily and leaned to the side, reaching clumsily for the
dropped comb. Picking it up without letting Nimitz slide off her lap was an
awkward business, for she no longer had a left arm to hold him in place while
she did it. He dug the very tips of his claws into her ill-fitting trousers-
carefully; the pants had come from the emergency stores of a Peep assault
shuttle, and they were not only thinner than the ones she usually wore but
effectively irreplaceable-until she managed to snag the comb in the fingers of
her remaining hand and straightened with a sigh of relief.
"Got it!" she told him triumphantly, and a fresh wave of fluff rose as she
began combing once more. He closed his eyes, and despite his overheated
exhaustion and general misery, began to purr. Their empathic link carried her
his gratitude for her ministrations-and for the fact that both of them had
survived for her to offer them and him to accept them-and the right side of
her mouth curled up in an echoing smile, edged with sadness for the men and
women who had died helping them escape State Security's custody. He
interrupted his buzzing purr long enough to open one eye and look up at her,
as if a part of him wanted to scold her for her sorrow, but then he thought
better of it and laid his chin back down as he began to buzz once more.
"Is he ever going to run out of hair?" a voice asked in tones of wry
resignation. She turned to look for the speaker, but he was on her left side
(the upwind one), and the Peeps had burned out the circuitry for the
cybernetic eye on that side while she was in custody. She began to turn her
entire body, but the newcomer went on quickly. "Oh, sit still, Skipper! It's
my fault for forgetting the eye."
Feet swished through the low-growing, perpetually wet fern-like growth that
covered every open space, and Honor's half-smile grew stronger as Alistair
McKeon and Warner Caslet circled around in front of her. Like most of the
other members of their small party, both of them had chopped their liberated
Peep-issue pants into raggedly cut off shorts and wore only sweat-stained tee-
shirts above the waist. Well, that and the ninety-centimeter bush knife each
of them had slung over his left shoulder. McKeon also carried a heavy,
military issue pulser (also Peep issue) holstered at his right hip, and a pair
of badly worn boots-the last surviving element of his Manticoran uniform-
completed his ensemble.
"What the stylish castaways are wearing this year, I see," Honor observed, and
McKeon grinned as he glanced down at himself. Anything less like a commodore
in the Royal Manticoran Navy would be impossible to imagine, he thought dryly
except, perhaps, for the woman before him.
"Maybe not stylish, but as close to comfortable as anyone's going to find on
this damned planet," Caslet replied wryly. He was a native of Danville, in the
Paroa System of the PRH, and his Standard English carried a sharp but oddly
pleasant accent.
"Now let's not be unfair," Honor chided. "We're right in the middle of the
equatorial zone here, and I understand from Chief Harkness that the higher
temperate zones can be quite pleasant."
"Sure they can." McKeon snorted, and flipped a spatter of sweat off his
forehead. "I understand the temperature gets all the way down to thirty-five
degrees-at night at least-up in the high arctic."
"A gross exaggeration," Honor said. She spoke as primly as the dead nerves in
the left side of her face allowed, and a twinkle danced in her remaining eye,
but McKeon felt his own smile become just the slightest bit forced and fought
an urge to glance accusingly at Caslet. Her captors had burned out her
artificial facial nerves at the same time they wrecked her eye, and the
slurring imposed by the crippled side of her mouth always got worse when she
forgot to speak slowly and concentrate on what she was saying. He felt a



fresh, lava-like boil of anger as he heard it, and he reminded himself-again-
that Warner Caslet hadn't had a thing to do with it. That, in fact, the Peep
naval officer had been headed for something at least as bad as Hell himself
because of his efforts to help McKeon and all the other Allied prisoners
aboard PNS Tepes.

That was all true, and McKeon knew it, but he wanted so badly to have someone-
anyone-to take his hate out on whenever he thought about what the State
Security goons had done to Honor. Ostensibly, deactivating all cybernetic
implants of any prisoner had been billed as a "security measure," just as
shaving her head had been solely for "sanitary purposes." But despite Honor's
refusal to go into details, he knew damned well that neither "security" nor
"sanitation”" had had a thing to do with either. They'd been done out of sick,
premeditated cruelty, pure and simple, and whenever he thought about it he
felt almost sorry that the people responsible were already dead.

"All right, thirty degrees," he said, trying to sound as light as she did.
"But only in the fall and winter."

"You're hopeless, Alistair." Honor shook her head with another of those
crooked half-smiles. McKeon was too self-disciplined to let his emotions show,
but she and Nimitz had felt his sudden spike of fury, and she knew exactly
what had caused it. But talking about it wouldn't change anything, and so she
only looked at Caslet.

"And how has your day been, Warner?"

"Hot and humid," Caslet replied with a smile. He glanced at McKeon, then held
out a hand. "Let me have your canteen, Alistair. Dame Honor obviously wants to
talk to you, so I'll take myself off and refill yours and mine both before we
head back out."

"Thanks, that's probably a good idea," McKeon said, and unhooked the canteen
from the left side of his belt, where it had counterbalanced the pulser. He
tossed it underhand to Caslet, who caught it, sketched a jaunty half-salute,
and moved off towards the grounded shuttles.

Honor turned her head to watch him go, then looked back up at McKeon.

"He's a good man," she said quietly, with no particular emphasis, and he
exhaled noisily and nodded.

"Yes. Yes, he is," he replied.

It didn't sound particularly like an apology, but Honor didn't need Nimitz's
empathic abilities to know it was one. In fact, Caslet and McKeon had become
good friends during their time aboard Tepes and after their escape, but there
was still that unavoidable edge of tension. Whatever else Warner Caslet might
be, he was-technically, at least-still an officer of the People's Navy. Honor
liked him a great deal, and she trusted him, yet that invisible line of
separation still existed. And Caslet knew it as well as she did. In fact, he
was the one who had quietly suggested to her that it would probably be a good
idea if no one offered to issue him a pulser or a pulse rifle, and his
departure to refill his and McKeon's canteens was typical of his habit of
tactfully defusing potential awkwardnesses. But she still didn't know exactly
what they were going to do with him. He'd been driven into opposition to State
Security because of the way StateSec had treated her and the others captured
with her, yet she knew him too well to believe he could turn his back on the
People's Republic easily. He hated and despised the PRH's current government,
but like her, he took his oath as an officer seriously, and the time was going
to come when he had to make some difficult decisions. Or, more accurately,
some more difficult decisions, for his very presence here was the result of
some he had already made.

And also the only reason he's still alive, she reminded herself. He would've
died with everyone else when Harkness blew up Tepes if Alistair hadn't brought
him along. And even if the ship hadn't blown, leaving him behind wouldn't have
done him any favors. Ransom would never have believed he hadn't helped with



the escape, and when she got done with him-

Honor shivered at her own thoughts, then pulled free of them and nodded for
McKeon to sit on the log beside her.

He ran his hands over his dark hair, stripping away sweat, and obeyed the
implied command. There was very little breeze under the thick, green ceiling
of the jungle, but he was careful to take advantage of what there was and stay
upwind from the cloud of drifting treecat down, and Honor chuckled.

"Fritz brought me a fresh water bottle about ten minutes ago," she said, her
good eye fixed on Nimitz as she worked with the comb. "It's in the rucksack
there. Help yourself."

"Thanks," McKeon said gratefully. "Warner and I finished ours off an hour
ago." He reached into the rucksack, and his eyes widened as something gurgled
and rattled. He brought the water bottle out quickly, shook it beside his ear,
and pursed his lips in delight. "Hey, ice! You didn't mention that part!"
"Rank hath its privileges, Commodore McKeon," Honor replied airily. "Go
ahead.”

McKeon needed no third invitation, and he twisted the cap off the insulated
water bottle and raised it to his lips. His head went back and he drank
deeply, eyes closed in sensual ecstasy as the icy liquid flowed down his
throat. Because it was intended for Honor, it was laced with protein builders
and concentrated nutrients in addition to the electrolytes and other goodies
Dr. Montoya insisted on adding to everyone else's drinking water. They gave an
odd, slightly unpleasant edge to its taste, but the sheer decadence of its
coldness brushed such minor considerations aside.

"Oh, my!" He lowered the water bottle at last, eyes still closed, savoring the
coolness clinging to his mouth, then sighed and capped the bottle. "I'd almost
forgotten what cold water tastes like," he said, putting it back into the
rucksack. "Thanks, Skipper."

"Don't get too carried away over it," Honor said, shaking her head with just
an edge of embarrassment, and he smiled and nodded. A part of her resented the
way that Montoya insisted on "pampering" her. She tried to disguise her
discomfort with a light manner, but it seemed dreadfully unfair to her,
particularly when everyone else in their little party of castaways had done so
much more than she to make their escape possible. At the same time, she knew
better than to argue. She'd been injured far more seriously than any of the
others during their desperate breakout, and she'd been more than half-starved
even before that. Despite the difference in their ranks, Surgeon Commander
Montoya had flatly ordered her to shut up and let him "fatten her back up,"
and it often seemed to her that every other member of her tiny command kept
saving tidbits from their own rations for her.

Not that "tidbit" was actually a word she would normally consider applying to
Peep emergency rations. Prior to her arrival on Hell, she'd thought nothing
could possibly taste worse than RMN e-rats.

Well, you learn something new everyday, I suppose, she thought, then changed
the subject.

"Anything new from the patrols?" she asked, and McKeon shrugged.

"Not really. Warner and I brought back those specimens Fritz wanted, but I
don't think they're going to work out any better than the others. And Jasper
and Anson ran into another of those bear-bobcat thingamies that was Jjust as
ill-tempered as the other two we've met." He made a disgusted sound. "It's a
damned shame the local beasties don't know they can't digest us. Maybe they'd
leave us alone if they did."

"Maybe not, too," Honor replied, stroking the comb up and down against her
thigh to clear a clot of Nimitz fur from its teeth. "There are quite a few
things people-or treecats-can't digest very well, or even at all, that they
still love the taste of. For all you know your bearcat might be perfectly
happy to spend the afternoon munching on you. It might even consider you a



low-calorie snack!"

"It can consider me anything it likes," McKeon told her, "but if it gets close
enough to me to be rude, I'm gonna feed it an appetizer of pulser darts."

"Not very friendly, but probably prudent," she conceded. "At least the things
are smaller than hexapumas or peak bears."

"True." McKeon turned on the log and glanced over his shoulder at their
encampment. Each of their two hijacked Peep assault shuttles was sixty-three
meters in length, with a maximum wingspan of forty-three meters and a minimum
span of over nineteen even with the wings in full oversweep for parking
efficiency. Fervently as every member of their group might curse the hot, wet,
rot-ridden, voracious jungle, hiding something the size of those two craft
would have been an impossible challenge in most other kinds of terrain. As it
was, the individual trees which supported the uppermost layer of the overhead
canopy were just far enough apart that the pilots had been able to nudge their
way between the thick trunks without actually knocking them over. And once the
shuttles were down, the cammo netting which had been part of their standard
supplies, coupled with the jungle's vines, lianas, fronds, leaves, branches,
and tree trunks had made concealing them a straightforward task. The sheer
grunt labor involved in spreading the nets with only seventeen sets of hands
and just four portable grav lifters available for the job had been daunting,
but the alternative had been a great motivator. They'd all had more than
enough of the Office of State Security's hospitality.

"How are the converters holding up?" he asked after a moment.

"Still cranking out the current," Honor replied. She'd gotten the knot of fur
out of the comb and went back to work on Nimitz. "The more I see of Peep
survival equipment, the more impressed I am," she admitted, not looking up
from her task. "I'd expected that most of it would be pretty shoddy compared
to our own gear, but somebody in the PRH put some serious thought into
equipping those two birds."

"State Security," McKeon grunted sourly. "The SS gets the best of everything
else, so why not survival gear, too?"

"I don't think that's what happened here," Honor disagreed. "Harkness, Scotty,
and Warner have gone through the operator's manuals, and they're all standard
Navy publications. A little more simpleminded than any of ours would have
been, but still Navy, not SS."

McKeon made a noncommittal sound, and she smiled down at Nimitz as she tasted
the other human's urge to disagree with her. Alistair hated the very thought
that anything the Peeps did or had could match the Manticoran equivalent.
"Actually," she went on, "I think their power converters may even be a bit
better than ours are. They're a little bulkier and a lot more massive, but I
suspect their output's higher on a weight-for-weight basis."

"Oh, yeah? Well at least their weapons still stink compared to ours!" McKeon
told her, turning on her with a grin that acknowledged her teasing.

"True," she said solemnly. "And I suppose if I simply had to choose between
having, oh, a better graser mount for my ships of the wall, let's say, or a
more efficient emergency power converter for my lifeboats and shuttles, I
guess I might opt for the graser. Mind you, it'd probably be a hard choice,
though."

"Especially under these circumstances," McKeon agreed much more seriously, and
she looked up from Nimitz's grooming to nod soberly.

McKeon had so far given only the most rudimentary consideration to what to do
next. Getting the escapees down in one piece, convincing the Peeps they were
all dead in order to head off any search parties, hiding the assault shuttles
against accidental detection, and exploring their local environs had been
quite enough to keep him busy. Yet he suspected Honor was already several
steps along in working out their next move, and he was certain those shuttles
were central to whatever she had in mind. But Hell's climate could not have



been intentionally designed to be more brutal on delicate electronics and
machinery. Senior Chief Barstow's work parties were kept busy on a daily
business, pruning back the vines and other undergrowth which insisted on
trying to infiltrate the intakes for the shuttles's turbines or crawl up into
the electronics bays through open landing gear doors. For all that, the
shuttles' battle steel hulls were undoubtedly immune to anything even Hell
could throw at them, but high humidity, high temperature, and the mold,
mildew, and fungus which came with that kind of environment could eat the guts
right out of them, leaving nothing but useless shells.

That was why it was as essential to keep their environmental systems up and
running as it was to keep the local plant life outside them, but doing that
required power. Not a lot of it compared to even a small starship, perhaps,
but a hell of a lot when it came to hiding a power plant from overhead
sensors. Of course, they'd been careful to land on the far side of the planet
from the island HQ where StateSec's garrison of prison guards hung out, and so
far as Harkness had been able to determine when he raided Tepes' computers,
the Peeps hadn't planted any of their prison colonies within a thousand
kilometers of their present location. All of which meant that, logically,
there should be no reason for the Peeps to be looking for anything out here in
the middle of the jungle.

Neither Alistair McKeon nor Honor Harrington were particularly fond of
including words like "should" in their planning, however. And even if there
hadn't been the possibility of detection by satellite or airborne sensors,
running the shuttles' onboard fusion plants would quickly have eaten up their
available reaction mass even at standby levels.

But the Peeps who'd planned the equipment list for those shuttles had provided
them with at least twice the thermal converter capability an equivalent
Manticoran small craft would have boasted. Although the intention had probably
been for the converters to provide power to recharge weapon power packs and
other small items of personal gear, they also produced-barely-enough power to
keep both shuttles' environmental plants on-line. Temperatures inside the
craft were several degrees higher than anyone would have kept them in regular
service, but the interiors felt downright frigid compared to the jungle's
external temperatures, and the dehumidifiers kept the all-invasive humidity at
bay.

And they also provide just enough power to produce a teeny bit of ice, McKeon
thought, wistfully recalling the chill freshness of Honor's water bottle. That
coolness was already little more than a memory, and an ignoble part of him
wanted to "borrow" her bottle for just one more sip, but he suppressed it
sternly. That was her water, and so were the nutrients in it, just as the
extra ration pack in the rucksack was specifically earmarked for her. Besides,
he thought with a hidden smile, Fritz would hurt me if I took anything
remotely caloric away from her-and well he should!

The temptation to smile faded, and he shook his head. The enhanced metabolism
that went with Honor's genetically engineered heavy-grav muscles had turned
her scarecrow-gaunt during her imprisonment. Unlike anyone else in her small
command, she was actually gaining weight on a diet of e-rats, which spoke
volumes for how poorly her SS gaolers had treated her. But she was still at
least ten kilos underweight, and however much she might dislike the notion
that her people were "pampering" her or "taking care of her," Alistair McKeon
intended to go right on doing exactly that until Fritz Montoya pronounced her
fully recovered.

"Have you had any thoughts on our next move?" he asked her, and she raised her
right eyebrow at him. It was the first time he'd come right out and asked, and
she hid a grin as she realized he must be beginning to consider her truly on
the mend if he was willing to push her on command decisions.

"A few," she acknowledged. She finished grooming Nimitz and slipped the comb



into her hip pocket, then reached down and removed the water bottle from her
rucksack. McKeon suppressed an automatic urge to take it away and open it for
her. He might have two hands to her one, but he also had a pretty shrewd
notion how she would react if he tried it, and so he sat and watched, instead.
She clamped the bottle between her knees to unscrew the top, then set its cap
on the log beside her and held it for Nimitz. The 'cat pushed himself upright,
lurching without the use of his crippled limb, and reached for the bottle with
both true-hands. He took a long, deep drink of the iced water, then sighed in
bliss and leaned back against Honor, rubbing his head against her breastbone
as she replaced the cap and tucked the bottle away once more.

She spent a few seconds stroking the angle of his jaw, and his purr was much
livelier than it had been. She suspected they were getting towards the bottom
of even his ability to shed, and she shared the taste of his pleasure as he
realized how much cooler he felt. She chuckled and gave his jaw another rub,
then looked back up at McKeon.

"I think I'm beginning to get the rough pieces into place up here," she told
him, tapping her temple with her index finger. "We're going to have to move
carefully, though. And it's going to take some time."”

"Moving carefully is no problem," McKeon replied. "Time, though. That could be
a bit of a complication, depending on how much of it we'll need."

"I think we'll be all right," Honor said thoughtfully. "The real bottleneck is
food, of course."

"Of course," McKeon agreed. Like most small craft aboard a warship, the
shuttles had been supplied for use as life boats in an emergency. Normally,
that meant a week or so worth of food for a reasonable load of survivors, but
the escapees rattled around inside their two stolen shuttles like a handful of
peas. What would have carried a "reasonable" number of survivors for a week
would feed all of them for months, and his own initial estimate of how long
their food would last had been overly pessimistic by a factor of at least
forty percent. Yet there was still a limit to how long they could last without
some alternate source of food, and he and Honor both felt it creeping up upon
them.

"Has Fritz turned up anything at all?" he asked after a moment.

"I'm afraid not." Honor sighed. "He's run everything we could get our hands on
through the analyzer, and unless the stuff you and Warner brought back is
radically different from anything else he's checked, there's not much hope
there. Our digestive systems can isolate most of the inorganics we need from
the local plant life, and most of it won't kill us out of hand if we eat it,
but that's about it. We don't even have the right enzymes to break down the
local equivalent of cellulose, and I don't know about you, but I don't
particularly want a big lump of undigestible plant fiber moving through my
gizzards. At any rate, we're certainly not going to be able to stretch our e-
rats by browsing on the local flora or fauna."

"I wish I could say I was surprised," McKeon observed, then snorted a chuckle.
"But what the hell, Skipper! If it was going to be easy, they wouldn't have
needed us to deal with it, now would they?"

"True. Too true," Honor agreed. She wrapped her arm around Nimitz, hugging him
for several moments, then looked back at McKeon.

"At the same time, I think it's time we were about it," she told him quietly.
"I know you and Fritz are still watching over me like a pair of anxious hens,
but I really am recovered enough to get started." He opened his mouth, as if
to object, then closed it again, and she reached across to pat him on the knee
with her remaining hand. "Don't worry so much, Alistair. Nimitz and I are
tough."

"I know you are," he muttered, "it's just that it's so damned un-" He cut
himself off and twitched a shrug. "I guess I should have figured out by now
that the universe really is unfair, but sometimes I get awful tired of



watching it do its level damned best to chew you up

humor me and take it easy, okay?"

"Okay." Her soprano was just the tiniest bit husky,
But then she sat back and drew a deep breath.
I have in mind for starters shouldn't take too much
and she nodded.
and Russ to break out the

again.

"Ah?" McKeon cocked his head at her,
"I want Harkness, Scotty,

and spit you back out. So

and she patted his knee
"On the other hand, what

out of me or anyone else."

satellite com gear and

figure out a way to sneak into the Peep com system."

" 'Sneak in,'
"For now,
feel for their procedures. Eventually,
way into Camp Charon's computers,

hacking part,

" McKeon repeated carefully.
all I want to do is find a way to listen to their traffic and get a

we may need to see if we can't hack our

as well."
"That's a tall order with the gear we've got here," McKeon warned.
I mean. And unless they're total idiots,

"The
there's no way their

central systems would accept reprogramming from a remote location."

"I know.

even that.

I'm not thinking of programming,
them. And if things work the way I'd like them to,

only of stealing more data from
we may never have to do

But I want the capability in place if it turns out that we need it.

And if Harkness can hack the central computers of a StateSec battlecruiser

with only a minicomp,
infiltrating a simple com net.

I figure he's got to have a pretty fair shot at
Especially since the bad guys

'know' no one

else on the entire planet has any electronic capability at all."

"A point," McKeon agreed.

"Definitely a point. All right,

Skipper. I'll go

collect the three of them and tell them to get started assembling their gear."

He chuckled and climbed to his feet with a grin.

"When they figure out they'll

get to start spending time in the air-conditioned luxury of one of the

shuttles,
either!"

Chapter Nine

"You know," Lieutenant Russell Sanko observed,

talk to each other every so often,

I probably won't even have to kick any butt to get them started,

"if these people would just

we might get something accomplished here."

"I'm sure that if they only knew how much they're inconveniencing you they'd

run right out and start gabbing away,"
the meantime,
tipped his comfortable chair well back
the cool,

we've only been listening for two weeks,

Jasper Mayhew replied with a grin. "In
and-" He shrugged,

under the air return and luxuriated in

dry air that spilled down over him.

"You're a hedonist, Mayhew," Sanko growled.

"Nonsense. I'm simply the product of a
said comfortably.
imposes survival-oriented psychoses on
nervous when we have to operate out in

around us." He gave a dramatic shudder.

Incurable. That's the real reason Lady
know. Medical considerations. Elevated
his head sadly. "It's a terrible thing
luxury solely for medical reasons."

"Yeah, sure."

Mayhew chuckled,
com console.
nine, Mayhew was three years older-and

lieutenants. Technically,

hostile planetary environment," Mayhew

"It's not my fault if that sort of insecure life experience

people. All us Graysons get horribly
the open, with unfiltered air all

"It's a psychological thing.
Harrington assigned me to this, you
pulse and adrenaline levels." He shook
to require this sort of air-conditioned

and Sanko shook his head and returned his attention to the
He and the Grayson were about the same age-actually,

at twenty-
they were both senior-grade

Mayhew had about three T-months seniority on Sanko,

and he'd been Lady Harrington's staff intelligence officer before they all

landed in enemy hands, while Sanko had
By ancient and honorable tradition,

been HMS Prince Adrian's com officer.

there was always an unstated rivalry

between the members of a flag officer's staff and the work-a-day stiffs who

ran the ships of that officer's squadron or task force,

even when they all



came from the same navy. But Mayhew was a comfortable person to work with, and
however laid back he cared to appear, he was sharp as a vibro blade and, like
most Graysons Sanko had met, always ready to lend a hand. He was also some
relation to Protector Benjamin, but he seldom talked about it, and he seemed
thankfully immune to the arrogance Sanko had seen out of certain Manticorans
of far less exalted birth.

Unfortunately, it didn't really matter how pleasant one's partner was if there
was nothing for the two of you to work on, and that seemed to be the case
here.

It should have been simple, Sanko thought balefully. After all, the Peeps had
a planet-wide com net whose security they trusted totally, for reasons which
made perfectly good sense. Not only did the StateSec garrison have the only
tech base and power generation facilities on the entire planet, but their com
messages were all transmitted using the latest in secure equipment. Well, not
the absolute latest, even by Peep standards, but pretty darn good. Sanko was a
communications specialist himself, and the SS's equipment was considerably
better than any of the classified Navy briefings he'd attended had suggested
it ought to be. Not as good as the Star Kingdom's, but better than it should
have been, and Camp Charon had received the very best available when it was
built.

Fortunately, Hell seemed to have fallen a bit behind on its upgrades since
then. The planetary garrison had an impressive satellite net-why shouldn't
they, when counter-grav made it dirt cheap to hang comsats and weather sats
wherever you wanted them?-but their ground stations were getting a little long
in the tooth. And, of course, the people they didn't know were trying to
eavesdrop on them just happened to have a pair of assault shuttles which, up
until very recently, had also belonged to StateSec . . . and had been fitted
with the very latest in secure communication links. In fact, the systems Sanko
was using were probably at least fifteen or twenty T-years newer than the Peep
ground stations, and they'd been expressly designed to interface with older
equipment as well as their own contemporaries. Which meant Sanko and Mayhew-
and Senior Chief Harkness and Lieutenant Commander Tremaine, or Lieutenant
Commander Lethridge and Ensign Clinkscales, who'd pulled the other two watches
for the same duty-ought to be able to open up that "secure com net" like a
pack of e-rats.

Unfortunately, the Peeps didn't seem to use the net very much, for aside from
routine, automatic downloads of telemetry from the weather sats to Camp
Charon's Flight Ops, there was no traffic on it at all. And weather data was
completely useless for Sanko's and Mayvhew's current purposes.

But I guess it actually makes sense, he acknowledged sourly. After all,
they're all parked on their butts up there at Camp Charon itself. They don't
need comsats to talk to each other, and they couldn't care less what happens
in any of the prisoner camps, so there's no reason to install ground stations
at any of them, either. Hell, their CO can probably just stick his head out
the window and shout at anybody he actually wants to talk to!

There wasn't much for the eavesdroppers to do under the circumstances. If
they'd just had some decent computer support, there wouldn't even have been
any need for them to be here at all-they could have left the routine listening
watch up to the computers. Well, to be honest they could probably have trusted
a simple listening watch to them anyway, but they were talking about Peep
computers, which brought the ancient and honorable term "kludge" forcibly to
mind every time he had anything to do with them. No wonder Senior Chief
Harkness had been able to fry the net aboard that damned battlecruiser! Worse,
the shuttles had extremely limited computer support compared to their Allied
equivalents. What they needed for flight ops, fire support missions, troop
drops, and that sort of thing was adequate-not great, but adequate. But most
functions that weren't absolutely essential were done the old-fashioned way



by hand, or at least by extremely specific, canned software so limited,
and with such crude heuristic functions, it made a man want to sit down and
cry. Which meant real live human beings had to sit here to watch over the
computers, because their AI functions were so stupid they would have gotten
lost in downtown Landing on a night with a full moon if-
"Base, this is Harriman," a bored voice said suddenly, spilling from the com
speakers. "You want to give me the count on Alpha-Seven-Niner?"
Sanko's eyes widened, and his hands darted for the console even as Mayhew
snapped upright in his chair at the tactical station.
"Harriman, you dickhead!" an exasperated female voice replied in a tone that
could have blistered battle steel. "I swear, you are stupider than a retarded
rock! How the hell did you lose the numbers again?"
Mayhew's fingers flew over the keyboard of the shuttle's main computers while
Sanko worked equally frantically at the communications station. All the
information on Hades that Horace Harkness had managed to pull out of Tepes'
data bases before her destruction had been dumped from his minicomp to the
shuttle's larger memory, and Sanko heard a sound of triumph from Mayhew as
something correlated between the overheard conversation and Harkness' stolen
data. At the same time, Sanko himself was working with the comsat serving as
the relay link for the exchange between "Harriman" and Camp Charon. His
equipment might not be up to the high standards of the Royal Manticoran Navy,
but it was newer than the opposition's, and his updated software had let him
into the satellite's on-board computers without anyone dirtside knowing a
thing about it. The tight-beam tap he'd set up had been cut entirely out of
Camp Charon's net, which meant the base's traffic computers didn't even know
it was there to log, and his eyes glowed as information from the comsat began
downloading smoothly to his own station. All the security and encryption data
buried in the transmissions' automatic security linkages spilled over the
display before him, and his lips drew up in the snarl of a hunting Sphinx
hexapuma.
"How do I know what happened to them?" Harriman growled at his critic. "If I
knew where the damned grunt list had gone, then it wouldn't be lost, now would
it?"
"Oh, fer cryin' out loud!" Base muttered. "It's in your computers, dipshit-not
scribbled down on a scrap of paper somewhere!"
"Oh, yeah?" Harriman sounded even more belligerent. "Well I happen to be
looking at the directory right this minute, Shrevner, and it ain't here! So
suppose you get off your lazy ass and get it to me? I'm coming up on the drop
for Alpha-Seven-Eight in about twelve minutes, and I got lots of other stops
still to make."
"Jeezus!" the other voice snarled. "You stupid goddamned pilots are so- Oh."
It cut off abruptly, and then a throat cleared itself. "Here it is," Base said
in a much crisper (and less contemptuous) voice. "Uploading now."
No one spoke for a few seconds, and then a sharp snort came down the link from
Harriman.
"Interesting time stamp on that data, Base," he said almost genially. "Looks
to me like those numbers were compiled-what? Seventy minutes after I left?"
"Oh, screw you, Harriman!" Base snapped.
"In your dreams, sweetheart," Harriman said with cloying sweetness, and Base
cut the channel with a click.
"Did you get it?" Mayhew demanded.
"I think so." Sanko punched more commands, calling up a review of the data
he'd been too busy downloading to evaluate and felt his face stretch into an
exultant grin. "Looking good over here, Jasper! How about your side?"
"Speculative, but interesting," Mayhew replied. He tapped a few queries of his
own into the system, then nodded. "I think it's time we got Lady Harrington
and Commodore McKeon in here, and then-"



"Base, this is Carson. I'm at Gamma-One-Seven, and I've got a problem.
According to my numbers-"

The fresh voice rattled from the speakers, and Sanko and Mayhew dived back
into their consoles.

"So that's it, My Lady," Mayhew said. "We've picked up six more complete or
partial conversations during the last ninety odd minutes. Of course, we're
only working the comsats that are line-of-sight to our own location, so I
suspect we've missed others."

"Makes sense," Alistair McKeon rumbled from where he sat beside Honor. He
rubbed his jaw, the tip of his tongue probing at the gaps a Peep pulse rifle's
butt had left in his teeth. It was a nervous gesture he'd developed aboard
Tepes, and it seemed to help him think. "You send out that many shuttles,
you're going to get com chatter. Especially when half your flight crews don't
seem to know their asses from their elbows!"

"Now, now, Alistair. Be nice," Honor murmured with a small smile, and Nimitz
bleeked a laugh from her lap. He'd finished shedding last week, and the sauna
bath of the local climate was no longer the crushing burden it had been, but
he was delighted whenever he and his person entered the shuttle's air-
conditioning. Now he showed McKeon his needle-sharp fangs in a lazy smile, and
Honor chuckled. She gave the 'cat's head a gentle caress, then leaned forward
and peered at the map Mayhew had spread out over the shelf-like fold-down
desk. The Peep shuttle's only decent holo imaging capability was in the
cockpit, but its tactical section was capable of using the same data that
drove that display to print out an old-fashioned plaspaper map that was good
enough for her current purposes. Now she bent a little closer, trying to read
Mayhew's small, neat handwritten notations, and suppressed another stab of
regret for the loss of her cybernetic eye's enhanced vision modes.

She finished deciphering her intelligence officer's notes without it and sat
back to ponder them. She'd developed a new nervous habit of her own, and her
right palm caressed the stump of her left arm in a futile effort to do
something about the "phantom pain" of the missing limb. It was more of a
phantom itch, really, and she supposed she should be grateful for small
favors, but her inability to scratch the darned thing was maddening.

"Well, they don't know their anatomical portions apart!" McKeon insisted with
a gap-toothed grin. "Hell, from the sound of this crap," he tapped an index
finger on a hardcopy transcript of the intercepted com traffic, "these people
couldn't even find their asses without a detailed flight plan, a dozen nav
beacons, and approach radar!"

"Maybe so, but I'm not going to complain about it," Honor replied, and Nimitz
made a soft sound of agreement.

"There is that," McKeon agreed in turn. "There certainly is that."

Honor nodded and stopped rubbing at the arm that was no longer there to run
her index finger over the map while she considered what they'd learned.
Actually, most of it's more a matter of simply confirming what Harkness
already stole for us, but that's worth doing, too, she told herself.

Contrary to the works of the pre-space poet Dante, Hell had four continents
(and one very large island that didn't gquite qualify as continent number
five), not nine circles. For the most part, neither State Security nor the
exploration crews who'd originally surveyed the planet seemed to have been
interested in wasting any inventiveness on naming those landmasses, either,
and the continents had ended up designated simply as "Alpha," "Beta," "Gamma,"
and "Delta." Someone had put a little thought into naming the island, though
Honor personally found the idea of calling it "Styx" a little heavy-handed,
but that was about the limit of their imaginativeness. Nor did she find the
repetitions on the motif which had gone into naming the planet's three moons
Tartarus, Sheol, and Niflheim particularly entertaining. Oh course, no one had
been interested in consulting her at the time the names were assigned, either.



Working from the information Harkness had managed to secure before staging
their escape, McKeon had grounded the shuttles on the east coast of Alpha, the
largest of the four continents. That put them just over twenty-two thousand
kilometers-or almost exactly halfway around the planet-from Camp Charon's
island home on Styx. Honor had been unconscious at the time, but if she'd been
awake, she would have made exactly the same decision and for exactly the same
reasons, yet it had produced its own drawbacks. While it was extremely
unlikely anyone would over-fly them accidentally here and even less likely
that anyone would be actively searching for them, it also deprived them of any
opportunity to monitor Camp Charon's short-range com traffic.

But as Honor had hoped, the Peeps seemed to be rather more garrulous when it
came time to make their grocery runs to the various camps.

"How many of their birds did you get IFF codes on, Russ?" she asked.

"Um, nine so far, Ma'am," Sanko replied.

"And their encryption?"

"There wasn't any, Ma'am-except for the system autoencrypt, that is. That was
pretty decent when it was put in, I suppose, but our software is several
generations newer than theirs. It decrypts their traffic automatically, thanks
to our satellite tap, and we downloaded all the crypto data to memory, of
course." He eyed his Commodore thoughtfully. "If you wanted to, Ma'am, we
could duplicate their message formats with no sweat at all."

"I see." Honor nodded and then leaned back, stroking Nimitz's ears while she
considered that.

Sanko was undoubtedly right, she mused. However confident the present
proprietors of Hell had become, the people who'd originally put the prison
planet together eighty-odd years ago for the old Office of Internal Security
had built what were then state-of-the-art security features into their
installations. Among those features was a communications protocol which
automatically challenged and logged the identity of the sender for every
single com message, but it appeared the current landlords were less anxious
about such matters than their predecessors had been. They hadn't gone quite so
far as to pull the protocol from their computers, but they were obviously too
lazy to take it very seriously. Camp Charon's central routing system simply
assigned each shuttle a unique code derived from its Identification Friend or
Foe beacon and then automatically interrogated the beacon whenever a shuttle
transmitted a message. All transmissions from any given shuttle thus carried
the same IFF code so the logs could keep track of them with no effort from any
human personnel.

For the rest of it, rather than bother themselves with changing authentication
codes often enough to provide any sort of genuine security, those human
personnel relied on an obsolete, canned encryption package which was worse
than no security system at all. If anyone ever even bothered to think about
it-which Honor doubted happened very often-the fact that they had a security
screen in place helped foster the kind of complacency which kept them from
considering whether or not it was a good screen. And almost as important as
that gaping hole in their electronic defenses, only Champ Charon's central
switchboard computers worried about authenticating the source of a
transmission at all. As far as the human operators seemed to be concerned, the
fact that a message was on the net in the first place automatically indicated
it had a right to be there.

Actually, they probably aren't being quite as stupid as I'd like to think,
Honor told herself thoughtfully. After all, they "know" they're the only
people on the planet-or in the entire star system, for that matter-who have
any com equipment. And if there's no opposition to read your mail, then
there's no real need to be paranoid about your security or encode it before
you send it, now is there?

She raised her hand to knead the nerve-dead side of her face gently, and the



living side grimaced. One could make excuses for the Peeps' sloppiness, but
that didn't make it any less sloppy. And one thing Honor had learned long ago
was that sloppiness spread. People who were careless or slovenly about one
aspect of their duties tended to be the same way about other aspects, as well.
And the Peeps on this planet are way overconfident and complacent. Not that I
intend to complain about that!
"All right," she said, gesturing for McKeon to come closer and then tapping
the map again. "It looks like they're using very simple IFF settings, Alistair
and we just happen to have exactly the same hardware in our shuttles. So
if we can just borrow one of their ID settings-"
"We can punch it into our own beacons," McKeon finished for her, and she
nodded. He scratched his nose for a moment, then exhaled noisily. "You're
right enough about that," he observed, "but these are assault shuttles, not
the trash haulers they use on their grocery runs. We're not going to have the
same emissions signature, and if they take a good sensor look at us, they'll
spot us in a heartbeat."
"I'm sure they would," Honor agreed. "On the other hand, everything we've seen
so far says to me that these people are lazy. Confident, and lazy. Remember
what Admiral Courvosier used to say at ATC? 'Almost invariably, "surprise" is
what happens when one side fails to recognize something it's seen all along.'
"You figure that they'll settle for querying our IFF."
"I think that's exactly what they'll settle for. Why shouldn't they? They own
every piece of flight-capable hardware on the planet, Alistair. That's why
they're lazy. They'd probably assume simple equipment malfunction, at least
initially, even if they got a completely unidentifiable beacon return, because
they know any bird they see has to be one of theirs." She snorted. "Scan techs
have been making that particular mistake ever since a place called Pearl
Harbor back on 0ld Earth!"
"Makes sense," he said after a moment, and scratched his head mentally,
wondering where he could track the reference down without her finding out he'd
done it. She had the damnedest odds and ends of historical trivia tucked away
in her mental files, and figuring out what had called any given one of them to
the surface of her thoughts had become a sort of hobby of his.
"The question," Honor mused aloud, "is how often they make their delivery
flights."
"I've been running some numbers on that, My Lady," Mayhew offered. He was to
her left, and she turned in her chair to look at him with her working eye.
"I'm not sure how reliable they are, but I ran some extrapolations based on
the data Chief Harkness got for us and what I could glean from the
transmissions we monitored."
"Go on," Honor invited.
"Well, Commander Lethridge and Scotty and I have been playing with the stuff
the Chief managed to pull out of Tepes' secure data base," Mayhew said. "He
didn't have the time to pay a whole lot of attention to the planet-he was too
busy figuring out how to get to the ship's control systems and get us down
here in the first place-but there were some interesting numbers in the
dirtside data he'd never gotten a chance to look at. As nearly as Scotty and I
can figure out, there are at least a half-million prisoners down here."
"A half-million?" Honor repeated, and Mayhew nodded.
"At least," he repeated. "Remember that they've been dumping what they
considered to be their real hard cases here for eighty T-years, My Lady. We've
got fairly hard numbers on the military POWs they've sent here. Most of them
are from the various star systems the Peeps picked off early on, from
Tambourine to Trevor's Star. You had to be a pretty dangerous fellow to get
sent to Hell, of course-sort of the cream of the crop, the kind of people who
were likely to start building resistance cells if you were left to your own



devices. Of course, if State Security had been running things at that point,
they probably would've just shot the potential troublemakers where they were
and saved themselves the bother of shipping them out here.

"At any rate, there weren't very many additions to the POW population for
about ten years before they attacked the Alliance, and the nature of the POWs
sent here since the war started is a bit different from what I'd expected."
Honor raised an eyebrow, and he shrugged. "If I were StateSec, and I had a
prison whose security I felt absolutely confident about, that's where I'd send
the prisoners I figured had really sensitive information. I could take my time
getting it out of them, and I'd have complete physical security while I went
about it-they couldn't escape, no one could break them out, and for that
matter, no one could even know that was where I had them, since the location
of the system itself was classified. But StateSec apparently prefers to do its
interrogating closer to the center of the Republic, probably on Haven itself.
Instead of using Hell as a holding area for prize prisoners, they've been
using it as a dumping ground. People who make trouble in other camps get sent
here, where they can't get into any more mischief."

"What sort of 'mischief' were they getting into?" McKeon asked in an
interested tone.

"Just about anything you can think of, Sir," Mayhew replied. "Escape attempts,
for a lot of them . . . or else they were guilty of being the kinds of
officers and noncoms who'd insist on maintaining discipline and unit cohesion
even in a prison camp. The troublemakers."

"And they've been skimming them off and dumping them here, have they?" Honor
murmured, and there was a wicked gleam in her good eye. "You could almost say
they've been distilling them out of the rest of their prison population,
couldn't you?"

"Yes, My Lady, you could," Mayhew agreed. "According to the best numbers
Scotty and I could come up with, we figure there are between a hundred eighty
and two hundred thousand military prisoners down here. It could run as high as
two hundred and fifty, but that's a maximum figure. The other three or four
hundred thousand are civilians. About a third of those were shipped out after
various civilian resistance groups from conquered planets were broken up, but
most are the more usual run of political prisoners."

"Um." Honor frowned at that and rubbed the tip of her nose. After a moment,
she moved her hand from her nose to Nimitz, stroking the 'cat's spine.

"A high percentage of them are from Haven itself, with the biggest single
block of them from Nouveau Paris," Mayvhew told her. "Apparently, both InSec
and StateSec concentrated their housecleaning on the capital."

"Makes sense," McKeon said again. "Authority in the PRH has always been
centralized, and every bit of it passes through the command and control nodes
on Haven. Whoever controls the capital controls the rest of the Republic, so
it's not unreasonable for them to want to make damned sure potential
troublemakers on Haven were under control. It'd probably work, too. 'Hey,
Prole! You get uppity around here, and-Pffft! Off to Hell with you!' Except
that since the Harris Assassination, they've been sending off 'elitists'
instead of 'proles,' of course."

"No doubt," Honor said. "But having them here in such numbers could certainly
throw a spanner into the works for us." McKeon looked a question at her, and
she made a brushing-away gesture. "I wouldn't want to generalize, but I can't
help thinking political prisoners would probably be more likely, on average,
to collaborate with StateSec."

"Why?" McKeon's surprise was evident. "They're here because they oppose what's
happening in Nouveau Paris, aren't they?"

"They're here because the people who were running the PRH when they were
arrested thought they were a threat to whatever was happening in Nouveau Paris
at the time," Honor replied. "It doesn't follow that they really were, and as



you yourself just pointed out, things have changed on the domestic front over
the last eight or nine years. Some of those prisoners were probably as loyal
to the PRH as you and I are to the Crown, whether the security forces thought
they were or not. And even if they weren't, people the Legislaturalists sent
here might actually agree with what Pierre and his crowd have done since the
coup. They could be looking for ways to demonstrate their loyalty to the new
regime and possibly earn their release by informing on their fellows. Worse,
they could be genuine patriots who hate what's happening in the PRH right now
but would be perfectly willing to turn in the Republic's wartime enemies. For
that matter, StateSec could probably plant spies and informers wherever it
wanted by using the hostage approach and threatening the loved ones of anyone
who refused to play its game."

"I hadn't thought of it that way," McKeon acknowledged slowly.

"I'm not saying that there aren't political prisoners who truly do oppose
Pierre and Saint-Just and their thugs and who'd stand up beside us to prove
it," Honor said. "Nor am I saying that there aren't collaborators among the
POWs. There are usually at least some potential weasels in any group, and even
the spirits of men and women who would stand up to outright torture can be
crushed by enough prolonged hopelessness."

For just an instant, the right side of her face was almost as expressionless
as the nerve-dead left side, and McKeon shivered. She was speaking from
experience, he thought. About something she'd faced and stared down during her
own long weeks in solitary confinement. She gazed at something no one else
could see for several seconds, then shook herself.

"Still," she said, "at some point we're going to have to take a chance on
someone besides our own people, and I'd think military POWs who were captured
fighting against the Peeps in defense of their own worlds or parked here to
prevent them from becoming threats after their worlds were conquered are more
likely to resist the temptation to collaborate. Not that I intend to leap to
any sweeping generalizations. It's going to have to be a case-by-case
consideration."

She stroked Nimitz again and the grim look in her eye turned into something
almost like a twinkle. McKeon regarded her curiously, but she only shook her
head, and he shrugged. He wasn't positive how she did it, but she'd
demonstrated an uncanny ability to read people too often in the past for him
to doubt her ability to do it again.

"You're probably right," he said, "but Jasper was saying something about how
often they make their supply runs?"

"Yes, he was," she agreed, and looked at Mayhew. "Jasper?"

"Yes, My Lady." Mayhew gestured at the map on the fold-down table. "The red
dots indicate known camp locations," he explained. "They're not complete, of
course. Even if Tepes ever had a complete list of camps, her latest data on
them was almost two years out of date before Chief Harkness stole it. But
we're trying to update, and as you can see, the ones we know about are
clustered on Alpha, Beta, and Gamma. Delta's too far into the antarctic to be
a practical site, but even with half a million prisoners, they've got plenty
of places to put them without sticking them down there. And as you can see,
the camps get even thinner on the ground as you move into the equatorial zone
here on Alpha."

Honor nodded. Given the climate outside the shuttle, she could certainly
understand that. Putting prisoners from most inhabited planets into those
conditions would have been cruel and unusual punishment by any standard. While
that probably wouldn't have bothered StateSec particularly, the jungle also
had a tendency to eat any permanent settlement or base, and that would have
been a problem for them. Or something that required them to get up off their
lazy duffs, anyway. They could force the prisoners to do any maintenance that
was needed, but it would still have required them to provide tools and



materials and the transport to deliver both. Unless, of course, they simply
chose to let the camps disappear . . . and the prisoners with them, she
thought grimly.

But the near total absence of camps right in the equatorial zone helped
explain why she and her fellow escapees were smack in the middle of it, where
no Peeps would have any reason to venture.

"As nearly as we can tell," Mayhew went on, "the camp populations average
about twenty-five hundred personnel, which means they've got approximately two
hundred sites in all. Obviously, there are none at all up here on Styx Island-
Camp Charon itself is purely a staging point and central supply depot for the
other sites-but the mainland camps are all a minimum of five hundred
kilometers from one another. That spreads them out too much for the inmates of
any camp to coordinate any sort of action with any other camp, given that the
only way they could communicate would be to make physical contact."

"I'd be a little cautious about making that assumption, if I were the Peeps,
Jasper," McKeon put in. "Five hundred klicks sounds like a lot, especially
when there aren't any roads and the prisoners don't have any air transport,
but I have a lot of faith in human ingenuity. For example," he leaned forward
and tapped the huge lake scooped out of Alpha Continent's northern quarter,
then ran his finger down the rash of red dots along its shore, "if they put
camps on a body of water like this, then I'd expect the prisoners to be able
to build-and hide-enough small craft to at least open communications with the
other camps."

"I wouldn't disagree with you, Sir," Mayhew said with a nod. "And perhaps I
should have said that the Peeps seem confident that it would be impossible for
them to coordinate any effective action, not that all of the camps can be kept
totally isolated from one another."

"They could have achieved total isolation on an intercamp basis if they'd been
willing to accept larger populations per camp, though," Sanko offered
thoughtfully. "That would've brought the total number of camps down, and then
they could have put a lot more space between them.

"They could have," Honor agreed. "But only at the expense of making each
individual camp a thornier security problem. Twenty-five hundred people are a
lot less of a threat than, say, thirty thousand, even if every single person
in the smaller camp is in on whatever it is they might try to do. Besides, the
larger the total inmate population at any given site, the easier it would be
for any small, tightly organized group to disappear into the background
clutter."”

Sanko nodded, and she returned her one-eyed gaze to Mayhew and gestured for
him to go on.

"Whatever their rationale for spreading the prisoners around, and however good
or bad their logic," the Grayson officer said, "the point I was going to make
is that when this flight-" he tapped the transcript of the first transmission
they'd intercepted "-checked in with Charon, Flight Ops sent him the fresh
numbers he'd asked for, which tells us how many rations he dropped off at this
camp-Alpha-Seven-Niner: just over two hundred and twenty-five thousand.
Assuming there are twenty-five hundred prisoners there, that would be enough
food for about one T-month, and that checks against this other intercept,
which gave us the same kind of numbers for camp Beta-Two-Eight. So it looks
like about a once-a-month supply cycle for all of them. What we don't know-and
have no way of determining yet-is whether they spread their supply runs out or
make them all in a relatively short time window. Given the general laziness
with which they seem to operate, I could see them doing it either way. They
could make a handful of daily flights and gradually rotate through all the
camps, which would let them assign the duty to different pilots every day
without overloading any one flight crew. Or they could choose to squeeze all
of them into an all-hands operation over just a day or two each month so they



could all spend the rest of their time sitting around. At the moment, it looks
to me like they've taken the short time frame approach, since we've been
listening to their comsats for over two weeks and this is the first traffic
we've heard, but there's no way to prove that."

"A month," Honor murmured. She contemplated something only she could see once
again, then nodded. "All right, Alistair," she said crisply, "that gives us a
time window for any given camp, anyway. And I think Jasper's probably right,
that they do make a major supply effort once a month. If so, we've got some
idea of the interval we have to work with. All we need to do is figure out
what we're going to do with it."

Chapter Ten

"Now that's interesting," Lieutenant Commander Scotty Tremaine murmured.

"What is?" a soft Grayson accent asked.

The sandy-haired lieutenant commander took his eyes from his display and
turned to look at the other officer in the compartment. Commander Solomon
Marchant had been the executive officer of the Grayson heavy cruiser Jason
Alvarez before they all wound up in Peep hands. Tremaine's slot as Lady
Harrington's staff electronics officer had brought him into contact with her
flagship's exec on a regular basis, and Tremaine rather liked the black-haired
commander. Unlike some of his fellow Graysons, Marchant was singularly free of
any special awe for the Royal Manticoran Navy. He respected it, but the RMN
had learned just as many lessons, proportionately speaking, from its
experience with the GSN, and he knew it. He was also no man to suffer fools
lightly, and he could jerk someone up short with the best of them, but he
usually assumed you were an adult human being who knew what you were doing
until you proved differently.

"I just picked up on something we've all overlooked before," Tremaine said,
answering the commander's question. Marchant quirked his right eyebrow, and
Tremaine waved a hand at the computer display in front of him. "I should have
noticed it sooner, but somehow it went right past me. And Jasper and Anson, I
guess."

"So what is i1it?" Marchant asked with the merest trace of exaggerated patience,
and Tremaine hid a mental smile. Everybody was going just a bit stir crazy
with so little to do. The classic concept of castaways working diligently-if
not desperately-to provide for their continued survival simply didn't apply
here. There was no way they could live off the land anyway, so there was no
planting or hunting to do. And given the dire necessity of keeping their
presence a secret, any avoidable activity which might attract attention was
out of the question. Commodore McKeon's patrols had explored the surrounding
jungle in all directions for a good thirty klicks, but once that was done and
the fiberoptic land lines for a net of undetectable remote passive sensors had
been emplaced, their people had been told to stay close to home and keep under
cover. Which meant that, aside from those fortunate souls like Senior Chief
Linda Barstow, who had been Chief of the Bay in Prince Adrian's Boat Bay Two
and had taken over responsibility for maintenance on their shuttles, there was
very little to keep a person's brain working. In fact, commissioned officers
were almost begging Barstow to let them help out with the grunt work just to
avoid sitting around on their hands.

Lady Harrington recognized that, and she'd parceled out assignments in an
effort to give everyone at least something to do. Some of it might be little
better than make-work, but none of the people who had survived to escape from
PNS Tepes were idiots, and it couldn't hurt to have as many intelligent
perspectives as possible on the raw data they were managing to acquire in
dribs and drabs. Which was how Commander Marchant found himself playing fifth
wheel and sounding board for Tremaine's analysis sessions while Lieutenant
Commander Metcalf and Lieutenant Commander DuChene did the same for Mayhew and



Lethridge, respectively.

"Well," he said now, "it seems that there's one prisoner camp here on Alpha
that doesn't have a number." Marchant leaned back in his chair with a
questioning expression, and Tremaine smiled at him. "It's got a name, instead:
Camp Inferno. And it's not exactly prime real estate. As a matter of fact,
it's the only camp on the entire planet that's located directly on the
equator."

"On the-?" Marchant stood and crossed to the map beside Tremaine's work
station to peer at the map he'd called up on his display. "I don't see it," he
said after a moment.

"That's because this is our original map, and Inferno isn't on it," Tremaine
told him. "When Jasper and I generated the original, we used an old camp
survey from Tepes' files, and this one wasn't listed. But yesterday Russ
pulled a major telemetry download from the weather sats. It included weather
maps for Alpha, with the camp sites indicated, including half a dozen that're
new since the file survey we used was last updated. Like these." He tapped a
key and new red dots appeared on his display, one of them flashing brightly.
"And lo and behold, there was this camp we hadn't mapped sitting dead center
on Alpha where it shouldn't have been. So when I came on watch this afternoon,
I started trying to chase it down. I thought at first that it was Jjust another
new camp, but then I found this-" he tapped more keys and the display changed
again, transmuting into a terse StateSec internal memo "-in one of Tepes'
secure files on Hades, and it turns out it's not a new camp at all. The survey
just hadn't mapped it-apparently for security reasons."

"I see." Marchant said, and smothered a smile, for Tremaine had added the last
phrase in tones of profound disgust that he understood only too well. None of
the Manticoran or Grayson castaways had yet been able to figure out what sort
of reasoning (or substitute therefor) StateSec called upon when it decided
when it was going to get security conscious and when it wasn't, but the logic
tree involved promised to be twistier than most.

The Grayson officer stooped to look over Tremaine's shoulder, green eyes
flicking over the memo, and then he inhaled sharply.

"I do see," he said in a very different tone. "And I think we should get Lady
Harrington and Commodore McKeon in on this ASAP."

"My, my, my," Honor said softly, gazing at a hardcopy of the data Tremaine had
found. "How very convenient . . . maybe."

"It certainly seems to offer a possibility, at any rate, Ma'am," Geraldine
Metcalf observed. The dark-eyed, sandy-blond lieutenant commander had been
McKeon's tac officer aboard Prince Adrian, and her Gryphon accent was more
pronounced than usual as she, too, pondered the data.

"I agree, Gerry," McKeon said, " 'but let's not jump to any conclusions here.
Scotty's memo is over two T-years old. A lot could've changed in that long,
and aside from the food supply, there's no time limit on our operations. If
there've been any changes, we could screw ourselves over mightily by jumping
too quick. I'd prefer to take it a little slow and check things out first
rather than rush in and wind up hanging ourselves."

"No argument from me, Skipper," Metcalf told him. "But if this is right-" she
tapped the hardcopy "-then the bad guys just did us a great big favor."
"You're certainly right about that," Honor said. She leaned back and frowned
in thought while her hand caressed Nimitz with slow, gentle strokes. The 'cat
lay in her lap once more, for his crippled mid-limb made it all but impossible
for him to ride in his usual position on her shoulder, but both of them were
in much better health than they had been. Her weight was coming back up and
his pelt had been reduced to a bearable insulation factor, and although his
badly healed bones still hurt whenever he moved, he radiated a sense of
cheerful confidence which did more for her own mood than she might have
believed possible.



"Of course, they didn't know they were doing us one," she went on after a
moment. "And from their perspective, this actually makes sense. Nor is there
any reason for them to change a longstanding policy like this one-after all,
they don't know we're here, so they can't possibly realize how much this could
help us. That's why I'm inclined to go with the data despite its age."

"Um." McKeon scratched his chin and squinted at nothing in particular, then
nodded slowly. "I can't fault your logic, but I wish I had a dollar for every
time I'd figured something out logically and been wrong."

"True." Honor gave Nimitz another caress, then flipped through the pages of
Tremaine's printout one more time. I wish I could ask Warner about this. Gerry
and Solomon are good, and so is Scotty . . . although he can get just a little
over enthusiastic. But they're all junior to Alistair and me. None of them
really want to argue with us. Alistair would tell me in a heartbeat if he
thought I was wrong about something-God knows he's done it in the past!-but he
and I have known each other too long. We each know what the other is going to
say before it gets said. That's good when it's time to execute orders, but it
can keep us from seeing things in skull sessions. Warner doesn't have that
problem, and he's smart as a whip. I found that out in Silesia, and I could
really use his perspective here, too . . . 1if it wouldn't be putting him so
much on the spot. And, she admitted, if I could be certain his sense of duty
wouldn't rise up and bite us all on the backside.

She hated adding those qualifications. Caslet had put himself in his current
predicament primarily because that very sense of duty had ranged him against
StateSec at the side of Honor's captured personnel, and her link to Nimitz let
her sample his emotions. She knew he was her friend, that his actions before
and during the breakout from Tepes had been motivated by stubborn integrity,
mutual respect, and fundamental decency. Unfortunately, she also knew that a
part of his personality was at war with the rest of him-not over what he had
done, but over what he might still do. If he hadn't broken his oath as an
officer in the People's Navy yet, he'd certainly come close, and she didn't
know how much more cooperation he could extend to her people, for the very
traits that made her like and respect him so much gnawed at him with teeth
made from the fragments of that oath.

But he wouldn't really know anything more about this than we do, she reminded
herself, so the least I can do is leave him alone where it's concerned.

"Was Inferno covered in the last supply run?" she asked now.

"We don't know, Ma'am," Anson Lethridge replied. The ugly, almost brutish-
looking Erewhon officer who had been Honor's staff astrogator sat with Jasper
Mayvhew and Tremaine, all three of them facing aft from the shuttle's tactical
section hatch to where their superiors sat in the front row of passenger
seats. "The only deliveries we can absolutely confirm," he went on in the
cultivated tenor which always seemed oddly out of place coming from someone
who looked like he did, "were the ones where something came up that required
com traffic with Camp Charon that we managed to tap-like the numbers of
rations to be dropped off at Alpha-Seven-Niner." He rubbed the neatly trimmed
Van Dyke he had declined to shave off despite the climate and shrugged. "If
they didn't discuss a particular drop, or we didn't happen to hear it when
they did, we can't say for certain that a delivery was actually made. Assuming
we're right about the way they schedule the supply drops, then, yes, Inferno
probably was covered, but there's no way we can guarantee that."

"I was afraid you'd say that." She gave him one of her half-smiles, then
sighed and rocked her chair back and forth in thought. "I think we have to
move on this," she said finally, and looked at McKeon. He gazed back for two
or three seconds, then nodded.

"All right. Gerry," she turned to Metcalf, "you and Sarah get with Chief
Barstow." She turned her head to glance a Tremaine, as well. "Scotty, I'd like
you and Chief Harkness to lend a hand, as well. I want both shuttles



preflighted by nightfall."

"Both shuttles?" McKeon asked, and she grinned wryly.

"Both. There's not much point leaving one of them behind, and having both of
them along may give us some extra flexibility if we need it."

"It also puts all of our eggs in one basket," McKeon said. "And two of them
are harder to hide than one." It wasn't an argument, only an observation, and
Honor nodded.

"I know, but I don't want to split us up. Keeping everybody in one spot will
concentrate our manpower, if we need it, and cut down on our com traffic even
if we don't. From the looks of the terrain in the area, we can probably hide
both of them, if not quite as easily as we could hide a singleton, and keeping
them-and us-together cuts the number of potential sighting opportunities in
half. And let's be realistic about this. If it all hits the fan so badly that
a rescue mission or something like that would be necessary, keeping one
shuttle in reserve isn't likely to make that much difference. If Champ Charon
figures out that we're here at all before we're ready to make our move, they
should be able to handle anything we try without even breaking a sweat."
McKeon nodded again, and she inhaled sharply.

"All right, people. Let's be about it," she said.

It should have been a fairly short hop. Camp Inferno was only about fourteen
hundred kilometers from their original landing site, which would have been
less than a twenty-minute flight at max for one of the shuttles. But they
didn't dare make the trip at max. They thought they'd located all of the recon
satellites they had to worry about, and if they were right, they had a three-
hour window when they ought to be clear of observation. But they couldn't be
certain about that. There could always be one they'd missed, and even if there
hadn't been, simple skin heat on a maximum-speed run might well be picked up
by the weather satellites parked in geosynchronous orbit. So instead of high
and fast, they would go low and slow, at less than mach one. Not only that,
they would make the entire flight without counter-grav, which would both hide
them from gravitic detectors and reduce power requirements enough that there
would be no need to fire up their shuttles' fusion plants.

There were, however, some drawbacks to that approach, and Scotty Tremaine and
Geraldine Metcalf, tapped as pilots for the trip, spent a great deal of the
flight muttering silent curses. Flying by old-fashioned, unaided eye at
treetop level above the kind of jungle Hell produced, with all active sensors
turned off to avoid betraying emissions, was no picnic. Tremaine almost took
the top off a forest leviathan which suddenly reared up right in his flight
path, and simple navigation was a pain in the posterior. They'd been able to
fix their starting position with suitable accuracy, and the weather map which
had first revealed Inferno's existence to them fixed the camp's latitude and
longitude. Tremaine and Metcalf had worked out their courses before takeoff
using that position data, but there were no handy navigation beacons upon
which to take fixes en route, and the idea of using celestial navigation was
ludicrous. They could have used the Peeps' satellites as navigation aids-
which, after all, was what the StateSec pilots did-but the satellites weren't
beacons. They transmitted only when queried from the ground, not continuously,
and while hitting them with a tight beam from a moving shuttle was certainly
possible, Honor and McKeon had decided that it also increased the chance of
giving away their presence by an unacceptable percentage. Which meant the
pilots were pretty much reduced to instruments no more sophisticated than a
compass and their own eyesight, and over the length of a fourteen-hundred-
kilometer flight, even small navigational errors could take them far off
course.

That might not have been so bad if visibility had been better, but visibility
wasn't better. In fact, it stank. True, Hell's trio of moons were all large
and bright, but that actually made things worse, not better, for two of them-



Tartarus and Niflheim-were above the horizon simultaneously, and the confusion
of shadow and brightness those competing light sources cast across the
tangled, uneven jungle canopy did bewildering things to human vision. Nor was
Camp Inferno likely to offer much in the way of a landmark when they finally
reached it. Presumably the jungle had been cut back immediately around it, if
only to give the Peep shuttle pilots clearance on their grocery runs, but even
a large clearing could disappear without any effort at all against such a
confusing sea of treetops and shadow. And without electrical power, the kind
of artificial light spill which might have been visible at long range was
highly unlikely.

All of which meant the shuttles were going to spend more time than anyone
liked to think about cruising around looking for their destination. Which not
only increased the possibility that some weather sat or some unnoticed recon
sat was going to spot them, but also the possibility that someone on the
ground was going to hear them and wonder what SS aircraft were doing overhead
in the middle of the night.

Which wouldn't be a problem, Honor thought, sitting in the copilot's seat of
Tremaine's shuttle and peering out through the windscreen, if we could be sure
StateSec hasn't planted informers down there. And much as I hate to admit it,
if I were StateSec, this is one camp where I'd make darn sure I had at least
one or two spies in place.

"We ought to have seen something by now, Ma'am," Tremaine said. Most people
would never have noticed the strain in his voice, but Honor had known him
since he was a brand-new ensign on his first deployment, and she turned to
give him one of her half-smiles.

"Patience, Scotty," she said. "Patience. We've hardly started looking yet."

He grimaced at his controls, then sighed and forced his shoulders to relax.

"I know, Ma'am," he admitted. "And I know anything down there is going to be
the next best thing to invisible, but-" He broke off and shrugged again, and
she chuckled.

"But you want to spot it anyway and get down on the ground where it's safe,
right?" she suggested.

"Well, actually, yes, Ma'am." He turned his head to grin back at her. "I guess
I always have been a little on the impatient side, haven't I?"

"Just a little," she agreed.

"Well, I come by it naturally," he said, "and-"

" 'Scuse me, Mr. Tremaine," a voice broke in over the com, "but I think I see
something."

"And where would that happen to be, Chief?" Tremaine inquired. "You really
ought to be a bit more precise in making these minor sighting reports, you
know," he added severely.

"Yes, Sir. Sorry 'bout that, Sir. Guess I'm just getting old, Sir," Senior
Chief Harkness replied so earnestly Honor had to turn a laugh into a smothered
cough. "I'll try not to let it happen again, Sir," Harkness went on. "Maybe
next time I can find you a younger, fitter flight engineer, Sir. And then-"
"And then you can tell me where you saw whatever you saw before I come back
there and have Master Chief Ascher take care of you for me, Chief!" Tremaine
interrupted.

"Ha! Threats now, 1is it?" Harkness sniffed over the com, but he was tapping
keys back in the tac section even as he spoke. A heads-up holo display glowed
suddenly, painting a rough map against the windscreen with a blinking icon to
indicate the approximate location of whatever Harkness had seen. The icon was
well astern and to port of them, and Tremaine brought the shuttle around in a
wide curve.

"Is Two still on station?" he asked. Honor leaned to the side, peering through
the armorplast on her side of the cockpit, but she couldn't see anything.
Senior Chief Harkness, however, had a better view from his location.



"Sticking to you like glue, Sir," he said. "She's dropped back a little on
your starboard quarter, but she's holding position nicely."

"That, Chief Harkness, is because she is an officer and a lady. And unlike
people who don't tell me they've seen things until we're past them, she's also
good at her job."

"You just keep right on, Sir," Harkness told him comfortably. "And the next
time you need to find your posterior, you can use your own flashlight."

"I'm shocked-shocked-that you could say such a thing to an officer and a
gentleman," Tremaine returned in a slightly distracted tone. He was leaning
forward, eyes sweeping the night. "I'd think that after all these years, you'd
at 1-"

He broke off suddenly, and the shuttle's speed dropped still further.

"I do believe I may owe you an apology, Chief," he murmured. "A small one, at
least." He glanced at Honor. "Do you see it, Ma'am?"

"I do." Honor raised an old-fashioned pair of binoculars, once more missing
her cybernetic eye's vision enhancement as she peered through them with her
right eye. It wasn't much-no more than what looked like a torch or two burning
against the blackness of the jungle-and she felt a distant surprise that
Harkness had seen it at all. Of course, he does have access to the tac sensors
from back there, she reminded herself, but Peep passives are nothing to write
home about.

"How do you want to handle it, Ma'am?" Tremaine asked, and tension burned
under his deceptively calm tone.

"Warn Commander Metcalf, and then take us up another few hundred meters," she
replied. "Let's see if we can't find another break in this canopy."

"Yes, Ma'am." He thumbed a button on the stick to flash the running light atop
the vertical stabilizer once, then eased the stick back and fed a little more
power to the air-breathing turbines. The big shuttle angled smoothly upwards
while its companion, warned by the flash of light, broke right and stayed low,
tracking him visually against the moon-bright sky. He climbed another three
hundred meters, then leveled out, sweeping around the dim lights Harkness had
spotted.

They were easier to see from the greater altitude, and the live side of
Honor's mouth frowned as she studied them through the binoculars. There were
actually two double rows of light sources, set at right angles. Most of them
were quite dim, but five or six of them flared brighter where the two lines
crossed, and she thought she could make out faint reflections of what looked
like flat roofs of some sort. She stared at them a moment longer, then laid
the binocculars in her lap and rubbed her good eye with the heel of her hand
in an effort to scrub away the ache of concentration.

Nimitz bleeked softly at her from where he lay beside her seat in a highly
nonregulation nest of folded blankets, and she smiled down at him
reassuringly. Then she lifted the glasses again, studying the jungle.

"What's that line to the east?" she asked after a moment.

"How far from the camp, My Lady?" Jasper Mayhew's voice came over the com.

"It looks like-what, Scotty? Twenty or twenty-five klicks?"

"Something like that, Ma'am," Tremaine replied. "Chief?"

"I make it twenty-three from here, Ma'am," Harkness said from the tac section
after a moment, studying the frustratingly vague output of his passive
sensors.

"In that case, I think it's a river, My Lady," Mayhew said, and she heard the
rustle and crackle of plaspaper as he studied the hardcopy map he and Russell
Sanko had put together. "The Tepes download didn't give any terrain details,
but that's what it looked like from the weather sat maps we picked up. If it
is a river, it's not much of one, though."

"Um." Honor laid the binoculars back down and rubbed her nose in thought, then
looked at Scotty. "Think you could take a shuttle through there without



counter—-grav?"

"Without-?" Tremaine looked at her for a moment, then inhaled sharply. "Sure,"
he said, far more confidently than he could possibly feel, and Honor chuckled.
"Don't get your testosterone in an uproar on me now, Scotty. I'm serious. Can
you get us in there?"

"Probably, Ma'am," he said after a moment, then added, grudgingly, "but I
can't guarantee it. With one of our own pinnaces, yes. But this is a big
brute, Ma'am. She's a lot heavier on the controls, and I haven't really
experimented with her vectored thrust yet."

"But you think you could do it."

"Yes, Ma'am."

Honor thought for several more seconds, then sighed and shook her head.

"I'd like to take you up on that," she said, "but I don't think we can risk
it. Chief Harkness?"

"Aye, Ma'am?"

"Go ahead and fire up the plant, Chief."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. I'm starting light-off now. We should be nominal in about
four minutes."

"Thank you, Chief. Signal Commander Metcalf please, Scotty."

"Yes, Ma'am." Tremaine banked the big shuttle to expose its full wingspan to
Metcalf's lower position and flashed both wingtip lights twice.

"Answering flash from Shuttle Two, Ma'am," a Grayson voice reported.

"Thank you, Carson," Honor replied, and leaned back beside Tremaine. Firing up
the fusion plants and bringing up the counter-grav added somewhat to the risk
of detection if any recon sat happened to be looking their way. She'd hoped to
avoid that, but she'd also known she might not be able to. That was why she'd
arranged a signal to warn Metcalf without breaking com silence. At least the
plants shouldn't be on-line for long, she told herself, and the counter-grav
would make it much, much safer-and easier-to get the shuttles down.

"I've got power to the counter-grav, Ma'am," Tremaine reported, breaking in on
her thoughts, and she nodded.

"See that 'S'-curve to the south?" she asked.

"Yes, Ma'am."

"It looks like the widest break in the tree cover we've got. See if you can
get us in there on its west bank."

"Yes, Ma'am." Tremaine almost managed not to sound dubious, and Honor felt the
right side of her mouth quirking in another grin as he banked again and came
back around. Her hand dropped down beside her to rest on Nimitz's flank, and
she felt a wiry, long-fingered true-hand pat her wrist in reply, and then
Tremaine was dumping altitude and speed alike.

Despite his comments about the shuttle's controls, he brought the big craft in
with a delicacy a Sphinx finch might have envied. The counter-grav let him
fold the wings, which had been swept fully forward for their low-speed
examination of possible landing sites, back into their high-speed position
without losing control, and she heard turbines whine as he held a moderate
apparent weight on the shuttle and vectored thrust downward. The sixty-three-
meter fuselage slid almost daintily towards the ground, hovering with
ponderous grace, and Honor peered through the armorplast windscreen.

The break in the canopy was a river, and shallow water rushed and tumbled over
mossy boulders in a torrent of moon-struck white and black. The trees grew
right up to the banks, but the humidity was far lower here in the center of
the continent than it had been at their peninsular landing site, and the
growth looked less lush and thick. Or she hoped it did, anyway. It was hard to
be sure, and the last thing they needed was to suck something into a turbine.
"Over there, Ma'am. To port," Tremaine said. "What about there?"

"Um." Honor twisted in her seat to look in the indicated direction. It looked
like one of the trees-and a titan among titans, at that-must have fallen and



taken two or three others with it. The result was a breach in the overhead
cover that seemed to offer a way under the remaining canopy.

"All right," she said finally, "but take it slow. And take some more weight
off her so you can cut back on the VT. Let's try not to kick up trash and FOD
a turbine."

"Yes, Ma'am. That sounds like a real good idea," Tremaine replied, then
grinned tightly despite his gathering tension. "Chief Barstow would appreciate
it, too, I'm sure."

"Hey, the heck with Chief Barstow," Harkness growled over the com. "This here
is my bird, Sir. She can look after Two."

"I stand corrected-or at least chastened," Tremaine said in a somewhat
distracted tone, his hands flickering over his controls with the precision of
an absent-minded concert pianist while his eyes never left his intended
landing site.

The pilot in Honor wanted to help him, but she knew better than to try. Her
single hand would make her slow and awkward, and it was better to let him
handle the entire load rather than risk getting in his way.

The shuttle came in very slowly, gleaming in the moonlight, and the black
shadow of the jungle reached out for it. Tremaine slid it forward, no more
than half a dozen meters above the ground, and Honor watched with carefully
hidden nervousness as foliage rippled and danced below them. Even with the
reduction in downward thrust, there was a lot of small trash flying around
down there, and foreign object damage to a turbine could have deadly
consequences this close to the ground.

But the turbines continued their whining song of power, and Tremaine eased the
shuttle carefully down and forward. The long fuselage slid in under the tree
cover, and he fed in some side thrust, edging to port.

"We're not going to be able to get as deep as we were at Site One, Ma'am," he
observed through gritted teeth. His voice was still conversational, despite
the sweat glistening on his taut face, and his hands moved the stick and
thrust controls with smooth delicacy. "Best I can do is scrunch over as far as
I can this way and let Gerry have the right side."

"I'1ll go with your call, Scotty," Honor said softly, without commenting on the
fact that he'd given himself by far the tougher landing spot. But he was a
better natural pilot than Metcalf-as good as Honor herself, but with more
recent practice and two hands-and he brought his shuttle another twenty meters
to its left, then nodded to himself.

"Deploy gear, please, Ma'am," he said. That much she could do, one-handed or
not, and she pulled the big handle. The landing legs deployed quickly and
smoothly, and Tremaine let the shuttle sink slowly down onto them. There was
one scary moment as the outboard starboard leg flexed alarmingly and a red
light flashed on the panel, but assault shuttles were designed for rough field
landings, and the computer controlling that leg adjusted quickly. The red
light died, and Tremaine gradually reduced his counter-grav, watching his
readouts carefully for several taut seconds. Then he exhaled explosively.
"We're down, Ma'am," he announced. "Chief, kill the fusion plant."

"Aye, Sir," Harkness replied, and Honor reached across her body to pat
Tremaine on the shoulder.

"That was good work, Scotty," she told him, and he smiled at her. Then she
turned away to watch through her side window as Geraldine Metcalf brought
Shuttle Two in on the far side of the opening. From here, it looked almost
effortless, but Honor could imagine exactly what it felt like from inside that
other cockpit. After all, she'd just experienced it herself.

"All right, people," she said as the other shuttle finally settled and its
turbines died. "We're going to have to work faster than we'd expected to get
the nets up. Senior Chief O'Jorgenson?"

"Yes, Ma'am?" Senior Chief Tamara O'Jorgenson was a fellow Sphinxian who had



been a senior environmental tech aboard Prince Adrian but also happened to be
a fully qualified small craft gunner.

"You'll man the dorsal turret while we get squared away, Senior Chief," Honor
said.

"Aye, Ma'am."

"Very well, then." Honor hit the release on her own straps and stood. "Let's
be about it, people."

Chapter Eleven

It was almost dawn before they had the nets in place once more, and Honor was
more nervous about the quality of their camouflage than she cared to show. The
climate was definitely drier here, and the soil seemed to be less rich. There
was far less undergrowth than the ferociously fecund four-canopy jungle in
which they had originally landed had offered, and the trees, for the most
part, tended to be smaller. It was much harder to snuggle the shuttles in
under them, and there were fewer natural vines and lianas to complement the
cammo nets. She knew McKeon was as unhappy about the situation as she was, and
they'd already made plans for most of their people to spend the coming night
weaving more natural elements into the nets, but for now they'd just have to
hope the concealment was good enough.

"If things work out, maybe we should consider sending at least one of the
shuttles back to Site One after all," she said quietly as the two of them sat
under a wing and watched the sun come up. He glanced at her, and she shrugged,
knowing that he would recognize her oblique apology for what it was.

"Maybe," he agreed after a moment. "I suppose we could use tight beam off one
of the Peeps' comsats to stay in touch without their noticing if we were
careful. Bit risky, though."

She made a soft sound of agreement and leaned back against the seat cover
Harkness and Andrew LaFollet had removed from the shuttle for her. Her energy
levels still hadn't come back up to her precapture standards, and she felt
utterly wiped out.

"You shouldn't have pushed yourself so hard," McKeon growled softly as Nimitz
limped over to her and curled up on chest. She tucked her arm around the 'cat
and closed her eyes wearily.

"Had to do my part. A CO has an example to set. I read that somewhere when I
was at Saganami Island," she told McKeon, and he snorted with the fine fervor
of an old friend.

"Sure you did. But while I realize you may not've noticed that you're shy an
arm, we have. So next time Fritz 'suggests' you take a break, you damned well
take a break!"

"Is that an order?" she asked sleepily, feeling Nimitz's purr blending into
her bones even as his love echoed soothingly about the corners of her soul,
and McKeon snorted again, albeit with slightly less panache.

"Actually, I think it is," he said after a moment. "We're both commodores now,
after all. You told me so yourself, even if Their Lordships haven't gotten
around to making it official. I've noticed that they seem to have lost my
address over the last few months." Honor snorted, and he grinned at her.
"Besides, Ms. Coup de Vitesse, I can probably beat you up in your present
condition. Assuming Andrew didn't hurt me first."

"Actually, I'd try very hard not to hurt you, Sir," Major LaFollet called
softly from where he sat atop the wing, keeping watch over his Steadholder.
"There, see?" Honor said even more sleepily. "Andrew'll stop you."

"Oh, I didn't say that, My Lady!" LaFollet chuckled. "I meant I'd try not to
hurt him while I helped him make you take a break."

"Traitor!" Honor murmured, right cheek dimpling with a smile that never
touched the left side of her mouth at all, and then she drifted off to sleep.
It was not only drier here, it was also hotter. They were squarely in the



middle of the continent, far away from the moderating influence of the oceans,
and the aptly named Camp Inferno was, indeed, directly on the equator. It was
as well that Nimitz had shed his winter down before they moved, yet even so,
he and Honor were driven to retreat into one of the shuttles by noon.

But at least no overflying Peeps seemed to have spotted them, and by late
afternoon McKeon, Marchant, and Metcalf had organized work parties to bring in
native greenery to supplement the cover of the cammo nets. While they did
that, Harkness, Barstow, and Tremaine got all the thermal convertors on-line,
and the temperatures in the shuttles dropped dramatically as extra power began
to augment their battery backups.

There were about three or four hours of daylight left when Honor found herself
back under the wing with LaFollet, Carson Clinkscales, and Jasper Mayhew.
Clinkscales fair redhead's complexion had not reacted well to Hell's climate.
At least the dense canopy at Site One, coupled with copious use of sun blocker
from the shuttles' emergency stores, had protected him from direct sunlight
and he hadn't burned-yet-but he tended to stay an alarming, heat-induced beet-
red which looked fairly awesome on someone his size. At a hundred and ninety
centimeters, he was a good two centimeters taller than Honor, which made him a
veritable giant for a Grayson.

At the moment, however, he was standing with crossed arms and regarding her
with an expression which looked just as unhappy as Andrew LaFollet's. Or, for
that matter, Jasper Mavhew's. Or, she reflected wryly, as Alistair and Fritz
are going to look when they hear about this. Fortunately, rank does have its
privileges . . . and we'll be long gone by the time they find out what I'm up
to.

"My Lady, Carson and Jasper and I can do this quite well by ourselves,"
LaFollet said flatly. "Frankly, you'll just be in the way."

"Oh?" She cocked her head. "Let's see, now. Jasper here grew up in Austin
City, as I recall. I don't remember seeing any Jjungles there. And then there's
Carson. He grew up in Mackenzie Steading, and I don't remember any Jjungles
there, either. In fact, Andrew, I don't recall any Graysons having grown up
running around the woods. It's not the sort of thing people do on a planet
with environmental hazards like Grayson's. Now I, on the other hand, grew up
in the Copperwalls. And if we don't have jungles on Sphinx, we do have picket
wood and crown oak and tangle vine, not to mention large and hungry predators,
all of which I happen to have learned how to cope with as a wee tiny child."
She raised her hand, palm uppermost, and smiled at them and was rewarded by
the audible grinding of LaFollet's teeth.

"Be that as it may, My Lady, this is still no job for you. You're still weak,
and you're blind on one side." He didn't mention her missing arm, but his very
lack of mention only drew attention to it. "And while you're right about
conditions on Grayson, My Lady, and while I may not have known how to swim
before I entered your service, Palace Security gives its people a thorough
grounding in wilderness and rough terrain training, as well as urban environs.
In fact, we get exactly the same training the Army's special forces teams get.
I haven't had a refresher in the past several years, but I understand it's
like riding a bicycle."

"Andrew, stop arguing," she told him, firmly but with a much gentler smile,
and laid her hand on his arm. "I'll concede your point about weakness and
vision, but I need to be there. There won't be any time to send messages back
and forth if decisions have to be made." And you know I can't send anyone else
off to take this kind of risk without taking it myself, she carefully did not
say, but the flicker in his gray eyes told her that he'd heard it anyway.

He glowered at her for another long moment, then sighed and shook his head.
"All right," he surrendered. "All right, My Lady! I suppose that by now I
should know better than to argue with you."

"Well, it's certainly not my fault if you haven't figured it out," she told



him with a chuckle, and smacked him on the shoulder. "On the other hand, I
think I've heard it said somewhere that Graysons are Jjust a bit stubborn."
"Not stubborn enough, obviously!" he growled, and this time Mayhew and
Clinkscales chuckled as well. "Well, if you're coming, My Lady, then we'd
better get moving before Commodore McKeon or Commander Montoya figure it out.
I'm sure you wouldn't let them talk you out of it, either, but by the time
they got done trying it'd be midnight."

"Yes, Sir," she murmured docilely, and he glared at her, then bent to pick up
the treecat carrier she'd had Harkness run up for her and helped her into it.
Until they could get Nimitz home and into the hands of a good Sphinx
veterinary surgeon to fix his twisted limb, it was impossible for him to ride
her shoulder as he normally would have. Even if it hadn't been, Honor had none
of her custom tunics and vests which had been reinforced to resist a 'cat's
claws, and without them, Nimitz would quickly have reduced her tee-shirt to
tatters . . . which wouldn't have done her shoulder any good, either. But her
own injuries meant she couldn't carry him in her arms the way she would have
under other circumstances, so Harkness and Master Chief Ascher had whipped up
a sort of lightly-padded knapsack for her. It was just big enough for Nimitz
to stand upright in, and it hung from the front of her shoulders, covering her
front rather than her back, so that he could look forward from his lower
vantage point.

"I still wish you'd stay put, My Lady," LaFollet murmured much more quietly,
his voice too low for the other two to here. "Seriously. I don't like you
risking yourself this way, and you are still weak. You know you are."

"Yes, I do. And I also know that it's my job as senior officer to be there if
you three actually run into someone from Inferno," she said equally quietly.
"I'm responsible for whatever decisions get made, so I need to be there when
they get made in the first place. Besides, it's going to be essential that I
get a . . . feel for anyone we contact."

LaFollet had opened his mouth to try one final protest, but her last sentence
closed it with a click. He was one of the very few people who had realized
that Nimitz's empathy permitted her to feel the emotions of those about her.
He'd seen it save her life on at least one occasion, but even more importantly
than that, he knew she was right. If anyone in their group would be able to
know whether or not they could trust someone on this Tester-damned planet,
Lady Harrington-with Nimitz's help-was that someone.

He helped her adjust the tension of the 'cat carrier's straps, gathered up his
pulse rifle, and gave her equipment a quick but thorough examination. All of
them carried bush knives, and like himself, she'd hung a pair of Peep-made
night vision goggles about her neck against the oncoming darkness. She also
wore a heavy, holstered pulser on her right hip to balance her binoculars case
and her canteen, and he sighed and looked at the other two. He and Mayhew each
carried a pulse rifle and a sidearm, but young Ensign Clinkscales had fitted
himself out with a light tribarrel. LaFollet had almost objected to that when
he first saw it, but then he'd changed his mind. Clinkscales was big enough
and strong enough to carry the thing, and however over-gunned LaFollet might
think he was, there were definitely arguments in favor of his choice. The
belt-fed infantry support weapon was capable of spitting out as few as a
hundred or as many as two or three thousand five-millimeter hypervelocity
darts a minute, which would make it awesomely effective as long as the ammo in
the tank-like carrier on Clinkscales' back lasted.

"All right, My Lady," the armsman sighed. "Let's go."

Honor did her best to hide her profound relief when LaFollet called another
rest stop. She had no intention of slowing the others down-or of giving
LaFollet an opportunity for an ever-so-polite, not-quite-spoken-aloud "I told
you so"-but her armsman had been right about her physical condition. She was
far better than she had been, yet her endurance remained a shadow of its old



self. The fact that Hell's gravity was barely seventy-two percent that of her
native Sphinx helped, but she wasn't fooling herself. Her current state seemed
even worse after a lifetime of regular workouts and the better part of forty
T-years of training in the martial arts, and she dropped down to sit with her
back against a tree, breathing deeply (and as quietly as possible).

LaFollet prowled watchfully around their resting point for another couple of
minutes, and despite her earlier teasing, he moved with almost the silence of
a Sphinx snow leopard. Not that I could hear a herd of Beowulf buffalo through
my own pulse just now, she thought wryly, then looked up as her armsman
blended out of the darkness and squatted easily beside her. He turned to look
at her, his expression unreadable behind his night-vision goggles. But she
didn't need to read his expression. Thanks to Nimitz, she could read his
emotions directly, and she felt very much like a little girl under the gaze of
a teacher who wondered where her homework had gotten to. Nimitz leaned back
against her breasts in his carrier and bleeked softly, and neither his
radiated amusement nor the taste of LaFollet's affectionate resignation helped
a lot. But she managed a wry half-smile and wiped sweat from her forehead
before she let her hand fall to the 'cat's head.

"I hope you're not feeling too justified, Andrew," she said quietly, and he
chuckled, then shook his head.

"My Lady, I've given up expecting prudence out of you," he told her.

"I'm not that bad!" she protested, and he chuckled again, louder.

"No, you're not; you're worse," he said. "Much worse. But that's all right, My
Lady. We wouldn't know what to do with you if you weren't. And all other
things being equal, I guess we'll keep you anyway."

"Oh, thank you," she muttered, and heard a snort of laughter out of the
darkness from roughly Jasper Mayhew's direction. One thing about being
marooned here, she thought. There's too few of us for us to go all formal on
each other. That was a vast relief in many ways. She'd grown accustomed to her
status as Steadholder Harrington, though it still felt unnatural sometimes,
and she'd been a part of the stratified world of the Navy's rank structure
since she was seventeen T-years old, and she understood the value of military
discipline and authority. But her present "command" was even smaller than the
one she'd held when she'd skippered LAC 113 twenty-eight T-years ago, and
she'd learned then that informality was just as valuable, as long as the chain
of authority remained intact, in a group which must be tight knit and
completely interdependent. More to the point at just this moment, it felt good
not to be removed or barricaded off from people who were friends as well as
subordinates.

"How far have we come, do you think?" she asked after a moment, and LaFollet
raised one wrist to consult the dimly glowing readouts on it.

"I make it about nineteen klicks, My Lady."

She nodded and leaned the back of her head against her tree while she thought.
No wonder she was tired. The undergrowth here might be sparse compared to that
around their initial landing site, but it was still more than enough to pose
an exhausting obstacle, especially once night had fallen. It had slowed their
pace to a crawl, and even with their night vision equipment, each of them had
managed to find more than enough vines, low-growing branches, shrubbery, tree
roots, and old-fashioned rocks and holes in the ground to trip over. Honor
herself had fallen only twice, but the loss of her arm made it very difficult
to catch herself. The first time, she'd come down hard enough to rip the left
knee out of her trousers. The heavily scabbed scrape on her kneecap from that
was painful enough to give her an irritating limp, but the second fall had
been worse. All she'd been able to manage that time was to wrap her remaining
arm around Nimitz and tuck her right shoulder under so that she landed on it
and rolled rather than crushing the 'cat under her weight. Jasper Mayhew had
appeared out of nowhere to help her up after that one, and despite her need to



avoid any more "pampering" than she absolutely had to put up with, she'd let
herself lean on him for several seconds until her head stopped spinning.

Now she worked the shoulder cautiously, feeling the bruising and relieved she
hadn't sprained it as she'd initially feared, while she considered their
progress. She couldn't see the sky from where she sat, but here and there the
light of Hell's moons spilled through breaks in the tree cover to make small,
brilliant patches of silver on tree trunks and undergrowth. Sheol must be
almost down by now, she thought, and Tartarus would be setting in an hour or
so. They had about three more hours of darkness to cover the last four or five
kilometers to Camp Inferno, and she drew a deep breath and pushed herself back
to her feet. LaFollet cocked his head and looked up at her, and she grinned
again and patted him on the shoulder.

"I may be weak, Andrew, but I'm not decrepit yet."

"I never thought you were, My Lady," he assured her. "I only thought you were
too stubborn for your own good." He rose easily, regarding her with that same,
measuring air for a few more seconds, then nodded and set off once more
without another word.

"So that's Camp Inferno," Honor murmured.

She and the three Graysons lay belly-down on a small, steep hill to the east
of their objective, and she rested her chin on the back of her hand as she
contemplated the camp. Several tall trees grew on the hilltop, promising both
additional cover and at least some shade once the sun came up, but most of the
hill was overgrown in head-high, stiff, sword-like grass. The area around the
huddle of structures below them, on the other hand, had obviously been
completely clear-cut when the camp was put in, although two or three years
must have passed since the last time it was brushed back. Clusters of saplings
had sprung back up out of the grass of the clearing, and the western side of
the fence surrounding the camp was covered in a thick, leafy canopy of vines.
It all gave the place a disheveled, somehow slovenly look.

On the other hand, she reflected, first impressions might be misleading. The
grass had been cut or trampled down in something almost like a fifteen-meter
moat around the enclosed area, and that stuff on the fence might actually have
been trained to grow there. Four larger huts, all built out of native
materials, were packed tightly along the inner face of the fence there, and
unless she was mistaken, that thicket of vines would start offering them shade
from very shortly after local noon.

A ceramacrete landing pad and some sort of storage sheds thrust up through the
grass about a kilometer north of the camp, and a plastic water tank stood on
tall, spindly-looking legs almost at the center of the fenced enclosure. A
windmill squeaked with endless, inanimate patience, its plaintive sound clear
and forlorn in the predawn stillness, and water splashed from an overflow pipe
on the tank. Clearly the windmill powered a pump to keep the tank filled, but
it was equally clear that no one had used any of that mechanical power to
generate electricity.

The explanation for the lights she'd seen during their approach was obvious
enough from where they lay, concealed by yet more of that tall, stiff grass.
There were four gates in the fence, located at the four major points of the
compass and all tightly closed at the moment, and beaten dirt tracks connected
them to form a cross-shaped intersection just south of the water tank. Two
rows of dimly glowing lanterns on three-meter posts bordered each lane, and
pairs of much brighter lanterns marked their intersection.

"How many do you think, My Lady?" Carson Clinkscales asked quietly. It was
highly unlikely that anyone could have heard them from here even if anyone
were awake to listen, but all of them spoke only in hushed tones anyway.

"I don't know," she told him honestly. Nimitz lay close beside her, and she
took her hand out from under her chin to scratch his jaw while she pondered
the ensign's question. Those were big huts down there. Depending on how



tightly the prisoners were packed into them, there might be anywhere from
fifteen to fifty people in each of them. So split the difference and call it
thirty or so, she thought. In that case
"I'd guess it at about six or seven hundred," she said finally, and turned her
head to look at LaFollet, lying on his belly on her right. "Andrew?"
"Your guess 1is as good as mine, My Lady." He twitched his shoulders in a
shrug. "I'd say you're probably close to right, but I thought each of those
camps was supposed to have a couple of thousand people in it."
"The others do," she replied, "but this one's not like them. They're mainly
just holding areas; this one is a punishment camp."
"Well, they certainly put it in the right place for that, My Lady!"
Clinkscales muttered, and she heard the sharp smack of his hand as he swatted
another of the insects Sarah DuChene had christened "shuttlesquitos." It was
fortunate that they didn't swarm like the 0ld Terran mosquitos they outwardly
resembled, because a "swarm" of blood-drinking predators with wingspans wider
than Honor's palm would have been deadly. On the other hand, it would have
been even more fortunate if they'd realized that however good human beings
might taste, they couldn't live off them. In fact, human blood seemed to kill
them quickly . . . which didn't keep their surviving brainless relatives from
darting in for their own quick solo drinks.
"I could really learn to hate this place," the ensign added wryly, and she
chuckled. Whatever else happened to Clinkscales, he was no longer the shy,
clumsy, perpetual accident looking to happen he'd been when he first joined
the Eighteenth Cruiser Squadron's staff as her flag lieutenant, and she rather
liked the tough young man he'd turned into.
"I suspect that was the Peeps' idea," she told him, and it was his turn for a
chuckle to rumble around in his broad chest. "On the other hand, I have no
intention of complaining about their logic. Not when they've been kind enough
to concentrate the very people I want to meet in one nice, neat spot like
this."
Three other heads nodded, and Nimitz bleeked his own agreement. It was clear
from the memo Scotty Tremaine had pulled out of the Tepes data that StateSec
used Camp Inferno as a dumping site for troublemakers from all the other
camps. Apparently, prisoners who sufficiently disturbed the status quo to tick
their captors off without quite inspiring StateSec to simply shoot them and be
done with it were shipped off to Inferno. An average sentence here for a
first-time visitor was one local year-a bit shorter than a T-year-with longer
terms for repeat offenders, and at least some of the inmates had been sent
here permanently. Which, she suspected, was the real reason Inferno existed at
all. It was a punishment short of shooting which everyone knew about, and
cycling bad boys and girls through it on a semiregular basis would keep its
existence-and threat-in the fronts of people's brains. And leaving some of
them here permanently was a pointed hint that even on Hell, StateSec could
always make someone's life still more miserable . . . and leave it that way.
But the people who ran Hell didn't know there were rats in their woodwork,
Honor thought, her remaining eye glinting dangerously in the darkness. They
had no idea that a handful of castaways might want to find some local allies
for the general purpose of raising all the hell they could. Or that the
castaways in question had hijacked a pair of StateSec's own assault shuttles
with full arms racks. If there really were six hundred people down there,
then Honor had just about enough pulsers and pulse rifles-and grenade
launchers, plasma rifles, and tribarrels-to give every one of them at least
one weapon each, and wouldn't that be a nasty surprise for the Peeps.
Long, sharp fangs those rats have, Mr. Peep, she thought viciously. If, that
is, the people down in that camp really are the troublemakers you seem to
think they are. And there's only one way to find that out, now isn't there?
"All right," she said softly. "Let's pull back under the trees and get some



sort of overhead cover rigged. I want plenty of shade for all of us by the
time the sun really hits. But keep it unobtrusive."

"Yes, My Lady." LaFollet nodded to her, then jerked his head at Mayhew and
Clinkscales, and the other two officers faded back from the lip of the hill.
He himself lay motionless beside Honor, watching her peer through her
electronic binoculars one more time, then quirked an eyebrow at her.

"Any thoughts on exactly how we go about making contact, My Lady?" he asked,
and she shrugged.

"We'll have to play it by ear, but we've got enough food for three or four
days, and there's plenty of water." She nodded her head at the stream from the
water tank and pump where it snaked under the fence and meandered in their
direction. "I'm not in any rush. We'll watch them for a while, see how they
spend their time. Ideally, I'd like to catch one or two of them outside the
camp on their own and get a feel for how things are organized in there before
we jump right in with both feet."

"Makes sense to me, My Lady," he said after a moment. "Jasper and Carson and I
will take turns playing lookout once we get the camp set up."

"I can-" Honor began, but he shook his head firmly.

"No," he said in a soft, flat voice. "You were probably right about coming
along, My Lady, but we can do this just as well without you, and I want you
rested when the time comes to actually talk to these people. And I don't want
you dragging Nimitz out of the shade, either."

"You fight dirty," she told him after a moment, and his teeth flashed in a
smile.

"That's because you don't leave me much choice, My Lady," he told her, and
jerked a thumb in the direction of the trees. "Now march!" he commanded.

Chapter Twelve

"I think those two look like our best bet, Andrew," Honor said quietly. It was
the morning of their second day of watching Camp Inferno, and she lay in the
fork of a tree four meters above the ground while she peered through her
binoculars. LaFollet hadn't liked the notion of letting his one-armed
Steadholder climb a tree, and he didn't like the notion of her turning loose
of the tree trunk to use her one working hand to hold the binoculars to her
working eye, but she hadn't given him much say in the matter. At least she'd
let him help her with the climb, and now he hovered over her watchfully. And,
he admitted, she wasn't really all that likely to fall. The trees here were
very different from the almost-palms where they had originally landed. Instead
of smooth, almost branchless trunks, they had rough, hairy bark and thick,
flattened branches that shoved out from the main trunk in every direction.
Rather than rise to a point, their foliage made them look almost like huge
inverted cones, for they grew progressively broader as they grew taller and
the individual branches grew thinner but the network of them spread wider and
wider. The branch on which his Steadholder lay was fairly near the bottom of
that spreading process, and it was two or three times the thickness of her own
body, more like a shelf than a "branch."

Not that it kept him from worrying.

He clamped his jaws on a fresh urge to protest and looked up at Nimitz. The
'cat was a couple of meters higher up the central trunk, clinging with his
good limbs as he sank ivory claws into the rough bark, and LaFollet had taken
a certain perverse pleasure in watching the Steadholder worry over him as he
hauled himself awkwardly up the trunk. It was the first time he'd attempted
any climbing since their arrival on Hell, and he'd done much better than
LaFollet had expected from watching his lurching progress on the ground. He
still looked undeniably clumsy compared to his usual, flowing gracefulness,
and his obvious pain still made something deep down inside the armsman hurt,
but there was no self-pity in Nimitz. He clearly considered himself a going



concern once more, if on a somewhat limited level, and he flirted his bushy
tail with an undeniable air of amusement as he bleeked down at LaFollet.

The armsman looked away, shading his eyes with one hand as he peered at the
pair of humans the Steadholder was studying so intently. He couldn't make out
many details from here, but he could pick out enough to tell they were the
same pair he'd watched yesterday. The man was short and bald as an egg, with
skin so black it looked purple, and he favored brightly, almost garishly
colored garments. The woman with him was at least fifteen centimeters taller
than he was, dressed in somber shades of gray and with a single golden braid
of hair that hung to her belt. A more unlikely looking pair would have been
hard to imagine, and he'd wondered, that first day, just what they thought
were doing as they moved slowly along the very edge of the camp's cleared
zone.

He still didn't have an answer for that. It was almost as if they were peering
into the forest beyond the open grasslands, searching for something, but there
was little urgency in their movements. Indeed, they walked so slowly-and spent
so long standing motionless between bursts of walking-that he was half
inclined to believe their experiences here on Hell had driven them over the
brink.

"You're sure you want to talk to them, My Lady?" he asked finally, trying
unsuccessfully to keep his own doubtfulness out of his voice.

"I think so, yes," Honor said calmly.

"But . . . they look so . . . so-" LaFollet broke off, unable to find the
exact word he wanted, and Honor chuckled.

"Lost? Out of it? Crackers?" she suggested, and he twitched a sour smile at
her teasing tone.

"Actually, yes, My Lady," he admitted after a moment. "I mean, look at them.
If they knew we were out here and were searching for us, that would be one
thing, but they can't know it. Or if they do, they're the most incompetent
pair of scouts I've ever seen! Walking around out there in sight of the Tester
and everyone and staring into the woods-" He shook his head.

"You may have a point, Andrew. After all, a stay on Hell would probably be
enough to drive anyone at least a little mad, although I doubt they're as far
gone as you seem to think. But that isn't really the reason I picked them.
Look for yourself," she invited, rolling over on her side to hand the
binoculars up to him and then sweep her arm in an arc across the cleared area.
"The only other people out there are all in groups of at least four or five,
and each of them is obviously performing some specific task."

LaFollet didn't need the binoculars to know she was right; his unaided vision
could see it clearly from here. Two groups of ten or fifteen people apiece
were hauling branches and vines and fern-like fronds out of the jungle while
another five armed with long, slender spears watched over them protectively.
Another group was busy with clumsy looking wooden sickles, cutting back the
grass along the edges of the cleared zone about the fence, with another little
knot of spearmen guarding them, and others were busy with still more chores,
most of them almost impossible to figure out from this distance. Only the pair
Lady Harrington had selected weren't obviously embarked on such a task.

"Not only are those two out on their own," she went on, "but they're already
headed our way. I think you and Jasper can probably intercept them about
there-" she pointed to where a clump of trees thrust out from the base of
their hill "-without anyone noticing you, and invite them up here to talk to
me."

" 'Invite'!"™ LaFollet snorted. Then he shook his head resignedly. "All right,
My Lady. Whatever you say."

Honor sat on a thick, gnarled root, leaning her spine against the tree to
which it belonged with Nimitz in her lap, as the two POWs were escorted
towards her. They were still too far away for her to feel their emotions with



any clarity, but the way they moved proclaimed their uncertainty and wariness.
They stayed close together, looking back over their shoulders frequently, and
the man had his arm around the woman in a protective gesture which would have
looked silly, given the difference in their heights, if it had been even a
little less fierce.

Jasper Mayvhew followed them, his pulse rifle casually unslung but with the
muzzle pointing unthreateningly away from his "guests," and Andrew LaFollet
brought up the rear. Her armsman, she saw, had collected the POWs' spears.
He'd evidently lashed them together so he could carry both of them in one
hand, and he carried his drawn pulser in the other. The spears had long, leaf-
shaped heads chipped from a white, milky-looking stone of some sort, and each
POW wore an empty belt sheath. She glanced at LaFollet again and saw knives or
daggers of the same white stone tucked into his belt.

She watched them come closer, and Nimitz stirred uneasily in her lap. She
reached out through her link to him and winced as a fist seemed to punch her
in the face. She'd felt fear to match the POWs' often enough, but never such
bleak, helpless, terrible fury. The emotion storm was so ferocious she almost
expected to see one of them burst into spontaneous flame-or at least turn to
charge Mayvhew and LaFollet in a berserk suicide attack-but they had themselves
too well in hand for that. And perhaps there was another reason beyond self-
discipline, for even through their seething rage, she felt a tiny edge of
something else. Uncertainty, perhaps. Or curiosity. Something, at any rate,
which whispered to them that what was happening might not, in fact, be what
they had assumed it must be.

They reached the top of the hill and paused suddenly, stock still as they saw
Honor and Nimitz. The two of them looked at one another, and the woman said
something too low for Honor to hear, but she felt that spark of curiosity
flaring higher, and realized it was the sight of Nimitz which had fanned it.
Mayvhew said something to her in reply, his tone courteous but insistent, and
they shook themselves back into motion and walked straight to her.

She gathered Nimitz up in the crook of her arm and stood, and she felt
another, stronger flash of shock and curiosity snap through them as they
stepped under the shade of her tree and stopped, staring at her from a
distance of three or four meters. Then the woman shook herself and cocked her
head to the side.

"Who are you people?" she asked in a soft, wondering tone.

Standard English had been the interstellar language of humanity from the
earliest days of the Diaspora. It had become that almost inevitably, for it
had been the international language of 0ld Earth and had been carried to the
other bodies of the Sol System long before it left them for the stars. Many
worlds and even star nations spoke other languages among their own citizens-
German in the Anderman Empire, for example, or Spanish on San Martin, French
on New Dijon, Chinese and Japanese on Ki-Rin and Nagasaki, and Hebrew in the
Judean League-but every educated human being spoke Standard English. And, for
the most part, electronic recordings and the printed word had kept its
pronunciation close enough from world to world for it to be a truly universal
language. But Honor had to concentrate hard to follow this woman's mushy
accent. She'd never heard one quite like it, and she wondered what the other's
native tongue was. But she couldn't let it distract her, and so she drew
herself up to her full height and nodded to them.

"My name is Harrington," she told them calmly. "Commodore Harrington, Royal
Manticoran Navy."

"Royal Manticoran Navy?" This time the woman's voice was sharp, and Honor felt
a fresh stab of anger-and scorn-as the blonde's eyes dropped to the black
StateSec trousers Honor wore. "Sure you are," she said after a moment, gray
eyes hard.

"Yes, I am," Honor replied in the same calm tones. "And whatever you may be



thinking, clothes don't necessarily make the woman. I'm afraid we've had to
make do for uniforms with what we could, ah, liberate, as it were."

The other woman looked at her in hard-eyed silence for several more seconds,
and then, suddenly, her eyebrows rose in an expression of shock.

"Wait. You said 'Harrington.' Are you Honor Harrington?" she demanded harshly,
and it was Honor's turn to blink in consternation.

"I was the last time I looked," she said cautiously. She looked past the
newcomers at Mayhew, one eyebrow quirked, but the Grayson lieutenant only
shook his head.

"My God," the woman muttered, then turned back to the man. He returned her
stare without comment, then shrugged and raised both hands palm uppermost.
"May I ask how you happen to know my first name?" Honor asked after a moment,
and the woman wheeled back around to face her.

"A couple of dozen Manty prisoners got dumped in my last camp just before the
Black Legs sent me to Inferno," she said slowly, narrow eyes locked on Honor's
face. "They had a lot to say about you-if you're really the Honor Harrington
they were talking about. Said you took out a Peep battlecruiser with a heavy
cruiser before the war even started, then ripped hell out of a Peep task force
at someplace called Hancock. And they said-" her eyes darted to Nimitz "-that
you had some strange kind of pet." She stopped and cocked her head
aggressively. "That you?"

"Allowing for a little exaggeration in the telling, I'd say yes," Honor
replied even more cautiously. It had never occurred to her that anyone on this
planet had ever heard of her, and she was unprepared for the fierce, exultant
enthusiasm her name seemed to have waked within the stern-faced blonde. "I
wasn't in command at Hancock-I was Admiral Sarnow's flag captain-and I had a
lot of help dealing with the battlecruiser. And Nimitz isn't my 'pet.' But,
yes. I think I'm the one you're talking about."

"Damn," the woman whispered. "Damn! I sure as hell knew he wasn't from any
evolutionary line on this planet!" But then her exultation faded, and her face
turned cold and bitter. "So the bastards got you, too," she half-snarled.
"Yes, and no," Honor replied. "As you may have noticed, we're a little better
equipped than you people seem to be." LaFollet had joined her while she and
the other woman were speaking, and she handed him Nimitz and then took the
lashed-together spears from him. She weighed them in her hand a moment, then
passed them back to her armsman and tapped the butt of her holstered pulser,
but she was unprepared for the other woman's reaction.

"Oh my God, you hit one of them, did you?" she demanded in a tone of raw
horror.

" 'Hit one of them'?" Honor repeated.

"Hit one of the supply shuttles," the other woman said harshly, and the horror
in her face-and emotions-had turned accusing.

"No, we haven't hit one of the supply shuttles," Honor replied.

"Oh, sure," the blonde said. "You found the guns growing wild in the woods!"
"No, we took these from the Peeps," Honor told her calmly. "But we took them
before we ever hit atmosphere." Both newcomers were staring at her now, as if
at a lunatic, and the living side of her mouth smiled grimly. "Did either of
you happen to see a rather large explosion up there about five T-months ago?"
she asked, and jerked her thumb at the sky, invisible beyond the tree
branches.

"Yeah," the blonde said very slowly, drawing the word out, and her eyes were
narrow again. "Matter of fact, we saw quite a few of 'em. Why?"

"Because that was us arriving," Honor said dryly. LaFollet shifted beside her,
and she felt his unhappiness. He didn't want her telling these strangers so
much about them so quickly, but Honor only touched him on the shoulder. He
stilled his fidgeting, and she gave him a brief smile. Unless she decided that
she could trust these two-fully-then they would be returning to the hidden



shuttles with her and her companions, at gunpoint if necessary. But for now,
she had to convince them she was telling the truth, because if she didn't,
they would never trust her, which meant she would never be able to trust them.
"You?" the woman asked, brow furrowing in disbelief, and she nodded.

"Us. The Peeps captured us in the Adler System and turned us over to StateSec
to ship out here. Their plans included hanging me on arrival, but some of my
people had . . . other ideas."

"Ideas?" the blonde parroted, and Honor nodded again.

"Let's just say that one of my chiefs has a way with computers. He got access
to the ship's net and took the entire system down, and in the confusion, the
rest of my people broke me out of solitary confinement, seized control of a
boat bay, stole us some transport, and blew the ship up as they left." She
felt a fresh, wrenching stab of loss and grief for the people who had died
making that possible, but she let none of it show in her face. Not now. Not
until she had convinced these people that she was telling them the truth.
"And just how the hell did they do that?" the other woman asked in obvious
skepticism, and Honor smiled crookedly at her.

"They demonstrated what happens when you bring up a pinnace's impeller wedge
inside a boat bay," she said very softly. The other woman showed no reaction
at all for two or three seconds, and then she flinched as if someone had just
punched her in the belly.

"My God!" she whispered. "But that-"

"Killed everyone on board," Honor finished for her grimly. "That's right. We
took out the entire ship . . . and no one dirtside knows we got out-and down-
alive. With, as I said, somewhat better equipment than you seem to have."
"How do you know?" the man demanded, speaking for the first time. His speech
was similar to his companion's, but even more slurred and hard to follow, and
he made an impatient gesture when Honor cocked her head at him. "How do you
know they don't know?" he amplified in his almost incomprehensible accent,
speaking very slowly and with an obvious effort at clarity.

"Let's just say we've been checking their mail," Honor replied.
"But that means-" The woman was staring at her, and then she wheeled back to
her companion. "Henri, they've got a pinnace!" she hissed. "Sweet Jesus,

they've got a pinnace!"

"But-" Henri began, and then stopped dead. The two of them stared at one
another, expressions utterly stunned, and then turned back as one to Honor,
and this time suspicion and fear had been replaced by raw, blazing excitement.
"You do, don't you?" the woman demanded. "You've got a pinnace, and- My God,
you must have the com equipment to go with it!"

"Something like that," Honor replied, watching her carefully and privately
astonished by how quickly the other woman had put things together. Of course,
it must be obvious that if they'd gotten down without the Peeps knowing about
it they had to at least have a lifeboat, but this woman had gotten past her
disbelief and shock to put all the clues together far more rapidly than Honor
would have believed was possible. Was that because her odd accent made her
sound like some sort of untutored bumpkin from a hick planet whose schools
couldn't even teach their people to speak proper Standard English?

"But why are you-?" the blonde began, speaking almost absently, as if to
herself. Then she stopped again. "Of course," she said very softly. "Of
course. You're looking for manpower, aren't you, Commodore? And you figured
Camp Inferno was the best place to recruit it?"

"Something like that," Honor repeated, astonished afresh and trying not to
show it. She didn't know how long this woman had been a prisoner, but
captivity obviously hadn't done a thing to slow down her mental processes.
"Well I will be dipped in shit," the other woman said almost prayerfully, and
then stepped forward so quickly not even LaFollet had time to react. Honor
felt her armsman flinch beside her, but the blonde only held out her right



hand, and Honor tasted the wild, almost manic delight flaring through her.
"Pleased to meet you, Commodore Harrington. Very pleased to meet you! My
name's Benson, Harriet Benson," she said in that slurred accent, "and this-"
she nodded her head at her companion "-is Henri Dessouix. Back about two
lifetimes ago, I was a captain in the Pegasus System Navy, and Henri here was
a lieutenant in the Gaston Marines. I've been stuck on this miserable ball of
dirt for something like sixty-five T-years, and I have never been more
delighted to make someone's acquaintance in my life!"

Chapter Thirteen

"So that's about the long and the short of it," Benson said fifteen minutes
later. Complete introductions had been made all round, and the two POWs sat
cross-legged under the shade of the same tree with Honor while LaFollet
hovered watchfully at her shoulder and Mayhew and Clinkscales stood guard. "I
was dumb enough-and also young, stupid, and pissed off enough-to join up with
the effort to organize a resistance movement after the surrender, and InSec
dumped me here in a heartbeat." She grimaced. "If I'd realized no one else was
going to be able to stand up to their goddamned navy for the next half
century, I probably would've kept my head down back home, instead.”

Honor nodded. She had only a vague notion of the Pegasus System's location,
but she knew it was close to the Haven System . . . and that it had been one
of the PRH's very first conquests. And from the flavor of Harriet Benson's
emotions and the steel she sensed at the older woman's core, she strongly
suspected the captain would have attempted to resist the Peeps whatever she
had or hadn't known about the future.

"And you, Lieutenant?" she asked courteously, looking at Dessouix.

"Henri got shipped in about ten years after I did," Benson replied for him.
Honor was a bit startled for a moment by the other woman's interruption, but
Dessouix only nodded with a small smile, and there was no resentment in his
emotions. Was it his accent? It was certainly much thicker than Benson's, so
perhaps he routinely let her do most of the talking.

"From where?" she asked.

"Toulon, in the Gaston System," Benson said. "When the Peeps moved in on
Toulon, the Gaston Space Forces gave them a better fight than we did in
Pegasus. Then again," her mouth twisted, "they knew the bastards were coming.
The first thing we knew about it was the arrival of the lead task force."

She brooded in silence for a few moments, then shrugged.

"Anyway, Henri was serving in the Marine detachment aboard one of their ships-
"The Dague," Dessouix put in.

"Yes, the Dague." Benson nodded. "And when the system government surrendered,
Dague's skipper refused to obey the cease-fire order. She fought a hit-and-run
campaign against the Peeps' merchant marine for over a T-year before they
finally cornered her and pounded Dague to scrap. The Peeps shot her and her
senior surviving officers for 'piracy,' and the junior officers got shipped to
Hell where they couldn't make any more trouble. I guess it was-what? About ten
T-years, Henri?-after that when we met."

"About ten," Dessouix agreed. "They transferred me to your camp to separate me
from my men."

"And how did the two of you end up at Inferno?" Honor asked after a moment.
"Oh, I've always been a troublemaker, Commodore," Benson said with a bitter
smile, and reached out to lay a hand on Dessouix's shoulder. "Henri here can
tell you that."

"Stop that," Dessouix said. His tone was forceful, and he enunciated each word
slowly and carefully, as he if were determined to make his weirdly accented
Standard English comprehensible. "It wasn't your fault, bien-aimée. I made my
own decision, Harriet. All of us did."



"And I led all of you right into it," she said flatly. But then she inhaled
sharply and shook her head. "Not but what he isn't right, Dame Honor. He's a
stubborn man, my Henri."

"And you aren't?" Dessouix snorted with slightly less force.

"Not a man, at any rate," Benson observed with a slow, lurking smile. It was
the first Honor had seen from the other woman, and it softened her stern face
into something almost gentle.

"I'd noticed," Dessouix replied dryly, and Benson chuckled. Then she looked
back at Honor.

"But you were asking how I wound up here. The answer's simple enough, I'm
afraid-ugly, but simple. You see, neither InSec nor these new Black Leg,
StateSec bastards have ever seen any reason to worry about little things like
the Deneb Accords. We're not prisoners to them; we're property. They can do
anything the hell they like to us, and none of their 'superior officers' are
going to so much as slap their wrists. So if you're good looking and a Black
Leg takes a hankering for you-"

She shrugged, and Honor's face went harder than stone. Benson gazed into her
one good eye for a second, then nodded.

"Exactly," she said harshly. She looked away and drew a deep breath, and Honor
could feel the iron discipline it took for the older woman to throttle the
rage which threatened to explode within her.

"I was the senior officer in our old camp, which made me the CO," the woman
from Pegasus continued after a moment, her voice level with dearly bought
dispassion, "and there were two other prisoners there, friends of mine, who
both helped me with camp management. They were twins-a brother and a sister. I
never knew exactly what planet they were from. I think it was Haven itself,
but they never said. I think they were afraid to, even here on Hell, but I
knew they were politicals, not military. They really shouldn't have been in
the same camp as us military types, but they'd been on Hell a long time-almost
as long as me-and InSec hadn't been as careful about segregating us in the
early days. But they were both good looking, and unlike me, they were second-
generation prolong."

One hand rose, stroking her blond braid. At this close range, Honor could see
white hairs threaded through it, though they were hard to make out against the
gold, and Benson's tanned face was older than she'd first thought. Small
wonder, if she was first-generation prolong, like Hamish Alexander. Now why
did I think about him at a time like this? she wondered, but it was only a
passing thought, and she kept her eye fixed on Benson.

"At any rate, about-what, six years ago, Henri?" She looked at Dessouix, who
nodded, then back at Honor. "About six local years ago, one of these new Black
Leg bastards decided he wanted the sister. He was the flight engineer on the
food run, and he ordered her onto the shuttle for the flight back to Styx."
Honor shifted her weight, eyebrows quirked, and Benson paused, looking a
question back at her.

"I didn't mean to interrupt," Honor half-apologized. "But it was our
understanding that no prisoners were allowed on Styx."

"Prisoners aren't; slaves are," Benson said harshly. "We don't know how many-
probably not more than a couple of hundred-and I guess it's against official
policy, but that doesn't stop them. These sick bastards think they're gods,
Commodore. They can do whatever the hell they like-anything-and they don't see
any reason why they shouldn't. So they drag off just enough of us to do the
shit work on Styx for them . . . and for their beds.”

"I see," Honor said, and her voice had the frozen edge of a scalpel.

"I imagine you do," Benson said, her mouth twisting bitterly. "Anyway, the son
of a bitch ordered Amy aboard the shuttle, and she panicked. No one ever comes
back from Styx, Dame Honor, so she tried to run, but he wasn't having that. He
went after her, and Adam jumped him. It was stupid, I guess, but he loved his



sister, and he knew exactly what the bastard wanted her for. He even managed
to deck the Peep . . . and that was when the pilot stepped out of the shuttle
with a pulse rifle and blew him apart."”
She fell silent once more, staring down at her hands.
"I wanted to kill them all," she said in a voice grown suddenly distant and
cold. "I wanted to drag them off their frigging shuttle and rip them apart
with my bare hands, and we could have done it." She looked up at Honor with a
corpse smile. "Oh, yes, it's been done, Commodore. Twice. But the Peeps have a
very simple policy. That's why I was so upset when I thought you'd attacked
one of the food runs, because if you hit one of their shuttle flights, then no
more shuttles ever come to your camp. Period. They just-" her right hand
flipped in a throwing away gesture "-write you off, and when the food supplies
don't come. . . ." Her voice trailed off, and she shrugged.
"I knew that, so I knew we couldn't storm the shuttle, however much the
twisted, murdering pieces of shit deserved it. But I couldn't Jjust let them
have Amy, either-not after Adam died for her. So when the Black Legs started
after her again, I blocked them."
"Blocked them?" Honor repeated, and Dessouix laughed harshly.
"She stepped right into the batards' way," he said with fierce pride. "Right
in their ugly faces. And she wouldn't move. I thought they were going to shoot
her, but she wouldn't back off a centimeter."
"And neither would Henri," Benson said softly. "He stepped up beside me, and
then a couple more followed him, and then a dozen, until finally there must
have been two or three hundred of us. We didn't 1lift a finger, not even when
they tried butt-stroking us out of the way. We only stood there, with someone
else stepping into the same place, and wouldn't let them past, until, finally,
they gave up and left."
She looked back up at Honor, gray eyes bright, glinting with the memory of the
moment, the solidarity of her people at her back, but then her gaze fell once
more, and Honor tasted the bitterness of her emotions, like lye in Nimitz's
link.
"But they got even with us," she said softly. "They cut off the food shipments
anyway." She drew another deep breath. "You've noticed mine and Henri's
'accents'?" she asked
"Well, yes, actually," Honor admitted, surprised into tactlessness by the non
sequitur, and Benson laughed mirthlessly.
"They aren't accents," she said flatly. "They're speech impediments. You
probably haven't been on-planet long enough to realize it, but there actually
is one plant we can eat and at least partially metabolize. We call it 'false-
potato,' and it tastes like- Well, you don't want to know what it tastes like
and I'd certainly like to forget. But for some reason, our digestive
systems can break it down-partially, as I say-and we can even live on it for a
while. Not a long time, but if we use it to eke out terrestrial foods, it can
carry us. Unfortunately, there's some kind of trace toxin in it that seems to
accumulate in the brain and affect the speech centers almost like a stroke. We
don't have a lot of doctors here on Hell, and I never had a chance to talk to
anyone from one of the other camps, so I don't know if they've even figured
out humans can eat the damned stuff, much less why or exactly how it affects
us. But we knew, and when the food flights stopped, we didn't have any choice
but to eat it. It was either that or eat each other," she added in a voice
leached of all emotion, "and we weren't ready for that yet."
"They were in the other camps-the other two the Tiges-Noires let starve to
death," Henri said softly to Honor, and Benson nodded.
"Yes, they were," she agreed heavily. "Eventually. We know they were, because
the Peep psychos made holo chips of it and made all the rest of us watch them
just to be sure their little demonstration was effective."
"Sweet Tester," Honor heard LaFollet whisper behind her, and her own stomach



knotted with nausea, but she let no sign of it show in her face. She only
gazed at Benson, waiting, and felt the older woman draw composure from her own
appearance of calm.

"We lasted about three months," the blond captain said finally, "and each
month the bastards would fly over as if for a supply run, then Jjust hover
there, looking down at us. We all knew what they wanted, and people are people
everywhere, Commodore. Some of us wanted to go ahead and hand Amy over before
we all died, but the rest of us-" She sighed. "The rest of us were too damned
stubborn, and too damned sick of being used, and too damned mad. We refused to
give her up. Hell, we refused to let her give herself up, because we were all
pretty sure how they'd treat her once they got her back to Styx."

She fell silent once more, brooding over the cold poison of old memories.

"I think we were all a little out of our heads," she said. "I know I was. I
mean, it didn't really make any sense for two thousand people to starve
themselves to death-or gradually poison themselves with those damned false-
potatoes-just to protect a single person. But it was . . . I don't know. The
principle of the thing, I suppose. We Jjust couldn't do it-not and still think
of ourselves as human beings.

"And then Amy took it out of our hands."

Benson's hands tightened like talons on her knees, and the only sounds were
the wind in the leaves and the harsh, distant warbling of some alien creature
in the forests of Hell.

"When the shuttle came back the fourth time, she stepped out where the crew
could see her." Benson's voice was that of a machine, hammered out of old
iron. "She surprised us, got past us to the pad before we could stop her, and
just stood there, looking up at them. And then, when the shuttle landed, she
drew her knife-" Benson jutted her chin at the stone blades still tucked into
LaFollet's belt "-and cut her own throat in front of them."

Andrew LaFollet inhaled sharply, and Honor felt the shock and fury lashing
through him. He was a Grayson, product of a society which had protected women-
sometimes against their own wishes-with near fanaticism for almost a thousand
years, and Benson's story hit him like a hammer.

"They left," she said emptily. "Just lifted and left her lying there like a
butchered animal. And they waited another month, letting us think she'd killed
herself for nothing, before they resumed the food flights." She bared her
teeth in a snarl. "Eleven of my people died of starvation in that last month,
Commodore. We hadn't lost any up until then, but eleven of them died. Another
fifteen suicided rather than starve, because they knew the food flights would
never resume, and that was exactly what those murdering bastards wanted them
to do!"

"Doucement, ma petite," Henri said softly. He reached out and captured one of
her hands in dark, strong fingers and squeezed it. Benson bit her lip for a
moment, then shrugged angrily.

"At any rate, that's how Henri and I wound up here, Dame Honor. We're lifers,
because they dragged us 'ringleaders' off to Inferno as an added example to
the others."

"I see," Honor said quietly.

"I think you do, Commodore," Benson replied, gazing back at her. Their eyes
held for several seconds, and then Honor stepped back a bit from the intensity
of the moment.

"Obviously, I still have a great many more questions," she said, making her
tone come out sounding as natural as her own crippled mouth permitted. And
aren't we all a battered and bedamned lot? she thought with a flash of true
humor. Benson and Dessouix from their "false-potatoes"and me from nerve
damage. Lord, it's a wonder we can understand ourselves, much less anyone
else! Nimitz followed her thought and bleeked a quiet laugh from her lap, and
she shook herself.



"As I say, I still have questions," she said more easily, "but there's one I
hope you can answer for me right now."

"Such as?" Benson asked.

"Such as just what you and Lieutenant Dessouix were doing when my people, um,
invited you to come talk to me."

"Doing?" Benson repeated blankly.

"Yes. We could figure out some of what was going on out there," Honor told
her, waving her hand in the direction of the camp clearing, "but you and the
Lieutenant had us stumped.”

"Oh, that!" Benson's expression cleared, and then she laughed with an edge of
embarrassment. "We were . . . well, call it bird-watching, Dame Honor."
"Bird-watching?" Honor blinked, and Benson shrugged.

"Well, they're not really birds, of course. Hell doesn't have birds. But
they're close enough analogues, and they're pretty." She shrugged again. "It's
an interest we share-a hobby, I suppose-and yesterday and today were our free
days, so we decided to see if we couldn't spot a mated group we've been seeing
foraging in the sword grass for the last couple of weeks. You do realize,
don't you, that all native life here on Hell is trisexual?" Her expression
brightened with genuine interest. "Actually, there are four sexes, but we
think only three of them are immediately involved in procreation," she
explained. "The fourth is a neuter, but it's actually the one that does the
nursing in the mammal equivalents, and it seems to do most of the foraging or
hunting for the others. And the birth rates for all four sexes seem to be set
by some sort of biomechanism that-"

She stopped abruptly, and blushed. The effect looked fascinating on her stern,
captain's face, and Dessouix laughed delightedly.

"You see, Dame Honor?" he said after a moment, "even here in Hell, some people
have hobbies."

"Yes, I do see," Honor replied with one of her half-smiles. Then she leaned
back against the tree, studying them both for several silent seconds while her
mind worked.

Nimitz pressed his chin against her knee, chest rumbling with the merest
whisper of his normal buzzing purr. Benson's and Dessouix's emotions had
lashed him like a whip during their explanation of how they'd come to Camp
Inferno, but he'd weathered that storm, and now he lay calmly in Honor's lap,
relaxed in its aftermath.

He was comfortable with these people, she realized. And, truth to tell, so was
she. She sensed dark, dangerous currents in both Benson and Dessouix, wounded
places deep inside them, and the bleak, unforgiving fury of the berserker
lurked somewhere at Benson's heart. But she had it under iron control, Honor
knew. And if she hadn't developed something like it in over sixty years on
this worthless piece of dirt, she'd have to be a psychopath herself.

And the critical thing just now was that Honor knew through Nimitz that every
word they'd just told her was the truth. More, she sensed the curiosity they
had somehow managed to lock down, the torrent of questions they longed to pour
out at her. And their dreadful, burning hope that perhaps, just perhaps, her
appearance in their lives might mean . . . something. They didn't know what
that "something" might be-not yet-but they hungered for the chance, however
fleeting, to strike back somehow against their captors. And after hearing
their tale, Honor could understand that perfectly.

"Are you the senior officer here at Inferno, too?" she asked Benson.

"No," the captain replied, and Honor shrugged mentally. It would have been
asking too much of the gods of chance for her to just happen to grab the
camp's CO for her first contact, she supposed.

"Actually, I suppose I am the senior officer in some respects," Benson went on
after a moment. "I was in the second draft of military prisoners sent to Hell,
so technically, I guess, I'm 'senior' to just about everybody on the damned



planet! But the senior lifer here in Inferno is a fellow named Ramirez, a
commodore from San Martin." She grinned wryly. "In some ways, I think they
built Inferno just for him, because he was a very, very bad boy while the
Peeps were trying to take Trevor's Star. He was the senior surviving officer
from the SMN task force that covered the Trevor's Star end of your wormhole
junction while the last refugee ships ran for it, too, and he made more waves
when they first dumped him on Hell than Henri and I ever did."

"He sounds impressive," Honor mused, then cocked her head and gazed at her two
"guests." "Would the two of you be willing to serve as my . . . emissaries to
him, I suppose?"

Benson and Dessouix looked at one another for a moment, then shrugged almost
in unison and turned back to Honor.

"What, exactly, did you have in mind?" Benson asked with an edge of caution.
"From what you've said, it sounds unlikely that the Peeps have spies in Camp
Inferno," Honor told her. "If I were in command, I'd have them there, or at
least listening devices, but it doesn't sound to me like StateSec has anything
like a real security consciousness."

"Yes and no, Dame Honor," Benson cautioned. "They're arrogant as hell, and God
knows Henri and I know they don't give a good goddamn what they do to us or
how we might feel about it. And, no, I don't think they have any spies or bugs
down in the camp. But they might, and they don't take any chances at all with
their personal safety off Styx. Only a camp full of outright lunatics would
try to rush one of the supply shuttles. Even if they took it, they couldn't go
anywhere with it, and all they'd get would be a month or so of food, whereas
everyone in the camp knows that the Peeps would starve them all to death for
any attack. But they come in armed, and they'll shoot one of us down for even
looking like we might be a threat. We need our spears for defense against the
local predators-they haven't figured out they can't digest us-and our knives-"
she gestured at the blades in LaFollet's belt "-are survival tools. But if
even a single blade is within a hundred meters of the shuttle pad, they'll
hose it off with heavy pulser fire and kill every single prisoner inside the
landing zone before they touch down." She shrugged. "Like I say, nobody gives
a good goddamn what the Black Legs do to us."

"I'll bear that in mind," Honor said grimly, "and the time might just be
coming when some of those 'Black Legs' will learn the error of their ways."
The right corner of her lips drew up, baring her teeth. "But my point right
now is that we can't take the chance that you and I are wrong about whether or
not they have Inferno under observation, and I really need to speak to this
Commodore Ramirez. Would you two be willing to invite him to come up here to
speak with me this evening? And could you convince him to do it without giving
anything away if the Peeps are bugging the camp?"

"Yes, and yes," Benson said promptly.

"Good!" Honor held out her hand, and the captain from Pegasus gripped it
firmly. Then all three of them stood, and Honor smiled at LaFollet.

"Hand our friends back their spears, Andrew. They're on our side, I believe."
"Yes, My Lady." LaFollet bobbed his head in a half-bow to Benson and handed
the spears over, then pulled the stone blades from his belt and passed them
across. "And may I say," he added, with a confidence born of his faith in his
Steadholder and her treecat's ability to read what others felt, "that I'm much
happier to have them on our side than the other!"

Chapter Fourteen

The man who followed Benson and Dessouix up the hill just as the sun was
setting was enormous. Honor told herself it was only the setting sun behind
him as he climbed the slope towards her which made him look like some faceless
black giant or troll out of a terrifying childhood tale, but she was forced to
reconsider that opinion as he drew nearer. He was over five centimeters taller



than she was, yet that only began to tell the tale, for San Martin was one of
the heaviest gravity planets mankind had ever settled. Not even people like
Honor herself, descended from colonists genetically engineered for heavy-grav
planets before humanity abandoned that practice, could breathe San Martin's
sea-level atmosphere. It was simply too dense, with lethal concentrations of
carbon dioxide and even oxygen. So San Martin's people had settled the
mountaintops and high mesas of their huge home world . . . and their physiques
reflected the gravity to which they were born.

As did that of the man who reached the top of the hill and drew up short at
sight of her. She felt his surprise at seeing her, but it was only surprise,
not astonishment. Well, surprise and intense, disciplined curiosity. She
didn't know what Benson and Dessouix had told him to get him out here. Clearly
they hadn't told him everything, or he wouldn't have been surprised, but he'd
taken that surprise in stride with a mental flexibility Honor could only envy.
"And who might you be?" His voice was a deep, subterranean rumble, as one
would expect from a man who must weigh in at somewhere around a hundred and
eighty kilos, but the San Martin accent gave it a soft, almost lilting air. It
was one Honor had heard before-most recently from a since deceased StateSec
guard with a taste for sadism. Yet hearing it now, there was something about
his voice

She stepped closer, moving slightly to one side to get the sunset out of her
eyes, and sucked in a sudden breath as she saw his face clearly at last. He
wore a neatly trimmed beard, but that wasn't enough to disguise his features,
and she heard an abrupt, muffled oath from LaFollet as he, too, saw the
newcomer clearly for the first time.

It can't be, she thought. It's Jjust- And he's dead. Everyone knows that! The
possibility never even crossed my mind . . . but why should it have? It's not
an uncommon last name on San Martin, and what are the odds that I'd- She gave
herself a hard mental shake and made herself respond.

"Harrington," she heard herself say almost numbly. "Honor Harrington."
"Harrington?" The initial "H" almost vanished into the deep, musical
reverberations of his voice, and then his dark brown eyes narrowed as he saw
her holstered pulser . . . and the salvaged StateSec trousers and tee-shirt
she wore. Those eyes leapt to LaFollet's pulse rifle, and beyond him to Mayhew
and Clinkscales, and his hand darted to the hilt of his stone knife. The blade
scraped out of its sheath, and Honor felt the sudden eruption of his emotions.
Shock, betrayal, fury, and a terrifying, grim determination. He started to
spring forward, but Honor threw up her hand.

"Stop!" she barked. The single word cracked through the hot evening air like a
thunderbolt, ribbed with thirty years of command experience. It was a
captain's voice-a voice which knew it would be obeyed-and the huge man
hesitated for one bare instant. Only for an instant . . . yet that was time
for the muzzle of Andrew LaFollet's pulse rifle to snap up to cover him.
"Bastards!" The voice was no longer soft, and fury seethed behind his eyes,
but he had himself back under control. His hatred would not drive him over the
edge into a berserk attack, but he turned his head and bared his teeth at
Benson and Dessouix in a snarl.

"Just a moment, Commodore!" Honor said sharply. His attention snapped back to
her, almost against his will, and she smiled crookedly. "I don't blame you for
being suspicious," she went on in a more normal voice. "I would be, too, in
your circumstances. But you didn't let me finish my introduction. I'm an
officer in the Royal Manticoran Navy, not State Security."

"Oh?" The single dripped disbelief, and he cocked his head. Am I going to have
to go through this with everyone I introduce myself to on this planet? Honor
wondered. But she controlled her exasperation and nodded calmly.

"Yes," she said, "and as I explained to Captain Benson and Lieutenant Dessouix
earlier, I have a proposition for you."



"I'm sure you do," he said flatly, and this time she let her exasperation
show.

"Commodore Ramirez, what possible motive could the Peeps have for 'luring' you
out here and pretending to be Manticorans?" she demanded. "If they wanted you
dead, all they'd have to do would be to stop delivering food to you! Or if
they're too impatient for that, I'm sure a little napalm, or a few snowflake
clusters-or an old-fashioned ground sweep by infantry, for goodness' sake-
could deal with you!"

"No doubt," he said, still in that flat tone, and Honor felt the anger
grinding about in him like boulders. This man had learned to hate. His hatred
might not rule him, but it was a part of him-had been for so many years that
his belief she was StateSec was interfering with his thinking.

"Look," she said, "you and I need to talk-talk, Commodore. We can help each
other, and with luck, I believe, we may even be able to get off this planet
completely. But for any of that to happen, you have to at least consider the
possibility that my men and I are not Peeps."

"Not Peeps, but you just happen to turn up in Black Leg uniform, with Peep
weapons, on a planet only the Peeps know how to find," he said. "Of course you
aren't."

Honor stared at him for ten fulminating seconds, and then threw up her arm in
exasperation.

"Yes, that's exactly right!" she snapped. "And if you weren't as stubborn,
mule-headed, and hard to reason with as your son, you'd realize that!"

"My what?" He stared at her, shaken out of his automatic suspicion at last by
the total non sequitur.

"Your son," Honor repeated in a flat voice. "Tomas Santiago Ramirez."
Commodore Ramirez goggled at her, and she sighed. "I know him quite well,
Commodore. For that matter, I've met your wife, Rosario, and Elena and
Josepha, as well."

"Tomas-" he whispered, then blinked and shook himself. "You know little
Tomacito?"

"He's hardly 'little' anymore," Honor said dryly. "In fact, he's pretty close
to your size. Shorter, but you and he both favor stone walls, don't you? And
he's also a colonel in the Royal Manticoran Marines."

"But-" Ramirez shook his head again, like a punch drunk fighter, and Honor
chuckled sympathetically.

"Believe me, Sir. You can't be more surprised to meet me than I am to meet
you. Your family has believed you were dead ever since the Peeps took Trevor's
Star."

"They got out?" Ramirez stared at her, his voice begging her to tell him they
had. "They reached Manticore? They-" His voice broke, and he scrubbed his face
with his hands.

"They got out," Honor said gently, "and Tomas is one of my closest friends."
She grinned wryly. "I suppose I should have realized you were the 'Commodore
Ramirez's Captain Benson was talking about as soon as I heard the name. If
Tomas were on this planet, I'm sure he'd have ended up in Camp Inferno, too.
But who would've thought-?" She shook her head.

"But-" Ramirez stopped and sucked in an enormous breath, and Honor reached up
and across to rest her hand on his shoulder. She squeezed for a moment, then
nodded her head at the roots of the tree under-and in-which she had spent the
day.

"Have a seat in my office here, and I'll tell you all about it," she invited.
Jesus Ramirez, Honor reflected an hour or so later, really was remarkably like
his son. In many ways, Tomas Ramirez was one of the kindest and most easygoing
men Honor had ever met, but not where the People's Republic of Haven was
concerned. Tomas had joined the Manticoran Marines for one reason only: he had
believed war with the PRH was inevitable, and he had dedicated his life to the



destruction of the People's Republic and all its works with an unswerving
devotion that sometimes seemed to verge just a bit too closely upon obsession
for Honor's peace of mind.

Now she knew where he'd gotten it from, she thought wryly, and leaned back
against the tree trunk while Tomas' father digested what she'd told him.

I wonder what the odds are? she thought once more. Ramirez beat the numbers
badly enough just to survive to reach Hell, but that I should run into him
like this-? She shook her head in the darkness which had fallen with the
passing of the sun. On the other hand, I've always suspected God must have a
very strange sense of humor. And if Ramirez was going to get here at all-and
not get himself shot for making trouble-it was probably inevitable he'd wind
up at Inferno. And given that "troublemakers" are exactly what I need if I'm
going to pull this off at all, I suppose it was equally inevitable that we
should meet.

"All right, I understand what you want, Commodore Harrington," the deep voice
rumbled suddenly out of the darkness, "but do you realize what will happen if
you try this and fail?"

"We'll all die, " Honor said quietly.

"Not just 'die,' Commodore," Ramirez said flatly. "If we're lucky, they'll
shoot us during the fighting. If we're unlucky, we'll be 'Kilkenny Camp Number
Three.' "

"Kilkenny?" Honor repeated, and Ramirez laughed with no humor at all.

"That's the Black Legs' term for what happens when they stop sending in the
food supplies," he told her. "They call it the 'Kilkenny Cat' method of
provisioning. Don't you know the 0Old Earth story?"

"Yes," Honor said sickly. "Yes, I do."

"Well, they think it's funny, anyway," Ramirez said. "But the important thing
is for you to realize the stakes you're playing for here, because if you-if
we-blow it, every human being in this camp will pay the price right along with
us." He exhaled sharply in the darkness. "It's probably been just as well that
was true, too," he admitted. "If it weren't-if I'd only had to worry about
what happened to me-I probably would have done something outstandingly stupid
years ago. And then who would you have to try this outstandingly stupid trick
with?"

A flicker of true humor drifted out of the night to her, carried over her link
to Nimitz, and she smiled.

"It's not all that stupid, Commodore," she said.

"No . . . not if it works. But if it doesn't-" She sensed his invisible shrug.
Then he was silent for the better part of two minutes, and she was content to
leave him so, for she could feel the intensity of his thought as yet again his
brain examined the rough plan she'd outlined for him, turning it over and over
again to consider it from all directions.

"You know," he said thoughtfully at last, "the really crazy thing is that I
think this might just work. There's no fallback position if it doesn't, but if
everything breaks right, or even half right, it actually might work."

"I like to think I usually give myself at least some chance for success,"
Honor said dryly, and he laughed softly.

"I'm sure you do, Commodore. But so did I, and look where I wound up!"

"Fair enough," Honor conceded. "But if I may, Commodore, I'd suggest you think
of Hell not as the place you 'wound up,' but as the temporary stopping place
you're going to leave with us."

"An optimist, I see." Ramirez was silent again, thinking, and then he smacked
his hands together with the sudden, shocking sound of an explosion. "All
right, Commodore Harrington! If you're crazy enough to try it, I suppose I'm
crazy enough to help you."

"Good," Honor said, but then she went on in a careful tone. "There is just one
other thing, Commodore."



"Yes?" His voice was uninflected, but Honor could taste the emotions behind
it, and the one thing she hadn't expected was suppressed, devilish amusement.
"Yes," she said firmly. "We have to settle the question of command."

"I see." He leaned back, a solider piece of the darkness beside her as he
crossed his ankles and folded his arms across his massive chest. "Well, I
suppose we should consider relative seniority, then," he said courteously. "My
own date of rank as a commodore is 1870 p.d. And yours is?"

"I was only eleven T-years old in 1870!" Honor protested.

"Really?" Laughter lurked in his voice. "Then I suppose I've been a commodore
a little longer than you have."

"Well, yes, but-I mean, with all due respect, you've been stuck here on Hell
for the last forty years, Commodore! There've been changes, developments in-"
She broke off and clenched her jaw. Should I tell him I'm a full admiral in
the Grayson Navy? she wondered. But if I do that now, it'll sound like-

"Oh, don't worry so much, Commodore Harrington!" Ramirez laughed out loud,
breaking into her thoughts. "You're right, of course. My last operational
experience was so long ago I'd have trouble just finding the flag bridge. Not
only that, you and your people are the ones who managed to get down here with
the shuttles and the weapons that might just make this entire thing work."

He shook his head in the darkness, and his voice-and the emotions Honor felt
through Nimitz-were dead serious when he went on.

"If you truly manage to pull this off, you'll certainly have earned the right
of command," he told her. "And the one thing we absolutely can't afford is any
division within our ranks or competition for authority between you and me. I
may technically be senior to you, but I will cheerfully accept your
authority."

"And you'll support me after the initial operation?" she pressed. "What
happens then is going to be even more important than the preliminary op-if
we're going to get off-planet, at any rate-and no one can command this kind of
campaign by committee." She paused a moment, then went on deliberately. "And
there's another consideration, as well. I fully realize that you and thousands
of other people on this planet will have your own ideas about what to do with
the Peeps, and how. But if we're going to carry through to a conclusion that
actually gives us a chance to get off Hell, our command structure will have to
hold all the way through . . . including the 'domestic' side."

"Then we may have a problem," Ramirez said flatly. "Because you're right.
Those of us who have spent years on Hell do have scores to settle with the
garrison. If you're saying you'll try to prevent that from happening-"

"I didn't say that," Honor replied. "Captain Benson's given me some idea of
how badly the Peeps have abused their prisoners, and I've had a little
experience of the same sort myself, even before the Peeps grabbed me. But the
fact that they've seen fit to violate the Deneb Accords doesn't absolve me, as
a Manticoran officer, from my legal obligation to observe them. I almost
forgot that once. And even though I felt then-and feel now-that I was
completely justified on a personal level, it would have been a violation of my
oath as an officer. I'm not going to let it happen again, Commodore Ramirez.
Not on my watch."

"Then you are-" Ramirez began, but Honor interrupted.

"Let me finish, Commodore!" she said sharply, and he paused. "As I say, I must
observe the Deneb Accords, but if I recall correctly, the Accords make
specific provision for the punishment of those who violate them so long as due
process is observed. I realize that most legal authorities interpret that as
meaning that those accused of violations should be tried in civilian courts
following the end of hostilities. We, however, find ourselves in a wartime
situation . . . and I feel quite sure there are sufficient officers on Hell,
drawn from any number of military organizations, for us to empanel a proper
court-martial."



"Court-martial?" Ramirez repeated, and she nodded.

"Exactly. Please understand that any court empaneled under my authority will
be just that: a court in which all the legal proprieties, including the rights
of the accused, will be properly safeguarded. And assuming that guilty
verdicts are returned, the sentences handed down will be those properly
provided for in the relevant law codes. We will act as civilized human beings,
and we will punish wrongdoing, not simply compound it with barbarisms of our
own."

"I see. And those are your only terms?" Ramirez asked.

"They are, Sir," she said unflinchingly.

"Good," he replied quietly, and her eyebrows rose. "A fair and legal trial is
more than any of us ever really hoped these people would face," he explained,
as if he could see her surprise despite the darkness. "We thought no one would
ever speak for us, ever call them to account for all the people they've raped
and murdered on this godforsaken piece of hell. You give us the chance to do
that, Commodore Harrington, and it'll be worth it even if we never get off
this planet and StateSec comes back and kills us all later. But assuming we
all live through this, I want to be able to look into the mirror ten years
from now and like the man I see looking back out of it at me, and if you let
me do what I want to do to these motherless bastards, I wouldn't."

Honor let out a long, slow breath of relief, for the feel of his emotions
matched his words. He truly meant them.

"And will the other people on Hell share your opinion?" she asked after a
moment.

"Probably not all of them," he admitted. "But if you pull this off, you'll
have the moral authority to keep them in line, I think. And if you don't have
that," his tone turned bleaker, but he continued unflinchingly, "you'll still
have all the guns and the only way off the planet. I don't think enough of us
will want to buck that combination just to lynch Black Legs, however much we
hate them."

"I see. In that case, may I assume that you're in, Commodore Ramirez?"

"You may, Commodore Harrington." A hand the size of a small shovel came out of
the darkness, and she gripped it firmly, feeling the strength in it even as
she savored the determination and sincerity behind it.

Book Three

Chapter Fifteen

"Thank you for coming, Citizen Admiral. And you, too, Citizen Commissioner."
"You're welcome, Citizen Secretary," Citizen Admiral Javier Giscard said,
exactly as if he'd had any choice about accepting an "invitation" from the
Republic's Secretary of War. Eloise Pritchart, his dark-skinned, platinum-
haired People's Commissioner, limited herself to a silent nod. As the
Committee of Public Safety's personal representative ("spy" would have been
much too rude-and accurate-a term) on Giscard's staff, she was technically
outside the military chain of command and reported directly to Oscar Saint-
Just and State Security rather than to Esther McQueen. But McQueen's star was
clearly in the ascendant-for now, at least. Pritchart knew that as well as
everyone else did, just as she knew McQueen's reputation for pushing the
limits of her personal authority, and her topaz-colored eyes were wary.
McQueen noted that wariness with interest as she waved her guests into chairs
facing her desk and very carefully did not look at her own StateSec watchdog.
Erasmus Fontein had been her political keeper almost since the Harris
Assassination, and she'd come to realize in the last twelve months that he was
infinitely more capable-and dangerous-than his apparently befuddled exterior
suggested. She'd never really underestimated him, but-

No, that wasn't true. She'd always known he had to be at least some better
than he chose to appear, but she had underestimated the extent to which that



was true. Only the fact that she made it a habit to always assume the worst
and double- and triple-safe her lines of communication had kept that
underestimation from proving fatal, too. Well, that and the fact that she
truly was the best the People's Republic had at her job. Then again, Fontein
had discovered that she was more dangerous than he'd expected, so she supposed
honors were about even. And it said a lot for Saint-Just's faith in the man
that he hadn't replaced Fontein when the scope of his underestimation became
evident.
Of course, if Fontein had recommended I be purged before that business with
the Levelers, then there wouldn't be a Committee of Public Safety right now. I
wonder how the decision was made? Did he get points for not thinking I was
dangerous when I proved my "loyalty" to the Committee? Or for supporting me
when I moved against LaBoeuf's lunatics? Or maybe it was just a wash?
She laughed silently. Maybe it was merely a matter of their sticking her with
the person they figured knew her moves best on the assumption that having been
fooled once, he would be harder to fool a second time. Not that it really
mattered. She had plans for Citizen Commissioner Fontein when the time came
just as she was certain he had plans for her if she tipped her hand too
soon.
Well, if the game were simple, anyone could play, and think how crowded that
would get!
"The reason I asked you here, Citizen Admiral," she said once her guests were
seated, "is to discuss a new operation with you. One I believe has the
potential to exercise a major impact on the war."
She paused, eyes on Giscard to exclude Pritchart and Fontein. It was part of
the game to pretend admirals were still fleet commanders, even though everyone
knew command was actually exercised by committee these days. Of course, that
was one of the things McQueen intended to change. But Giscard couldn't know
that, now could he? And even if he did, he might not believe she could pull it
off.
He looked back at her now, without so much as a glance at Pritchart, and
cocked his head. He was a tall man, Jjust a hair over a hundred and ninety
centimeters, but lean, with a bony face and a high-arched nose. That face made
an excellent mask for his thoughts, but his hazel eyes were another matter.
They considered McQueen alertly, watchfully, with the caution of a man who had
already narrowly escaped disaster after being made the scapegoat for a failed
operation that was also supposed to have had "a major impact on the war."
"One of the reasons you came to mind," McQueen went on after a heartbeat, "is
your background as a commerce-raiding specialist. I realize operations in
Silesia didn't work out quite the way everyone had hoped, but that was
scarcely your fault, and I have expressed my opinion to that effect to Citizen
Chairman Pierre."
Something flickered in the backs of those hazel eyes at that, and McQueen hid
a smile. What she'd said was the exact truth, because Giscard was entirely too
good a commander to toss away over one busted operation. And it hadn't been
his fault; even his watchdog, Pritchart, had said as much. And perhaps there
was some hope for the Republic still when a people's commissioner was prepared
to defend a fleet commander by pointing out that "his" failure had been the
fault of the idiots who'd written his orders. Well, that and the Manty Q-ships
no one had known existed. And, McQueen admitted to herself, both of those and
Honor Harrington. But at least she's out of the equation now . . . and Giscard
is still here. Not a bad achievement for the misbegotten system he and I are
stuck with.
"Thank you, Citizen Secretary," Giscard said after a moment.
"Don't thank me for telling him the truth, Citizen Admiral," she told him,
showing her teeth in a smile which held a hint of iron. "Just hit the ground
running and show both of us that it was the truth."



"I'll certainly try to, Ma'am," Giscard replied, then smiled wryly. "Of
course, I'll have a better chance of doing that when I at least know enough
about this operation to know which way to run."

"I'm sure you will," McQueen agreed with a smile of her own, "and that's
exactly what I invited you-and, of course, Citizen Commissioner Pritchart-here
to explain. Would you come with me, please?"

She stood, and by some sort of personal magic, everyone else in the room-
including Erasmus Fontein-stood aside to let her walk around her desk and lead
the way towards the door. She was the smallest person in the room by a
considerable margin, a slender, slightly built woman a good fifteen
centimeters shorter than Pritchart, yet she dominated all those about her with
seeming effortlessness as she led them down a short hall.

I'm impressed, Giscard admitted to himself. He'd never actually served with
McQueen, though their paths had crossed briefly a time or two before the
Harris Assassination, and he didn't know her well. Not on a personal level, at
any rate; only an idiot would have failed to study her intensely since her
elevation to Secretary of War. He could well believe the stories he'd heard
about her ambition, but he hadn't quite been prepared for the magnetism she
radiated.

Of course, radiating it too openly could be a Bad Thing, he reflected. Somehow
I don't see StateSec being comfortable with the notion of a charismatic
Secretary of War who also happens to boast an excellent war record.

They reached the end of the hall, and a Marine sentry came to attention as
McQueen keyed a short security code into the panel beside an unmarked door.
The door slid open silently, and Giscard and Pritchart followed McQueen and
Fontein into a large, well-appointed briefing room. Citizen Admiral Ivan
Bukato and half a dozen other officers, the most junior a citizen captain, sat
waiting at the large conference table, and nameplates indicated the chairs
Giscard and Pritchart were expected to take.

McQueen walked briskly to the head of the table and took her seat, her compact
frame seeming even slighter in the comfortable grasp of her oversized, black-
upholstered chair, and waved her companions to their own places. Fontein
deposited himself in an equally impressive chair on her right, and Giscard
found himself at her left hand, with Pritchart to his own left. Their chairs,
however, were much less grand than the ones their betters had been assigned.
"Citizen Admiral Giscard, I believe you know Citizen Admiral Bukato?" McQueen
said.

"Yes, Ma'am. The Citizen Admiral and I have met," Giscard admitted, nodding
his head at People's Navy's de facto CNO.

"You'll get to know the rest of these people quite well over the next month or
so," McQueen went on, "but for now I want to concentrate on giving you a brief
overview of what we have in mind. Citizen Admiral Bukato?"

"Thank you, Citizen Secretary." Bukato entered a command into the terminal in
front of him, and the briefing room lights dimmed. An instant later, a complex
hologram appeared above the huge table. The biggest part of it was a small-
scale star map that showed the western quarter of the PRH, the war front, and
the territory of the Manticoran Alliance clear to the Silesian border, but
there were secondary displays, as well. Graphic representations, Giscard
realized, of the comparative ship strengths of the opponents on a class-by-
class basis, with sidebars showing the numbers of units sidelined for repairs
or overhaul.

He sat back, studying the holo and feeling Citizen Commissioner Pritchart
study it beside him. Unlike many officers of the People's Navy, Giscard
actually looked forward to hearing his citizen commissioner's impressions and
opinions. Partly, that was because Pritchart had one of the better minds he
had ever met and frequently spotted things which a trained naval officer's
professional blinders might prevent him from considering, which helped explain



what made her and Giscard one of the PN's few smoothly functioning command
teams. There were, however, other reasons he valued her input.

"As you can see, Citizen Admiral Giscard," Bukato said after a moment, "while
the Manties have pushed deeply into our territory since the beginning of the
war, they haven't pushed very much further into it since taking Trevor's Star.
It is the opinion of our analysts that this reflects their need to pause,
refit, catch their breath, replace losses, and generally consolidate their
position before resuming offensive operations. In addition, a large minority
opinion holds that they may be becoming rather less offensively minded now
that they've added so much of our territory to their defensive commitments.
"Neither Citizen Secretary McQueen nor I believe that they contemplate
voluntarily surrendering the initiative, however. We subscribe to the belief
that they definitely plan to resume the offensive in the very near future, and
that when they get around to it they will go after Barnett from Trevor's Star.
To that end, we have been continuing to reinforce Citizen Admiral Theisman.
Citizen Secretary Kline's intention-or perhaps I should say 'hope'-was that
Citizen Admiral Theisman would attract Manty attention to his command area and
hold it there as long as possible in order to divert the enemy from deeper
thrusts into the Republic. And, of course, he was to entice the enemy into a
battle of attrition in hopes of costing the Alliance more tonnage than he
himself lost. What he was not expected to do was to defend Barnett
successfully."

Giscard managed not to sit sharply upright in his chair or otherwise draw
attention to his reaction, but his eyes widened at the acid tone of Bukato's
last two sentences. Giscard had known Citizen Secretary Kline was unpopular
with his uniformed subordinates-not surprisingly, since the man had been an
incompetent political hack with a taste for humiliating any officer he decided
was "an elitist recidivist" hungering to restore the officer corps to its old
independence of action. But for Bukato to show contempt for even an ex-
secretary so openly in front of both Pritchart and Fontein indicated that the
changes at the top of the War Office must have been even more sweeping than
most people suspected.

"We, however, have somewhat greater aspirations than to achieve another
glorious defeat," Bukato continued. "We are reinforcing Theisman in hopes that
he will actually hold Barnett-if possible, for use as a springboard to retake
Trevor's Star. That isn't something we'll be able to do next week, or even
next month, but the time to stop giving ground every time the Manties hit us
has come now."

A soft sound circled the table, and something inside Giscard shivered. It had
been a long time since he'd heard that hungry growl of agreement from anyone
but his own staff, and a part of him wondered how McQueen had put so much iron
into her senior subordinates' spines so quickly. No wonder she's been so
effective in combat, if she can do this, he thought. Then: And no wonder just
thinking about her political ambitions scares the shit out of the people's
commissioners!

"Our data on the enemy's currently available fleet strength are not as
definite as we'd like," Bukato went on. "Our espionage operations in the Star
Kingdom have taken a heavy hit since the war started. Indeed, we now suspect-"
he glanced sidelong at Fontein and Pritchart "-that NavInt's major prewar
networks there had been compromised even before the start of hostilities. It
looks like the Manties actually used our own spies to feed us fabricated
information to draw us into false initial deployments."

Again, Giscard kept his face expressionless, but it was hard. Most of the PN's
new crop of senior officers must have speculated about that. Giscard certainly
had, though, like all the others, he'd dared not say so aloud. But it made
sense. Certainly something had caused Amos Parnell to radically realign his
force structure on the very eve of the war, and no one really believed it had



been part of some obscure plot the Legislaturalist officer corps had hatched
to betray the People for enigmatic reasons of their own. But the official line
had been that the disastrous opening phases of the war had been entirely the
fault of that officer corps, and that "crime" had been the pretext for which
the new political management had ordered most of its senior members to be
shot. So if Bukato was openly saying that it might not have been Parnell's
fault-that the disgraced CNO had been snookered by Manty counterintelligence

My God, things really are changing! he thought wonderingly, and looked over at
Fontein. The Citizen Commissioner hadn't even blinked. He simply sat there
impassively, without as much as a frown, and that impassivity told Giscard
even more than Bukato's statement had.

"Despite our lack of hard data from covert sources, however," the Citizen
Admiral continued, "we've been able to make some estimates based on known
enemy deployments. One thing worth noting is that when Citizen Rear Admiral
Tourville hit the Adler System, the Manties apparently had not deployed their
usual FTL sensor network. From observation of their picket deployments and
patrols around Trevor's Star, we think they're still short of a complete
network even there, which suggests a production problem somewhere. Any such
assumption has to be taken with a grain of salt, but it would appear to be
consistent with the building rates we've observed. Their construction tempo
has gone up steadily since the beginning of hostilities, but our best estimate
is that their yard capacity is now saturated. What we seem to be seeing-not
only with the FTL recon satellites around Adler and Trevor's Star, but also in
their reliance on Q-ships because of their apparent inability to free up
battlecruiser and cruiser elements to police Silesia-is the end consequence of
an all-out drive to maximize the production of new hulls. In other words, it
looks as if they've overstrained their prewar industrial capacity. If so, then
they'll have to build additional yards before they can resume the upward curve
in their fleet strength. And it would also help to explain their apparent
passivity since taking Trevor's Star."

He paused to take a sip of ice water and give his audience time to digest what
he'd said so far. Then he cleared his throat.

"There are other indicators of a lowered tempo of offensive operations on
their part," he resumed. "Among others, Admiral White Haven is still at
Yeltsin's Star attempting to assemble a new fleet out of Allied units, not
simply RMN ships. Also, we're beginning to pick up indications that some of
the forward deployed Manty ships of the wall are in increasing need of
overhaul. Their systems reliability would appear to be declining."

Well that was good news, Giscard thought wryly. The People's Navy was
perennially short of trained maintenance and repair techs, with the result
that serviceability rates tended to remain uncomfortably low. The Manties, on
the other hand, routinely turned in serviceability rates of well over ninety
percent. But doing that relied on more than simply having excellent techs in
your shipboard crews. It also required a comprehensive, highly capable, and
well-organized base support system . . . and the time to hand ships over to
that system when they required overhaul. If Manty systems reliability was
dropping, it probably meant they were finding themselves unable to pull their
capital ships off the front for scheduled rear area maintenance. And given
that staying on top of overhaul needs was as basic an instinct for any Manty
commander as topping off his hydrogen bunkers at every opportunity, it was
also an even stronger indicator of increasing strain on their resources than
anything else Bukato had said.

"Finally," the citizen admiral said, "we need to look at what may be happening
a year or so down the road. On our side of the line, our training and manpower
mobilization programs mean that we should have all of our presently unused
yard capacity up and running, but we're unlikely to have added much additional



capacity or significantly improved on our present construction rates.
Indications from the Manties' side of the line are that they should have
several new yard complexes coming on-line-like their new Blackbird shipyard
facility at Yeltsin's Star-and, perhaps more ominously, will have the manpower
to crew their new hulls, courtesy of the forts they're standing down now that
they control all termini of the Manticore Wormhole Junction. So what we seem
to have here is a window of opportunity in which their available resources are
entirely committed and their basic strategic posture might be accurately
described as overextended."

He paused once more, and Citizen Secretary McQueen tipped her chair forward.
She leaned her forearms on the table and looked sideways at Giscard with a
smile that was simultaneously a challenge, a warning, and somehow

impish. As if she were inviting him to share a joke . . . or risk his life
beside her on a quixotic quest to save their star nation. And as he saw that
smile, he realized there wasn't that much difference between those invitations
after all . . . and that some dangerous dynamism within her made him want to
accept them.

"And that, Citizen Admiral Giscard," she said to him, "is where you come in.
We do, indeed, intend to reinforce Barnett, and I have every confidence that
Citizen Admiral Theisman will make the most effective possible use of the
forces we send him. But I have no intention of simply holding what we already
have until the Manties catch their breath and decide where they're going to
hit us next. We still have the numerical advantage in hulls and tonnage-not by
anywhere near as much as we did at the start of the war, of course, but we
still have it, and I intend to make use of it.

"One reason the Manties have been able to beat up on us so far has been a
fundamental flaw in our own strategy. For whatever reason-" even now she did
not look at Fontein, Giscard noticed "-our approach has been to try to hold
everything, to be strong everywhere, with the result that we've been unable to
stop the Manties cold anywhere. We have to take some risks, uncover some less
vital areas, to free up the strength we need to take the offensive to them for
a change, and that's precisely what I propose to do."

Whoa! Giscard thought. "Uncover less vital areas"? She knows as well as I do
that what we've really been covering some of those "less vital areas" against
has been domestic unrest. Is she saying she's talked the Committee into-?

"We will be amassing a strike force and organizing a new fleet," she went on
levelly, confirming that she had talked the Committee into it. "Its wall of
battle will be composed primarily of battleships withdrawn from picket duties
in less vulnerable, less exposed, and frankly, less valuable areas. We do not
make those withdrawals lightly, and it will be imperative that, having made
them, we use the forces thus freed up effectively. That will be your job,
Citizen Admiral."

"I see, Ma'am," he said, and the calmness of his own voice surprised him. She
was offering him the chance of a lifetime, the opportunity to command a
powerful force at a potentially decisive point in the war, and patriotism,
professionalism, and ambition of his own churned within him at the thought.
Yet she was also offering him the chance to fail, and if he did fail, no power
in the universe could save him from the people who currently ran the People's
Republic of Haven.

"I believe you do, Citizen Admiral," she said softly, still smiling that smile
while her green eyes bored into his as if she could actually see the brain
behind them. "We'll give you every possible support from this end. You-and, of
course, Citizen Commissioner Pritchart," she added, with a nod at the people's
commissioner "-will have as close to a free hand in picking your staff and
subordinate flag officers as we can possibly give you. Citizen Admiral Bukato
and his staff will work with you to plan and coordinate your operations so as
to allow the rest of the Fleet to give you the highest possible degree of



support. But it will be your operation, Citizen Admiral. You will be
responsible for driving it through to a successful conclusion."

And I'll give you the best command team I can to pull it off, she thought,
including Tourville, if I can finally pry him loose from Saint-Just!
"Investigation"-ha! I suppose I should be grateful he's been willing to settle
for keeping Tilly's crew sequestered so they can't tell anyone what really
happened to the bitch, but I need Tourville, damn it! And ten months is
frigging well long enough for him to sit in orbit and rot!

"Yes, Ma'am," Giscard said. "And my objective?"

"We'll get to the territorial objectives in a minute," she told him, neither
voice nor expression showing a hint of her frustration with Saint-Just's foot-
dragging. "But what matters far more than any star system you may raid or
capture is your moral objective. So far in this war, we've danced to the
Manties' piping. I know that's not the official line, but here in this
briefing room, we simply cannot afford to ignore objective realities."

This time she did glance at Fontein, but her people's commissioner only looked
back at her without a word, and she returned her own gaze to Giscard.

"That stops now, Javier," she told him softly, using his first name for the
very first time. "We must assert at least some control over our own strategic
fate by forcing them to dance to our tune for a change, and you're the man
we've picked to play the music. Are you up for it?"

Damn, but she's good, a small voice mused in the back of Giscard's brain. He
felt the siren call of her personality, the enthusiasm and hope she'd fanned
by the apparently simple yet ultimately profound fact of speaking the truth
openly . . . and inviting him to follow her. And I want to, he marveled. Even
with all I've ever heard about her, even knowing the dangers of even looking
like I've committed to "her faction," I want to follow her.

"Yes, Ma'am," he heard his voice say. "I'm up for it."

"Good," she said, and her smile was fiercer . . . and welcoming. "In that
case, Citizen Admiral Giscard, welcome to command of Operation Icarus."

Chapter Sixteen

Citizen Admiral Giscard, CO Twelfth Fleet, stepped through the briefing room
hatch aboard his new flagship and looked around the compartment at the equally
new staff charged with helping him plan and execute Operation Icarus.
Personally, he would have preferred to call it Operation Daedalus, since at
least Daedalus had survived mankind's first flight, but no one had asked him.
Besides, I probably wouldn't worry about the "portents" of naming operations
myself if the Manties hadn't kicked our asses so often.

He brushed that aside and crossed to the empty chair at the head of the
briefing room table, trailed by Eloise Pritchart. She followed him like the
silent, drifting eye of the Committee of Public Safety, her public, on-duty
face as cold and emotionless as it always was, and slipped into her own seat
at his right hand without a word.

By and large, he reflected, he was satisfied with both his flagship and his
staff. PNS Salamis wasn't the youngest superdreadnought in the People's Navy's
inventory, and she'd taken severe damage at the Third Battle of Nightingale.
But she'd just completed repairs and a total overhaul, and she was all shiny
and new inside at the moment. Even better, Citizen Captain Short, her CO,
reported that her upgraded systems' reliability was at virtually a hundred
percent. How long that would remain true remained to be seen, but Short seemed
pleased with the quality of her Engineering Department, so perhaps they could
anticipate better maintenance than usual.

He adjusted his chair comfortably and brought his terminal on-line while he
let his mind run over the details about Salamis' readiness already neatly
filed in his memory. Then he set them aside and turned his hazel eyes on the
staffers sitting around the table.



Despite McQueen's promise of as free a hand "as possible" in their selection,
he'd been unable to exercise anything approaching the degree of control an
officer of his seniority would have wielded before the Harris Assassination.
The only two he'd really insisted upon had been Citizen Commander Andrew
MacIntosh, his new ops officer, and Citizen Commander Frances Tyler, his
astrogator.

He'd never actually served with MacIntosh, but he expected good things from
him. Most importantly, the black-haired, gray-eyed citizen commander had a
reputation for energy and audacity. Both those qualities would be in high
demand for Operation Icarus, and both had become unfortunately rare after the
purges.

Tyler was another matter. "Franny" Tyler was only twenty-nine T-years old,
young for her rank even in the post-Coup People's Navy, and Giscard had done
his best to guide and guard her career over the last five or six years. There
was a certain danger in that-for both of them-though Tyler probably didn't
really realize the extent to which he'd acted as her patron. Given the
vivacious young redhead's attractiveness, some might have assumed he had more
than simply professional reasons for sheepdogging her career, but they would
have been wrong. He'd seen something in her as a junior lieutenant-not just
ability, though she certainly had that, but the willingness to take risks in
the performance of her duty. Like MacIntosh, she not only accepted but
actually seemed to relish the prospect of assuming additional
responsibilities, almost as if (unlike the wiser and more wary of her
contemporaries) she saw those responsibilities as opportunities and not simply
more chances to fail and attract the ire of her superiors and StateSec. That
sort of officer was more valuable than Detweiler rubies to any navy, but
especially so to one like the People's Navy.

Physically, Citizen Captain Leander Joubert, Giscard's new chief of staff,
closely resembled MacIntosh. He was taller-a hundred and eighty-five
centimeters to MacIntosh's hundred and eighty-one-and had brown eyes instead
of gray, but both had the same dark complexions and black hair, and they were
within four T-years of one another. But physical resemblance aside, Joubert
was nothing at all like MacIntosh or Tyler. At thirty-one, he was even younger
for his rank than Tyler was for hers, and that would have been enough to pop
warning flags in Giscard's mind under any circumstances. Not that the man
wasn't good at his job. He was. It was just that when someone catapulted from
lieutenant to captain in under four T-years, one had to wonder if there might
not be reasons other than professional competence for his extraordinary rise.
Add the fact that Joubert had been insisted upon-quite emphatically-by Citizen
Commissioner Pritchart with the powerful support of unnamed individuals in
State Security, and one no longer had to wonder. Giscard had protested as
strongly as he dared, for no admiral could be expected to relish the thought
of having a political informer as his chief of staff, but in truth, he was
less unhappy with Joubert's presence than his complaints suggested. There
were, after all, ways to neutralize one's superiors' spies . . . especially if
one knew exactly who those spies were.

The rest of the staff were less known qualities. Citizen Lieutenant Commander
Julia Lapisch, his staff com officer, seemed a competent sort, but she was
very quiet. Only a couple of years older than Tyler, she appeared to be one of
those officers who had found survival by remaining completely apolitical, and
she seemed to emerge from her shell only to deal with professional matters.
Coupled with the slender, delicate physique her low-gravity home world of
Midsummer had produced, she had an almost elfin air of disassociation, like
someone not quite completely in synch with the universe about her.

Citizen Lieutenant Madison Thaddeus, his new intelligence officer, was another
puzzle. At forty-two, he was the oldest member of Giscard's staff, despite his
relatively junior rank. His efficiency reports were uniformly excellent, and



he had a reputation as a skilled analyst, with an ability to get inside the
opposition's head when it came to drafting enemy intentions analyses, yet he
seemed stuck at lieutenant's rank. That probably indicated that somewhere in
his StateSec file (which not even Pritchart had yet had the opportunity to
peruse) someone had recorded doubts about his political reliability. No other
explanation for his stalled promotion seemed likely, yet the fact that he
hadn't been purged-or at least removed from so sensitive a slot as staff
intelligence-would appear to indicate a rare triumph of ability over someone
else's paranoia.

Citizen Lieutenant Jessica Challot, his logistics and supply officer, was in
her mid-thirties-again, old for her rank in a navy where the enemy and
StateSec had conspired to create so many vacancies in the senior grades.
Unlike Thaddeus, however, Giscard had an unhappy suspicion that Challot's lack
of promotion was merited on a professional basis. Her accounts were all in
order, but she had a bean-counter mentality better suited to a shipyard
somewhere than to a fleet duty assignment. Much as Giscard hated admitting it,
those charged with overseeing the disbursement of supplies and spare parts at
shipyards really did have a responsibility to insure that the materials they
doled out were used as frugally as possible-consistent, of course, with
efficiency. But it was a staff logistics officer's responsibility to see to it
that his CO had everything he needed (and, if possible, a little more, just to
be safe) to carry out his mission . . . and to do whatever it took to provide
anything his CO didn't have. Challot, unfortunately, seemed to have no
initiative whatsoever. She certainly wasn't going to stick her neck out by
resorting to unofficial channels, and Giscard strongly doubted that she would
take the lead in anticipating requirements, either. Well, he could live with
that if he had to, he supposed. At the very least, she appeared to be a
competent enough supply clerk. If Giscard or someone else-like MacIntosh,
perhaps?-did the hard work by figuring out what was needed and where it might
be found, she could probably be relied upon to do the paperwork to get it,
anyway.

He realized his thoughts had drawn him into contemplative silence and shook
himself. It was time to get down to business.

"Good morning, people," he said. "I realize this is the first opportunity
we've all had to sit down together, and I wish we had more time to get to know
one another before we jump into the deep end, but we don't. The units assigned
to Operation Icarus are coming from all over the Republic; just assembling
them is going to take better than two T-months. Minimum training and rehearsal
time will eat up at least another month, and our orders are to commence
operations at the earliest possible moment. That means getting the details and
the compositions of our task forces worked out now, not waiting until our
squadrons are concentrated."

He gazed around their faces, letting that sink in and noting their expressions
while it did. No real surprises there, he decided.

"Citizen Commissioner Pritchart and I have worked together in the past with
fair success," he went on after a moment. After all, any admiral who didn't
acknowledge his watchdog's presence-and explicitly concede her authority-was
unlikely to remain in command for long, despite any changes Esther McQueen
might be engineering at the top. "I believe I speak for both of us when I say
that we are more interested in initiative, industry, and suggestions than we
are with complete observation of all nuances of proper military procedure.
Citizen Commissioner?"

He glanced at Pritchart, his expression cool, and she nodded.

"I think that's a fair statement, Citizen Admiral," she said. "What matters,
after all, is the defeat of our elitist opponents . . . and, of course, those
domestic elements which might conspire against or fail the needs of the
People."



A brief chill seemed to sweep the compartment, and Giscard let his mouth
tighten. But that was the only expression of disagreement a prudent admiral
would permit himself, and he cleared his throat and continued in determinedly
normal tones.

"Over the next few days, we'll be taking the War Office's basic ops plan
apart, looking at all the pieces, and then putting it back together again.
Obviously, each of you will have his or her own spheres of responsibility and
areas of expertise. I don't want anyone sitting on any thought or question
which comes to mind just because it's not officially in 'his' area, however.
The success of our mission matters a lot more than stepped-on toes, and I'd
rather have officers who are willing to risk asking potentially dumb questions
or make suggestions which may or may not work. Anyone can keep his mouth shut
and look wise, citizens; only someone willing to appear foolish in the pursuit
of his duty can actually be wise. Remember that, and I think we'll get along
well."

He deliberately did not look at Pritchart this time. It wasn't precisely a
challenge to the people's commissioner, but it was a clear statement of who he
expected to exercise authority in the professional sphere.

"Now, then," he said, looking at MacIntosh. "I wonder if you could begin by
laying out the basic parameters of Fleet HQ's ops plan, Citizen Commander?"
"Yes, Citizen Admiral," MacIntosh said respectfully. He let his eyes sweep
over the notes on his display for another instant, then looked up and met the
gazes of his fellow staffers.

"In essence," he began, "Citizen Secretary McQueen and Citizen Admiral Bukato
have decided that the Manties' current lack of activity offers us an
opportunity to recapture the strategic initiative for the first time since the
war began. Our present margin of superiority over the Manties, while still
substantial in terms of total tonnage, is much lower than it was before the
war, particularly in terms of ships of the wall. That means that scraping up
the reserves to make Icarus possible will impose a considerable strain on
other operational areas. Nor will the strength which can be committed to us
allow us as much margin for error as we might wish. HQ stresses-quite rightly,
I think-that we must employ our forces in the most economical possible
fashion. Operational losses in pursuit of our objective are to be expected,
and those resulting from calculated risks will not be held against us." And
you can believe as much of that as you want to, Giscard thought wryly.
"Indeed, Citizen Secretary McQueen specifically directs us to remember that
audacity and surprise will be our most effective weapons. But for us to carry
Icarus off, we must allocate our available strength very carefully."

He paused as if to let that sink in, then glanced back down at his notes
again.

"At the present moment, our order of battle is slated to include the
equivalent of two dreadnought and four superdreadnought squadrons-a total of
forty-eight of the wall-supported by ten squadrons of battleships, for a total
of a hundred and twenty-eight capital ships. Our battlecruiser element will
consist of three squadron equivalents, for a total of twenty-four units, and
Citizen Admiral Tourville will be joining us shortly aboard one of them to
serve as Twelfth Fleet's second in command."

Several people looked up at that, and Giscard hid a smile at their
expressions. Like Giscard himself, most of the officers in that briefing room
were disgusted by Honor Harrington's judicial murder, but the fact that
Tourville had captured her in the first place, coupled with his crushing
victory in the Adler System, had further enhanced his already high
professional stature. Of course, none of Giscard's staffers would find
themselves required to ride herd on an officer whose reputation for tactical
brilliance was matched only by his reputation as a flamboyant, guts-and-glory
adolescent who refused to grow up. But they clearly regarded his assignment to



their fleet command structure as a sign that Fleet HQ truly did consider
Operation Icarus as vital as HQ said it did, and that wasn't always the case
in the People's Navy.

Personally, Giscard had a few private reservations. Not about Tourville's
capabilities, but about all the reasons for his assignment to Icarus. There
had to have been a reason Tourville and his flagship had been detached from
his previous command to escort Citizen Secretary Ransom to the Cerberus
System, and he doubted somehow that it had been because Ransom wanted
Tourville's opinion on what color to paint her quarters aboard Tepes. But no
one would ever know for certain now. Giscard was one of only a tiny handful of
Navy officers who knew what had happened to Tepes-and Citizen Secretary
Ransom-and he knew only because he had certain avenues of information very few
serving officers could match.

Ten months had passed since Tepes' destruction, and he often wondered when the
official news of Ransom's long overdue demise would be made public (and
exactly how the circumstances of her departing this mortal vale would be
structured by PubIn for foreign and domestic consumption). But the people at
the top had to realize she'd had a specific reason for dragging Tourville to
Cerberus. So did the citizen admiral's continued existence, not to mention
employment on a highly sensitive mission, indicate that Ransom's fellows on
the Committee of Public Safety questioned her judgment and were less than
devastated by her departure? Or that Esther McQueen had managed to protect him
because she recognized his value? Or possibly that the success of Operation
Icarus was not, in fact, regarded as being quite so vital as McQueen and
Bukato had implied?

Any or all of those were certainly possible . . . and if Fleet HQ was setting
Tourville up as a fall guy in case this Icarus also flew too close to the sun,
might it not be doing the same thing with another officer who had only
recently reemerged from the disgrace of a busted operation in Silesia?

"-with at least one light cruiser flotilla and a substantial but probably
understrength destroyer screen," MacIntosh was continuing his listing of the
resources committed to Icarus, and Giscard shook off thoughts about Tourville
in order to concentrate on the ops officer's briefing once more. "All of those
numbers are tentative at this point, which is going to make our planning even
harder. I have been informed, however, that we may regard the
superdreadnought, dreadnought, and battleship numbers as minimum figures. The
Octagan will be trying to pry still more of each class loose for us. Given
that they haven't said the same thing about battlecruisers and how strapped we
are for them, I would suspect that BCs are where we're most likely to come up
short," MacIntosh went on. "At the same time, however, we're as strapped for
light forces as for ships of the wall right now, and pulling together our
battleship component will only exacerbate that situation in some respects. The
systems we pull them out of will have to be covered by someone-" for, he did
not add, political reasons "-and it looks like HQ will be tapping tin cans and
light cruisers for that, which will cut into what might have been made
available to us.

"On the logistical side," he nodded at Citizen Lieutenant Challot, who looked
less than delighted to be brought center stage, "we'll be getting very heavy
support. In addition to tankers and medical and repair ships, HQ is assigning
two complete service squadrons of fast freighters for the specific purpose of
assuring us an adequate supply of the new missile pods."

He bared his teeth in a fierce smile as several people around the table made
pleased noises.

"The fact that we can finally match the Manties' capabilities in that area is
certainly out of the bag by now-they could hardly miss knowing after the way
Citizen Admiral Tourville kicked their ass at Adler-but this will be our first
mass deployment of the system. In addition, we have upgraded recon drone



capability courtesy of, ah, some technical assistance," even here, Giscard
noted, MacIntosh was careful not to mention the Solarian League by name, "and
our general electronic warfare capabilities will come much closer to matching
the Manties' abilities in that area. I won't try to tell any of you that they
won't still have a considerable edge, but it's going to be narrower than it's
been in at least the last four years, and hopefully they won't even know we're
coming. With that kind of surprise working for us, we should cut quite a
swathe before they can redeploy their own units to slow us down."

There were more smiles around the table now. Even Citizen Captain Joubert got
into the act, although Challot still seemed less enthralled by the prospect
than her fellows.

"Now," MacIntosh went on, entering more commands into his terminal, "to look
at our ops area. As you know, HQ wanted a zone where things have been rather
quiet and the Manties have drawn down their forces to support front-line
operations, but important enough to be sure we attract their attention. I
think," he smiled and entered a final command, "they've found one."

A holo display flashed to life above the table, and Giscard saw Citizen
Commander Tyler sit up straight in her chair as she saw their proposed
operational area for the first time. Nor was her reaction unique. Only
Giscard, Pritchart, Joubert, and MacIntosh had known where Operation Icarus
was aimed before this moment, and eyes narrowed and faces tightened with
mingled anticipation and worry as the rest of his staff discovered that
information.

Stars were sparse in the holo, but the ones which floated there had a value
out of all proportion to the density of the local stellar population. A thin
rash of bright red light chips indicated naval bases or member systems of the
Manticoran Alliance, but all of them were dominated by the bright purple glow
of a single star: Basilisk, the terminus of the Manticore Wormhole Junction
where the war had almost begun four T-years early.

"HQ is granting us quite a lot of flexibility in selecting and scheduling our
precise targets in this area," MacIntosh went on, "but the basic plan calls
for us to begin operations down here," a cursor flicked to life in the
display, "and then head up in this general direction-"

The cursor crawled upward through the stars, heading steadily towards
Basilisk, and Giscard leaned back in his chair to listen as closely as the
most junior member of his staff.

"I need to speak with you, Citizen Admiral. Alone."

Citizen Commissioner Pritchart's flat voice cut through the sound of moving
people as the staff meeting broke up two hours later. More than one of the
naval officers flinched-not because she'd raised her voice, or because she'd
said anything overtly threatening, but because she'd said so little during the
meeting. People's commissioners weren't noted, as a rule, for reticence. Part
of their job, after all, was to ensure that no one ever forgot the living,
breathing presence of StateSec as the People's guardian. Which suggested at
least the possibility that Citizen Admiral Giscard-or perhaps one of his
officers-might have put a foot so far wrong that Citizen Commissioner
Pritchart intended to chop the offending leg right off.

"Of course, Citizen Commissioner," Giscard replied after the briefest of
hesitations. "Here?"

"No." Pritchart looked around the compartment, topaz eyes flicking over the
officers calmly. "Your day cabin, perhaps," she suggested, and he shrugged.
"As you wish, Citizen Commissioner," he said, with an apparent calmness which
woke mingled admiration and trepidation in some of his new subordinates.
"Citizen Captain Joubert, I'll expect those reports from you and Citizen
Commander MacIntosh and Citizen Lieutenant Thaddeus by fourteen hundred."

"Of course, Citizen Admiral." Joubert nodded respectfully, but his secretive
eyes darted towards Pritchart for just a moment. The citizen commissioner did



not acknowledge his glance, and he turned to address himself to MacIntosh as
Giscard waved gently at the compartment hatch.
"After you, Citizen Commissioner," he said coolly.

Chapter Seventeen

There was no sentry outside Giscard's quarters as there would have been on a
Manticoran vessel. That was one of the "elitist" privileges the PN's officer
corps had been required to surrender under the New Order, but at this
particular moment, Javier Giscard was actually quite pleased by his loss. It
meant there was one less pair of eyes to watch his comings and goings,
although he supposed most people would have considered that having Salamis'
chief spy and political dictator personally accompanying him more than
compensated for the sentry's absence.

They would have been wrong, however. Or, rather, they would have been entirely
correct, simply not in any way they might have imagined, for Giscard and his
keeper had a rather different relationship from the one most people assumed
they had. Now the two of them stepped through the hatch into his day cabin,
and Pritchart drew a slim hand remote from her pocket and pressed a button as
the hatch slid shut behind them.

"Thank God that's over," she sighed, dropping the remote which controlled the
surveillance devices in Giscard's cabin on the corner of his desk, and then
turned and opened her arms to him.

"Amen," he said fervently, and their lips met in a hungry kiss whose power
still astounded him. Or perhaps simply astounded him even more than it had,
for the fire between his people's commissioner and himself had grown only
brighter in the two T-years since the disastrous collapse of Republican
operations in Silesia, as if the flame were expending its power in a prodigal
effort to drive back the ever- darker shadows closing in upon them.

Had anyone at StateSec suspected even for a moment that Pritchart and he had
become lovers, the consequences would have been lethal . . . and widely
publicized. Probably. It might have been a hard call for Oscar Saint-Just,
though, when all was said. Would it be better to make their executions a
crushing example of the price the People would exact from any StateSec agent
who let himself or herself be seduced from the cold performance of StateSec's
duty to ferret out and destroy any smallest independence among the Navy's
officers? Or better to make both of them simply disappear, lest the very fact
that they had kept their secret for almost four T-years now tempt still other
people's commissioners into apostasy?

Giscard had no idea how Saint-Just would answer that question . . . and he
never, ever wanted to learn. And so he and Pritchart played their deadly game,
acting out the roles chance had assigned them with a skill which would have
shamed any thespian, in a play where simple survival comprised a rave review.
It was hard on both of them, especially the need to project exactly the right
balance of distrust, leashed animosity, and wary cooperation, yet they'd had
no choice but to learn to play their assumed characters well.

"Ummm. . . ." She broke the kiss at last and leaned back in his arms, looking
up at him with a blinding smile which would have stunned anyone who had ever
seen her in her people's commissioner's guise, with those topaz executioner's
eyes watching every move with chill dispassion. Indeed, it still surprised
Giscard at times, for when they'd first met three and a half T-years before,
he'd been as deceived by her mask as anyone.

"I'm so glad to be back into space," she sighed, wrapping one arm around him
and leaning her head against his shoulder. He hugged her tightly to his side,
and then they moved together to the small couch which faced his desk. They
sank onto it, and he pressed a kiss to the part of her sweet-smelling hair,
nostrils flaring as he inhaled the scent of her.

"Me, too," he told her, "and not just because it means we're officially off



the shit list." He kissed her again, and she giggled. The sound was sharp and
silvery as a bell, and just as musical, and it always astounded him. It
sounded so bright and infectious coming from someone with her record and
formidable acting skills, and its spontaneity was deeply and uniquely precious
to him.

"It does help to be the chief spy and admiral-watcher again," she agreed, and
they both sobered. The drafting of Pritchart's official StateSec evaluations
of Giscard had become an even more ticklish and delicate task following their
return from Silesia. Striking exactly the right note to deflect blame for the
commerce raiding operation's failure from him by emphasizing his military
skill while simultaneously remaining in character as his distrustful guardian
had been excruciatingly hard. As far as they had been able to tell, Oscar
Saint-Just and his senior analysts had continued to rely solely on her
reports, but there'd been no way for them to be positive of that, and it had
certainly been possible that Saint-Just had someone else watching both of them
to provide an independent check on her version of events.

Now, at last, however, they could breathe a sigh of at least tentative relief,
for they would never have been given their current orders if Pritchart's
superiors had cherished even a shred of suspicion as to their actual
relationship. That didn't mean they could let their guards down or be one whit
less convincing in their public roles, for StateSec routinely placed lower
level informers aboard Navy ships. At the moment, all of those informers were
reporting to Pritchart-they thought. But it was possible, perhaps even
probable, that there were at least one or two independent observers she knew
nothing about, and even those she did know about might bypass her with a
report if they came to suspect how close to Giscard she actually was.

Yet for all that, shipboard duty offered a degree of control over their
exposure which had been completely and nerve-wrackingly lacking since their
return from Silesia.

"That Joubert is an even scarier piece of work than I expected," Giscard
remarked after a moment, and Pritchart smiled thinly.

"Oh, he is that," she agreed. "But he's also the best insurance policy we've
got. Your objections to him were a work of art, too-exactly the right blend of
'professional reservations' and unspoken suspicion. Saint-Just loved them, and
you should have seen his eyes just glow when I 'insisted' on nominating
Joubert for your chief of staff, anyway. And he does seem to know his
business."

"In technical terms, yes," Giscard said. He leaned back, his arm still around

her, and she rested her head on his chest. "I'm more than a little concerned
over how he's going to impact on the staff's chemistry, though. MacIntosh, at
least, already figures him for an informer, I think. And Franny . . . she

doesn't trust him, either."

"I'1ll say!" Pritchart snorted. "She watches her mouth around him almost as
carefully as she watches it around me!"

"Which is only prudent of her," Giscard agreed soberly, and she nodded with
more than a trace of unhappiness.

"I realize he's going to be a problem for you, Javier," she said after a
moment, "but I'll put pressure on him from my side to 'avoid friction' if I
have to. And at least he'll be making any reports to me. Knowing who the
informer is is half the battle; surely controlling where his information goes
is the other! And picking him over your 'protests' can't have hurt my
credibility with StateSec."

"I know, I know." He sighed. "And don't think for a moment that I'm
ungrateful, either. But if we're going to make this work-and I think McQueen
is right; Icarus does have the potential to exercise a major effect on the
war-then I've got to be able to rely on my command team. I'm not too worried
about my ability to work around Joubert if I have to, but everyone else on the



staff is junior to him. He could turn into a choke point we can't afford once
the shooting starts."

"If he does, I'll remove him," Pritchart told him after a moment. "I can't
possibly do it yet, though. You have to be reasonable and-"

"Oh, hush!" Giscard kissed her hair again and made his voice determinedly
light. "I'm not asking you to do a thing about him yet, silly woman! You know
me. I fret about things ahead of time so they don't sneak up on me when the
moment comes. And you're absolutely right about one thing; he's a marvelous
bit of cover for both of us."

"And especially for me," she agreed quietly, and his arm tightened around her
in an automatic fear reaction.

How odd, a corner of his mind thought. Here I am, subject to removal at
StateSec's whim, knowing dozens of other admirals have already been shot for
"treason against the people"-mainly because "the People's" rulers gave them
orders no one could have carried out successfully-and I'm worried to death
over the safety of the woman StateSec chose to spy on me!

There were times when Javier Giscard wondered if learning that Eloise
Pritchart was a most unusual people's commissioner had been a blessing or a
curse, for his life had been so much simpler when he could regard any minion
of StateSec as an automatic enemy. Not that he would ever shed any tears for
the old regime. The Legislaturalists had brought their doom upon themselves,
and Giscard had been better placed than many to see and recognize the damage
their monopoly on power had inflicted upon the Republic and the Navy. More
than that, he'd supported many of the Committee of Public Safety's publicly
avowed purposes enthusiastically-and still did, for that matter. Oh, not the
rot Ransom and PubIn had spewed to mobilize the Dolists, but the real,
fundamental reforms the PRH had desperately needed.

But the excesses committed in the name of "the People's security," and the
reign of terror which had followed-the disappearances and executions of men
and women he had known, whose only crimes had been to fail in the impossible
tasks assigned to them-those things had taught him a colder, uglier lesson.
They'd taught him about the gulf which yawned between the Committee's promised
land and where he was right now . . . and about the savagery of the Mob once
the shackles were loosened. Worst of all, they'd shown him what he dared not
say aloud to a single living soul: that the members of the Committee
themselves were terrified of what they had unleashed and prepared to embrace
any extremism in the name of their own survival. And so he'd confronted the
supreme irony of it all. Under the old regime, he'd been that rare creature: a
patriot who loved and served his country despite all the many things he knew
were wrong with it . . . and under the new regime, he was exactly the same
thing. Only the nature of that country's problems-and the virulence of its
excesses—had changed.

But at least he'd known what he had to do to survive. It was simple, really.
Obey his orders, succeed however impossible the mission, and never, ever trust
anyone from StateSec, for a single mistake-just one hastily spoken or poorly
chosen word-to one of Oscar Saint-Just's spies would be more dangerous than
any Manticoran superdreadnought.

And then Eloise had been assigned as his commissioner. At first, he'd assumed
she was like the others, but she wasn't. Like him, she believed in the things
the original Committee had said it was going to do. He'd been unable to accept
that for months, been certain it was all a mask to entrap him into lowering
his own guard, but it hadn't been.

"I wish to hell you were less visible," he said now, fretting, knowing it was
useless to say and would only demonstrate his anxiety, and yet unable not to
say it. "People's commissioner for an entire fleet and an Aprilist

they're going to be watching you like hawks."

"An ex-Aprilist," she corrected him, much more lightly than she could possibly



feel, and reached over to pat his hand. "Don't spend your time and energy
fretting about me, Javier! You just pull Icarus off. No one's going to
question my support for you as long as you deliver the goods and don't say or
do something totally against the party line, especially not with McQueen
running the War Office. And as long as the two of us keep up appearances in
public and perform effectively in the field, no one's going to worry about my
previous affiliations."

"I know," he said penitently. Not because he agreed with her, but because he
shouldn't have brought the subject up. There was nothing either of them could
do about it, and now she was likely to spend the next hour or so of their
precious privacy trying to reassure him that she was completely safe when both
of them knew she was nothing of the sort . . . even without her relationship
with him.

It was all part and parcel of the madness, he thought bitterly. Eloise had
been a cell leader in the action teams of the Citizen's Rights Union, Jjust as
Cordelia Ransom had, but the similarities between her and the late Secretary
of Public Information ended there. The term "terrorist" had been a pale
description for most of the people in the CRU's strike forces, and many of
their members-like Ransom-had accepted the label willingly, even proudly.
Indeed, Giscard suspected people like Ransom had seen it almost as an excuse,
seen the "struggle against the elitist oppressors" primarily as an opportunity
to unleash the violence and destruction they craved with at least a twisted
aura of ideological justification.

But Eloise's cell had belonged to the April Tribunal, a small but influential
(and dangerously efficient) CRU splinter faction which derived its name from
an InSec massacre of Dolist protest marchers in April of 1861 P.D. Not even
the Aprilists had believed the "April Massacre" was part of a deliberate
Legislaturalist policy; it was simply an accident, a botched operation which
had gotten out of hand. But the old regime had treated it as an accident-and a
minor one-as if it regarded the deaths of forty-seven hundred human beings
who'd been someone's mothers and fathers or sons or daughters or sisters or
brothers or husbands or wives as no more than the trivial price of doing
business. Certainly no one had ever suggested that the people responsible for
those deaths should be held responsible or punished for them!

Except for the April Tribunal, and that was what had made them fundamentally
different from most of the CRU's membership. Whereas the mainstream CRU often
attacked civilian Legislaturalist targets-they were, after all, waging a
terror campaign-Aprilist attacks had been directed solely against InSec, the
military, and official government offices. Their demand had been for justice-
which had, by the nature of things, admittedly slipped over into naked
vengeance all too often-not power. It was a sometimes subtle distinction, but
an important one, and like most Aprilists, Eloise Pritchart had joined the CRU
only after suffering a cruel and bitterly personal loss.

But the Aprilists had found themselves in a delicate position following the
Harris Assassination. On the one hand, they had enjoyed a reputation, even
among people who disapproved of the CRU's violence, as a faction which had
fought a "clean" war as urban guerrillas, not terrorists. From that
perspective, their inclusion among the Committee of Public Safety's supporters
had been invaluable to Rob Pierre and his fellows, for it had brought with it
an element of moderation and reason. One might almost say respectability.

Yet the Aprilists had also been suspect in the eyes of people like Cordelia
Ransom precisely because of their reputation for moderation, and that had been
dangerous, especially as the promises to the Dolists grew more extreme and the
pogroms and purges of the "enemies of the People" mounted in intensity.
Fortunately for Pritchart, her pre-Coup prominence had put her in a position
to be coopted by Saint-Just's new Office of State Security very early, and
she'd been too intelligent to refuse the honor she'd been offered and make



StateSec suspicious of her. Which meant that by the time many of the other
Aprilist leaders had been made to quietly disappear in favor of more

vigorous defenders of the People, she had been firmly ensconced as a people's
commissioner.

Her years as an underground fighter had served her well in terms of learning
to assume protective coloration, and unlike some of her less wary (and since
vanished) companions in arms, she had refused to succumb to the heady euphoria
of the Committee's early days. And when the Committee moved to consolidate the
cold iron of its power and those less wary companions found themselves quietly
detained and "disappeared" by those they had thought were their allies,
Pritchart's carefully crafted public persona had already made the transition
from apolitical guerrilla fighter to committed guardian of the New Order in
the People's name. It had been a dangerous tightrope to walk, but Saint-Just
had been deeply impressed by her insightful reports on the relatively junior
officers she had initially been assigned to watchdog. Indeed, if the truth be
told, he valued her moderation even more because it had been so rare among the
people's commissioners. And so she'd been tapped for ever more sensitive
duties, rising higher and higher in StateSec without the people who ran that
agency's ever realizing what actually went on in the privacy of her own
thoughts.

Until she was assigned to Giscard. Had it really been less than four T-years
ago? It seemed impossible whenever he thought about it. Surely it had to have
been longer than that! The intensity of life on the edge, of finding oneself
adrift in the fevered turbulence of Rob S. Pierre's new, improved People's
Republic and locked in a war where one's own superiors were as likely to shoot
one as the enemy, lent a surrealism to every aspect of existence, and
especially to anything as insanely dangerous as a love affair between a Navy
officer and his people's commissioner.

And yet, somehow, they'd managed to survive this long. Every day was yet
another triumph against the odds in a game where the house always won, sooner
or later, but deep inside, both of them knew no streak lasted forever. All
they could do was go on as they had, walking their tightrope and dodging each
day's bullet as it came at them, and hope that someday, somehow, things would
change. . . .

The truly odd thing, though it never occurred to Javier Giscard to see it so,
was that even now, neither of them had even once seriously considered
defection. A handful of other officers had made that choice, including Alfredo
Yu, Giscard's old mentor. Yet much as he respected Yu, that was one example he
simply could not follow, and he wondered, sometimes, whether that was a virtue
or the ultimate proof of his own idiocy.

"Do you really think McQueen can pull it off?" he asked after a moment.
Pritchart drew back enough to look up at him and raise an eyebrow, and he
shrugged. "Do you think she can actually reorganize the War Office enough to
make a difference without getting herself purged?" he expanded.

"I think she has the ability to do it," Pritchart said thoughtfully. "And
she's certainly been given a better opportunity to use that ability than
anyone else has had. But whether or not she can make all the pieces come
together-?" It was her turn to shrug.

"I'd feel a lot better if I hadn't heard so many stories about her ambition,"
he sighed.

"Saint-Just has heard them all, too, I assure you," she said much more grimly.
"I haven't seen her dossier, of course; she's not my responsibility. But I've
heard the scuttlebutt among the other commissioners, and there was a lot of
nervousness when Pierre picked her to replace Kline."

"Even after she squashed the Levelers?" He tried to make it a jest, but the
joking tone fell flat, and she grimaced.

"Maybe even especially after she squashed the Levelers," she replied. "She did



it too well and displayed too much initiative and raw nerve-and ruthlessness.
And picked up too much approval from the Mob. Besides, half of them figure she
would have kept right on moving herself if her pinnace hadn't crashed. I
happen to think they're wrong, and so does Fontein and, I'm pretty sure,
Saint-Just himself. I think she recognized that her lack of a power base would
have prevented her from supplanting the Committee, and I honestly believe she
also would have refused to provoke the kind of anarchy that would have
resulted from any failed putsch on her part. But that doesn't mean anyone else
trusts her . . . or that even I think she might not make a try if she thought
she'd managed to build a strong enough support base to have a shot at
success."

"Surely she realizes that, though," Giscard thought aloud. "She has to be
smart enough not to do anything that might seem to play into her opponents'
hands."

"I'd like to think so, and to give her credit, she has been so far. But she's
got some of the same problems we do, Javier. The better she does her job, and
the more successful she becomes, the more dangerous she becomes."

"Wonderful," he sighed bitterly. "The goddamned lunatics are running the
asylum!"

"They are," Pritchart agreed unflinchingly. "But there's nothing we can do
about it except survive, and maybe accomplish a little something for the
Republic along the way."

Their eyes met once more, and Giscard smiled crookedly. Like himself, she
never spoke of "the People" when they were alone. Their loyalty was to the
Republic, or at least to the tattered remnants of the ideal of the Republic,
which Rob Pierre had promised to restore. And that, of course, would have been
the final proof to StateSec that neither of them could be trusted.

He chuckled at the thought, and she raised an eyebrow again, as if asking him
to share the joke. But he only shook his head, then bent to kiss her once
more. Her lips warmed under his, clinging with desperate longing, and he felt
the urgency rising within him. It had been months since they'd last been alone
together, and he pulled back from the kiss, just far enough to look deep into
her shining topaz eyes.

"Oh, I think there might be a little something else we might do, as well,
Citizen Commissioner," he murmured, and stood, cradling her in his arms as he
crossed to his sleeping cabin's hatch.

Chapter Eighteen

"And come out of there, you worthless piece of-Ah ha!"

Scooter Smith sat back on his haunches with a triumphant grin as the
recalcitrant tracking drive of the LAC's number three laser cluster finally
yielded to his ministrations. He didn't know how the defective drive shaft had
gotten past the myriad inspections which were supposed to spot such things,
but that was less important than that it had. Well, that and the fact that its
sub-spec materials had warped and jammed the cluster's training gears solid at
a most inopportune moment during yesterday's exercises. It had also managed to
splinter and deform itself sufficiently to resist all removal efforts with
sullen stolidity for the better part of two hours, and they'd had to strip the
entire unit down much further than he'd hoped, but they had it out now.

He tossed it to one of his techs and stood, rubbing the small of his back,
then climbed down the side of the work stand.

One of the nicer things about HMS Minotaur's LAC bays was that someone had
actually bothered to put some thought into servicing and ammunitioning
requirements. Smith's last assignment had been as an assault shuttle section
chief aboard HMS Leutzen, and, like every other shuttle maintenance
specialist, it seemed as if he'd spent about a third of his on-duty time in a
skinsuit or a hardsuit floating around in the zero-gee vacuum of a boat bay



while he pulled hull maintenance on one or another of the small craft under
his care. In most ways, Minotaur's LACs were simply small craft writ large,
and he'd expected to face the same problem, only more so. And he was spending
a good bit of time suited up . . . but nowhere near as much of it as he'd
anticipated.

Whoever had designed Minotaur had taken extraordinary pains to enhance crew
efficiency. Even after five months on board, Smith was still a bit awed by the
degree of automation she incorporated. Traditionally, warships had embarked
crews which were enormously larger than any merchant ship of equivalent
tonnage would have boasted. That was largely because merchant ships tended to
be nothing more than huge, hollow spaces into which to stuff cargo, whereas
warships were packed full of weapons, ammunition, defensive and offensive
electronic warfare systems, sidewall generators, back up fusion plants, bigger
Warshawski sails, more powerful beta nodes, and scores of other things
merchantmen simply didn't carry and hence had no reason to provide crews for.
But it was also true that merchies relied far more heavily than warships on
automated and remote systems to reduce manpower requirements still further.
Men-of-war could have done the same thing, but they didn't. Or, at least, they
hadn't. The official reason was that large crews provided redundancy. After
all, if the fancy automation took a hit that fried it, you needed old-
fashioned people with toolkits to fix it. And people were still the ultimate
self-programming remotes. If a weapon mount or a critical support system was
cut off from the central control net by battle damage, or if the central
computers themselves crashed, a warship had the human resources to take over
and run things in local control anyway.

That was the official reasoning. Personally, Smith had always suspected that
tradition had as much to do with it. Warships always had had enormous crews
for their tonnage; ergo they always would have enormous crews, and that was
simply The Way It Was. Even in the Royal Manticoran Navy, he'd long since
discovered, the military mind liked things to stay nice and predictable.

But the Star Kingdom could no longer afford to hang onto tradition for
tradition's sake. Smith hadn't seen the figures-first-class engineering petty
officers weren't generally invited in by BuPers to study classified manpower
numbers-but he didn't have to see them to know the Navy was increasingly
strapped for crews. It was also common knowledge that the Navy and Marines
between them now had something like twenty million people in uniform, and the
Royal Army's appetite for manpower had turned increasingly voracious as the
Navy picked off Peep planets and the Army had to provide garrisons.
Altogether, there were probably close to thirty million Manticorans in uniform
now, and that was the next best thing to one percent of the Star Kingdom's
total population.

One percent didn't sound like a lot . . . until you subtracted it from the
most productive portions of your economy just as you geared up to fight an
interstellar war on a scale the galaxy hadn't seen in at least four hundred
years. Then it became a very big thing indeed, and BuShips, under pressure
from BuPers to do something-anything-to reduce manpower demands, had finally
caved in on the automation front. Even with all the personnel for her LAC
squadrons on board, Minotaur carried a total company of under two thousand,
which was less than most battlecruisers a seventh her size. Of course, she
didn't mount the normal broadside weapons of a ship of the wall, but Smith
figured that even a conventional warship's company could be cut by at least
sixty percent if the same standards of automation and remotes were applied to
her design. And that could have major consequences for the Navy's front line
strength.

Smith supposed it was inevitable-human beings, being human beings-that the new
concept would have its critics, and some of the criticisms were no doubt
valid. He did tend to get just a bit pissed off with the ones who caterwauled



about what a heavy reliance the new design placed on the ship's computers,
though. Of course it put a heavy demand on them . . . and anyone but an idiot
knew that had always been the case. Human beings could do many of the things
their electronic minions normally took care of for them, but they could do
very few of those things as well-or in anything like the same amount of time-
as their computers could. And there were any number of things people couldn't
do without computers. Like navigate a starship. Or run a fusion plant. Or any
one of a zillion other absolutely essential, extremely complex, time-critical
jobs that always needed doing aboard a warship. It probably made sense to
minimize total dependency on the computers and AI loops as much as possible,
but it simply couldn't be entirely eliminated. And as long as he had an intact
electronics shop, with one machine shop to support it, and power, and life
support, Scooter Smith could damned well build any replacement computer his
ship might need. All of which meant he wished the whiners and nitpickers would
get the hell out of his way so he could get on with enjoying all the marvelous
new features the change in design philosophy had brought with it.

In Minotaur's case, those features meant, among other things, that better than
eighty percent of the routine hull maintenance on the carrier's LACs could be
performed by cybernetic henchmen without ever requiring a suited human
presence. Of course, some people-like "Silver Spanner" Maxwell-could break
anything, if they put their minds to it, and Maxwell had done just that over
on Bay Forty-Six. Smith had never quite understood how someone who was as
fundamentally good at his job as Maxwell was could be such a walking disaster
area, but there it was. It was almost as i1if he represented some natural force
of chaos or the living personification of Murphy's Law. He always did it by
The Book . . . and it always ended up a disaster anyway. Smith only hoped his
friend's transfer from Minotaur's deck force to a new slot as LAC 01-001's
assistant flight engineer would break the cycle at last, although he had to
wonder just what Captain Harmon had been thinking to tap him for her personal
bird.

But whatever happened to "Silver Spanner," Smith was delighted with the new
remotes. They were almost as impressive as the support a shipyard might have
boasted, and he was devoutly grateful to have them. But the designers had gone
still further in simplifying his task by designing the LAC bays with outsized
bow access tubes. Instead of the standard buffers and docking arms which held
a small craft in its boat bay, the LACs' mooring tractors drew them bow-first
into a full length docking cradle. In the process, they aligned the little
ships' sharp noses