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A Brief History

It was late 2005 and David Weber's latest Honor Harrington novel had just been published. More
than a hundred thousand people had read it and they were hungry for more.



Therewould be ateeny tiny wait.

Until now.

Late 2008. Rumors of anew Honorverse novel to be published in 2009 abounded. David's
progress on Storm from the Shadows, the sequel to Shadow of Saganami, was followed with great
glee. David, being the honest Baen writer that heis, wanted to help those rumors aong.

So he snippeted. Snippeting being atechnique invented by Jm Baen to torture, er, nurture Baen
readers by sharing parts of the latest novelsthat haven't been released yet.

David, being David, does not do thingsin asmall way. So he snippeted the whole freskin'
quarter-million-word novel asit existed on September 2, 2008.

Okay, so that's not exactly what he had planned. He had just planned to let out afew chapters. So
the "oopseverson,” asit has cometo be caled in our usud dignified way, was pulled within afew hours
of the pogt.

But not before avery few people downloaded it in al good faith. And proceeded to read it. And
proceeded to gloat in front of therest of us.

Lamentations and wailings for parity commenced. And so we let everyone know that the version
that got released redly was not the find verson. Severd rounds of revisions by the author have been
made since, and the copy edit and continuity check istill in progress. Weredly aren't quite ready to let
the book out as an official eARC (i.e. eectronic advanced reader copy); we want to send it out to the
world al prettied up.

But the lamentations from the faithful did not cease.

And so, we—the publisher, author of the book, and webmaster—bring to you:

ThePan ™

For those who want it—and we stressthisis an early, un-edited, incomplete vers on—we will sl
the "oopsie’ now for $10. We are not asking you to buy thisverson, we do not recommend you buy this
version, but if you gotta haveit, come and get it.

In about 6 weeks, when dl the revisonsand editsarein, we will make available for the usud $15
the officia eéARC, which will get you both the "find" and "oopsi€’ vers ons—extracomputer memory
sold separately. If you bought the "oopsi€" version, you'll be ableto get the officid eARC for only $12.

If you buy the Webscription month that contains Storm from the Shadows, March 2009, you will
get accessto dl three versions, if you want ‘em. If you buy the novel as a solo ebook, you get accessto
al threeversons, if you want 'em.

And s0 | et there be peace in the valey. Until the next snippet.

—Toni Weisskopf

To get the special pricefor the eARC of Storm from the Shadows when it
becomes available, use this coupon code when ordering:
WEBER-33275-29697-26562

An Authorial Note

Many readerswill notice that some of the earlier chaptersin thisbook retdll, or fill in between,
eventswhich occurred in At All Costs. Theretold materia congtitutes avery smdl portion of the entire
book, and there is a definite method to my madnessin taking this gpproach.

Once upon atime, in the smpler days of yorewhen | first began the Honor Harrington series, |
hadn't quite visualized the scale of the project upon which I'd embarked. | dways knew the story that |
wanted to tell, and I'd dways intended to arrive at the portion of the story line of which thisbook isa



part. What | hadn't redly counted on wasthe degree of detail, the number of characters, and the sheer
sze of the canvas| was going to end up with.

It isn't often that awriter is blessed with the response the Honor Harrington books have generated.
When it happened to me, | was deeply gratified, and that's ftill true today. | aso think that when readers
are kind enough to support a series as strongly as these books have been supported, the writer has not
only aspecid relationship with hisreaders, but also aspecid responsbility to them. At the sametime,
when a series extends through as many noves (thirteen, including Shadow of Saganami and Crown of
Saves) and anthologies, the writer sometimes finds himsdlf forced to consder taking the storylinein
directions of which not dl of hisreaders are likely to gpprove. There's afine baance between going
where you know you have to go with abook and worrying about how you meet that specid
responsibility to your readership. And, to be honest, the Honor books reached that point about two
novels ago.

Some of my readers who have spoken to me at conventions know that Honor was supposed to be
killedin At All Costs under my version of what Mentor of Arisaused to refer to as his"visudization of
the cosmicdl.” | dwaysknew that killing Honor would have been ahigh-risk move, and that many
readers of the serieswould have been very angry with me, but at the time I'd organized the timeline of
Honor's life—that is, before I'd even begun On Basilisk Station—I hadn't redly anticipated thefierce
loydty of the readership she was going to generate. Nor, for that matter, had | fully realized just how
fond | was going to become of the character. Nonetheless, | remained steadfastly determined (my wife
Sharon will tell you that | can sometimes be just atad stubborn) to hew to my origina plan. The fact that
I'd dways visudized Honor as being based on Horatio Nelson only reinforced my determination, since
the Battle of Manticore was supposed to be the equivaent of his Battle of Trafagar. Like Nelson, Honor
had been supposed to fal in battle at the moment of victory in the climactic battle which saved the Star
Kingdom of Manticore and ratified her asthe Roya Manticoran Navy's greatest heroine.

At the same time, however, | had alwaysintended to continue writing booksin the "Honorverse."
The great chalenge of the later books was supposed to emerge about twenty-five or thirty years after
Honor's degth, and the primary viewpoint characters would have been her children, Raoul and Katherine.
Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending upon your viewpoint—Eric Flint screwed up my origina
timetable when he introduced the character of Victor Cachat and asked me for an enemy which
Manticoran and Havenite secret agents could agree to fight as dlies, despite the fact that their star nations
were at war. | suggested Manpower, which worked very well for Eric's story. But, especialy when |
incorporated Eric's charactersinto the mainstream novels, and when Eric and | decided to do Crown of
Saves, it dso pulled the entire storyline forward by two or three decades. Which meant | wasn't going to
have timeto kill Honor off and get her children grown up before the Manpower challenge hit Manticore.

| wasn't precisay heartbroken when | redlized | no longer had any choice about granting Honor a
reprieve. Not only did | think her fanswould be lesslikely to comelooking for me with pitchforks and
ropes, but the closer I'd cometo actudly killing her, thelessand less I'd liked the thought myself.

This il left me with something of a problem, however, since Honor had grown too senior to be
sent on any more "death rides.” | needed some additiond, less senior officers who could become the
fresh viewpoint figures on the front lines that Raoul and Katherine had originaly been supposed to
provide. So, | wrote Shadow of Saganami, and it and Crown of Saves were supposed to be the lead
booksin two separate, subsidiary series. They were supposed to proceed separately from but in parale
with the "main slem™ novelsin which Honor would continue to be a primary viewpoint character. |
actudly intended for one of her kidsto take the lead in the military portion of the storyline and for the
other to become the "spymagter,” which would have permitted alogical divison of the Honorverseinto
two separate but related storylines. And these two new series were also supposed to be adevice which
would alow meto cut down on the amount of "back story" which had to beincluded in each of those
"main sem" books.

To some extent, that origina plan continues to hold good, but I've found myself forced to modify it.
What I've discovered over the last two or three novelsisthat incorporating those two subsidiary series



much more closely into the main series permits me to advance the story line on abroader front and focus
on specific areas of the same sory in separate novels. Thus, Shadow of Saganami and Sorm from
the Shadows both focus primarily on the eventsin and around the Ta bott Cluster, and Crown of Saves
and Crown of Saves || [insert the correct title when we get it] focus on the "covert war" between the
two sides and on the mord issues of genetic davery. And Mission of Honor , the next "main ssem” book,
will weave events from both of those areas together and advance the general toryline towardsitsfina
degtination. (Which does not now necessarily include the demise of Honor Alexander-Harrington.)

Both Crown of Saves |1 and Mission of Honor have been delivered and are currently in the
production pipeline, so hopefully readers won't be left too long between books.

One aspect of this new master scheme of mine, however, isthat sceneswhich have gppeared in one
book may very well appear—usually from another character's point of view—in another book. Thisis
not an effort smply to increase word count. It isintended to serve the function of more fully developing
additional characters, giving different perspectives on the events they observe and participatein, fillingin
missing details, and—yperhaps most importantly of al—nailing down exactly when these books events
occur relaive to one another.

Sofar, this seemsto beworking out fairly well. That doesn't necessarily mean it will continueto do
0, or that something won't come aong to send me off in yet another direction, but at this moment, | don't
expect that to happen. So for the foreseeable future, at least, expect this pattern to continue.

And | suppose | should aso warn you that therideis going to get alot rougher for the good guys
over the next few books.

Take care,
David Weber

Chapter One

"Tak to me, John!"

Rear Admird Michelle Henke's husky contralto came sharp and crisp asthe information on her
repeeter tactica digplay shifted catastrophicaly.

"It'sgtill coming in from the Hag, Maam," Commander Oliver Manfredi, Battlecruiser Squadron
Eighty-One's golden-haired chief of staff, replied for the squadron's operations officer, Lieutenant
Commander John Stackpole. Manfredi was standing behind Stackpole, watching the ops section's more
detailed displays, and he had considerably more attention to spare for updates at the moment than
Stackpole did. "I'm not sure, but it looks—"

Manfredi broke off, and his jaw clenched. Then his nostrils flared and he squeezed Stackpol€'s
shoulder before he turned his head to look at hisadmiral.

"It would appear the Pegps have taken Her Grace'slessonsto heart, Maam," he said grimly.
"They've arranged a Sdemore dl their own for us."

Michellelooked a him for amoment, and her expression tightened.

"Oliver'sright, Maam," Stackpole said, looking up from his own display asthe changing light codes
finaly restabilized. "They've got us boxed."

"How bad isit?"' she asked.

"They've sent in three separate groups,” Stackpole replied. "One dead astern of us, one at polar
north, and one a polar south. The Flag is designating the in-system force we dready knew about as
Bogey One. Thetask group to system north isBogey Two; the one to system south is Bogey Three; and
the one directly astern is Bogey Four. Our velocity relative to Bogey Four isjust over twenty-two
thousand kilometers per second, but range isless than thirty-one million klicks."

"Understood.”

Michellelooked back at her own, smdler display. At the moment, it was configured to show the
entire Solon System, which meant, by definition, that it was nowhere as detailed as Stackpol€'s. There



wasn't room for that on aplot smal enough to deploy from a command chair—not when it was
displaying the volume of something the Sze of agtar system, a any rate. But it was more than detailed
enough to confirm what Stackpole had just told her. The Peeps had just duplicated exactly what had
happened to them at the Battle of Sidemore, and managed to do it on amore sophisticated scale, to
boot. Unless something reduced Task Force Eighty-Two's rate of acceleration, none of the three forces
which had just dropped out of hyper-space to ambush it could hope to overtakeit. Unfortunately, they
didn't need to physicdly overtake the task force in order to engage it—not when current-generation
Havenite multidrive missiles had amaximum powered range from rest of over sixty million kilometers.

And, of course, there was aways the possibility that there was yet another Havenite task group
waiting in hyper, prepared to drop back into normal space right in their faces as they approached the
system hyper limit .. . . .

No, she decided after amoment. If they had the hulls for a fourth force, it would have already
trandated in, aswell. They'd redly have usin arat trap if they'd been able to box us from four
directions. | supposeit's possible that they do have another force in reserve—that they decided to
double-think us and hold number four until they've had a chance to see which way we run. But
that'd be a violation of the KISSprinciple, and this generation of Peeps doesn't go in much for
that sort of thing, damn it.

She grimaced at the thought, but it was certainly true.

Honor's been warning us all that these Peeps aren't exactly stupid, she reflected. Not that any
of us should've needed reminding after what they did to usin Thunderbolt! But | could wish that
just this once she'd been wrong.

Her lipstwitched in a humorless amile, but shefdt hersdf coming back on balance mentally, and her
brain whirred astactica possibilities and decision trees spilled through it. Not that the primary
responsibility was hers. No, that weight rested on the shoulders of her best friend, and despite hersdif,
Michelewas grateful that it wasn't hers. . . afact which made her fed more than alittle guilty.

Onething was painfully evident. Eighth Fleet's entire operational strategy for the last three and ahalf
months had been dedicated to convincing the numerically superior navy of the Republic of Haven to
redeploy, adopt amore defensive stance while the desperately off-balance Manticoran Alliance got its
own feet back under it. Judging by the ambush into which the task force had sailed, that Srategy was
obvioudy succeeding. Infact, it looked like it was succeeding entirely too well.

It was so much easier when we could keep their command teams pruned back . . . or count
on Sate Security to do it for us. Unfortunately, Saint-Just's not around anymor e to shoot any
admiral whose initiative might make her dangerousto the régime, is he? Her lipstwitched with
bitterly sardonic amusement as she recalled the relief with which Manticore's pundits, aswell asthe
woman in the street, had greeted the news of the Committee of Public Safety's find overthrow. Maybe
we were just a little premature about that, shethought, since it means that this time around, we
don't have anywhere near the same edge in operational experience, and it shows. This batch of
Peeps actually knows what it's doing. Damnit.

"Course change from the Flag, Maam," Lieutenant Commander Braga, her staff astrogator
announced. "Two-niner-three, zero-zero-five, six-point-zero-one KPS squared.”

"Understood,” Michelle repeated, and nodded approvingly as the new vector projection stretched
itself across her plot and she recognized Honor's intention. The task force was breaking to system south
at its maximum accel eration on a course that would take it as far away from Bogey Two as possible
while maintaining at least the current separation from Bogey Four. Their new course would il take them
deep into the missile envelope of Bogey One, the detachment covering the planet Arthur, whose orbital
infrastructure had been the task force's original target. But Bogey One congisted of only two
superdreadnoughts and seven battlecruisers, supported by less than two hundred LACs, and from their
emissions signatures and maneuvers, Bogey One'swallerswere pre-pod designs. Compared to the six
obviousy modern superdreadnoughts and two LAC carriersin each of the three ambush forces, Bogey
Onée'sthreat was minimd. Evenif dl nine of its hyper-capable combatants had heavy pod |oads on tow,



itsolder shipswould lack the fire control to pose asignificant threet to Task Force Eighty-Two'smissile
defenses. Under the circumstances, it was the same option Michelle would have chosen if shed beenin
Honor's shoes.

| wonder if they've been ableto ID her flagship? Michele wondered. It wouldn't have been all
that hard, given the news coverage and her "negotiations’ in Hera.

That, too, of course, had been part of the strategy. Putting Admira Lady Dame Honor Harrington,
Duchess and Steadholder Harrington, in command of Eighth Fleet had been acarefully caculated
decision on the Admiralty's part. In Michelle's opinion, Honor was obvioudy the best person for the
command anyway, but the gppointment had been made in aglare of publicity for the express purpose of
letting the Republic of Haven know that "the Slamander” was the person who'd been chosen to
systematicaly demolish itsrear-areaindustry.

One way to make sure they honored the threat, Michelle thought wryly asthetask force cameto
its new heading in obedience to the commands emanating from HM S Imperator , Honor's SD(P)
flagship. After all, she's been their personal nightmare ever since Basilisk station! But | wonder if
they got a fingerprint on Imperator at Hera or Augusta? Probably—they knew which ship she was
aboard at Hera, at least. Which probably means they know who it is they've just mousetrapped,
too.

Michelle grimaced at the thought. It was unlikely any Havenite flag officer would have required extra
incentive to trash the task force if she could, especidly after Eighth Fleet's unbroken string of victories.
But knowing whose command they were about to hammer certainly commodores to make them any less
eager to drive home their attack.

"Missile defense Plan Romeo, Madam," Stackpole said. "Formation Charlie.”

"Defense only?" Michelle asked. "No ordersto roll pods?’

"No, Maam. Not yet."

"Thank you."

Michelle frown degpened thoughtfully. Her own battlecruisers pods were loaded with Mark 16
dud-drive missiles. That gave her far more missiles per pod, but Mark 16s were both smaller, with lighter
laser heads, and shorter-legged than a ship of the wall's multidrive missileslike the Mark 23s aboard
Honor's superdreadnoughts. They would have been forced to adopt an attack profile with alengthy
baligtic flight, and the biggest tactical weakness of a pod battlecruiser design wasthat it smply couldn't
carry as many pods asatrue capita ship like Imperator . It made sense not to waste BCS 81's limited
ammunition supply a arange so extended asto guarantee alow percentage of hits, but in Honor's place,
Michelle would have been sorely tempted to throw at least afew salvos of al-up MDMsfrom her two
superdreadnoughts back into Bogey Four'sface, if only to keep them honest. On the other hand . . . .

Well, she's the four-star admiral, not me. And | suppose—she smiled again at the tartness of her
own menta tone—that she's demonstrated at least a modicum of tactical insight from time to time.

"Missle separation!™ Stackpole announced suddenly. "Multiple missile separations! Estimate eleven
hundred—one-one-zero-zero—inbound. Time to attack range seven minutes!”

* % %

Each of the six Havenite superdreadnoughtsin the group which had been designated Bogey Four
could roll six pods smultaneoudy, one pattern every twelve seconds, and each pod contained ten
missiles. Given thefact that Havenite fire control systems remained inferior to Manticoran ones, accuracy
was going to be poor, to say the least. Which was why the admira commanding that group had opted to
stack six full patterns from each superdreadnought, programmed for staggered launch to bring al of their
missiles smultaneoudly in on their targets. It took seventy-two seconds to deploy them, but then just over
athousand MDMs hurled themselves after Task force Eighty-Two.

Seventy-two seconds after that, a second, equally massive salvo launched. Then athird. A fourth.
In the space of thirteen minutes, the Havenitesfired just under twelve thousand missiles—amost athird
of Bogey Four'stotal missileloadout—at the task force's twenty starships.



* * %

Aslittle asthree or four T-years ago, any one of those avalanches of fire would have been lethaly
effective againgt so0 few targets, and Michelle felt her somach musclestightening as the tempest swept
towards her. But this wasn't three or four T-years ago. The Roya Manticoran Navy's missle defense
doctrine wasin a constant state of evolution, continually revised in the face of new threats and the
opportunities of new technology, and it had been vastly improved even in the six months since the Battle
of Marsh. The Katana-class LACs deployed to cover the task force maneuvered to bring their missile
launchersto bear on theincoming fire, but their counter-missiles weren't required yet. Not in an erawhen
the Roya Navy had devel oped Keyhole and the Mark 31 counter-missile.

Each superdreadnought and battlecruiser deployed two Keyhole control platforms, one through
each sdewall, and each of those platforms had sufficient telemetry linksto contral thefire of all of its
mother ship's counter-missile launchers smultaneoudy. Equaly important, they alowed the task force's
unitsto roll sdewaysin space, interposing the impenetrable shields of their impeller wedges against the
most dangerous threat axes without compromising their defensive fire control in the least. Each Keyhole
aso served as ahighly sophisticated e ectronics warfare platform, liberally provided with itsown close-in
point defense clugters, aswell. And as an added bonus, rolling ship gave the platforms sufficient "vertical”
Separation to see past the interference generated by the impeller wedges of subsequent counter-missile
savos, which made it possibleto fire those salvos at far tighter intervals than anyone had ever been able
to manage before.

The Havenites hadn't made sufficient allowance for how badly Keyholes EW capability was going
to affect their attack missiles accuracy. Worse, they'd anticipated no more than five CM launches against
each of their salvos, and since they'd anticipated facing only the limited fire control arcs of their fleeing
targets after hammerheads, they'd alowed for an average of only ten counter-missiles per ship per
launch. Their fire plans had been based on the assumption that they would face somewhere around a
thousand ship-launched counter-missiles, and perhaps another thousand or so Mark 31-based Vipers
from the Katanas.

Michelle Henke had no way of knowing what the enemy'stactica assumptions might have been, but
shewas reasonably certain they hadn't expected to see over seven thousand counter-missilesfrom
Honor's starships, adone.

* * %

"That'salot of counter-missiles, Maam," Commander Manfredi remarked quietly.

The chief of staff had paused beside Michedle's command chair on hisway back to hisown
command station, and she glanced up a him, one eyebrow quirked.

"I know we've increased our magazine space to accommodate them,” he replied to the unspoken
question. "Even s0, we don't have enough to maintain this volume of defensive fire forever. And they're
not exactly inexpensive, either.”

Either we're both confident as hell, or else we're certifiable lunatics with nothing better to do
than pretend we are so we can impress each other with our steely nerve, Michelle thought wryly.

"They may not be cheap,” she said out loud, returning her attention to her display, "but they're a hdll
of alot less expensve than anew ship would be. Not to mention the cost of replacing our own persona
hides"

"Thereisthat, Maam," Manfredi agreed with alopsided smile. "Thereisthat.”

"And," Michelle continued with a considerably nastier smile of her own asthe leading salvo of
Havenite MDM s vanished under the weight of the task force's defensivefire, "I'm willing to bet Mark 31s
cost one hdl of alot lessthan dl those attack misslesdid, too."

The second attack salvo followed the first oneinto oblivion well short of theinner defensive
perimeter. So did the third. And the fourth.

"They've ceased fire, Maam," Stackpole announced.

"I'm not surprised,” Michelle murmured. Indeed, if anything surprised her, it was that the Havenites



hadn't ceased fire even sooner. On the other hand, maybe she wasn't being fair to her opponents. It had
taken seven minutesfor the first salvo to enter engagement range, long enough for six more salvosto be
launched onits hedls. And the effectiveness of the task force's defenses had surpassed even BuWeaps
edtimates. If it had come as as big a surprise to the bad guys as she rather expected it had, it was
probably unreasonable to expect the other Sdeto redize instantly just how hard to penetrate that
defensvewall was. And the only way they had to measure its toughness was to actualy hammer at it with
their missiles, of course. Still, sheliked to think that it wouldn't have taken afull additional Sx minutesfor
her to figure out she was throwing good money after bad.

On the other other hand, there are those other nine salvos till on the way, she reminded
hersdf. Let's not get too carried away with our own self-confidence, Mike! The last few waves will
have had at least a little time to adjust to our EW, won't they? And it only takes one leaker in the
wrong place to knock out an alpha node . . . or even some overly optimistic rear admiral's
command deck.

"What do you think they're going to try next, Maam?' Manfredi asked asthefifth, sixth, and
seventh savos vanished equaly ineffectudly.

"Wadll, they've had a chance now to get afed for just how tough our new doctrineredly is,”" she
replied, leaning back in her command chair, eyes still on her tactical repester. "If it were me over there,
I'd be thinking in terms of aredly massive salvo. Something big enough to swamp our defenses by
literdly running us out of control channelsfor the CMs, no matter how many of them we have."

"But they couldn't possibly control something thet big, either,” Manfredi protested.

"We don't think they could control something that big," Michelle corrected dmost absently,
watching the eighth and ninth missile waves being wiped away. "Mind you, | think you're probably right,
but we don't have any way of knowing thet . . . yet. We could be wrong. And even if we aren't, how
much accuracy would they redlly be giving up a thisrange, even if they completely cut the control links
early and let the birdsrely on just their onboard sensors? They wouldn't get very good targeting solutions
without shipboard guidance to refine them, but they aren't going to get good solutions at thisrange
anyway, whatever they do, and enough bad solutionsto actualy break through are likely to be just abit
more useful than perfect solutionsthat can't get past their targets defenses, wouldn't you say?

"Put that way, | suppose it does make sense,” Manfredi agreed, but it was gpparent to Michelle that
her chief of staff's sense of professionalism was offended by theidea of relying on what was essentiadly
unaimed fire. The notion's sheer crudity clearly said volumes about the competence (or lack thereof) of
any navy which had to rely upon it, asfar as he was concerned.

Michelle started to twit him for it, then paused with amenta frown. Just how much of a blind spot
on Manfredi's part—or on her own, for that matter—did that kind of thinking really represent?
Manticoran officers were accustomed to looking down their noses a Havenite technology and the crudity
of techniqueitslimitations enforced. But there was nothing wrong with acrude techniqueif it wasaso an
effective one. The Republican Navy had aready administered severd painful demonstrations of that
minor fact, and it was about time officerslike Oliver Manfredi—or Michelle Henke, for that
matter—stopped | etting themsalves be surprised each time it happened.

"l didn't say it would be pretty, Oliver." She adlowed the merest hint of reprimand into her tone. "But
we don't get paid for 'pretty,’ do we?"

"No, Mdam," Manfredi said just abit more crisply.

"W, neither do they, | fed fairly confident.” She amiled, taking the possible sting out of the
sentence. "And let'sfaceit, they're fill holding the short and smelly end of the hardware stick. Under the
circumstances, they've made damned effective use of the capabilitiesthey have thistime around.
Remember Admird Bellefeuille? If you dont, | certainly do!" She shook her head wryly. "That woman is
devious, and she certainly made the best use of everything she had. I'm afraid | don't see any reason to
assumethe rest of their flag officerswon't go right on doing the same thing, unfortunately.”

"You'reright, Maam." Manfredi twitched asmile of hisown. "I'll try to bear that in mind next time."



"Next time," Michelle repeated, and chuckled. "I like theimplication there, Oliver."

"Imperator and Intolerant arerolling pods, Maam," Stackpole reported.

"Sounds like Her Grace's come to the same conclusion you have, Maam," Manfredi observed.
"That should be one way to keep them from stacking too big asalvo to throw at ud”

"Maybe," Michdlereplied.

The great weakness of missile podswas their vulnerability to proximity kills once they were
deployed and outside their mother ship's passive defenses, and Manfredi had a point that incoming
Manticoran missiles might well be able to wreak havoc on the Havenite pods. On the other hand, they'd
aready had timeto stack quite afew of them, and it would take Honor's missiles amost eight more
minutesto reach their targets across the steadily opening range between the task force and Bogey Four.
But at least they were on notice that those missiles were coming.

* % %

The Havenite commander didn't wait for the task force'sfireto reach him. In fact, hefired at amost
the same ingtant Honor'sfirst salvo launched againgt him, and whereas Task force Eighty-Two had fired
just under three hundred missilesat him, hefired the next best thing to éeven thousand in reply.

"Damn," Commander Manfredi said dmaost mildly as the enemy returned more than thirty-ax
missilesfor each one TF 82 had just fired at him, then shook his head and glanced at Michelle. "Under
normal circumstances, Maam, it's reassuring to work for aboss who's good at reading the other side's
mind. Just this once, though, | redly wish you'd been wrong.”

"Youand I, both," Michelle replied. She studied the data Sidebars for several seconds, then turned
her command chair to face Stackpole.

"Isit my imagination, John, or doestheir fire control seem just abit better than it ought to be?"

"I'm afraid you're not imagining things, Maam," Stackpolereplied grimly. "It'sasingle savo, dl
right, and it'sgoing to comein asasingle wave. But they've divided it into severa 'clumps,’ and the
clumps appear to be under tighter control than | would have anticipated out of them. If | had to guess, I'd
say they've spread them to clear their telemetry pathsto each clump and they're using rotating control
links, jumping back and forth between each group.”

"They'd need alot more bandwidth than they've shown so far,” Manfredi said. It wasn't a
disagreement with Stackpole, only thoughtful, and Michelle shrugged.

"Probably,” she said. "But maybe not, too. We don't know enough about what they're doing to
decidethat.”

"Without it, they're going to be running the risk of completely dropping control linkagesin
mid-flight,” Manfredi pointed out.

"Probably,” Michelle repeated. Thiswas no time, she decided, to mention certain recent missilefire
control developments Sonja Hemphill and BuWegps were pursuing. Besides, Manfredi wasright. "On
the other hand," she continued, "this slvo isten timesthe Sze of anything they'vetried before, isn't it?
Evenif they dropped twenty-five or thirty percent of them, it would still be ahell of alot heavier weight of
fire"

"Yes, Maam," Manfredi agreed, and smiled crookedly. "More of those bad solutions you were
talking about before.”

"Exactly,” Michelle said grimly asthe oncoming torrent of Havenite missiles swept into the
outermost counter-missle zone.

"It looks like they've decided to target usthistime, too, Maam," Stackpole said, and she nodded.

TF 82's opening missile salvo reached itstarget firdt.

Unlike the Havenites, Duchess Harrington had opted to concentrate al of her fire on asingle target,
and Bogey Four's missile defenses opened fire as the Manticoran MDMs swept towardsiit. The
Manticoran electronic warfare platforms scattered among the attack missiles carried far more effective



penetration aids than anything the Republic of Haven had, but Haven's defenses had improved even more
radicdly than Manticore's sncethelast war. They remained substantialy inferior to the Star Kingdom'sin
absolute terms, but the relative improvement was still enormous, and the gap between TF 82's
performance and what they could achieve wasfar narrower than it once would have been. Shannon
Foraker's"layered defense’ couldn't count on the same sort of accuracy and technological sophistication
Manticore could produce, so it depended on sheer weight of fire, instead. And an incredible storm front
of counter-missilesraced to meet the threat, fired from the starships escorting LACs, aswell asfrom the
superdreadnoughts themselves. There was so much wedge interference that anything resembling precise
control of dl that defensive fire wasimpaossible, but with so many counter-missilesin space
amultaneoudy, some of them smply had to hit something.

They did. Infact, they hit quite afew "somethings." Of the two hundred and eighty-eight MDMs
Intolerant and Imperator had fired at RHNS Conguete, the counter-missileskilled a hundred and
thirty-two, and then it was the laser clusters turn. Each of those clusters had time for only asingle shot
each, given the missiles closing speed. At sixty-two percent of light-speed, it took barely half a second
from the instant they entered the laser clusters range for the Manticoran laser heads to reach their own
attack range of Conquete. But there were literally thousands of those clusters aboard the
superdreadnoughts and their escorting Cimeterre-classlight attack craft.

Despite everything the superior Manticoran EW could do, Shannon Foraker's defensive doctrine
worked. Only eight of TF 82's missiles survived to attack their target. Two of them detonated late,
wasting their power on theroof of Conquete'simpenetrableimpeller wedge. The other Sx detonated
between fifteen and twenty thousand kilometers off the ship's port bow, and massive bomb-pumped
lasers punched brutdly through her sdewall.

Alarms screamed aboard the Havenite ship as armor shattered, wegpons—and the men and
women who manned them—were wiped out of existence, and atmosphere streamed from Conquete's
lacerated flanks. But superdreadnoughts were designed to survive precisely that kind of damage, and the
big ship didn't even falter. She maintained her position in Bogey Four's defensive formation, and her
counter-missile launchers were dready firing against TF 82's second salvo.

* % %

"It looks like we got at least afew through, Maam," Stackpole reported, his eyesintent asthe
studied the reports coming back from the FTL Ghost Rider reconnai ssance platforms.

"Good," Michellereplied. Of course, "afew" hits probably hadn't done alot more than scratch their
target's paint, but she could dways hope, and some damage was ahell of alot better than no damage at
al. Unfortunatdly . . ..

"And here comestheir reply,” Manfredi muttered. Which, Michelle thought, was something of
an . .. understatement.

Six hundred of the Havenite MDMs had ssimply become lost and wandered away, demongtrating
the vdidity of Manfredi's prediction about dropped control links. But that was |ess than six percent of the
totd . . . which demonstrated the accuracy of Michelle's counterpoint.

The task force's counter-missiles killed dmost nine thousand of the missleswhich didn't get log,
and the last-ditch fire of the task force's laser clusters and the Katana-class LACskilled nine hundred
more.

Which left "only" three hundred and seventy-two.

Five of them attacked Ajax.

Captain Diego Mikhailovic rolled ship, twisting his command further over onto her sdereaiveto
the incoming fire, fighting to interpose the defensive barrier of hiswedge, and the sensor reach of his
Keyhole platforms gave him amarked maneuver advantage, aswell asimproving hisfire control. He
could see threats more clearly and from a greater range, which gave him more time to react to them, and
most of theincoming X-ray lasers wasted themsalves againgt the floor of hiswedge. One of the attacking
missiles managed to avoid that fate, however. It swept past Ajax and detonated |ess than five thousand



kilometers from her port sdewall.

The battlecruiser twitched astwo of the missile'slasers blasted through that sidewall. By the nature
of things, battlecruiser armor was far thinner than superdreadnoughts could carry, and Havenite laser
heads were heavier than matching Manti coran weapons as a ddliberate compensation for their lower
base accuracy. Battle stedl shattered and dlarms howled. Patches of ominous crimson appeared on the
damage control schematics, yet given the origina sze of that mighty salvo, Ajax's actua damage was
remarkably light.

"Two hits, Maam," Stackpole announced. "Weve lost Graser Five and a couple of point defense
clusters, and Medica reports seven wounded.”

Michelle nodded. She hoped none of those seven crewmen were badly wounded. No one ever
liked to take casudlties, but at the same time, only seven—none of them fatal, so far at least—was an
amodg incredibly light lossrate.

"The rest of the squadron?' she asked sharply.

"Not ascratch, Maam!™ Manfredi replied jubilantly from his own command station, and Michelle
fdt hersdf beginning to smile. But then—

"Multiple hits on both SDs," Stackpole reported in a much grimmer voice, and Michdles smile died
dillborn. " Imperator 'slost two or three grasers, but she's essentiadly intact.”

"And Intolerant?" Michelle demanded harshly when the ops officer paused.

"Not good,” Manfredi replied as the information scrolled across his display from the task force deta
net. " She must have taken two or three dozen hits. . . and at least one of them blew Straight into the
missile core. She's got heavy casudties, Maam, including Admiral Morowitz and most of his taff. And it
lookslikedll of her pod rails are down."

"The Hag isterminating the missile engagement, Maam," Stackpole said quietly.

He looked up from his display to meet her eyes, and she nodded in bitter understanding. The task
force's sustainable long-range firepower had just been cut in half. Not even Manticoran fire control was
going to accomplish much at the next best thing to two light-minutes with salvoesthe sze asingle SD(P)
could throw, and Honor wasn't going to waste ammunition trying to do theimpossible.

Which, unfortunately, leaves the question of just what we are going to do wide open, doesn't
it? shethought.

* * %

Several minutes passed, and Michelle listened to the background flow of clipped, professona
voices as her saff officers and their ass stants continued refining their assessment of what had just
happened. It wasn't getting much better, she reflected, watching the data bars shift as more detailed
damage reportsflowed in.

AsManfredi had dready reported, her own squadron—aside from her flagship—had suffered no
damage at all, but it was beginning to look asif Stackpol€esinitial assessment of HMS Intolerant's
damages had actualy been optimidtic.

"Admird," Lieutenant Kaminski said suddenly. Michelle turned towards her staff communications
officer, one eyebrow raised. "Duchess Harrington wants to speak to you,” he said.

"Put her through,” Michele said quickly, and turned back to her own small com screen. A familiar,
amond-eyed face appeared upon it dmost ingtantly.

"Mike" Honor Alexander-Harrington began without preamble, her crisp, Sphinxian accent only a
shade more pronounced than usud, " Intolerant'sin trouble. Her missile defenses are way below par,
and we're headed into the planetary pods envelope. | know Ajax'staken afew licks of her own, but |
want your squadron moved out on our flank. | need to interpose your point defense between Intolerant
and Arthur. Areyou in shape for that?'

"Of coursewe are." Henke nodded vigoroudly. Putting something as fragile as a battlecruiser
between awounded superdreadnought and a planet surrounded by missile pods wasn't something to be
approached lightly. On the other hand, screening ships of the wall was one of the functions battlecruisers



had been designed to fulfill, and at least, given the relative dearth of missile podstheir scouts had
reported in Arthur orbit, they wouldn't be looking at another missile hurricane like the one which had just
roared through the task force.

"Ajax'sthe only one who's been kissed,” Michelle continued, "and our damageisal pretty much
superficia. Noneof it'll have any effect on our missile defense”

"Good! Andreaand | will shift the LACsaswell, but they've expended alot of CMs." Honor shook
her head. "I didn't think they could stack that many pods without completely saturating their own fire
contral. It lookslike were going to have to rethink afew things."

"That's the nature of the beast, isn't it?' Michelle responded with ashrug. "Welive and learn.”

"Those of usfortunate enough to survive," Honor agreed, abit grimly. "All right, Mike. Get your
people moving. Clear."

"Clear," Michdle acknowledged, then turned her chair to face Stackpole and Braga. "Y ou heard
thelady,” shesad. "Let'sget them moving.”

* k%

BCS 81 moved out on Task force Eighty-Two's flank as the Manti coran force continued
accelerating steadily away from its pursuers. Thefina damage reports camein, and Michelle grimaced as
she consdered how the task force's commanding officer was undoubtedly fedling about those reports.
Sheld known Honor Harrington since Honor had been atall, skinny firgt-form midshipwoman at
Saganami Idand. It wasn't Honor's fault the Havenites had managed to mousetrap her command, but that
wasn't going to matter. Not to Honor Harrington. Those were her ships which had been damaged, her
people who had been killed, and at this moment, Michelle Henke knew, she was feding the hits her task
force had taken asif every one of them had landed directly on her.

No, that isn't what she's feeling, Michdletold hersdf. What she's doing right now iswishing
that every one of them had landed on her, and she's not going to forgive herself for walking into
this. Not for along time, if I know her. But she's not going to let it affect her decisions, either.

She shook her head. It was a pity Honor was so much better at forgiving her subordinates for
disasters she knew perfectly well weren't there fault than she was at forgiving hersdf. Unfortunately, it
wastoo late to change her now.

And, truth to tell, | don't think any of us would want to go screwing around trying to change
her, Michdlethought wryly.

"WEelIl be entering the estimated range of Arthur's podsin another thirty seconds, Maam,”
Stackpole said quietly, breaking in on her thoughts.

"Thank you." Michelle shook hersdlf, then settled hersdf more solidly into her command chair.

"Stand by missle defense,” shesad.

The seconds trickled by, and then—

"Misslelaunch!™ Stackpole announced. "Multiple missile launches, multiple sources! ”

His voice sharpened with the last two words, and Michelle's head snapped around.

"Edtimate seventeen thousand, Maam!"

"Repest that!" Michelle sngpped, certain for an instant that she must have misunderstood him
somehow.

"CIC says seventeen thousand, Maam," Stackpoletold her harshly, turning to look at her. "Timeto
attack range, seven minutes."

Michelle stared a him while her mind tried to grapple with the impossible numbers. The remote
arrays deployed by the task force's pre-attack scout ships had detected barely four hundred podsin
orbit around Arthur. That should have meant amaximum of only four thousand missiles, so wherethe
hdl—?

"Weve got at least thirteen thousand coming in from Bogey One," Stackpole said, asif hed just
read her mind. His tone was more than alittle incredul ous, and her own eyes widened in shock. That was



even more preposterous. Two superdreadnoughts and seven battlecruisers couldn't possibly have thefire
control for that many missles, evenif they'd dl been pod designd

"How could—?" someone began.

"Those aren't battlecruisers,” Oliver Manfredi said suddenly. "They'refrigging minelayers!”

Michele understood him ingtantly, and her mouth tightened in agreement. Just like the Royd
Manticoran Navy, the Republic of Haven built its fast minelayers on battlecruiser hulls. And Manfredi
was undoubtedly correct. Instead of normal |oads of mines, those ships had been stuffed to the deckhead
with missile pods. The whole time they'd been stting there, watching the task force flee away from Bogey
Four and directly towards them, they'd been rolling those pods, stacking them into the horrendous salvo
which had just come screaming straight at TF 82.

"Well," she said, hearing the harshnessin her own voice, "now we understand how they did it.
Which il leaves uswith the little problem of what we do about it. Execute Hotel, John!"

"Defense Plan Hotdl, aye, Maam," Stackpole acknowledged, and orders began to stream out from
HMS Ajax to the rest of her squadron.

Michelle watched her plot. There wasn't timefor her to adjust her formation significantly, but shed
aready set up for Hotel, even though it had seemed unlikely the Havenites fire could be heavy enough to
requireit. Her ships primary responsibility wasto protect Intolerant. Looking out for themselves came
fairly high on their list of prioritiesaswell, of course, but the superdreadnought represented more combat
power—and amost as much tota tonnage—as her entire squadron combined. That waswhy Missile
Defense Plan Hotdl had stacked her battlecruisers vertically in space, like amobile wall between the
planet Arthur and Intolerant. They were perfectly placed to intercept the incoming fire. . . which,
unfortunately, meant that they were completely exposed to that fire, aswll.

"Signd from the Flag, Maam,” Stackpole said suddenly. "Fire Plan Gamma."

"Acknowledged. Execute Fire Plan Gamma," Michedlle said tersdly.

"Aye, aye, Maam. Executing Fire Plan Gamma," Stackpole said, and Battlecruiser Squadron
Eighty-One began toroll pods at last.

It wasn't going to be much of aresponse compared to the amount of fire coming at the task force,
but Michellefet her lips drawing back from her teeth in satisfaction anyway. The gamma sequence
Honor and her tactical staff had worked out months ago was designed to coordinate the battlecruisers
shorter-legged Mark 16s with the superdreadnoughts MDMSs. It would take aMark 16 over thirteen
minutes to reach Bogey One, as compared to the seven minutesone of Imperator's Mark 23swould
require. Both missiles used fusion-powered impeller drives, but there was no physical way to squeeze
three complete drivesinto the smaler misslestighter dimensons, which meant it Smply could not
accelerate aslong asitsbigger brother.

S0, under Fire Plan Gamma Imperator 'sfirst half-dozen patterns of pod-launched Mark 23s drive
settings had been stepped down to match those of the Agamemnons' |ess capable missiles. It let the task
force put six salvos of amogt three hundred mixed Mark 16 and Mark 23 missiles each into space
before the superdreadnought began firing hundred-and-twenty-bird salvos at the Mark 23's maximum
power settings.

All of which is very fine, Michelle thought grimly, watching theicons of the attack missilesgo
streaking away from the task force. Unfortunately, it doesn't do much about the birds they've
already launched.

Asif to punctuate her thought, Ajax began to quiver with the sharp vibration of outgoing waves of
counter -missiles as her launchers went to sustained rapid fire.

The Grayson-designed Katana-classLACswerefiring, aswell, sending their own counter-missiles
screaming to meet the attack, but no onein her worst nightmare had ever envisoned facing asingle savo
thismassve.

"It'scoming through, Maam," Manfredi said quietly.

She looked back up from her plot, and her lipstightened as she saw him standing beside her



command chair once more. Given what was headed towards them at the moment, he redlly ought to have
been back in the shock frame and protective armored shell of his own chair. And he damned well

knows it, too, she thought in familiar, sharp-edged irritation. But he'd aways been aroamer, and sheld
findly given up yeling a him for it. He was one of those people who needed to move around to keep
their brains running at the maximum possible RPM. Now hisvoice wastoo low pitched for anyone else
to have heard as he gazed down into her repeater plot with her, but his eyes were bleak.

"Of courseitis," shereplied, equdly quietly. Thetask force smply didn't have the firepower to stop
that many misslesinthetime avalabletoit.

"How the hell arethey managing to control that many birds?' Manfredi continued, never looking
away from the plot. "Look at that pattern. Those aren't blind-fired shots; they're under tight control, for
now at least. So wherein hdl did they find that many control channels?

"Don't have aclue" Michelle admitted, her tone dmost absent as she watched the defenders fire
ripping huge holesin the cloud of incoming missiles. "l think we'd better figureit out, though. Don't you?"

"Y ou've got that right, Maam," he agreed with amirthless smile.

* % %

No onein Task force Eighty-Two—or anyonein the rest of the Roya Manticoran Navy, for that
matter—had ever heard of the control system Shannon Foraker had dubbed "Moriarty" after a
pre-space fictiona character. If they had, and if they'd understood the reference, they probably would
have agreed that it was appropriate, however.

Onething of which no one would ever be able to accuse Foraker was thinking small. Faced with
the problem of controlling a big enough missile salvo to break through the steadily improving Manticoran
missi|e defenses, sheld been forced to accept that Havenite ships of the wall, even the latest podnoughts,
smply lacked the necessary fire control channels. So, she'd set out to solve the problem. Unableto
match the technologica capability to shoehorn the control systems she needed into something like
Manticore's Keyhole, sheld smply accepted that she had to build something bigger. Much bigger. And
while sheld been at it, sheld decided, she might aswell figure out how to integrate that "something bigger”
into an entire star system'’s defenses.

Moriarty was the answer shed come up with. It consisted of remotely deployed platformswhich
exigted for the sole purpose of providing telemetry relays and control channels. They were distributed
throughout the entire volume of space inside Solon's hyper limit, and every one of them reported to a
single control station which was about the size of aheavy cruiser . . . and contained nothing except the
very best fire control computers and software the Republic of Haven could build.

She couldn't do anything about the lightspeed limitations of the control channels themselves, but
sheld findly found away to provide enough of those channelsto handle truly massive salvos. In fact,
athough TF 82 had no way of knowing it, the wave of missiles coming &t it waslessthan half of
Moriarty's maximum capeacity.

Of course, even if thetask force'stactical officers had known that, they might have felt less than
completely grateful, given the weight of firewhich was coming at them.

* * %

Michelle never knew how many of the incoming missiles were destroyed short of their targets, or
how many smply got lost, despite dl Moriarty could do, and wandered off or acquired targets other than
the onesthey'd originaly been assigned. It was obvious that the task force's defenses managed to stop an
enormous percentage them. Unfortunately, it was even more obvious that they hadn't opped enough of
them.

Hundreds of them hurled themselves at the LA Cs—not because anyone had wanted to waste
MDMs on something assmall asaLAC, but because missileswhich had lost their original targets asthey
spread beyond the reach of Moriarty's lightspeed commands had acquired them, instead. LACs, and
especidly Manticoran and Grayson LACs, were very difficult for misslesto hit. Which was not to say
that they were impaossible to hit, however, and over two hundred of them were blown out of space as



the tornado of missilesripped into the task force.

Most of therest of Moriarty's missiles had been targeted on the two superdreadnoughts, and they
howled in on their targets like demons. Captain Rafe Cardones maneuvered Honor's flagship asif the
stupendous superdreadnought were aheavy cruiser, twisting around to interpose hiswedge while
jammers and decoys joined with laser clustersin alagt-ditch, point-blank defense. Imperator shuddered
and bucked as laser heads blasted through her sidewalls, but despite grievous wounds, she actualy got
off lightly. Not even her massve armor was impervious to such a concentrated rain of destruction, but it
did itsjob, preserving her core hull and essentid systemsintact, and her human casudtieswere minuscule
in proportion to the amount of fire scorching in upon her.

Intolerant was lessfortunate.

The earlier damageto Imperator's sster ship was smply too severe. Sheldd lost both of her
Keyholesand al too many of her counter-missile launchers and laser clustersin the last attack. Her
sensors had been battered, leaving holes in her own close-in coverage, and her dectronic warfare
sysemswerefar below par. She was smply the biggest, most visible, most vulnerable target in the entire
task force, and despite everything BCS 81 could do, droves of myopic end-of-run Havenite MDMs
hurled themselves at the clearest target they could see.

The superdreadnought was trapped at the heart of amaelstrom of detonating laser heads, hurling
X-ray laserslike vicious harpoons. They dammed into her again and again and again, ripping and
maiming, tearing steadlily deeper while the big ship shuddered and bucked in agony. And then, finadly, one
of those lasers found something fatal and HM S Intolerant and her entire company vanished into aglaring
fireball of destruction.

Nor did shediedone.

* * *

HMS Ajax heaved indescribably asthe universe went mad.

Compared to the torrent of fire streaming in on the two superdreadnoughts, only a handful of
missiles attacked the battlecruisers. But that "handful” was till numbered in the hundreds, and they were
much more fragile targets. Alarms screamed as deadly lasers ripped deep into far more lightly armored
hulls, and the Agamemnon-class were podlayers. They had the hollow cores of their type, and that made
them even more fragile than other, older battlecruiserslittle more than hdf their sze. Michelle had dways
wondered if that aspect of their design was as great avulnerability asthe BC(P)'s critics had dways
contended.

It looked like they—and she—were about to find out.

Oliver Manfredi was hurled from hisfeet as Ajax lurched, and Michdlefdt her command chair's
shock frame hammering vicioudy at her. Urgent voices, high-pitched and distorted despite the
professionalism trained bone-deep into their owners, filled the com channels with messages of
devastation—announcements of casudties, of destroyed systems, which ended al too oftenin
mid-syllable as desth came for the men and women making those reports.

Even through the pounding, Michelle saw theicons of both of her second divison's ships—Priam
and Patrocles—disappear abruptly from her plot, and other icons disappeared or flashed critical damage
codes throughout the task force's formation. Thelight cruisers Fury, Buckler, and Atum vanishedin
glaring flashes of destruction, and the heavy cruisers Sar Ranger and Blackstone were transformed into
crippled hulks, coasting onward balistically without power or impeller wedges. And then—

"Direct hit on the command deck!" one of Stackpol€e's ratings announced. "No survivors, Sir!
Heavy damageto Boat Bay Two, and Boat Bay One's been completely destroyed! Engineering
reports—"

Michdlefet it in her own fleshasHMS Ajax fatered suddenly.

"Wevelogt the after ring, Maam!" Stackpole said harshly. " All of it."

Michelle bit theinside of her lower lip so hard shetasted blood. Solon lay inthe heart of a
hyper-space gravity wave. No ship could enter, navigate, or long survivein agravity wave without both



Warshawski sails. . . and without the after impdller ring's alphanodes, Ajax could no longer generate an
after sall.

Chapter Two

"It'sHer Grace, Maam," Lieutenant Kaminski said quietly, and Michelle stood, risng from where
sheld knelt on the decksole beside the sick berth attendant working on an unconscious Manfredi.

"I'll takeit there, Albert," she said, crossing quickly to the communications officer's sation. She
leaned over his shoulder, looking into the pickup, and saw Honor on the display.

"How bad isit, Mike?' Honor asked quickly.

"That's an interesting question.” Michelle managed atwisted smile. "Captain Mikhailov is dead, and
thingsare. . . abit confused over here, just now. Our rails and pods are till intact, and our fire control
looks pretty good, but our point defense and energy armament took ared beating. Theworst of it seems
to be the after impeller ring, though. 1t's completely down."

"Canyou restoreit?' Honor asked urgently.

"We're working on it. The good newsis that the damage appearsto be in the control runs; the
nodes themsalves |ook like they're dtill intact, including the Alphas. The bad newsisthat we've got one
hell of alot of structural damage aft, and just locating where the runs are broken isgoing to be a
copperplated bitch."

"Can you get her out?' Honor's voice was suddenly softer as she asked the only question that really
mattered, and Michelle looked into best friend's eyes for perhaps three heartbests, then shrugged.

"I don't know," she admitted. "Frankly, it doesn't look good, but I'm not prepared to just write her
off yet. Besides," she managed another smile, "we can't abandon very well."

"What do you mean?' Honor demanded quickly.

"Both boat bays are trashed, Honor. The Bosun says she thinks she can get the after bay cleared,
but it's going to take at least a half-hour. Without that—"

Michelle shrugged, wondering if she looked as stricken as Honor did. Not that Honor's expression
would have given anything away to most people, but Michelle knew her too well.

They looked at one another for several seconds, neither of them willing to say what they both knew.
Without at least one functional boat bay, smdl craft couldn't dock with Ajax to take her crew off, and
she carried enough emergency life podsfor alittle more than haf her total complement. There wasn't
much point in carrying more than that, since only half her battle stations were close enough to the skin of
her hull to make alife pod practicd.

And her flag bridge was far too deeply buried to be one of them.

"Mike, |—"

Honor's voice seemed to fray around the edges, and Michelle shook her head quickly.

"Don't say it," shesaid, dmost gently. "If we can get the after ring back, we can probably play hide
and seek with anything heavy enough to kill us. If we don't get it back, were not getting out. It's that
smple, Honor. And you know aswell as| do that you can't hold the rest of the task force back to cover
us. Not with Bogey Three dtill closing. Even just hanging around for ahaf-hour while wetry to make
repairs would bring you into their envel ope, and your missile defense has been shot to shit.”

She could seeit in Honor's eyes. See that Honor wanted to argue, to protest. But she couldn't.

"You'reright," shesaid quietly. "1 wish you werent, but you are.”

"I know." Michelleslipstwitched again. "And at least we're in better shape than Necromancer ;"
she observed. "Although | think her boat bays are at least intact.”

"Well, yes" Honor said. "Thereisthat minor difference. Rafe's coordinating the evacuation of her
personnel now."



"Good for Rafe," Michellereplied.

"Break north," Honor told her. "I'm going to drop our acceleration for about fifteen minutes.”

Michelle opened her mouth to protest, but Honor shook her head quickly.

"Only fifteen minutes, Mike. If we go back to the best acceleration we can sustain at that point and
maintain heading, well till scrape past Bogey Three at least eighty thousand kilometers outsideits
powered misslerange.”

"That's cutting it too close, Honor!" Michelle said sharply.

"No," Honor said flatly, "it isn't, Admiral Henke. And not just because Ajax isyour ship. Thereare
seven hundred and fifty other men and women aboard her."

Michelle arted to protest again, then stopped, inhaled sharply, and nodded. She till didn't likeit,
still suspected that Honor's friendship for her was affecting the other woman's judgment. But it was dso
possible that that same friendship was affecting her own judgment, and Honor was right about how many
other people were at risk aboard Ajax.

"When they see our accel drop, they'll have to act on the assumption Imperator hasenough
impeller damage to dow the rest of the task force,” Honor continued. "Bogey Three should continue to
pursue us on that bass. If you can get the after ring back within the next forty-five minutesto an hour,
you should still be ableto stay clear of Bogey Two, and Bogey Oneis pretty much scrap metd at this
point. But if you don't get it back—"

"If wedon't get it back, we can't get into hyper anyway,” Michdleinterrupted her. "I think it'sthe
best we can do, Honor. Thank you."

Honor's mouth tightened on Michelle's com screen, but she only nodded.

"Give Beth my bedt, just in case," Michdlle added.

"Do it yoursdf," Honor shot back.

"I will, of course," Michelle said. Then, more softly, "Take care, Honor."

"God bless, Mike," Honor said equaly quietly. "Clear."

* * %

"Maam, it's Commander Horn," Lieutenant Kaminski said quietly. Commander Manfredi had been
taken off to sickbay, and the communications officer had taken over Manfredi's duties as chief of staff.
Hewas scarcely the most senior of her staffers il on hisfeet, but his officia duties|eft him with the least
to do, under the circumstances.. . . and it wasn't asif Michelle any longer had a squadron which redlly
needed achief of staff.

"Thanks, Al," she said, and turned quickly to her own com screen as aface materidized upon it.

Commander Alexandra Horn was a stocky, short-haired, gray-eyed brunette. She'd also been
HMS Ajax's executive officer, up until the moment the death of Diego Mikhailovic and every other
officer and rating who'd been on his command deck changed that. Now she was the ship's commanding
officer, and behind her, Henke could see the backup command crew in the battlecruiser's Auxiliary
Control, located at the far end of Ajax's core hull from her normal command deck, asthey bent over
thelr command stations, working franticaly.

"Yes, Vicky?"

"Admird," Horn's voice was hoarse, her facetight with strain and fatigue, "1 think it'stimeto start
evacuating everyone who has accessto alife pod.”

Michellefdt her own face turn mask-like, but managed to hold her voice to an dmaost norma
conversationd pitch.

"It'sthat bad, isit?" she asked.

"Maybe worse than that, Maam." Horn rubbed her eyes for amoment, then looked back out of the
display at Michdle. "Therésjust too much wreckage in the way. God only knows how dl four rails can
still be up, because we've got breaches clear through to the missile corein at least four places. Maybe as
many as sx. Commander Tigh gill can't even tell us where the control runs are broken, much lesswhen



he might be able to get the after ring back up.”

Well, that seems to be a fairly emphatic answer to the great fragility debate, doesn't it, Mike?
asmall voice said in the back of Michdleshead. Under the circumstances, it's a mystery to me why
we didn't go up right along with Patrocles and Priam. What was that phrase Honor used?
"Eggshells armed with sledgehammers,” wasn't it? Of course, she was talking about LACs at the
time, not battlecruisers, but still . . . .

She gazed at the other woman for severa seconds while her mind raced down the samelogic trees
Horn must aready have worked through. Lieutenant Commander William Tigh was Ajax’s chief
engineer, and she knew he and his damage control crews had been prying, battering, and cutting their
way through the wreckage aft of midshipsin their frantic search for the damage which had taken the after
aphanodes off-line. She couldn't say she was particularly surprised by what Horn had just told her, but
that didn't make the news one bit more welcome.

Nor could she misunderstand what Horn was thinking now. They couldn't afford to let the
technology aboard Ajax fdl into Havenite hands. Haven had captured more than enough examples of
Manticoran weagpons and e ectronics tech at the outbreak of the war, but the systems aboard Ajax and
her Ssters now were substantially more advanced than anything they might have captured then, and the
Alliance had dready suffered graphic evidence of just how quickly Haven had managed to put anything
they'd captured to good use. The Navy had built in the very best safeguardsit could to make sure that as
little as possible of that tech would be recoverable if aship waslost, and virtudly al of her molycircs
could be wiped with the entry of the proper command codes, but no possible system was perfect. And if
Tigh couldn't get the after ring back on-line, there was only one way to prevent Ajax and everything
aboard her from falling into Havenite hands.

"What about the after boat bay?' Michelle asked after severa moments.

"The Bosun's till working at clearing away the wreckage, Maam. At the moment, it lookslikeit'sa
horse race—at best.”

Michelle nodded in understanding. Master Chief Alice MaGuirewas Ajax's Boatswain, her senior
noncommissioned officer. At the moment, MaGuire and her own repair teams were laboring with frantic
disciplineto get at least one of the battlecruiser's boat bay's operational again. Unlessthey could manage
to do that, there was no way anyone without an operationd life pod was getting off of the ship.

Technicaly, the decison was now Horn's, not Michelle's. The commander was Ajax’s captain;
what happened to her ship and her crew was her respongbility, not that of the admira who smply
happened to be aboard at the moment. Nor did Michele think for amoment that Horn was trying to get
her to take the weight of decision off of the other woman's shoulders. Which wasn't quite the samething
as saying she wouldn't be grateful for any advice Michelle might be able to contribute.

"Assuming you get the pods off, will you gtill have enough personnd to fight the ship?' she asked
quigtly.

"I'm afraid the answer to that question isyes, Maam," Horn said bitterly. "Well lose most of our
on-mount backup crewsfor the energy wegpons and point defense clusters, but none of our remaining
mountsarein loca control at the moment, anyway. And, of course, our railswon't be affected at l.
Within those limits, well till have more people than we need to fight her.”

Michelle nodded again. The on-mount crews were there primarily to take over the wegpons should
they be cut off from the centralized control of the tactical officer on the ship's command deck. The
probability that they'd be able to do any good—especidly against the threat which had been rumbling
steadily towards Ajax at amost twice the lamed battlecruiser's current maximum acceleration ever snce
Bogey Two abandoned its pursuit of the rest of the task force—was minute. The ship's primary
armament, her missile pods, on the other hand, were buried deep a her core. The men and women
responsible for overseeing them were much too far inside the core hull for any possible life pod to carry
them to safety.

What it redly came down to, Michelle thought sadly, was the fact that it was now too late to save



the ship even if Tigh somehow managed to get the after ring back. They'd lost too much lead on Bogey
Two. In lessthan twenty minutes, those Sx modern superdreadnoughts were going to enter their own
MDM rangefrom Ajax. When they did that, the ship was going to die, one way or the other. The only
way to prevent that would have been to surrender her to the enemy, which would just happen to hand al
of that invaluable technologica data and examples of modern systems over to Haven.

| wonder if Horn's cold-blooded enough to give the scuttle order? Could she really order the
ship blown up knowing over half her crew would go with her?

Thefact that no court of inquiry or court-martial convened in Manticore would ever condemn her
for honorably surrendering her vessal made the commander's dilemmaeven more hellish. For that matter,
if she didn't surrender—if she went ahead and destroyed her own ship, with so many of her people sill
aboard—her name would undoubtedly be vilified by any number of people who hadn't been there, hadn't
had to face the same decision or make the same call.

But she's not going to have to do that, Michdle thought dmost camly. If she triesto fight that
much firepower, the Peeps will take care of it for her.

"If your ship will still be combat capable, Captain,” she said formally to Horn, "then by al means, |
concur. Given the tactical Situation, evacuating everyone you can by pod is clearly theright decison.”

"Thank you, Maam," Horn said softly. The decision had been hers, but her gratitude for Michdle's
concurrence was both obvious and deegp. Then she drew a deep breath. "If you and your staff will
evacuate Flag Bridge now, Maam, therell be time—"

"No, Captain,” Michdleinterrupted quietly. Horn looked at her, and she shook her head. "Those
pods will be used by the personnel assigned to them or closest to them at the moment the evacuation
order isgiven," Michdle continued steedily.

For amoment, she thought Horn was going to argue. For that matter, Horn had the authority to
order Michdleand her staff off the ship, and to use force to accomplish that end, if necessary. But as she
looked into the commander's eyes, she saw that Horn understood. If Michelle Henke's flagship was
going to die with people trapped aboard it, then she was going to be one of those people. It made
absolutely no sense from any logical perspective, but that didn't matter.

"Yes, Madam," Horn said, and produced something dmost like asmile. "Now, if you'll excuse me,
Admird, | have some orderstoissue," shesaid.

"By dl means, Captain. Clear."

* * *

"You know," Lieutenant Commander Stackpole said, "I know we're pretty much screwed, Maam,
but | redlly would like to take some of them with us"

There was something remarkably like whimsy in histone, and Michelle wondered if hewas aware
of that . . . or how ironicit was.

Ironic or not, a part of her agreed with him. Bogey Two had continued its pursuit of the rest of the
task force only until it became obviousthat it would be impossible to overtake Imperator and the other
shipsin company with her. At that point, Bogey Two—all of Bogey Two—had atered course to pursue
Ajax, ingtead, with acceleration advantage of amost 2.5 KPS?. Thanksto her own damage, and the fact
that Bogey Two had been able to begin cutting the chord of Ajax’s course after abandoning the pursuit of
the rest of the task force, the pursuing Havenites had aready been able to build avelocity advantage of
over two thousand KPS. With that sort of overtake velocity and such an accel eration advantage over a
ship which couldn't escape into hyper even if she managed to get acrossthe hyper limit before she was
intercepted, this chase could have only one outcome.

Maximum range for Havenite MDMswas just under sixty-one million kilometers, and the rangewas
aready down to little more than sixty-three million. It wouldn't be long now, unless. . ..

"Y ou know," Michdlesaid, "I wonder just how close these people are willing to come before they
pull thetrigger?'

"Wdll, they must know weve loaded our battlecruiser podswith Mark 16s," Stackpole pointed out,



turning to look over hisshoulder at her. "'l can't believe they'd be interested in coming into our range!”

"| certainly wouldn't be, intheir place" Michdle agreed. "Still, their hard numberson the Mark 16's
performance haveto be alittleiffy. Oh," she waved one hand in the air before her, "I know we've used
them before, but the only time they've ever seen them used at maximum powered range wasright here, in
Fire Plan Gamma, and that had that ballistic component right in the middle of it. It'sremotely possible
Bogey Two hasn't had the benefit of afull tacticd andysisyet.”

"Y ou're suggesting they might just comeinto our range, after al, Maam?' Stackpole sounded like a
junior officer doing his best not to sound overtly dubious.

"It'spossble, | suppose,” Michelle said. Then she snorted. "On the other hand, it's entirely possible
I'm grasping at straws, too!™

"Wdl, Maam," Stackpole said, "' hate to rain on your parade, but | can think of at least one
damned good reason for them to be doing what they're doing.” She cocked an eyebrow at him, and he
shrugged. "If | werethem, and if | did have a pretty good idea what our maximum powered envelope
was, | wouldn't bein any hurry. I'd want to get asclose as | could and still stay outside our envelope
beforel fired. Of course, if we want to start engaging them at longer ranges, with abalistic component in
theflight, they'll probably shoot back pretty damned fast.”

"l know," Michdlesad.

She smiled thinly, then tipped back in her command chair. It was remarkable, actualy, she mused.
Whatever the Peeps were up to, she was going to die sometime in the next hour or so, and yet she felt
oddly cam. She hadn't resigned herself to death, didn't want to die—perhaps, deep down inside, some
surviva center amply refuse to accept the possibility, even now—and yet her forebrain knew it was
going to happen. And despite that, her mind was clear, with asort of bittersweet serenity. Therewerea
lot of things she'd meant to do that she'd never have the chance to get around to now, and shefelt adeep
surge of regret for that. And, for that matter, she felt an even deeper, darker regret for the other men and
women trapped aboard Ajax with her. Y et this was a possible ending she'd accepted the day she
entered the Academy, the day she swore her oath as an officer in the Roya Manticoran Navy. She
couldn't pretend she hadn't known it might come, and if she had to die, she could not have doneit in
better company than with the crew of HM S Ajax.

She considered the men and women who'd escaped aboard the battlecruiser's remaining
operationd life pods, wondered what they were thinking as they awaited rescue by their enemies.
Thered been atime when the Manticoran Navy had been none too sure Havenite ships would bother
with search-and-rescue after abattle, yet despite the sneak attack with which the Republic had opened
thiswar, no one on ether side had ever doubted that the victor in any engagement would do her very
best to rescue as many survivorsfrom both sides as possible.

So we've made some progress, at least, shetold hersdf sardonically. Then shegave hersdf a
mental shake. Thelast thing she should be doing at amoment like thiswas feding anything except
gratitude that the people Commander Horn had gotten off Ajax were going to survive!

We really have come a long way since Basilisk Sation and First Hancock, shetold hersdf. In
fact—

"John." Shelet her command chair snap back upright and turned it to face the tac officer.

"Yes, Maam?' Something about her tone brought his own chair around to face her squarely, and
his eyes narrowed.

"These peoplejust finished borrowing Her Grace's tactics from Sidemore, right?”

"That's oneway to put it," Stackpole agreed, his eyes narrowing further.

"Well, inthat case," Michdle sad with arazor-like smile, "I think it just might betimefor us to
borrow her tactics from Hancock Station. Why don't you and | kick thisidea around with Commander
Horn for acouple of minutes? After dl," her smile grew thinner yet, "it's not like any of us have anything
better to do, isit?"

* * *



"| likeit, Your Grace," Vicky Horn said grimly from Michelle's com screen.

"According to our best figuresfrom here," Michelle said, "weve got roughly three hundred pods il
ontherals"

"Three hundred and six, Admird," Commander Dwayne Harrison, who had become Ajax'stactica
officer in the same instant Horn had become the battlecruiser's captain, said from behind Horn.

"Just over twelve minutesto rall al of them, then.”

"Yes, Mdam," Horn agreed. "Use their tractors to limpet them to the hull until we're ready to drop
al of theminasnglecutch?'

"Exactly. And if we're going to do this, wed better get Sarted pretty quick,” Michelle said.

"Agreed." Horn frowned for amoment, then grimaced. "I've got too much else on my plate right
now, Admird. | think thisis something for you and Commander Stackpole to work out with Dwayne
while | concentrate on pushing the repair parties.”

"| agree, Vicky." Michedle nodded firmly, even though she knew Horn was aswell avare as she
wasthat al the repairsin the world weren't going to make much difference. Master Chief MaGuire and
her repair parties were dill fighting to get at least one boat bay cleared, but the Bosun's last estimate was
that she'd need at least another hour, and probably at least alittlelonger. It was. . . unlikedly, to say the
leadt, that Ajax was going to have that hour.

"Very well, Maam." Horn nodded back. "Clear," she said, and Harrison's face replaced hers on
both Michelle€'s and Stackpole's com screens.

* % %

The grim pursuit was coming to itsinevitable concluson, Michellethought. Her belly waslikealump
of congedled iron, and shefelt dmost lightheaded. Fear was ahuge part of it, of course—she wasn't
insane, after al. And yet excitement, anticipation, gripped her dmost astightly asthe fear.

If it's the final shot I'm ever going to get, at least it's going to be a doozy, shetold hersdlf
tautly. And it looks like I'm actually going to get to seeit fired, after all. Hard to believe.

It had become only too evident over the last forty-seven minutes that Stackpol €'s assessment of the
Peep commander's intentions had been accurate. That was how long it had been since Bogey Two had
entered its own extreme missile range of Ajax, but the enemy was clearly in no hurry to pull the trigger.

And rightly so, Michelle thought. The Peeps had every advantage there was—numbers,
acceleration rate, firepower, counter-missile launchers and laser clusters, and missile range—and they
were using them ruthlesdy. Shewas abit surprised, to be honest, that the enemy had managed to resst
the temptation to start firing sooner, but she understood the logic perfectly. As Stackpole had suggested,
the Pegps would close to arange at which they remained just outside the powered envel ope of Ajax's
Mark 16s, then open fire. Or, perhaps, cal upon Ajax to surrender, snce the Situation would have
become hopeless. There would have been just about zero probability of even Manticoran missiles getting
through Bogey Two's defensesin sdvosthe sze asingle Agamemnon could throw and control at any
range, but with the need for them to incorporate at |least abrief ballistic phasein their approach, the
probability would shrink gtill further. And no matter how good Ajax's missile defenses might be, shewas
gill only asingle battlecruiser, and she would be thirty million kilometersinsde Bogey Two's maximum
range. Light speed communication lagswould be far lower, which would improve both the enemy'sfire
control and its ability to compensate for Manticore's superior EW.

Of course, there could be a few minor difficulties hidden in that tactical situation, couldn't
there? Michdlethought.

She turned her command chair back towards Stackpole once again. Her tactica officer's shoulders
weretight, his attention totally focused on his displays, and she smiled at him with asort of bittersveet
regret. He and Harrison had implemented Michelle's brainstorm quickly and efficiently. Now—

Michelle's com beeped softly at her. The sound startled her, and she twitched before she reached
down and pressed the acceptance key. Vicky Horn appeared on her display, and thistime there was
something very different about the commander'sgray eyes. They literaly glowed, and she smiled hugdly



a Michdle

"Master Chief MaGuire's cleared the after bay, Maam!" she announced before her admira could
even speak, and Michellejerked upright. The Bosun and her work parties had continued laboring
heroicaly, but after so long, Michelle—like everyone el se aboard Ajax, she was certain—had come to
the conclusion that there was smply no way MaGuire's people were going to succeed.

Michelle's eyes darted to the countdown clock blinking steadily towards zero in the corner of her
tacticd plot, then back to Horn.

"Inthat case, Vicky," shesad, "l suggest you start getting our people off right now. Somehow, |
don't think the other Sde's going to be very happy with usin about seven minutes.”

* % %

No one aboard Ajax had needed their admira's observation.

The range between the battlecruiser and her overwhelming adversaries was down to little more than
48,600,000 kilometers, which put them far ingde the Havenites engagement envelope. No doubt those
SD(P)s astern of them had aready deployed multiple patterns of pods, tractored to their hullsinsde their
wedges, where they wouldn't degrade anyone's acceleration. The Peep commander was no doubt
watching hisown tactica displaysintently, waiting for thefirgt sign that Ajax might change her mind and
attempt along-range missile launch. If he saw one, he would undoubtedly roll his own pods, immediately.
Andif he didn't see one, he would probably roll them anyway within the next ten to twelve minutes.

Small craft began to launch from the boat bay Master Chief MaGuire and her people had
managed—somehow—to get back into service. The bad news was that there weren't very many of those
smdll craft available. The good news was that there were barely three hundred people il aboard the
battlecruiser. Of course, for some of those people, getting to the boat bay was going to take abit longer
than for others.

* % %

"Admird," avoice said from Michelle Henkes com. "It'stime for you to go, Mdam."

It was Commander Horn, and Michelle glanced at the display, then shook her head.

"l don't think so, Vicky," shesaid. "I'm alittle busy just now."

"Bullshit." The single, succinct word snapped her head back around, and Horn shook her own
head, her expression stern. "'Y ou don't have adamned thing to do, Admira. Not anymore. So get your
assoff my ship—now!"

"l don't think—" Michelle began once more, but Horn cut her off aoruptly.

"That'sright, Maam. You aren't thinking. Sure, it was your idea, but you don't even have atactica
link to the pods from Flag Bridge. That meansit up to me and Dwayne, and you know it. Staying behind
at thispoint isn't your duty, Admiral. And it doesn't have anything to do with courage or cowardice.”

Michelle stared at her, wanting to argue. But she couldn't—not logically. Not rationdly. Y et her
own need to stay with Ajax to the very end had very little to do with logic, or reason. Her eyeslocked
with those of the woman who was effectively ordering her to abandon her and her tactical officer to
certain desth, and the fact that no one had expected to have the opportunity to escape only made her
own sense of guilt cut deeper and harder.

"l can't,” shesaid softly.

"Don't be stupid, Maam!" Horn said sharply. Then her expression softened. "I know what you're
fedling," shesaid, "but forget it. | doubt Dwayne or | could get to the boat bay in time, anyway. And
whether we can or nat, it doesn't change athing | just said to you. Besides, it's your duty to get off if you
can and look after my peoplefor me."

Michelle had opened her mouth again, but Horn's last seven words shut it abruptly. Shelooked at
the other woman, her eyes burning, then inhaed deeply.

"Youreright," she said softly. "Wish you weren't, Vicky."

"Sodo." Horn managed asmile. "Unfortunately, I'm not. Now go. That's an order, Admird."



"Aye, aye, Captain." Michelle's answering smile was crooked, and she knew it. "God bless, Vicky."
"And you, Maam."

The screen blanked, and Michellelooked at her staff officers and their assgtants.

"Y ou heard the Captain, people!” she said, her husky contralto harsh and rasping. "Let'sgo!”

* % %

Bogey Two kept charging after HMS Ajax. The Havenites sensor resolution was problematical at
best against something as smdll as a pinnace or acutter at such an extended range, but the remote arrays
they'd sent ahead of them were another matter. Less capable, and with much shorter endurance than their
Manticoran counterparts, they'd sill had Ajax under close observation for the last haf-hour. They were
close enough to recognize the impeller wedges of smdll craft, and to confirm that they were smdl craft,
and not missile pods.

"They're abandoning, Sir."

Admird Pierre Redmont turned to histactical officer, one eyebrow quirked.

"It'sconfirmed, Sir," the tac officer said.

"Damn."” Theadmird'slipstwisted asif held just tasted something sour, but he couldn't pretend it
was asurprise. Under the circumstances the only thing that qualified as a surprise wasthat the Manties
had waited so long. Obvioudy, they didn't intend to let him take that ship intact, after dl. They were
getting their people off before they scuttled.

"We could dways order them not to abandon, Sir," the tac officer said quietly. Redmont shot him a
sharp look, and the tac officer shrugged. "They're deep insde our range, Sir."

"Y es, they are, Commander,” the admird said just abit testily. "And they dso aren't shooting &t us.
Infact, they can't shoot at usfrom here—not effectively enough to make us breek a sweet, anyway. And
just how do you think Admird Giscard—or, worse, Admira Theisman—isgoing to react if | open fireon
aship that can't even return fire just to keep them from abandoning?'

"Not well, Sir,” the commander said after amoment. Then he shook his head with awry smile. "Not
one of my better suggestions, Admird."

"No, it wasnt," Redmont agreed, but abrief smile of his own took most of the sting fromit, and he
returned his own attention to his displays.

* * %

Michelle Henke and her staff made their way quickly down the passage towards the lift tubes. The
passageway itsalf was aready deserted, hatches standing open. The ship was running almost entirely on
her remotes as her remaining personne hurried towards the restored boat bay, and a spike of worry
stabbed suddenly through her.

Oh, Jesus! What if the Peeps decide all of this was nothing but a trick? That we could have
abandoned any time, but we didn't because—

She started to turn around, reaching for her persona communicator, but it wastoo late.

* * %

Anadarm ghrilled suddenly.

The flagship'stacticd officer's head jerked up in astonishment as he recognized the sound. It was
the proximity aarm, and that was ridiculous! The thought flashed through hisbrain, but hewas an
experienced professiona. His automatic incredulity didn't kegp him from turning amost ingtantly towards
his active sensor section.

"Radar contact!" one of hisratings snapped, but it was too late for the warning to make any
differenceat al.

Current-generation Manticoran missile pods were extraordinarily stealthy. Againgt a powered-down
missile, active radar detection range was around amillion kilometers, give or take. But then, missiles
weren't designed to be as stealthy as the pods that carried them, because any attack missile was going to
be picked up and tracked on passives with ludicrous ease thanks to the glaring signature of itsimpeller



wedge. Which meant stealth wasn't going to help it very much.

But amissle pod was something else entirely. Especidly apod like the current-generation
Manticoran "flatpack” pods with their onboard fusion plants. They'd been designed to be deployed in the
sysem-defenserole, aswell asin ship-to-ship combat. After al, BuWeaps had decided, it made more
senseto build asingle pod with the festures for both, aslong as neither function was compromised. It
hugely smplified production and reduced expense, which was anot inggnificant consideration in an era of
MDM combat.

All of which meant the Havenite radar crews had done extraordinarily well inthe first placejust to
pick up the missile pods HMS Ajax had deployed in asingle, massive savo. The sheer size of the radar
target hel ped, no doubt, despite the stealthiness of the individual pods of which the salvo consisted, and
the range wasjust under nine hundred thousand kilometers when the darms went off.

Unfortunately, Bogey Two's velocity was up to over twenty-seven thousand kilometers per second,
and its starships had been charging directly up Ajax'swake for well over an hour now. The missile pods
had been continuing onward at the speed Ajax's velocity had imparted to them at launch, which meant
the steadily accelerating units of Bogey Two overflew them at ardative velocity of 19,838 KPS. At that
closurerate, Bogey Two had exactly 1.2 minutesto detect and react to them before they found
themselves haf amillion kilometers behind Bogey Two . . . and launched.

There were three hundred and six pods, each loaded with fourteen Mark 16 missiles. Of those
forty-two hundred-plus missiles, aquarter were EW platforms. The remaining thirty-two hundred laser
heads were far lighter than the laser heads mounted by capital ship missiles. Infact, they were too light to
pose any significant threat to something as heavily armored and protected as a ship of thewal. But
Bogey Two's SD(P)s were screened by battlecruisers, and battlecruisers didn't carry that sort of armor.

The Havenite tacticd officers had eighty-four seconds to recognize what had happened. Eighty-four
secondsto seether digplays come dive with thousands of attacking missiles. Despite the stunning
aurprise, they actually managed to implement their defensive doctrine, but there s mply wasn't enough
timefor that doctrine to be effective.

The hurricane of missilestore into the Havenite formation. Michelle Henke had indeed taken a page
from Honor Harrington's and Mark Sarnow's tactics at the Battle of Hancock Station, and her weapons
were far more capable than the ones Manti core had possessed then. Although the Mark 16 hadn't redlly
been designed for usein any area-defense minerole, its sensors were actualy superior to those carried
by most mines. And Henke had taken advantage of the improvementsin reconnai ssance platforms and
communicationslinks, aswell. Along with the missile pods, Ajax had deployed half a dozen Hermes
buoys—communi cations platforms equipped with FTL grav-pulse receivers and light-speed
communications lasers. Ghost Rider recon platforms had kept the Havenites under close observation,
reporting in near real-timeto Ajax, and Ajax had used her own FTL com and the Hermes buoys to feed
continuous updates to her waiting missile pods.

Any sort of precisefire control over such ajury rigged control link, with itslimited bandwidth and
cobbled-up target selection, wasimpossible, of course. But it was good enough to ensure that each of
those missiles had been fed the emissions signatures of the battlecruisersit was supposed to attack.
Accuracy might be poor, compared to a standard missile engagement, and the EW platformsand
penetration aids were far less effective without proper shipboard updates, but the range was aso
incredibly short, which gave the defense no time to react. Despite any shortcomings, that huge salvo's
accuracy wasfar greater than anything Haven could possibly have anticipated . . . and not one of its
missleswadted itself againgt aship of thewall.

Admiral Redmont swore savagely as the missile ssorm rampaged through his screen. The missile
defense computers did the best they could, and considering how completely surprised their human

masters had been and the attack's deadly geometry, that best was actualy amazingly good. Which,
unfortunately, didn't mean it was even remotely good enough.



Therewas no time for acounter-missile launch, and the attack from almost directly astern minimized
the number of laser clusterswhich could defend any of the Manticorans targets. Hundreds of incoming
missiles were destroyed, but there were thousands of them, and their targets heaved in agony aslasers
stabbed through their sdewalls or blasted directly up the kilts of their wedges. Hulls shattered, belching
atmosphere and debris, and the fragile humans crewing those ships burned like straw in afurnace.

Two of Bogey Two's eight battlecruisers died spectacularly, vanishing into blinding firebalswith
every single man and woman of their crews as the demonic bomb-pumped |asers stabbed through them
again and again and again. The other six survived, but four of them were little more than broken and
battered wrecks, wedges down, coasting onward while shocked and stunned survivors fought their way
through the wreckage, searching frantically for other survivorsintheruin.

The admira's jaw muscles ridged as his battlecruisers died. Then he twisted around to glare at his
tac officer.

"Openfire!" he snapped.

Chapter Three

"Admird Henke"

Michelle Henke opened her eyes, then struggled hastily upright in the hospital bed as she saw the
person who'd spoken her name. It wasn't easy, with her left leg il in traction while the quick hedl rebuilt
the shattered bone. But although they'd never met, she/d seen more than enough publicity imagery to
recognize the platinum-haired, topaz-eyed woman standing at the foot of her bed.

"Don' bother, Admird," Eloise Pritchart said. "Y ou've been hurt, and thisisn't redly an officid vigt.”
"You'reahead of sate, Madam President,” Michelle said dryly, getting herself upright and then
settling back in relief asthe elevating upper end of the bed caught up with her shoulders. "That meansit is

anofficid vigt."

"Well, perhapsyou'reright,” Pritchart acknowledged with acharming smile. Then she gestured at
the chair besdethe bed. "May 17"

"Of course. After dl, it'syour chair. Infact,” Michelle waved at the pleasant, if not precisay
luxurious, room, "thisisyour entire hospital.”

"In amanner of speaking, | suppose.”

Pritchart seated hersalf gracefully, then sat for severd seconds, her head cocked dightly to the Side,
her expression thoughtful. Michellelooked back at her, wondering what had brought her to a
prisoner-of-war's bedside. As Michelle had just pointed out, this hospital—which, she'd been forced to
admit, had been amuch less unpleasant experience than she'd anticipated—bel onged to the Republic of
Haven. In point of fact, it belonged to the Republican Navy, and for al of itsairiness and pastel color
scheme, it was as much a prisoner-of-war camp as the more outwardly guarded facilitiesin which the
rest of her personnd were confined.

Shefdt her facid musclestightening ever so dightly as she remembered her flagship's find moments.
Thefact that Ajax hadn't gone adone was cold comfort beside the loss of two thirds of the ship's
remaining company.

Me and my goddamned brilliant idea, she thought harshly. Sure, we ripped them a new one,
but my God! No wonder they thought we'd deliberately sucked themin, then timed our evacuation
of the ship perfectly to put them off guard! God knows | would've thought exactly the same thing
intheir place.

It wasn't the firgt time sheld battered herself with those thoughts. Nor, she knew, would it be the
last. When her conscience wasn't prepared to savage her, the coldly logica strategist and tactician within
her knew that in the merciless caculation of war, the complete destruction of two enemy battlecruisers
and the reduction of at least three more into wrecksfit only for the breskers, was well worth the loss of
S0 many men and women.



And, shethought harshly, at least these people believed me in the end. | think they did, anyway.
| may have gotten Vicky and way too many of her people killed, but at |east no one even
suggested the possibility of some sort of "reprisal.” Which probably wouldn't have come as such a
surpriseto meif I'd paid more attention to what Honor had to say about Theisman and Tourville.

She dtill didn't remember exactly how Stackpole and Braga had gotten her into the boat bay and
away from Ajax before the tornado of vengeful Havenite MDM s tore the battlecruiser the pieces. The
first wave of lasers had dammed into the ship like dedgehammers before they ever reached the bay, and
one of those hits had picked Michelle up and tossed her into a bulkhead like atoy. Somehow Stackpole
and Braga had dragged her the rest of the way into the boat bay and gotten her aboard the last pinnace
to clear the ship, and they were the only two members of her staff to survive Ajax’s destruction.

| sure as hell hope keeping her systems out of Pegp hands was worth it, she thought bitterly.
But then she reminded hersdlf that she had other things to worry about at this particular moment.

"To what do | owe the honor, Madam President?" she asked, shoving the usdless "what ifs' and
sf-blame ruthlesdy asde once more.

"Severd things. Firdt, you're our senior POW, in severd senses. Y ou're the highest ranking,
militarily spesking, and you're so—what? Fifth in the line of successon?'

"Since my older brother was murdered, yes," Michelle said levelly, and had the satisfaction of seeing
Pritchart flinch ever so dightly.

"I'm most sincerely sorry about the death of your father and your brother, Admird Henke," she
sad, her voice equaly level, meeting Michell€'s eyes squardly as she spoke. "We've determined from our
own records that StateSec was, in fact, directly responsible for that nation. The fanaticswho
actudly carried it out may have been Masadans, but StateSec effectively recruited them and provided the
weapons. Asfar aswe're ableto determine, al theindividuas directly involved in the decison to carry
out that operation are either dead or in prison. Not," she continued as Michelle's eyebrows began to arch
in disbelief, "because of that particular operation, but because of an entire catalog of crimesthey'd
committed againg the people of their own star nation. In fact, while I'm sure it won't do anything to
aleviate your own grief and anger, I'd smply point out that the same people were responsible for the
desths of untold thousands—no, millions—of their own citizens. The Republic of Haven has had more
than enough of men and women like that.”

"I'm sure you have," Michelle said, watching the other woman carefully. "But you don't seemto
have completely renounced their methods.”

"Inwhat way?" Pritchart asked abit sharply, her eyes narrowing.

"I could bring up the little matter of your immediately prewar diplomacy, except that I'm reasonably
certain we wouldn't agree on that point,” Michellesaid. "So instead, I'll restrict mysdlf to pointing out your
attempt to nate Duchess Harrington. Who, | might remind you, happens to be a persona friend of
mine"

Michelle's brown eyes bored into Pritchart's topaz gaze. Somewhat to her surprise, the Havenite
President didn't even attempt to look away.

"I'm aware of your close relationship with the Duchess" Pritchart said. "In fact, that's one of the
severd reasons| mentioned for this conversation. Some of my senior officers, including Secretary of War
Theisman and Admird Tourvilleand Admird Foraker have met your 'Salamander.’ They think very highly
of her. And if they believed for amoment that my administration had ordered her assassination, they'd be
very, very displeased with me.”

"Forgive me, Madam President, but that's not exactly the same thing as saying you didn't authorize
it

"No, itisnt, isit?" Pritchart smiled with what certainly appeared to be genuine amusement. "'I'd
forgotten for amoment that you're used to moving a the highest levels of paliticsin the Star Kingdom.

Y ou have apolitician's ear, even if you are ‘only anava officer. However, I'll be clearer. Neither I, nor
anyone elsein my administration, ordered or authorized an attempt to nate Duchess Harrington.”



It was Michelles eyes turn to narrow. As Pritchart said, she was accustomed to dealing with
Manticoran politicians, if not politics per se. In point of fact, she didn't like palitics, which was why she
was content to leave her mother, the Dowager Countess of Gold Peak, to act as her proxy in the House
of Lords. Still, no one could stand as close to the crown as Michelle did without being forced to let
politiciansinto hand-shaking range at least occasondly, and in her time, shed met some extraordinarily
adroit and polished liars. But if Eloise Pritchart was another of them, it didn't show.

"That's an interesting statement, Madam President,” she said after amoment. "Unfortunately, with al
due respect, | have no way to know it's accurate. And even if you think it is, that doesn't necessarily
mean some rogue eement in your adminigtration didn't order it."

"I'm not surprised you fed that way, and we herein the Republic have certainly had more than
enough experience with operations mounted by ‘rogue eements.' | can only say | believe very strongly
that the statement | just made isaccurate. And I'll also say I've replaced both my external and internal
security chiefswith men I've known for years, and in whom | have the greatest persond confidence. If
any rogue operation was mounted againgt Duchess Harrington, it was mounted without their knowledge
or gpprovd. Of that much, I'm absolutely positive.”

Oh, of course you are, Michdlethought sardonicaly. No Peep would ever dream of
assassinating an opposing fleet commander! And, I'm sure, none of them would ever decide it
might be easier to get forgiveness afterward than permission ahead of time and fire away at
Honor on her own hook. What was that line Honor quoted to me.. . . ? Something about 'Will no
onerid me of this pestilential priest?' or something like that, | think.

"And who esewould you suggest might have amotive for wanting her dead?' Michelle asked
aoud. "Or theresourcesto try to kill her in that particular fashion?”

"We don't have many specific details about how the attempt was made," Pritchart countered. "From
what we have seen, however, speculation seemsto be centering on the possibility that her young
office—aLieutenant Meares, | beieve—was somehow adjusted to make the attempt on her life. If
that's the case, we don't have the resources to have doneit. Certainly not in the time window which
appearsto have been available to whoever carried out the adjustment. Assuming that's what it was, of
course."

"I hopeyoull forgive me, Madam President, if | reserve judgment in thiscase," Michedlle said after a
moment. "Y ou're very convincing. On the other hand, like me, you operate at the highest leve of palitics,
and politicians at that level have to be convincing. | will, however, take what you've said under
advisement. Should | assume you'retelling methisin hopes|'ll pass your message dong to Queen
Hlizabeth?'

"From what I've heard of your cousin, Admira Henke," Pritchart said wryly, "I doubt very much
that sheld believe any statement of mine, including adeclaration that water iswet."

"l seeyou've got afarly accurate profile of Her Mgesty,” Michelle unobserved. "Although that's
probably actualy something of an understatement,” she added.

"I know. Nonetheless, if you get the opportunity, | wish you'd tell her that for me. Y ou may not
believethis, Admird, but | didn't redly want thiswar, either. Oh," Pritchart went on quickly asMichelle
began to open her mouth, "I'll fredly admit | fired the first shot. And I'll dso admit that, given what | knew
then, I'd do the same thing again. That's not the same thing as wanting to do it, and | deeply regret al the
men and women who have been killed or, like yoursdlf, wounded. | can't undo that. But | would liketo
think it's possible for usto find an end to the fighting short of one of uskilling everyone on the other
sde”

"Sowould1," Michelle said levely. "Unfortunatdy, whatever happened to our diplomatic
correspondence, you did fire the first shot. Elizabeth isn't the only Manticoran or Grayson—or
Andermani—whao's going to find that difficult to forget or overlook.”

"And are you one of them, Admird?'

"Yes, Madam President, | am,” Michdllesaid quietly.



"l see. And | appreciate your honesty. Still, it does rather underscore the nature of our quandary,
doesntit?'

"l supposeit does."

Silencefédl in the sunlit hospital room. Oddly enough, it was an amost companionable silence,
Michelle discovered. She remembered again what Honor had told her about Thomas Theisman and
about Lester Tourville, and she reminded hersdlf that whatever else Eloise Pritchart might be, she wasthe
duly elected president both of those men had chosen to serve. Maybe she was actudly telling the truth
about having authorized the nation attempt against Honor.

And maybe she isnt, too. Not every evil, conniving politico in the universe goes around with a
holo sign that says "I'm the Bad Guy!" For that matter, there's no rule that requires themall to
look like that son-of-a-bitch High Ridge, either. It'd be nice if all the bad guys did look like bad
guys, or acted like bad guys, but that's not the way things work outside really bad holo drama. I'm
sure Adolf Hitler's and Rob Pierre'sinner circlesall thought they were just real sweethearts.

After perhapsthree minutes, Pritchart straightened, inhaed crisply, and stood.

"I'll let you get back to the business of heding, Admira. The doctors assure me you're doing well.
They anticipate afull recovery, and they tell me you can be discharged from the hospital in another week
or so."

"At which point it's off to the stadlag?* Michedlle said with asmile. She waved one hand & the
unbarred windows of the hospital room." | can't say I'm looking forward to the change of view."

"| think we can probably do better than a miserable hut behind atangle of razor wire, Admird."
Therewas actudly atwinklein Pritchart'stopaz eyes. "Tom Theisman has strong views on the proper
trestment of prisoners of war—as Duchess Harrington may remember from the day they metin Ydtsin. |
assure you that al our POWs are being properly provided for. Not only that, I'm hoping it may be
possible to set up regular prisoner of war exchanges, perhaps on some sort of parole basis.”

"Redly?' Michdlewas surprised, and she knew it showed in her voice.

"Redlly." Pritchart smiled again, thistime abit sadly. "Whatever else, Admira, and however hardly
your Queen may be thinking about us just now, we really aren't Rob Pierre or Oscar Saint-Just. We have
our faults, don't get mewrong. But I'd like to think one of them isn't an ability to forget that even enemies
human beings. Good day, Admira Henke."

* k% %

Michelle put down her book viewer as the admittance chime on her hospital door sounded quietly.

"Yes?' she said, depressing the key on her bedside com.

"Secretary of War Theisman ishere, Admira," the voice of Lieutenant Jasmine Coatsworth, the
senior floor nurse said, just alittle bit nervoudy. "Held like afew minutes of your time, if that would be
convenient.”

Both of Michelle's eyebrows rose. Just over aweek had passed since her unexpected encounter
with Eloise Pritchart. Sheld had a handful of other visitors during that time, but most of them had been
relatively junior officers, thereto report to her in her role asthe senior Manticoran POW about the status
of her people and the other prisonersin Havenite hands. All of them had been professional and
courteous, athough she'd sensed a certain inevitable restraint which went beyond the normal restraint of a
junior officer in the presence of aflag officer. No one had mentioned the possibility of avigt from
Thomas Theisman himsdlf, however.

"Wadl, Jasming," shereplied after amoment, with asmile she couldn't quite suppress (not that she
tried al that hard, to befair), "let me check my calendar.” She paused for asingle breath, eyes dancing
with amusement, then cleared her throat. "By the strangest coincidence, | happen to be freethis
afternoon,” she said. "Please, ask the Secretary to comein.”

There was amoment of intense silence. Then the door did open, and Lieutenant Coatsworth looked
in. The expression on her face dmost broke Michelle's self-control and sent her off in ped's of laughter,
but she managed to restrain herself. Then her eyes went past the nurse to the stocky, brown-haired man



in civilian dress, accompanied by adark-haired Navy captain with the shoulder rope which denoted her
satus as asenior officer's persona ade.

"I'm glad you were able to find timein your schedule for me Admird," the brown-haired man sad
dryly. Hisown lips gppeared to hover on the edge of smiling, and Michelle shook her head.

"Forgive me, Mr. Secretary,” she said. "'I've been told | have a peculiar sense of humor. | couldn't
quite resst the temptation, under the circumstances.”

"Which is probably asign that I'm not going to have to discipline anyone for mistreating or
browbesating our POW patients.”

"On the contrary, Mr. Secretary,” Michdle said in arather more serioustone, "everyone herein the
hospital—especidly Lieutenant Coatsworth—has treated our wounded people exactly the same way, I'm
sure, that they would have treated any of your people. I've been very impressed with their
professondism and their courtesy.”

"Good."

Thelsman stepped into the room, looked around once asif persondly assuring himsdlf of its
adequacy, then gestured at the bedside chair.

"May 17"

"Of course. As| pointed out to President Pritchart when she asked the same question, it's your
hospita, Mr. Secretary.”

"Shedidn't tell meyou'd said that," he said as he seated himsdlf in the chair, leaned back, and
crossed hislegs comfortably. "Still, you do have apoint, | suppose.”

He smiled, and, dmost despite hersdf, Michelle smiled back.

Thomas Theisman reminded her alot of Alastair McKeon, she thought as she studied the man
leaning back in the chair while hisaide tried not to hover to obvioudy over aboss of whom shewas
clearly more than just fond. Neither Thelsman nor McK eon was exactly atowering giant of aman.. . .
physicaly, at least. But both of them had steady eyes—Thesiman's brown and McKeon's gray, both of
them radiated that sense of tough competence, and both of them—little as shed wanted to admit
it—projected that same aura of quiet, unflinching integrity.

It was a lot easier when all the Peeps | knew anything about were slime, shereflected. And it
makes bearing in mind that they're the ones who lied about all our prewar diplomacy harder .

"| suppose the real reason | came by, Admiral Henke—" the Secretary of War began, then paused.
"I'm sorry, Admird, but it just occurred to me. Are you still properly addressed as'Admiral Henke,' or
should | be cdling you 'Admira Gold Pegk'?"

"Technicaly, I've been 'Admira Gold Pesk' ever snce my father and my brother were murdered,”
Michdletold him levelly. Thelook in his eyes acknowledged her unstated point, but he gazed back at her
without flinching, and she continued in that same, leve tone. "I'm gtill much more comfortable with
'Henke," however. That'swho I've been ever since the Academy.”

She started to add something more, then stopped hersdlf with atiny headshake. There was no need
totdl him atiny part of her till ingsted that aslong as she could put off formally claming thetitlein dl
aspects of her life, her father and her brother wouldn't truly be gone.

"l understand,” Theisman told her, and cleared histhroat. "As| was saying, then, Admiral Henke,
thereal reason | came by was to add my own reassurances to President Pritchart's. | know she's already
told you your people are being well taken care of. On the other hand, | dso know you and | are both
fully aware of how seldom that was the case during the last war. So | decided | should probably come by
and put in my own two-creditsworth. After al,” even his smile reminded her of McKeon, "inthis
instance, at least, we're the leopard who hasto prove he's changed his spots.”

"| gppreciate that, Mr. Secretary,” Michelle replied after amoment. "And | aso appreciate the fact
that 1've aready been alowed to communicate with the senior POWs. Who, | hasten to add, have
confirmed everything you and President Pritchart have told me. Duchess Harrington's been assuring
everyone that your attitude towards captured personnel isn't exactly the same as Cordelia Ransome's or



Oscar Saint-Just's. While | won't pretend | wouldn't rather be sitting down to dinner at Cosmo'sin
Landing just now instead of enjoying your hospitaity, I'm glad to see just how right shewas."

"Thank you." Theisman looked away for amoment and cleared histhroat again, harder thistime,
before he looked back at her. "Thank you," he repeated. "That means alot to me—knowing Lady
Harrington's said that, | mean. Especidly given the circumstances the only two times we've actualy met.”

"No onein the Star Kingdom blames you for what those Masadan lunatics did on Blackbird, Mr.
Secretary. And we remember who told Honor—Duchess Harrington, | mean—about what was
happening. And who testified for the prosecution at the trias.” She shook her head. "That took more than
just integrity, Sir."

"Not as much more as|'d like to take credit for." Thelsman's smile was off-center but genuine.

"No?' Michelle cocked her head. "Let'sjust say that | wouldn't have wanted to be the officer who
stood up and painted agreat big bull's-eye on her own chest when | knew a senior officer corpsfull of
Legidaturaists was going to be looking for a scapegoat for abusted operation.”

"That thought did crossmy mind," Theisman admitted. “Then again, the fact that the Masadans
redly arethe lunaticsyou just called them didn't hurt. In away, my testimony only underscored the fact
that it wastheir idiocy in seizing "Thunder of God' that really blew the operation wide open. Well, that
and Lady Harrington. Besides," he smiled again, "Alfredo Y u made amuch better—and more
senior—scapegoat than | could have.”

"l suppose. Oh, and while I'm at it, | should probably say that Admiral Y u's aso been one of the
senior officers on our sdewho's spoken well of you."

"I'm glad." Theisman's face softened at the mention of hisold mentor. Then it tightened again. "I'm
glad," herepeated, "but | wouldn't have blamed Lady Harrington for changing any positive impression
she might have had of mewhen | just stood there and watched Ransome drag her off to Cerberus.”

"And just what were you supposed to do to keep that from happening, Sir?' Michelle asked. He
looked at her, asif surprised to hear her say that, and she snorted. "Don't forget that Warner Cadet
came home from Cerberus with her, Mr. Secretary. From everything he's said, it's pretty evident
Ransome was only looking for an excuse to 'make an examplée' out of you, aswell as Admird Tourville.
And Nimitz—" shed caught hersdlf just in time to subgtitute the treecat's name for Honor's "—could
'taste’ enough of your emotionsto know how you felt about what was happening.”

His eyes narrowed, and she watched him digesting her confirmation of the telempathic 'cats ability
to reliably detect the emotions of thosein their vicinity. She had no doubt Havenite intelligence had been
passng on the revelations from the Star Kingdom's newscasts about treecat intelligence since Nimitz and
his mate Samantha had |learned to communicate using sign language, but that wasn't quite the samething
asfirgthand, independent confirmation.

Of course, | don't imagine any of those reports have mentioned the minor fact that Honor's
become an empath herself, shereflected. And | don't have any intention of telling them about that,
either.

"I'm glad," he said, after amoment. "Not that knowing she understands and sympathizes makes me
fed any better about the entire Navy's failure to meet its obligations under interstellar law under the old
regme.”

"Maybe not," Michellereplied, "but, then, you had alittle bit to do with the reason that it isthe 'old
régime,' too. And with Chairman Saint-Just'srather abrupt . . . retirement. Or so0 I've heard, at any rate."

The captain standing at Theisman's shoulder stiffened, her expresson more than alittle outraged at
the obvious reference to the reports (unconfirmed, of course) that then-Citizen Admird Theisman had
shot Saint-Just out of hand during his successful coup, but the Secretary of War only chuckled.

"I suppose you could put it that way," he acknowledged, then sobered just abit. "On the other
hand, I didn't help overthrow Saint-Just just so we could go back to shooting at one another again.”

"Sir, with al due respect, | don't think that's going to be a particularly profitable topic,” Michelle
sad, meeting hiseye steadily. "I can't beginto tell you how glad | am to learn how humanely your POWs



are being treated, but the accusations and actions which led to the resumption of hodtilities aren't
something I'm redlly prepared to discuss. Nor," she ended unflinchingly, "isthat topic one uponwhich |
believeyou and | arelikdy to find ourselvesin agreement.”

"No?' Theilsman gazed at her calmly, dmost speculatively, while hisade bridled behind him. Then
the secretary of war shook hishead. "Very well, Admiral Henke. If it'satopic you'd prefer not to discuss
at thistime, I'm entirely prepared to defer to your wishes. Perhaps another time. And,” there was
something odd about the look in his eyes, Michelle thought, "you might be surprised a just how closeto
agreement we might be able to come.”

He paused, asif waiting to seeif shewould riseto the bait of hisfina sentence. And, truth to tell,
she was tempted—very tempted. But one thing of which she was painfully aware was just how totaly
unsuited she wasto therole of diplomat.

Honor might be the right woman for that, these days, at least, shethought. But the best | can
say about meisthat I'm smart enough to know that I'm most definitely not the right woman for it.
"Well, at any rate," Theisman resumed abit more briskly, "I understand from the doctors that

they're going to be moving you out of the hospital the day after tomorrow. | trust you'll find your new
accommodations as comfortable as could be expected, under the circumstances, and I'd o like to
extend aforma invitation to join mefor supper before we send you off to durancevile. | promise there
won't be any truth drugsin the wine, and there are afew other officers1'd like you to meet. Admira
Giscard, Admird Tourville, and Admira Redmont, among others.”

"Admird Redmont and | have dready met, Mr. Secretary,” Michelletold him.

"So | undergtand.” Theisman smiled thinly. "On the other hand, alittle more time has passed since
then, and Admira Redmont and | have had the opportunity to . . . discuss hisactions at Solon."

"Sir, Admira Redmont didn't—"

"l didn't say | didn't understand what happened, Admird," Theisman told her. "And, if were going
to be honest, | might very well have reacted the sameway if 1'd thought you'd deliberately waited to
abandon ship until you knew I'd sailed into your ambush. But if were going to keep a handle on arocities
and counter-atrocities, then anytime something like this comes along, it needs to be addressed squardly. |
don't doubt that Admiral Redmont acted correctly after held picked up your surviving people. And |
don't doubt that the two of you handled yourselves with proper professional courtesy. | hope, however,
that you'll accept my invitation and give al of us an opportunity to discussthe incident and our reactions
toitinaless. .. charged aamosphere, shdl we say?'

"Very well, Mr. Secretary,” Michelle said. "Of course I'll accept your invitation.”

"Excdlent." Thelsman rose and extended his hand to her. They shook, and he maintained hisgrip for
aheartbesat or two afterward. Then he released her hand and nodded to his aide.

"Wed better be going, Alenka," he said.

"Yes, Sir." The captain opened the hospital room door, then stood waiting at a position of
semi-attention for her superior to proceed her throughiit.

"Until tomorrow night, then, Admird,"” Theilsman said to Michelle, and hewas gone.

Chapter Four

"—thismorning, so | think that situation's under control, Milady."

"l see" Michelletipped back in the chair behind the desk and contemplated Commodore Arlo
Turner with a hidden smile of mingled satisfaction and exasperation.

Turner, aheavysat, fair-haired man in his mid-fifties, was, like Michdlle, from the planet of
Manticoreitsalf. More than that, he was from the City of Landing, the Star Kingdom' capital, and she
suspected that held ways been one of those people who followed the daily newsfaxes expresdy so he
could keep up with the doings of what was till called "the rich and famous." When shefirst redized that,



she'd been tempted to write him off as an inept, would-be socia climber, but sheld quickly redized that
would have been doing him adisservice he didn't deserve. He might be fascinated by the socia gossip
columns, and she didn't doubt he cherished adightly wistful hope of someday attaining at least a
knighthood of hisvery own, yet he was anything but inept. In fact, he was one of the more efficient
adminigtrators she'd ever worked with, and she had no doubt he was a competent tactician, too, despite
his present residence in one of the Republic of Haven's prisoner-of-war camps. After al, she considered
herself areasonably competent tactician, and look where she'd ended up.

Her lipstwitched, the hidden smile almost breaking free, asthat thought flickered through her mind,
but it wasn't what had awakened her exasperation. Despite his efficiency, and despite her rather pointed
hints to the contrary, he smply could not forget that she was Queen Elizabeth's first cousin and the
Countess of Gold Pegk in her own right. It would be grosdy unfair to accuse him of anything remotely
like fawning, yet heinssted upon addressing her as"Admird Gold Pesk," and instead of the sturdy,
serviceable nava "Maam" shewould redlly have preferred, heinsisted upon the technically correct
"Milady" whenever he addressed her.

| suppose if that's the only thing | can find to worry about where he's concerned, | don't have
any real roomfor complaint, shereflected, and glanced sdeways for amoment at Lieutenant Colonel
Ivan McGregor.

McGregor, who had been born and raised on the planet of Gryphon, less than five hundred
kilometers from what had since become the Duchy of Harrington, was Turner's antithesisin aimost every
way. Where Turner was fair-haired and blue-eyed, McGregor had black hair, dark brown eyes, and a
swarthy complexion. Where Turner was heavyset—chunky, not overweight—and stood only alittle
more than ahundred and sixty-two centimetersin height, McGregor had arunner's build and topped a
hundred and ninety-three centimeters. And if Turner was agossip junkie, McGregor had every bit of the
native Gryphon'sdistrust for the mgjority of the Star Kingdom's aristocracy, and his eyesreflected an
echo of Michelle's own exasperation with Turner's choice of address at the moment.

Despite which, the two men were fast friends and worked smoothly together.

Until her own unanticipated arriva, Turner had been the senior officer of Camp Charlie-Seven, and
McGregor, asthe senior Marine officer in the camp, had been his adjutant and the commander of Camp
Charli€sinternal police service. He continued to hold both of those posts, and Turner had become
Michelles executive officer.

If shewere going to be completely honest, she had to admit her own duties consisted primarily of
standing back and |etting the two of them get on with the smoothly oiled partnership they'd built up during
their thirteen monthsin captivity. Both of them had been captured in the opening stages of Operation
Thunderbolt, and she was impressed by their joint refusal to alow the fact that they had been captured so
early inthewar, through no fault of their own to embitter them.

There's a lesson there I'd probably better learn for myself, the way this war seems to be going
. Her temptation to smile disappeared with the thought.

"So you're satisfied, then, Arlo?"

"Yes, Milady." The commodore nodded. "It was only amisunderstanding. The kitchens screwed up
their records—it looks like asmple data-entry error. According to them, we gtill had plenty of fresh
vegetables. | think Captain Bouvier'salittle ticked that he didn't redlize the reports had to bein error,
given the ddlivery schedule, and he assures me we can expect ddivery within the next few hours."

"Good." Michelle nodded.

Captain Add bert Bouvier was the Republican Navy's designated "liaison officer” toits
prisoner-of-war camps here on the Republic's capital world. Frankly, she found the Havenites
arrangementsabit . . . peculiar. Technically, Bouvier should probably have been considered Camp
Charlie-Seven's commanding officer, dthough he wasn't caled that. He was the Havenite officer with
command authority over the camp and itsinhabitants, at any rate, but he and his superiors seemed
prepared to alow Camp Charlie to function with a sort of semi-autonomy which had astounded Michelle



when shefirgt encountered it.

Right off the top of her head, she couldn't think of another example of astar nation which didn't
bother to post its own personned on the ground, asit were, to at least keep an eye on acamp full of
prisoners of war, al of whom could be presumed to be trained military personnd with adistinct interest in
being elsawhere. On the other hand, it wasn't exactly asif they needed to put alot of boots on the ground
here a Charlie-Seven.

Reminds me a little of what Honor had to say about Cerberus, she reflected, glancing out the
window of her officein the camp's main adminigtration building. Not that it has anything in common
with the way those motherless StateSec bastards treated their prisoners, thank God! But the
Peeps—no, Honor was right about that, too; the Havenites—do seem to have a thing about islands.

Camp Charlie-Seven occupied the entirety of ardatively small, somewhat chilly idand in the planet
of Haven's Vaillancourt Sea. It was almost eight hundred kilometersto the nearest body of land in any
direction, which provided what Michelle had to concede was a reasonably effective moat. And if there
were no guards actudly on the ground, everyone in the camp knew their idand was under permanent,
round-the-clock surveillance by dedicated satellites and ground-based remote sensors. Even assuming
that anyone on the idand had been able to cobble up some sort of boat that actualy stood a chance of
crossing to the mainland across al that water, the sensor nets and satellites would have detected the
attempt to launch said boat quickly, and Republican Marines could be on the ground on the idand within
fifteen minutes, if they redly needed to.

With that sort of security available, Secretary of War Thelsman had opted to alow his prisonersto
manage their own affairs, subject to asort of distant oversight by officerslike Captain Bouvier, aslong as
they kept things running rdatively smoothly. It might be an unheard-of technique, but it appeared to be an
effective one, and it was about asfar asit was possible to get from the horror stories Michelle Henke
heard from Manti corans unfortunate enough to fal into Havenite custody in the previouswar.

Which is undoubtedly the reason he did it. She shook her head mentaly. There's a man who
still thinks he has a lot to make up for. And not for anything he did, either. Honor wasright—heis
a decent man.

In fact, she'd come to the conclusion that most of the Havenites she'd met were decent people. Ina
way, she wished that weren't the case. It was dways smpler when one could think of the enemy asthe
scum of the galaxy. Reflecting on the fact that the people who werefiring missiles at you—and who you
werefiring missiles back at—were just as decent as anyone you knew on your side could be. . .
uncomfortable.

She thought about Theisman's dinner party. As promised, Admiral Redmont had been present, and
under Theilsman's watchful eye, Redmont had actualy unbent to the point of telling afew modest jokes
over the post-dinner wine. Michelle redlized she ill wasn't very high on hislist of favorite people—not
surprisngly, when Ajax had killed amost six thousand of his personnd—and he wasn't exactly likely to
become her lifetime pen pal, ether, given what had happened to her flagship. But at least the two of them
had acquired a sense of mutua respect, and she was abit surprised by how little bitterness there truly
wasin her fedings where he was concerned.

She hadn't had that sort of baggage with the other dinner guests. Admiral Lester Tourville had been
something of asurprise. According to al of the reports she'd ever seen, he was supposed to be
something of aloose warhead—one of those colorful, larger-than-life people who would aways be far
more a home on the command deck of asingle battlecruiser fighting a ship-to-ship action somewhere
(assuming he couldn't find the eyepatch, cutlass, and flintlock pistols he really wanted) rather than
commanding atask force or afleet. She should have realized those reports could scarcely be accurate,
given his string of successes commanding those task forces and fleets. In fact, the only person who'd ever
bloodied his nose was Honor, and as nearly as Michelle could tell, honors were about even between the
two of them. A point which became much easier to understand when she finally had the opportunity to
look into his eyes and see the shrewd, cool, caculating tactician hiding behind what shed cometo
suspect was a carefully cultivated fagade. In fact, sheld discovered she rather liked him, which she hadn't



really expected to.

All things being equd, shewasjust as happy that she hadn't heard—then—about the masterful job
Tourville had done of thoroughly trashing the Zanzibar System and its defenses.

Theisman's other two dinner guests—Vice Admira Linda Trenisand Rear Admira Victor
Lewis—had a so been pleasant enough dinner companions, athough shed found hersdlf feding definitely
grateful for Theisman's promise the med's beverages would be truth-drug-free. She was reasonably
confident the Navy's anti-drug protocols would have worked, but even without that, Trenisand
Lewis—epecidly Lewis—would have made formidable interrogators if Thelsman hadn't quietly
reminded them thiswas a socia occasion. Given the fact that Trenis commanded the Republican Navy's
Bureau of Planning, which made her the equivaent of Second Space Lord Petricia Givens, the
commander of the Manticoran Navy's Office of Nava Intelligence, and that Lewis commanded the
Office of Operationa Research, the Bureau of Planning's primary andysis agency, their ability to put even
small fragments together shouldn't have surprised her, she supposed. It was till impressive, though. In
fact, pleasant though the evening had been, sheld come to the conclusion that the Republic of Haven's
senior command staff had adepressingly high level of generad competence.

Mogt of the time, it was hard to believe that dinner party had been afull sx weeks ago. She
managed to stay busy here on theidand—with atotal prisoner population of amost nine thousand, there
was aways something that needed her attention, despite Turner's efficiency—uwhich kept boredom at bay
most days. And Charlie-Seven'sidand home was far enough north to provide the occasiona interesting
storm, now that this hemisphere's autumn was well advanced. Some of the POWS, she knew, found
those storms less than reassuring. She wasn't one of them, however. The camp's Sturdy, storm-tight
buildings stood up to the howling wind without any particular difficulty, and the surf on theidand'srocky
southern beaches was truly spectacular. In fact, she found theloca sormsinvigorating, although
McGregor inasted they were mere zephyrs compared to area Gryphon sorm.

Still, there were days when the fact of her captivity, however little like the brutdity of StateSec from
thelast war it might be, ground down upon her. When she looked out the window of her office and saw
not sky and sea, but an enemy planet, where she was held prisoner, powerless, unable to protect the Star
Kingdom sheloved. And that, she knew, was going to get only worse in the days, weeks, and months
ahead.

Before too long, I'm probably going to be grateful for the distraction of snafusin the
vegetable deliveries, shereflected. Gally! Isn't that something to ook forward to?

"Excuseme, Maam."

Michelle twitched and looked up quickly from her reverie as ahead poked in through her office
door. The head in question was belonged to one of the very few men sheld ever met who'd probably
been in the Service aslong as—and, she suspected, racked up more demeritsin his youth as—Chief
Warrant Officer Sr Horace Harkness.

"Yes, Chris?' Michdlestone was pleasant, although she felt an inner pang every time shelooked a
Master Steward ChrisBillingdey.

Her steward of many years, Clarissa Arbuckle, had never cleared Ajax. Billingdey had been
provided as Clarissa's replacement once Michelle arrived at Charlie-Seven. The good news was thét,
physicdly, Billingdey reminded her aslittle as anyone possibly could of Clarissa. He was about James
MacGuiness age, and—like MacGuiness—a firg-generation prolong recipient. And, unlike Clarissa, he
was not smply male but solidly, if compactly, built with arather luxuriant beard held grown since his
capture. That would have been more than enough to differentiate him from Clarissain Michelleésmind
evenwithout . . . certain other differences. Obvioudly, as a prisoner-of-war, his personnd file hadn't
followed him to Charlie-Seven, which was probably not abad thing in his case, snce hewas
undoubtedly what the Service had always described as A Character.

Actudly, the Service had agreat many serviceable—and quite probably more accurate—termsfor
describing someone like Master Steward Billingdey. It wasjust that he wasfar too likable for Michelleto



have the heart to apply them to him. And, in al fairness, he seemed to have mostly reformed his more
questionable ways. To be sure, Michelle suspected that he had, upon occasion, during his stay here on
Nouveau Paris, supplied certain minor but highly desired luxuriesto hisfellow POWs by way of not quite
legal transactions with the Peeps. And if there were agame of chance—especidly oneinvolving
dice—within ahdf light-year, Master Steward Billingdey knew where it was, knew who was playing,
and had areserved segt. Then there was that minor matter of the distillery he'd once been involved with,
purdly asapart of hissocia responsihility to help provide the camp medical staff with medicina acohal.

Despite his various shenanigans, and what Michelle was sure anoveigt fond of clichéswould have
described as"a checkered past,” he was one of those people who was aways popular with the officers
he served under and the enlisted personnel he served with. Almost despite herself, Michelle had found
hersaf warming to his undeniable charm, despite the fact that the mere fact of his presence reminded her
of Clarissas absence, like awound which refused to truly hedl. That wasn't even remotedly Billingdey's
fault, though, and Michelle more than suspected that held figured out what she felt, and why, for he was
surprisingly sensitive and consderate of her wounds.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, Maam,” he said now, "but therésan air car inbound, ETA twenty
minutes, and we've just received a message from Captain Bouvier's office. For you, Maam."

"What sort of message?' Michelle's eyes narrowed speculatively.

"Maam, Captain Bouvier presents Secretary Theisman's compliments and requests that you make
yourself availableto the Secretary at your earliest convenience.”

The eyes which had narrowed widened abruptly, and she glanced quickly at Turner and McGregor.
They looked as surprised as shefelt.

"And may | presume,” she said, turning back to Billingdey, "that theimminent arrival of theair car
you mentioned has something to do with my 'earliest convenience?'

"I'd say that'safairly safe concluson, Madam," Billingdey said gravely. "Especidly sncethe same
message from Captain Bouvier specificaly requested that | pack abag for you, and onefor mysdf.”

"l see" Michellelooked at him for amoment longer, then inhaed. "All right, Chris. If youll seeto
that, Commodore Turner and Colond McGregor and | have afew details we should probably discuss
before| go haring off to wherever it iswere going.”

"Yes, Mdam."

* k%

Theair car arrived dmost exactly on schedule, and under the circumstances, Michdlefdt sheand
Billingdey were doing rather well to keep her chauffeur waiting for less than ten minutes. She didn't know
if theair car's pilot was aware of just how little notice sheld had of hisimpending arrival, but he and the
neatly uniformed Navy commander accompanying him—and the two well armed Marineswho'd been
sent dong to help discourage any of the POWS temptation towards hijacking the vehicle—waited
respectfully for her. Shelimped acrossto the hatch (her injured leg was till well short of completely
recovered), and the commander came to attention as she approached.

"Secretary Theisman ingructed me to gpologize for the lack of warning, Admiral Henke," he said as
she opened the hatch courteoudy for her. She nodded her thanks and settled into her seat while
Billingdey stowed the luggage in the cargo compartment. The steward climbed into the rearmost seet at
the commander's gesture. Then the Havenite officer followed, closing the hatch and settling into the seat
facing Michelle's asthe car legpt back into the air.

"The Secretary dso instructed meto tell you that he believes you'll understand the reason for his
hastein arranging this after you and he have had an opportunity to talk, Maam," he added.

"May | conclude from that, Commander,” Michelle said, cocking her head with adight smile, "that
we are even now bound to meet the Secretary?'

"Yes, Maam. | believe the Admira may safely conclude that,” the commander replied.

"And theflight to this meeting will take about how long?'

"Madam," the commander glanced at his chrono, then back at her, "I believe our ETA is



approximately forty-three minutes from now."

"l see" Michdle nodded. Forty-three minutes wasn't long enough for areturn flight clear to
Nouveau Paris, which presented severd interesting questions. Not that it seemed likely the courteous
young commander knew the answers to those questions. Or, at least, that he was prepared to admit it, if
hedid.

"Thank you, Commander," she said, then leaned back in the comfortable seat, gazing out through
the armorplast canopy as the wind-ruffled blue and white water of the Vaillancourt Searushed past
below them.

* * *

Despite the courtesy with which she had been treated since her capture, Michelle felt her nerves
tightening asthe air car settled onto alanding pad on the grounds of alarge, sorawling estate perched on
acraggy headland above the Vaillancourt. Surf pounded at the headland's sheer face, sending geysers of
white surging far up its steepness while seabirds—or their local analogues, at |least—wheeled and darted
on the brawny breeze. It wasn't the surf, or the seabirds, which set her nerves on edge, however. No, it
was the sting ships parked to one side, and the light armored vehicles positioned to keep awatchful eye
on the estate's landward approaches.

Astheair car touched down with delicate precision, she looked up through the canopy and redlized
that in addition to the pair of sting ships on the pad, there was at |east one more of them in the air above
the estate, hovering watchfully on counter-grav. That degree of ostentatious security would have been
enough to make anyone nervous, she decided, even if the anyone in question hadn't happened to be a
prisoner of war.

"If you'll follow me, please, Admira," the commander murmured asthe air car hatch opened and the
boarding ramp extended itself.

"And Master Steward Billingdey?' She was pleased to note that there was no nervousnessin her
tone, at least.

"My undergtanding, Maam, isthat you'll probably be spending at |east the evening here, and Master
Steward Billingdey will be escorted to your assigned quartersto seethat everything is properly settled by
thetime you get there. If that will be convenient, Maam?'

He managed to ask the question asiif she actudly had a choice, Michelle noticed, and smiled
dightly.

"That sounds quite convenient, Commander. Thank you," she said gravely.

"Of course, Admird. Thisway, pleass?

He gestured gracefully towards the main building of the estate, and she nodded.

"Lead the way, Commander,” she said.

* * %

The commander led her across a carefully manicured lawn, through apair of old-fashioned,
unpowered double doors—watched over by an obvioudy competent security guard in civilian clothing,
not uniform—and down a short halway. He paused outside another set of double doors—this one of
some exotic, hand-polished wood which Michelle had no doubt was native to Haven—and rapped
gently.

"Yes?' avoiceinquired from the other side of the door.

"Admira Henkeishere," the commander replied.

"Then ask her to comein,” the voice said.

Thevoice didn't belong to Thomas Theisman. It was femae, and dthough it was muffled by the
closed door, it sounded vaguely familiar. Then the door opened, Michelle stepped through it, and found
hersalf face to face with President Eloise Pritchart.

Surprise made Michelle hesitate for amoment, but then she shook hersalf and continued forward
into the room. She was aware of at least one more civilian-clothed bodyguard, this one femae, and given



Pritchart's presence, al of the security around the estate suddenly made perfectly good sense. That
thought ran through the back of Michelle's brain as Pritchart extended her hand in greeting and Thomas
Theisman rose from achair behind the standing President.

"Madame President,” Michelle murmured, and alowed one eyebrow to arch as she gripped the
offered hand.

"I'm sorry about the minor deception, Admira," Pritchart replied with acharming smile. "It wasn't
redlly directed a you so much as a anyone else who might be wondering where you were, or who you
might betalking to. And, in al honesty, it probably wasn't really necessary. Under the circumstances,
however, I'd prefer to err on the sde of caution.”

"| trust you'l forgive me, Madame President, if | point out that dl of that sounds suitably
mysterious”

"I'm sureit does.” Pritchart smiled again and released Michelles hand to wave invitingly at the pair
of comfortable armchairs arranged to face the one Theisman had just climbed out of. "Please, Sit down,
and I'll try to makethings at least alittle less mysterious.”

Michelle obeyed the polite command. The chair was just as comfortable asit had looked, and she
leaned back into its embrace, looking back and forth between Theisman and Pritchart. The President
returned her gaze for afew moments, then turned her head to look at the bodyguard standing behind her.

"Turn off therecorders, Shella," shesaid.

"Madame President, the recorders have adready—" the bodyguard began, but Pritchart shook her
head with asmile,

"Shellg" shesaid chidingly, "I know perfectly well that your persond recorder is still switched on.”
The bodyguard looked at her, and the President waved a gently admonishing finger in her direction. |
don't believe for amoment that you're aspy, Sheila," she said dryly. "But | do know SOP for the
Detachment isto record everything that happensin my presence so theré'sarecord just in case | happen
to be killed by a stray micro-meteorite or some crazed, rampaging seagull managesto get past my
intrepid guardians and hurl itself ferocioudy upon me. In this case, though, | think well dispense with
thet."

"Yes, Maam," the bodyguard said after amoment, with manifest reluctance. She touched a spot on
her lapdl, then folded her hands behind her and settled into a position the military would have caled
parade rest.

"Thank you," Pritchart said, and turned back to Michelle.

"If your object was to make sure you have my full attention, Madame President, you've succeeded,”
Michdlesad dryly.

"That wasn't redly thereason | did it, but I'm not going to complain if it had that effect,” Pritchart
replied.

"Then may | ask exactly what thisisdl about?"

"Certainly, but I'm afraid it'sgoing to be just alittle bit complicated.”

"Somehow, I'm not terribly surprised to hear that, Madame President.”

"No, | supposeyou aren't.” Pritchart settled back in her own chair, topaz-colored eyes intent while
she gazed at Michdlefor another few seconds, asif organizing her thoughts. Then she gave hersdlf alittle
shake.

"I hope you remember our conversation in your hospital room, Admird," she began. "At thetime, if
you'll recdll, | told you I'd like to think we might somehow find an end to the fighting short of one side
killing everyone on the other Sde."

She paused, and Michelle nodded.

"Well, | think it may be possible for usto do that. Or that there's a chance we can do that, &t lesst,”
the President said quietly.

"| beg your pardon?' Michelle sat forward in her chair, her eyes suddenly very narrow.



"Admiral Henke, weve recently received certain reports about eventsin the Talbott Cluster.”
Michelle's expression showed her confusion at Pritchart's gpparent non sequitur, and the President shook
her head. "Bear with me, Admiral. It'srelevant, | assureyou.”

"If you say so, of course, Madame President,” Michelle responded a bit doubtfully.

"As| say, weve received certain reports about eventsin the Talbott Cluster,” Pritchart resumed.
"I'm afraid they aren't exactly pleasant news, from your perspective, Admiral. I'm sure that, prior to your
capture, you were far better aware than any of us of the so-called 'resistance movements springing up on
two or three of the planetsin the Cluster. We've been doing our best to monitor the Situation, of course,
snce anything that distracts your Star Kingdom's attention and resources has obvious benefitsfor us. It
hasn't had the priority other intelligence-gathering activities have had, though, and we don't have complete
informetion, by any stretch of the imagination. Our priorities have shifted rather dramaticaly in the last
few days, however."

"And that would be because—?' Michelle prompted obediently when the President paused.

"That, Admiral, would be because according to the information sources we have been able to
cultivate, one of your captains has uncovered evidence which he believes demondtrates that someone
outsde the Cluster has been manipulating and supplying those 'resistlance movements.” Apparently, he
believesthe Union of Monicaisdirectly implicated in that manipulation, and he's launched an
unauthorized preemptive operation against Monicato bring it to an end.”

Michelle stared at the other woman, unable to conced her astonishmen.

"Despite the fact that our information is so incomplete,” Pritchart continued, "afew facts are quite
clear to us. One, of course, isthat Monicahas along history of acting as aproxy for the Office of
Frontier Security, which strongly suggests OFSis aso directly implicated in whatever isgoing on.
Assuming, of course, that your captain's suspicions prove accurate, that is. And the second, I'm afraid, is
that if, in fact, helaunches some sort of preemptive strike againgt Monica, your Star Kingdom will find
itself facing the very red prospect of a shooting incident with the Solarian League Navy."

The President paused, crossed her legs, and sat back, head cocked to one side, obvioudy giving
Micheletimeto get past the worst of her initid shock and absorb the implications of what sheld just said,
and Michelleforced hersaf not to swallow as those implications went through her. She couldn't imagine
what sort of evidence chain could have sent any reasonably sane captain in the Roya Manticoran Navy
into what could so readily turn into an eyebd|-to-eyebal confrontation with the most powerful navy inthe
history of mankind.

Well, the biggedt, at any rate, astubborn little voice said in the back of her mind. ONI's reports
all insist the LN till doesn't have the new compensators, FTL coms, decent missile pods or
pod-layers, or—especially—MDMSs. But what they do have is something like twenty-one hundred
superdreadnoughts in active commission, a reserve fleet at least two or three times that size, the
biggest industrial and technological base in existence . . . and something like two thousand fully
developed star systems. Plus, of course, the entire Verge to exploit at will.

Shewaswdl aware that some of the RMN'smore. . . overenthusiastic tactical thinkers had been
arguing for yearsthat the advancesin military technology produced by the Star Kingdom's half-century
and more of arms race and open warfare with Haven had rendered the entire League Navy hopelessly
obsolete. Personally, she was less confident than the mgjority of those enthusiasts that Manticore's clear
advantagesin many areas trandated into advantagesin all areas. Even so, she was entirely confident that
any Manticoran task force or fleet could handily polish off any comparable Solarian force, probably
without even breaking aswest. Unlike those enthusiasts, however, she strongly doubted (to put it mildly)
that al of Manticore'stactica advantages put together could possibly over