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CHAPTER ONE

THE CUTTER PASSED FROM SUNLIT brilliance to soot-black shadow with the knife-
edge suddenness possible only in space, and the tall, broad-shouldered woman
in the black and gold of the Royal Manticoran Navy gazed out the armorplast
port at the battle-steel beauty of her command and frowned.

The six-limbed cream-and-gray treecat on her shoulder shifted his balance as
she raised her right hand and pointed.

"I thought we'd discussed replacing Beta Fourteen with Commander Antrim,
Andy," she said, and the short, dapper lieutenant commander beside her winced
at her soprano voice's total lack of inflection.

"Yes, Ma'am. We did." He tapped keys on his memo pad and checked the display.
"We discussed it on the sixteenth, Skipper, before you went on leave, and he
promised to get back to us."

"Which he never did," Captain Honor Harrington observed, and Lieutenant
Commander Venizelos nodded.

"Which he never did. Sorry, Ma'am. I should've kept after him."

"You've had a lot of other things on your plate, too," she said, and Andreas
Venizelos hid another-and much more painful-wince. Honor Harrington seldom
rapped her officers in the teeth, but he would almost have preferred to have
her hand him his head. Her quiet, understanding tone sounded entirely too much
as i1f she were finding excuses for him.

"Maybe so, Ma'am, but I still should've kept after him," he said. "We both
know how these yard types hate node replacements." He tapped a note into his
pad. "I'll com him as soon as we get back aboard Vulcan."

"Good, Andy." She turned her head and smiled at him, her strong-boned face
almost impish. "If he starts giving you a song and dance, let me know. I'm
having lunch with Admiral Thayer. I may not have my official orders yet, but



you can bet she's got an idea what they're going to be."

Venizelos grinned back in understanding, for he and his captain both knew
Antrim had been playing an old yard trick that usually worked. When you didn't
want to carry out some irksome bit of refit, you just dragged your feet until
you "ran out of time," on the theory that a ship's captain would rather get
back into space than incur Their Lordships' displeasure with a tardy departure
date. Unfortunately for Commander Antrim, success depended on a skipper who
was willing to let a yard dog get away with it. This one wasn't, and while it
wasn't official yet, the grapevine said the First Space Lord had plans for HMS
Fearless. Which meant this time someone else was going to buy a rocket from
the Admiralty if she was late, and Venizelos rather suspected the CO of Her
Majesty's Space Station Vulcan would be less than pleased if she had to
explain the hold-up to Admiral Danvers. The Third Space Lord had a notoriously
short fuse and a readiness to collect scalps.

"Yes, Ma'am. Ah, would you mind if I just happened to let slip to Antrim that
you're lunching with the Admiral, Skipper?"

"Now, now, Andy. Don't be nasty-unless he looks like giving you problems, of
course."

"Of course, Ma'am."

Honor smiled again and turned back to the view port.

Fearless's running lights blinked the green and white of a moored starship,
clear and gem-like without the diffraction of atmosphere, and she felt a
familiar throb of pride. The heavy cruiser's white skin gleamed in reflected
sunlight above the ruler-straight line of shadow running down her double-
ended, twelve-hundred-meter, three-hundred-thousand-ton hull. Brilliant light
spilled from the oval of an open weapon bay a hundred and fifty meters forward
of the after impeller ring, and Honor watched skinsuited yard techs crawling
over the ominous bulk of Number Five Graser. She'd thought the intermittent
glitch was in the on-mount software, but Vulcan's people insisted it was in
the emitter assembly itself.

She twitched her shoulders, and Nimitz scolded gently as he dug his claws
deeper into the padded shoulder of her tunic for balance. She clicked her
teeth and rubbed his ears in wordless apology, but she never took her eyes
from the view port as the cutter continued its slow tour of Fearless's
exterior.

Half a dozen work parties paused and looked up as the cutter ghosted past
them. She couldn't make out expressions through their visors, but she could
imagine the combination of exasperation and wariness some of them would wear.
Yard dogs hated to have a captain peering over their shoulders while they
worked on her ship . . . almost as much as captains hated turning their ships
over to the yard dogs in the first place.

She swallowed a chuckle at the thought, because while she had no intention of
telling them so, she was impressed by how much Vulcan-and Venizelos-had
accomplished during her two-week absence, despite Antrim's passive resistance
to the node change. Replacing an impeller node was a major pain, and Antrim
obviously hoped he could skate out of it, but that ambition was doomed to
failure. Beta Fourteen had been a headache almost since Fearless's acceptance
trials, and Honor and her engineers had put up with it long enough. It wasn't
as crucial as an alpha node, of course, and Fearless could easily maintain
eighty percent of max acceleration without it. Then, too, there was the little
matter of the price tag for a replacement-something like five million dollars-
which Antrim would have to sign off on. All of which no doubt helped explain
his reluctance to pull it, but Commander Antrim wouldn't be aboard the next
time HMS Fearless had to redline her drive.

The cutter curled back up over the hull, crossing diagonally above the after
port missile battery and the geometric precision of Radar Six. The long,
slender blades of the cruiser's main gravitic sensors passed out of sight



under the lower lip of the view port, and Honor nodded in satisfaction as her
chocolate-dark eyes noted the replacement elements in the array.

All in all, she was more than pleased with how Fearless had performed over the
last two and half T-years. She was a relatively new ship, and her builders had
done her proud in most respects. It wasn't their fault someone had slipped
them a faulty beta node, and she'd stood up well to an arduous first
commission. Not that anti-piracy patrols were Honor's first choice for
assignments. It had been nice to be on her own, and the prize money from
picking off that Silesian "privateer" squadron hadn't done her bank balance a
bit of harm. For that matter, the rescue of that passenger liner had been a
piece of work anyone could be proud of, but the moments of excitement had been
few and far between. Mostly it had been hard work and more than a little
boring once she got over the sheer excitement of commanding her first heavy
cruiser-and a brand spanking new one, to boot.

She made a mental note of a scuffed patch of paint above Graser Three and felt
a tiny smile tugging at her lips as she contemplated the rumors about her next
assignment, for the alacrity with which Admiral Courvosier had accepted his
invitation to the traditional recommissioning party suggested there was more
than a bit of truth to them. That was good. She hadn't seen the Admiral, much
less served under him, in far too long, and if diplomats and politicians were
normally a lower order of life than pirates, it should at least be an
interesting change of pace.

"You know, that young man has a really nice ass for a round-eye," Dr. Allison
Chou Harrington observed. "I bet you could have some fun chasing him around
the command deck, dear."

"Mother!" Honor stepped on an unfilial urge to throttle her parent and looked
around quickly. But no one seemed to have overheard, and, for the first time
in her memory, she was grateful for the chatter of other voices.

"Now, Honor," Dr. Harrington looked up at her with a deadly gleam in those
almond eyes so much like Honor's own, "all I said was-"

"I know what you said, but that 'young man' is my executive officer!"

"Well, of course he is," her mother said comfortably. "That's what makes it so
convenient. And he certainly is a handsome fellow, isn't he? I'll bet he has
to beat them off with a stick." She sighed. "Assuming he wants to," she added
thoughtfully. "Just look at those eyes! He looks just like Nimitz in mating
season, doesn't he?"

Honor hovered on the brink of apoplexy, and Nimitz cocked his head reprovingly
at Dr. Harrington. It wasn't that he objected to her comments on his sexual
prowess, but the empathic 'cat was only too well aware of how much his
person's mother enjoyed teasing her.

"Commander Venizelos 1s not a treecat, and I do not have the least intention
of chasing him with a club," Honor said firmly.

"No, dear, I know. You never have had very good judgment where men are
concerned."

"Mother-!"

"Now, Honor, you know I'd never dream of criticizing," the twinkle in Allison
Harrington's eyes was devilish, yet there was a trace of seriousness under the
loving malice, "but a Navy captain-a senior-grade captain, at that-ought to
get over those silly inhibitions of yours."

"I'm not 'inhibited,' " Honor said with all the dignity she could muster.
"Whatever you say, darling. But in that case, you're letting that delicious
young man go sadly to waste, executive officer or not."

"Mother, just because you were born on an uncivilized and licentious planet
like Beowulf is no reason for you to make eyes at my exec! Besides, what would
Daddy think?"

"What would I think about what?" Surgeon Commander Alfred Harrington (retired)



demanded.

"Oh, there you are." Honor and her father stood eye to eye, towering over her
diminutive mother, and she jerked a thumb downward. "Mother's casting hungry
looks at my exec again," she complained.

"Not to worry," her father replied. "She looks a lot, but she's never had any
reason to roam."

"You're as bad as she is!"

"Meow," Allison said, and Honor fought back a grin.

For as long as she could remember, her mother had delighted in scandalizing
the more conservative members of Manticoran society. She considered the entire
kingdom hopelessly prudish, and her pungent observations to that effect drove
certain society dames absolutely berserk. And her beauty, and the fact that
she doted on her husband and never actually did the least thing for which they
could ostracize her, only made it worse.

Of course, if she had been inclined to follow the mores of her birth world,
she could have assembled a drooling male harem any time she cared to. She was
a tiny thing, little more than two-thirds Honor's own height and of almost
pure 0Old Earth Oriental extraction. The strong, sharply carved bone structure
which had always made Honor feel plain and unfinished was muted into exotic
beauty in her mother's face, and the prolong process had frozen her biological
age at no more than thirty T-years. She really was like a treecat herself,
Honor thought-delicate but strong, graceful and fascinating, with just a hint
of the predator, and the fact that she was one of the most brilliant genetic
surgeons in the Kingdom didn't hurt.

She was also, Honor knew, genuinely concerned about her only child's lack of a
sex life. Well, sometimes Honor was a bit worried about it, but it wasn't as
if she had all that many opportunities. A starship's captain simply could not
dally with a member of her crew, even if she had the desire to, and Honor was
none too sure she did. Her sexual experience was virtually nil-aside from a
single extremely unpleasant Academy episode and one adolescent infatuation
that had trickled off in dreary unhappiness-because she'd simply never met a
man she cared to become involved with.

Not that she was interested in women; she Jjust didn't seem particularly
interested in anyone-which might be just as well. It avoided all sorts of
potential professional difficulties . . . and she rather doubted an overgrown
horse like her would provoke much reciprocal interest, anyway. That reflection
bothered her a bit. No, she thought, be honest; it bothered her a lot, and
there were times her mother's version of a sense of humor was less than
amusing. But this wasn't one of them, and she surprised them both by putting
an arm around her and squeezing in a rare public display of affection.

"Trying to bribe me into being good, huh?" Dr. Harrington teased, and Honor
shook her head.

"I never try to do the impossible, Mother."

"That's one for your side," her father observed, then held out his hand to his

wife. "Come along, Alley. Honor ought to be circulating-you can go make
someone else's life miserable for a while."
"You Navy types can be a real pain in the . . . posterior," Allison replied

with a wickedly demure glance at her daughter, and Honor watched fondly as her
parents vanished into the crowd. She didn't get to see them as often as she
would have liked, which was one reason she'd been so happy when Fearless was
sent to Vulcan for refit, instead of Hephaestus. Vulcan orbited Honor's own
homeworld of Sphinx, ten light-minutes further out than the capital planet of
Manticore, and she'd taken shameless advantage of the fact to spend time at
home, wallowing in her father's cooking.

But Alfred Harrington was quite right about her responsibilities as a hostess,
and Honor squared her shoulders for the plunge back into the festivities.



A rather proprietary smile touched Admiral of the Green Raoul Courvosier's
mouth as he watched Captain Harrington mix confidently with her guests and
remembered the gangling midshipman, all knees and elbows and sharp, angular
face, he'd first met sixteen Manticoran years-over twenty-seven T-years-ago.
She really had been a piece of work, he reflected affectionately. Absolutely
dedicated, shy to the point of speechlessness and determined not to show it,
terrified of math courses, and one of the most brilliant intuitive
shiphandlers and tacticians he'd ever met. She'd also been one of the most
frustrating. All that promise and potential, and she'd near as nothing flunked
out on him before he could convince her to use that same intuition on her math
tests! But once she'd gotten her feet under her, nothing could stop her.
Courvosier was a childless bachelor. He knew he'd invested so much of his life
in his students at the Academy as compensation, yet few of them had made him
as proud as Honor. Too many officers simply wore the uniform; Honor lived it.
And it became her well, he thought.

He watched her chatting with the husband of Vulcan's commanding officer and
wondered where that awkward midshipman had gone. He knew she still disliked
parties, still thought of herself as the ugly duckling, but she never let it
show. And one of these days, he thought fondly, she would wake up to the fact
that the duckling had become a swan. One of the drawbacks of the prolong
treatment, especially in its later, more effective versions, was that it
stretched out the "awkward periods" in physical development, and Honor, he
admitted, really had been on the homely side as a girl-at first glance, at
least. She'd always had the cat-quick reflexes of her 1.35-gravity homeworld,
but the grace of her carriage had been something else, something that went
beyond her high-gee birth environment. Even as a first-form middy, she'd had
that elegance in motion which drew second glances from eyes which had
dismissed her unprepossessing surface too quickly, and hers was a face that
improved with age. Yet she truly didn't realize, even now, how the too-sharp
edges had smoothed into character, how her mother's huge eyes lent her
triangular face an intriguing, exotic air. He supposed it wasn't all that
surprising, given how long the prolong-slowed smoothing process had taken, and
it was true she would never be "pretty"-only beautiful . . . once she realized
it.

Which only added to his present concerns. He frowned down into his drink, then
checked his chrono and sighed. Fearless's recommissioning party was an
outstanding success. It looked like lasting for hours yet, and he didn't have
hours. There were too many details that needed clearing up back on Manticore,
which meant he was going to have to drag her away from her guests-not that he
expected that to bother her unduly!

He made his way casually through the crowd, and she turned towards him as her
internal radar sensed his approach. Courvosier wasn't much taller than her
mother, and he smiled up at her.

"Quite a bash, Captain," he said, and she smiled back a bit sourly.

"It is, isn't it, Sir? And noisy, too," she added with a grimace.

"Yes, it is." Courvosier glanced around, then back up at her. "I'm afraid I'm
going to have to catch the shuttle back to Hephaestus in another hour, Honor,
and we need to talk before I leave. Can you get away?"

Her eyes narrowed at his unexpectedly serious tone, and she, too, glanced
around the crowded wardroom.

"I really shouldn't . . ." she said, but there was an almost wistful note in
her voice. Courvosier smothered a grin as he watched temptation war with her
sense of duty. It was an unfair contest, especially with curiosity weighing in
on temptation's side, and her lips tightened in decision. She raised her hand,
and Chief Steward's Mate James MacGuiness materialized out of the crowd as if
by magic.

"Mac, would you please escort Admiral Courvosier to my day cabin?" She pitched



her voice low enough to be lost in the crowd noise.

"Of course, Ma'am," her steward replied.

"Thank you." She looked back at Courvosier. "I'll join you there as soon as I
find Andy and warn him he's on his own as host, Sir."

"Thank you, Captain. I appreciate it."

"Oh, so do I, Sir," she admitted with a grin. "So do I!"

Courvosier turned from the cabin view port as the hatch slid quietly open and
Honor stepped through it.

"I know you're not fond of parties, Honor," he said, "but I really am sorry to
call you away from one that seems to be going so well."

"At the rate it's going, I'll have plenty of time to get back to it, Sir." She
shook her head. "I don't even know half of them, anyway! A lot more planet-
side guests accepted their invitations than I'd expected."

"Of course they did," Courvosier said. "You're one of their own, and they're
proud of you."

Honor waved her hand, and her cheekbones heated.

"You're going to have to get over that blush reaction, Honor," her old mentor
told her severely. "Modesty is all very well, but after Basilisk Station,
you're a marked woman."

"I was lucky," she protested.

"Of course you were," he agreed so promptly she gave him a very sharp look
indeed. Then he grinned, and she grinned back at how easily she'd risen to his

bait. "Seriously, if I haven't gotten around to mentioning it before, you did
us all proud."
"Thank you," she said quietly. "That means a lot, coming from you."

"Really?" His smile was a bit crooked as he looked down at the gold rings on
his own space-black sleeve. "You know, I'm really going to hate giving up the
uniform," he sighed.

"It's only temporary, Sir. They're not going to leave you on the beach for
long. In fact," Honor frowned, "I still don't understand why the Foreign
Office wanted you in the first place."

"Oh?" He cocked his head and his eyes glinted at her. "Are you saying an old
crock like me can't be trusted with a diplomatic mission?"

"Of course not! I'm just saying you're far more valuable at the Advanced
Tactical Course than fooling around at diplomatic soirees." Her mouth curled
in distaste. "If the Admiralty had a lick of sense, they'd have told the FO to
take a flying leap through the Junction and given you a task force, Sir!"
"There are more things in life than running ATC-or a task force," he
disagreed. "In fact, politics and diplomacy are probably more important, when
you come right down to it." Honor snorted, and he frowned. "You don't agree?"
"Admiral, I don't like politics," she said frankly. "Every time you get
involved in them, things go all gray and murky on you. 'Politics' were what
created the mess in Basilisk in the first place, and they darn near got my
entire crew killed!" She shook her head. "No, Sir. I don't like politics, I
don't understand them, and I don't want to understand them!"

"Then you'd better change your mind, Captain." There was bite in Courvosier's
suddenly chill voice. Honor blinked in surprise, and Nimitz raised his head on
her shoulder, bending his own grass-green gaze on the cherubic little admiral.
"Honor, what you do in your sex life is up to you, but no captain in Her
Majesty's service can be a virgin where politics are concerned-and especially
not where diplomacy is concerned."

She blushed again, much more darkly, but she also felt her shoulders
straighten just as they had at the Academy when then-Captain Courvosier had
laid down the law. They were both a long way from Saganami Island, but some
things never changed, she realized.

"I beg your pardon, Sir," she said a bit stiffly. "I only meant that



politicians seem more concerned with payoffs and empire-building than with
their jobs."

"Somehow I don't think the Duke of Cromarty would appreciate that
characterization. Nor does it suit him." Courvosier waved a gentle hand as
Honor opened her mouth again. "No, I know you weren't referring to the PM. And
I understand your reaction after what happened to your last ship. But
diplomacy is absolutely critical to the Kingdom's survival just now, Honor.
That's why I agreed to the FO's request when they needed someone for Yeltsin's
Star."

"I can understand that, Sir. And I suppose I was a bit petulant sounding,
wasn't I?"

"Just a bit," Courvosier agreed with a small smile.

"Well, maybe more than a bit. Then again, I haven't really had much to do with
diplomacy. My experience has been more with domestic politicos-you know, the
slimy sort."

"A fair enough estimation, I suppose. But this is far more important, and
that's why I wanted to talk to you." He rubbed one eyebrow and frowned.
"Frankly, Honor, I'm a little surprised the Admiralty assigned you to it."
"You are?" She tried to hide her hurt. Did the Admiral think she'd do less
than her best-especially for him-just because she didn't like politics? Surely
he knew her better than that!

"Oh, not because I don't think you're up to it." His quick response eased her
hurt, and he shook his head. "It's just- Well, how much do you know about the
Yeltsin situation?"

"Not a lot," she admitted. "I haven't gotten my official orders or download
yet, so all I know is what I read in the papers. I've checked The Royal
Encyclopedia, but it hasn't been much help, and their navy's not even listed
in Jane's. I gather Yeltsin doesn't have much to pique our interest, aside
from its location.”

"I assume from that last remark that you at least know why we want the system
in our camp?" Courvosier made the statement a question, and she nodded.
Yeltsin's Star lay less than thirty light-years to galactic northeast of the
Manticore binary system. It also lay between the Kingdom of Manticore and the
conquest-bloated People's Republic of Haven, and only an idiot-or a member of
the Liberal or Progressive Party-could believe war with Haven wasn't coming.
The diplomatic confrontation between the two powers had grown increasingly
vicious in the two and a half T-years since the PRH's brazen attempt to seize
the Basilisk System, and both of them were jockeying for position before the
inevitable open clash.

That was what made Yeltsin's Star so important. It and the nearby Endicott
System had the only inhabited worlds in a volume forty light-years across,
squarely between the two adversaries. Allies, or (perhaps even more
importantly) an advanced fleet base, in the area would be invaluable.

"What you may not realize," Courvosier went on, "is that more is involved here
than just strategic real estate. The Cromarty government is trying to build a
fire break against Haven, Honor. We're rich enough to stand up to the Peeps,
probably, and we've got the technical edge, but we can't begin to match their
manpower. We need allies, but, even more, we need to be seen as a creditable
player, someone with the guts and will to face Haven down. There are still a
lot of neutrals out there; there probably still will be when the shooting
starts, and we need to influence as many as possible of them to be 'neutral'
in our favor."

"I can see that, Sir."

"Good. But the reason I'm surprised the Admiralty assigned you to this
particular effort is that you're a woman." Honor blinked in complete surprise,
and Courvosier laughed without humor at her expression.

"I'm afraid I don't follow that, Sir."



"You will when you get your download," Courvosier promised sourly. "In the
meantime, let me just give you the high points. Have a seat, Captain."”

Honor sank into a chair and lifted Nimitz from her shoulder to her lap as she
regarded her superior. He seemed genuinely concerned, and for the life of her,
she couldn't see what her gender had to do with her suitability for command.
"You have to understand that Yeltsin's Star has been settled far longer than
Manticore," Courvosier began in his best Saganami lecturer's voice. "The first
colonists landed on Grayson, Yeltsin's single habitable planet, in 988 P.D.,
almost five hundred years before we arrived on the scene." Honor's eyes
narrowed in surprise, and he nodded. "That's right. In fact, Yeltsin hadn't
even been surveyed when they left Sol. For that matter, the entire cryo-
process had been available for less than ten years when they shipped out."
"But why in God's name come way out here?" Honor demanded. "They must'wve had
better astro data on systems closer to Sol!"

"They did, indeed, but you've already hit their motivation." She frowned, and
he smiled thinly. " 'In God's name,' Honor. They were religious zealots
looking for a home so far away no one would ever bother them. I guess they
figured five-hundred-plus light-years was about far enough in an era before
hyper travel had even been hypothesized. At any rate, the 'Church of Humanity
Unchained' set out on a leap of faith, with absolutely no idea what they were
going to find at the other end."

"Lord." Honor sounded shaken, and she was. She was a professional naval
officer, and the mere thought of all the hideous ways those colonists could
have died was enough to turn her stomach.

"Precisely. But the really interesting thing is why they did it." Honor
quirked an eyebrow, and Courvosier shrugged. "They wanted to get away from
'the corrupting, soul-destroying effect of technology,' " he said, and she
stared at him in disbelief.

"They used a starship to get away from technology? That's-that's insane, Sir!"
"No, not really." Courvosier leaned back against a table and folded his arms.
"Mind you, that was my own first thought when the FO handed me the background
on the system, but it actually made sense, in a crazy sort of way. Remember,
this was way back in the early fourth century of the Diaspora, when 0ld Earth
was finally getting a real handle on pollution, resource depletion, and
overcrowding. Actually, things had been getting better for at least two
hundred years, despite the eco-nuts' and 'Earth First' groups' efforts to kill
the various space initiatives. The Earth-Firsters probably had a better case,
given the resource demands STL colony ships made on Sol's economy, but at
least they recognized the spinoff advantages. Deep-space industry, asteroid
mining operations, orbital power collectors-all of them were on line at last,
and the quality of life was climbing system-wide. Most people were delighted,
and the Earth-Firsters' only real complaint was that it could have climbed
even faster if people would only stop building interstellar colony ships.

"On the other hand, there were still crackpot groups-particularly the extreme
'Greens' and the Neo-Luddites-who didn't distinguish between the colonizing
efforts and any other space activity. They insisted, each for their own
reasons, that the only real solution was to throw technology out on its ear
and 'live the way man was intended to live.' " Honor snorted in derision, and
he chuckled.

"I know. They'd have looked pretty sick if they'd tried it, especially with a
system population of over twelve billion to feed and house, but most of the
idiots were from more developed nations. Extremists tend to grow more extreme,
not less, as problems get closer to solutions, you know, and these extremists
didn't have any real concept of what a planet without technology would be
like, because they'd never experienced it. Besides, after three centuries of
preaching the evils of technology-and their own societies' 'greedy,
exploitative guilt'-the 'Greens' were techno-illiterates with no real



relevance to the world about them, and most of the Neo-Luddites' job skills
had been made redundant by new technologies. Neither background really
qualified them to understand what was happening, and sweeping, simplistic
solutions to complicated problems are much more appealing than tackling the
real thought that might actually solve them.

"At any rate, the Church of Humanity Unchained was the product of a fellow
named Austin Grayson-the Reverend Austin Grayson from someplace called the
State of Idaho. According to the Foreign Office, there were hordes of lunatic
fringe groups running around at the time, and Grayson was a 'back to the
Bible' type who got caught up in the ban-the-machine movement. The only things
that made him different from other crackpots and bomb-throwers were his
charisma, his determination, and his talent for attracting converts with real
ability. He actually managed to assemble a colony expedition and fund it to
the tune of several billion dollars, all to take his followers away to the New
Zion and its wonderful, technology-free Garden of Eden. It was really a rather
elegant concept, you know, using technology to get away from technology."
"Elegant," Honor snorted, and the Admiral chuckled again.

"Unfortunately, they got a nasty surprise at journey's end. Grayson's a pretty
nice place in many ways, but it's a high-density world with unusual
concentrations of heavy metals, and there isn't a single native plant or
animal that won't kill any human who eats it for very long. Which meant, of
course-"

"That they couldn't abandon technology and survive," Honor finished for him,
and he nodded.

"Exactly. Not that they were willing to admit it. In fact, Grayson never did
admit it. He lived another ten T-years after their arrival, and every year the
end of technology was just around the corner, but there was a fellow named
Mayhew who saw the writing on the wall a lot sooner. According to what I can
dig out of the records, he more or less allied with another man, a Captain
Yanakov, who'd commanded the colony ship, and the two of them pulled off a
sort of doctrinal revolution after Grayson's death. Technology itself wasn't
evil, just the way it had been used on 0ld Earth. What mattered wasn't the
machine but the ungodly lifestyle machine-age humanity had embraced."

He rocked on his heels in silent thought for a moment, then shrugged.

"At any rate, they abandoned the anti-machine portion of Grayson's theology
and concentrated on creating a society in strict accordance with God's Holy
Word. Which-" he darted a quick glance at Honor from under lowered brows "-
included the theory that 'Man is the head of Woman.' "

It was Honor's turn to frown, and he sighed.

"Damn it, Honor, you're too Manticoran! And," he added with a sudden genuine
laugh, "God help us all if your mother ever ended up on Grayson!"

"I'm afraid I still don't gquite understand, Sir."

"Of course you don't," Courvosier sighed. "But, you see, women on Grayson have
no legal rights, Honor-none at all."

"What?!" Honor jerked upright in her chair. Nimitz chittered in alarm as her
lap shifted under him, and she winced as one centimeter-long claw dug a bit
deeper than he'd intended, but her conscious mind hardly noticed.

"Precisely. They can't vote, can't own property, can't sit on juries, and-
especially!-can't serve in the military."

"But that's . . . that's barbaric!"

"Oh, I don't know," Courvosier said with a lurking grin. "Might be a bit
restful, now and then."

Honor glared at him, and his grin faded.

"That wasn't quite as funny as I thought it would be. But the situation's even
less funny. You see, Masada, the habitable planet of the Endicott System, was
settled from Grayson, and not exactly voluntarily. What started as a schism
over the retention of technology turned down other paths once it became clear



they couldn't survive without it. The original pro-Tech faction became
'Moderates,' and the anti-Techies became 'the Faithful.' Once the Faithful
were forced to accept that they couldn't get rid of the machines, they turned
to creating the perfect godly society, and if you think the present government
of Grayson is a bit backward, you should see what they came up with! Dietary
laws, ritual cleansing for every imaginable sin-law codes that made any
deviation from the True Way punishable by stoning, for God's sake!

"In the end, it came to open fighting, and it took the Moderates more than
five years to beat the Faithful. Unfortunately, the Faithful had built
themselves a doomsday weapon; if they couldn't have a godly society, then
they'd blow up the whole planet-in, of course, exact accordance with the
obvious Will of God."

The Admiral snorted in pure disgust and shook his head, then sighed.

"Anyway, the Grayson government-the Moderates-cut a deal with them and exiled
them lock, stock, and whipping post to Masada, where they set about creating
the society God Had Intended. It saved Grayson, but the Faithful have grown
more intolerant, not less. There are a lot of points about their so-called
religion that I can't get definitive information on, but I do know they've
chopped the entire New Testament out of their Bibles because if Christ had
really been the Messiah, technology never would have arisen on 0ld Earth, they
wouldn't have been kicked off Grayson, and Woman would have been put in her
proper place throughout the human community."

Honor looked at him, too bemused to disbelieve any longer, and he shook his
head once more.

"Unfortunately, they also seem to believe God expects them to fix all the
things that are wrong with the universe, and they're still set on making
Grayson toe their doctrinal line. Neither system has, you should pardon the
expression, a pot to piss in, economically speaking, but they're too close
together, and they've fought several wars over the centuries, complete with
the occasional nuclear strike. Which, of course creates the opening both we
and Haven are trying to exploit. It's also why the Foreign Minister convinced
me that we need a fairly well known military type-like your humble servant-to
head our delegation. The Graysons are only too well aware of the threat Masada
presents to them, and they're going to want to know the person they're
negotiating with is aware of it, too."

He shook his head and pursed his lips.

"It's a hell of a mess, Honor, and I'm afraid our own motives aren't as pure
as the driven snow. We need a forward base in that area. Even more
importantly, we need to keep Haven from securing one that close to us. Those
factors are going to be as obvious to the locals as they are to us, so we're
bound to get involved in the local conflict, in a peacekeeping role at the
very least. If I were the Grayson government, that would certainly be the
point I'd insist on, because the basic credo of Masadan theology is that
someday they will return to Grayson in triumph and cast down the heirs of the
ungodly who exiled their forefathers from their rightful home. Which means
Grayson can really use a powerful outside ally-and that as soon as we started
courting them, the Peeps started sucking up to Masada. Mind you, they'd
probably prefer Grayson to Masada, too, but the Graysons seem a bit more aware
of just how fatal it can be to become a 'friend' of the People's Republic.
"And that, Honor, is why you need to know exactly what's going on,
diplomatically speaking, on this little jaunt. You're going to be very, very
visible, and the fact that the Kingdom is sending a woman to command the
military side of the mission, well-"

He broke off with a shrug, and Honor nodded slowly, still trying to grapple
with the idea of a modern-day Dark Age culture.

"I see, Sir," she said softly. "I see, indeed."



CHAPTER TWO

HONOR RELEASED THE HANGING rings and whipped through a flashing, somersault
dismount. She was far from a professional-quality gymnast, but she landed
almost perfectly and bowed with extravagant grace to her audience-who regarded
her with a tolerant eye from his comfortable perch on the parallel bars. She
inhaled deeply, using her hands to strip sweat from her dripping, two-
centimeter hair, then scrubbed her face vigorously with her towel before she
draped it around her neck and gave him a severe look.

"A little workout wouldn't hurt you, either," she panted.

Nimitz responded with an airy flirt of his fluffy, prehensile tail, then
sighed in relief as she padded across to the wall-mounted grav controls. She
reset the gym to the regulation one-gee maintained aboard all RMN ships, and
the 'cat swarmed down from the bars. He'd never been able to understand why
she insisted on cranking the gym's gravity clear up to the 1.35-gees she'd
been born to. It wasn't that Nimitz was lazy, but in his uncomplicated view
exertion was something to be endured, not chased after. He regarded the lower
standard shipboard gravity as the greatest invention since celery, and if she
had to exercise, she might as well do something he enjoyed, as well.

He scampered into the dressing room, and Honor heard her locker door rattle.
Then he reappeared with a happy "Bleek!" and her hand shot up just in time to
snatch a hurtling plastic disk out of the air in front of her face.

"Why, you little creep!" she laughed, and he chittered in delight, dancing
from side to side on his mid and rearmost limbs while he spread his true-hands
wide.

She laughed again and tossed the ancient frisbee back. There was too little
space for the kinds of intricate flight paths she could manage on a planet,
but Nimitz buzzed with gusto. He'd been a frisbee freak ever since the day
he'd seen a much younger Honor's father playing the same game with his golden
retriever, and, unlike a dog, he had hands.

Honor caught a sizzling return and grinned, then feinted a high, looping curve
and sent the actual toss streaking out at knee-level . . . which brought it
right to chin height on Nimitz. He snagged it adroitly and skittered around in
a circle, using both true-feet and his hand-paws to build momentum like a
discus-thrower before he released it.

Honor's palms stung with the force of the catch, and she shook her head as she
tossed it back. After all these years, she'd still never managed to fool him.
No one knew precisely how treecats' empathic senses worked, but the little
devil always knew when she was trying to put something over on him.

Which was more than she could say about him. His next throw carried wicked
terminal English and came curving in like a boomerang. She missed her catch,
ducking barely in time as it hissed past her head and bounced across the
decksole, and Nimitz dashed over to it. He leapt into the air and landed
directly on top of the frisbee, bleeking his triumph as he executed an
impromptu victory dance.

Honor straightened and shook her head, then laughed.

"All right, you won," she told him, propping her hands on her hips. "I suppose
you want your usual forfeit?" Nimitz nodded complacently, and she sighed. "All
right-two celery sticks with lunch tomorrow. But only two!"

The treecat considered for a moment, then flipped the tip of his tail in
agreement and rose to his full sixty-centimeters on his true-feet, hugging her
knee with his mid-limb hand-paws and patting her thigh with his true-hands.
Nimitz was incapable of speech, despite an intelligence humans were sadly
prone to underestimate, but she knew what he wanted. He patted again, harder,
and she grinned down at him as she plucked her sweat-soaked unitard away from
her breasts with one hand and fanned her cheeks with the other.

"Oh, no, you don't, Stinker! I'm not about to trust your claws when I'm
wearing something this thin."



He sniffed, managing to look simultaneously disdainful, trustworthy, pitiful,
and neglected, then broke into a loud, buzzing purr as she relented and
gathered him in her arms. She knew better than to 1lift him to his normal
position on her shoulder, but he twisted onto his back, waving his two rear
sets of limbs in the air (his true-hands clutched his frisbee, instead) as she
cuddled him.

"Lord, but you are one spoiled beastie," she told him, nuzzling her nose into
his cream-colored belly fur, and he bleeked in cheerful agreement as she
headed for the showers.

Honor had the gym to herself, for it was late in Fearless's official night,
and most of the cruiser's off-watch crew were snug in their beds. She ought to
be there herself, but she was spending too much time behind a desk, and there
never seemed to be enough hours for her to steal exercise time during the
"day." Besides, working out late let her reset the grav field without
inconveniencing anyone else, though her present heavy breathing and a slight
muscle quiver of overexertion told her she hadn't been putting in enough hours
here at night, either.

She stepped into the dressing room, set Nimitz down, and made a mental note to
make more gym time as she peeled off her unitard. The treecat tucked his
frisbee neatly back into her locker and gave her a disgusted look as she
dropped the sweaty garment untidily on the deck and stepped into the showers.
The hot water sluiced deliciously over her, and she turned her face up to the
spray as she reached for the soap dispenser. Yes, she definitely needed to get
in more gym time. And, while she was thinking about it, it was past time she
found another sparring partner, too. Lieutenant Wisner had been pretty good,
but he'd been transferred out as part of the routine personnel rotation during
Fearless's refit, and Honor knew she'd been putting off finding a replacement
on the score that she had no time for it.

She frowned up into the shower, working up a lather in her short, curly hair.
Sergeant Major Babcock, the Marine detachment's senior noncom, might be a good
bet. Maybe too good. It had been a long, long time since Honor was on the
Academy unarmed combat team, and judging from her personnel jacket, Iris
Babcock could probably tie her up in knots without breaking a sweat. Which
embarrassing fate, Honor reflected as she gave herself one last rinse and
turned off the shower, would no doubt inspire her to recover the top of her
own form quickly.

She dripped her way back into the dressing room and reached for a fresh towel.
Nimitz curled up on a bench and waited patiently while she dried herself,
climbed back into her uniform, and settled the white beret of a starship
commander on her still-damp hair, but he was more than ready to hop up onto
the specially padded shoulder of her tunic once she was dressed.

She lifted him into place and headed for her quarters. She really ought to
turn in, but there were still a few items of paperwork to deal with, so she
turned into her day cabin, instead.

She palmed the lights up and crossed to her desk, resolutely refusing to let
the knee-to-ceiling view port distract her until she finished her chores. She
did allow herself to pause and check the treecat-sized life-support module
clamped to the bulkhead beside her desk. It was the latest model, with all
sorts of whistles and bells, increased endurance, and added safety features,
yet it was also new. She'd made regular checks on its readouts a part of her
daily routine, but until she felt completely familiar with all its features,
she intended to check it every time she passed it, as well.

Nimitz made a soft sound of agreement on her shoulder. He knew what-and who-
that module was for, and personal experience made him a firm supporter of her
conscientiousness. She grinned at his sound, then straightened a heat-warped
golden wall plaque minutely and seated herself behind her desk.

She'd barely brought her terminal alive when MacGuiness appeared with a



steaming mug, and she wondered yet again if he had a power meter on her
computer circuits. He always seemed to appear, as if by magic, the instant she
booted the system, and this late at night he could be counted upon to ply her
with the rich, sweet cocoa she loved while she worked.

"Thank you, Mac," she said as she took the cup.

"You're welcome, Ma'am." MacGuiness completed the ritual with a smile. The
chief steward had followed her from her last command, and they'd settled into
a comfortable routine over the past twenty-seven months. He was a bit too
inclined to fuss over her, but Honor had discovered (somewhat guiltily) that
she had no particular objection to being spoiled.

He vanished back into his pantry, and Honor returned to her screen.
Officially, she wasn't here expressly to support Admiral Courvosier's mission.
Instead, she was senior officer of the escort assigned to a convoy whose
ultimate goal was the Casca System, twenty-two light-years beyond Yeltsin's
Star. Neither Yeltsin nor Casca were in a particularly good galactic
neighborhood, for the single-star policies out here tended to be hardscrabble
propositions. Many had bitter personal experience of piratical raids, and
there'd always been a temptation to better their lots with a little piracy of
their own against the passing commerce of wealthier star systems. The
situation had gotten far worse of late, and Honor (and the Office of Naval
Intelligence) more than suspected that Haven's interest in the region helped
account for that-a suspicion which, in turn, explained why the Admiralty had
provided the convoy with an escort of two cruisers and a pair of destroyers.
Honor nodded as status reports scrolled across her screen. They looked good-as
she'd expected. This was her first opportunity to command what was, for all
intents and purposes, her own squadron, but if every captain in the Navy were
as good as her COs, squadron command would be a breeze.

She finished the last report and leaned back, sipping her cocoa while Nimitz
curled on his bulkhead-mounted perch. She wasn't particularly impressed with
one or two members of Admiral Courvosier's staff of Foreign Office experts,
but so far she had nothing to complain about where her own duties were
concerned, aside from the chunks of time her new job was eating up. And that,
she told herself yet again, was her own fault. Andreas was perfectly capable
of running the ship without her, and she felt fairly certain she was spending
too much time worrying over the convoy's day-to-day operations. Delegating had
always been the hardest thing for her to do, yet she knew there was another
factor this time. Keeping her hands off while Andreas managed Fearless and
freed her to worry about the rest of the squadron was precisely what she ought
to be doing, and she didn't want to. Not because she distrusted his
competence, but because she was afraid of losing the thing every Navy captain
most craved-the active exercise of her authority and responsibility as
mistress after God in one of Her Majesty's starships.

She snorted tiredly at herself and finished the cocoa. MacGuiness knew exactly
how to make it, and its rich, smooth calories were another reason to put in
more gym time, she thought with a grin. Then she rose and crossed to the view
port to stare out into the weird, shifting splendor of hyper space.

That view port was one of the things Honor most treasured about her ship. Her
quarters aboard her last ship, the elderly light cruiser which had bequeathed
her name and battle honors to the present Fearless, hadn't had one, and it
gave Honor an ever-renewed sense of the vastness of the universe. It offered
both relaxing contemplation and a sense of perspective-an awareness of how
small any human being truly was against the enormity of creation-that was
almost a challenge, and she stretched her long body out on the padded couch
beneath it with a sigh.

Fearless and the ships of her convoy rode the twisted currents of a grav wave
which had never attained the dignity of a name, only a catalog number. Honor's
cabin was barely a hundred meters forward of Fearless's after impeller nodes,



and the immaterial, three-hundred-kilometer disk of the cruiser's after
Warshawski sail flickered and flashed like frozen heat lightning, dominating
the view port with its soft glory as it harnessed the grav wave's power. Its
grab factor was adjusted to a tiny, almost immeasurable fraction of its full
efficiency, providing a minuscule acceleration which was exactly offset by the
forward sail's deceleration to hold Fearless at fifty percent of light-speed.
The cruiser could have sustained a velocity twenty percent higher, but the
hyper bands' heavier particle densities would have overcome the freighters'
weaker radiation shielding long before that.

Honor's brown eyes were rapt as she watched the sail, fascinated as always by
its flowing-ice beauty. She could have shut down her ship's sails and let
momentum take its course, but those sails balanced Fearless delicately between
them like exquisitely counterpoised fulcrums that lent the cruiser an instant
responsiveness. Their current grav wave was barely a half light-month deep and
a light-month wide, a mere rivulet beside titans like the Roaring Deeps, yet
its power was enough to send her ship leaping to an effective five thousand
gravities' acceleration in less than two seconds. And should Fearless's
gravity detectors pick up unexpected wave turbulence ahead of her, she might
have to do just that.

Honor shook herself and let her eyes rove further out. The sail cut off all
view of anything astern of Fearless, but the bottomless sweep of hyper space
stretched out ahead and abeam. The nearest freighter was a thousand kilometers
away, giving both vessels' sails ample clearance from one another, and even a
five-megaton freighter was an invisible mote to unaided vision at that
distance. But Honor's trained eye picked out the glittering disks of the
ship's Warshawski sails, like flaws of strange, focused permanence against the
gorgeous chaos of hyper space, and astern of her was the gleam of yet another
stupendous merchantman.

Her merchantmen, she told herself. Her charges-slow, fat, clumsy, the smallest
of them six times more massive than Fearless's three hundred thousand tons but
totally defenseless, and stuffed with cargoes whose combined value was
literally beyond comprehension. Over a hundred and fifty billion Manticoran
dollars' worth of it headed for Yeltsin's Star alone. Medical equipment,
teaching materials, heavy machinery, precision tools, and molycirc computers
and software to update and modernize the Graysons' out-of-date industrial
base-every penny of it paid for by Crown "loans" which amounted to outright
gifts. It was a sobering indication of how high Queen Elizabeth's government
was willing to bid for the alliance Admiral Courvosier sought, and it was
Honor's responsibility to see it safely delivered.

She leaned further back into the cushioned couch, reclining to savor the
melting muscular relaxation in the wake of her exercise, and her brown eyes
were heavy. No Navy skipper enjoyed convoy duty. Freighters lacked warships'
powerful Warshawski sails and inertial compensators, and without them they
dared not wventure much above the delta bands of hyper space, whereas warships
ranged as high as the eta or even theta bands. At the moment, for example,
Honor's convoy was cruising along in the mid-delta bands, which translated
their .5 C true velocity into an effective velocity of just over a thousand
times light-speed. At that rate, the thirty-one light-year voyage to Yeltsin's
Star would require ten days-just under nine, by their shipboard clocks. Left
to herself, Fearless could have made the same crossing in less than four.

But that was all right, Honor thought drowsily as Nimitz hopped up onto her
chest with his soft, buzzing purr. He curled down and rested his chin between
her breasts, and she stroked his ears gently. Four days or ten, it didn't
matter. She didn't need to set any records. She did need to deliver her
charges safely, and commerce protection was one of the purposes for which
cruisers were specifically designed and built.

She yawned, sliding still further down on the couch, and considered getting up



and taking herself off to bed, but her sleepy gaze clung to the wavering gray
and black and pulsing purple and green of hyper space. It glowed and throbbed,
beckoning to her, starless and shifting and infinitely, beautifully variable,
and her eyes slipped shut and Nimitz's purr was a soft, affectionate lullaby
in the background of her brain.

Captain Honor Harrington didn't even twitch when Chief Steward MacGuiness
tiptoed into her cabin and tucked a blanket over her. He stood a moment,
smiling down at her, then left as quietly as he had come, and the cabin lights
dimmed into darkness behind him.

CHAPTER THREE

WHITE TABLE LINENS GLOWED, silver and china gleamed, and conversation hummed
as the stewards removed the dessert dishes. MacGuiness moved quietly around
the table, personally pouring the wine, and Honor watched the lights glitter
deep in the ruby heart of her glass.

Fearless was young, one of the Royal Manticoran Navy's newest and most
powerful heavy cruisers. The Star Knight class often served as squadron or
flotilla flagships, and BuShips had borne that in mind when they designed
their accommodations. Admiral Courvosier's flag cabin was even more splendid
than Honor's, and the captain's dining cabin was downright huge by Navy
standards. If it wasn't big enough to seat all of Honor's officers-a heavy
cruiser was a warship, and no warship had mass to waste-it was more than large
enough to accommodate her senior officers and Courvosier's delegation.
MacGuiness finished pouring, and Honor glanced around the long table. The
Admiral-who, true to his newly acquired status, had exchanged his uniform for
formal civilian dress-sat at her right hand. Andreas Venizelos faced him at
her left; from there, her guests ran down the sides of the table in descending
order of seniority, military and civilian, to Ensign Carolyn Wolcott at its
foot. This was Wolcott's first cruise after graduation, and she looked almost
like a schoolgirl dressed up in her mother's uniform. Tonight was also the
first time she'd joined her new captain for dinner, and her anxiety had been
obvious in her over-controlled table manners. But the RMN believed the proper
place for an officer to learn her duties, social as well as professional, was
in space, and Honor caught the ensign's eye and touched the side of her glass.
Wolcott blushed, reminded of her responsibility as junior officer present, and
rose. The rest of the guests fell silent, and her spine straightened as all
eyes turned to her.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," she raised her wine, her voice deeper and more
melodious-and confident-than Honor had expected, "the Queen!"

"The Queen!" The response rumbled back to her, glasses rose, and Wolcott
slipped back into her chair with obvious relief as the formality was
completed. She glanced up the table at her captain, and her face relaxed as
she saw Honor's approving expression.

"You know," Courvosier murmured in Honor's ear, "I still remember the first
time it was my turn to do that. Odd how terrifying it can be, isn't it?"

"All things are relative, Sir," Honor replied with a smile, "and I suppose it
does us good. Weren't you the one who was telling me a Queen's officer has to
understand diplomacy as well as tactics?"

"Now that, Captain, is a very true statement," another voice said, and Honor
suppressed a grimace. "In fact, I only wish more Navy officers could realize
that diplomacy is even more important than tactics and strategy," the
Honorable Reginald Houseman continued in his deep, cultured baritone.

"I don't believe I can quite agree with that, Sir," Honor said quietly, hoping
her irritation at his intrusion into a private conversation didn't show. "At
least, not from the Navy's viewpoint. Important, yes, but it's our job to step
in after diplomacy breaks down."



"Indeed?" Houseman smiled the superior smile Honor loathed. "I realize
military people often lack the time for the study of history, but an ancient
0ld Earth soldier got it exactly right when he said war was simply the
continuation of diplomacy by non-diplomatic means."

"That's something of a paraphrase, and that 'simply' understates the case a
bit, but I'll grant that it sums up the sense of General Clausewitz's remark."
Houseman's eyes narrowed as Honor supplied Clausewitz's name and rank, and
other conversations flagged as eyes turned toward them. "Of course, Clausewitz
came out of the Napoleonic Era on 0ld Earth, heading into the Final Age of
Western Imperialism, and On War isn't really about politics or diplomacy,
except inasmuch as they and warfare are all instruments of state policy.
Actually, Sun Tzu made the same point over two thousand T-years earlier." A
hint of red tinged Houseman's jowls, and Honor smiled pleasantly. "Still,
neither of them had a monopoly on the concept, did they? Tanakov said much the
same thing in his Tenets of War just after the Warshawski sail made
interstellar warfare possible, and Gustav Anderman certainly demonstrated the
way in which diplomatic and military means can be used to reinforce one
another when he took over New Berlin and built it into the Anderman Empire in
the sixteenth century. Have you read his Sternenkrieg, Mr. Houseman? It's an
interesting distillation of most of the earlier theorists with a few genuine
twists of his own, probably from his personal background as a mercenary. I
think Admiral White Haven's translation is probably the best available."

"Ah, no, I'm afraid I haven't," Houseman said, and Courvosier blotted his lips
with his napkin to hide a grin. "My point, however," the diplomat continued
doggedly, "is that properly conducted diplomacy renders military strategy
irrelevant by precluding the need for war." He sniffed and swirled his wine
gently, and his superior smile reasserted itself.

"Reasonable people negotiating in good faith can always reach reasonable
compromises, Captain. Take our situation here, for example. Neither Yeltsin's
Star nor the Endicott System have any real resources to attract interstellar
commerce, but they each have an inhabited world, with almost nine billion
people between them, and they lie less than two days apart for a hyper
freighter. That gives them ample opportunity to create local prosperity, yet
both economies are at best borderline . . . which is why it's so absurd that
they've been at one another's throats for so long over some silly religious
difference! They should be trading with one another, building a mutually
supported, secure economic future, not wasting resources on an arms race." He
shook his head sorrowfully. "Once they discover the advantages of peaceful
trade-once they each realize their prosperity depends on the other's-the
situation will defuse itself without all this saber rattling."

Honor managed not to stare at him in disbelief, but if she hadn't known the
admiral so well, she would have assumed someone had failed to brief Houseman.
It would certainly be nice to make peace between Masada and Grayson, but her
own reading of the download accompanying her orders had confirmed everything
the admiral had said about their long-term hostility. And nice as it would be
to put that enmity to rest, Manticore's fundamental purpose was to secure an
ally against Haven, not engage in a peacemaking effort that was almost
certainly doomed to failure.

"I'm sure that would be a desirable outcome, Mr. Houseman," she said after a
moment, "but I don't know how realistic it is."

"Indeed?" Houseman bristled.

"They've been enemies for more than six hundred T-years," she pointed out as
gently as she could, "and religious hatreds are among the most virulent known
to man."

"That's why they need a fresh viewpoint, a third party from outside the basic
equation who can bring them together."

"Excuse me, Sir, but I was under the impression our primary goals are to



secure an ally and Fleet base rights and to prevent Haven from penetrating the
region instead of us."

"Well, of course they are, Captain." Houseman's tone was Jjust short of
impatient. "But the best way to do that is to settle the locals' differences.
The potential for instability and Havenite interference will remain as long as
their hostility does, whatever else we may accomplish. Once we bring them
together, however, we'll have two friends in the region, and there won't be
any temptation for either of them to invite Haven in for military advantage.
The best diplomatic glue is common interest, not simply a common enemy.
Indeed," Houseman sipped his wine, "our entire involvement in this region
stems from our own failure to find a common interest with the People's
Republic, and it is a failure. There's always some way to avoid confrontation
if one only looks deep enough and remembers that, in the long run, violence
never solves anything. That's why we have diplomats, Captain Harrington-and
why a resort to brute force is an indication of failed diplomacy, nothing more
and nothing less."

Major Tomas Ramirez, commander of Fearless's Marine detachment, stared at
Houseman in disbelief from further down the table. The heavyset, almost squat
Marine had been twelve years old when Haven conquered his native Trevor's
Star. He, his mother, and his sister had escaped to Manticore in the last
refugee convoy through the Manticore Wormhole Junction; his father had stayed
behind, on one of the warships that died to cover the retreat. Now his jaw
tightened ominously as Houseman smiled at Honor, but Lieutenant Commander
Higgins, Fearless's chief engineer, touched his forearm and jerked a tiny
headshake. The little scene wasn't lost on Honor, and she sipped her own wine
deliberately, then lowered her glass.

"I see," she said, and wondered how the admiral tolerated such a nincompoop as
his second in command. Houseman had a reputation as a brilliant economist and,
given Grayson's backward economy, sending him made sense, but he was also an
ivory-tower intellectual who'd been plucked from a tenured position in
Mannheim University's College of Economics for government service. Mannheim
wasn't called "Socialist U" for nothing, and Houseman's prominent family was a
vocal supporter of the Liberal Party. Neither of those facts were calculated
to endear him to Captain Honor Harrington, and his simplistic notion of how to
approach the Grayson-Masada hostility was downright frightening.

"I'm afraid I can't quite agree with you, Sir," she said at last, setting her
glass down precisely and keeping her voice as pleasant as humanly possible.
"Your argument assumes all negotiators are reasonable, first, and second, that
they can always agree on what represents a 'reasonable compromise,' but if
history demonstrates one thing quite clearly, it's that they aren't and they
can't. If you can see the advantage of peaceful trade between these people,
then surely it ought to be evident to them, but the record indicates no one on
either side has ever even discussed the possibility. That suggests a degree of
hostility that makes economic self-interest immaterial, which, in turn,
suggests that what we consider rationalism may not play a particularly
prominent part in their thinking. Even if it did, mistakes happen, Mr.
Houseman, and that's where the people in uniform come in."

" 'Mistakes,' as you put it," Houseman said more coolly, "often happen because
'the people in uniform' act hastily or ill-advisedly."

"Of course they do," Honor agreed, and he blinked at her in surprise. "In
fact, the final mistake is almost always made by someone in uniform-either
because she gave the wrong advice to her own superiors when they were the
aggressors or because she squeezed the trigger too quickly when an enemy made
an unexpected move. Sometimes we even make the mistake of projecting threats
and responses in too much detail and lock ourselves into war plans we can't
break free of, just as Clausewitz's own disciples did. But, Mr. Houseman," her
dark eyes met his suddenly across the snowy tablecloth, "the situations which



make military mistakes critical, even possible, grow out of political and
diplomatic maneuvers which preceded them."

"Indeed?" Houseman regarded her with grudging respect and marked distaste.
"Then wars are primarily the fault of the civilians, Captain, and not the
pure-hearted military protectors of the realm?"

"I wouldn't go quite that far," Honor said, and a grin 1lit her face briefly.
"I've known quite a few 'military protectors,' and I'm sorry to say all too
few of them were 'pure-hearted'!" Her grin vanished. "On the other hand, I'd
have to point out that in any society in which the military is controlled by
duly constituted civilian authorities-like ours-the ultimate responsibility
has to lie with the civilians who make policy between the wars. I don't mean
to suggest that those civilians are stupid or incompetent-" after all, she
thought, one must be polite "-or that the military gives them unfailingly good
advice, but mutually contradictory national goals can present insoluble
dilemmas, however much good faith there may be on both sides. And when one
side doesn't negotiate in good faith-" She shrugged.

"It was also Clausewitz who said 'Politics is the womb in which war is
developed, ' Mr. Houseman. My own view is a bit simpler than that. War may
represent the failure of diplomacy, but even the best diplomats operate on
credit. Sooner or later someone who's less reasonable than you are is going to
call you, and if your military can't cover your I.0.U.s, you lose."

"Well," Houseman twitched his own shoulders, "the object of this mission is to
avoid being called, isn't it?" He smiled thinly. "I trust you won't object to
our avoiding a war if we can?"

Honor started to retort sharply, then made herself shake her head with a
smile. She really shouldn't let Houseman get under her skin this way, she
scolded herself. It wasn't his fault he'd been reared in a nice, safe,
civilized society that protected him from the harsh reality of an older and
grimmer set of imperatives. And foolish as she might think he was outside his
own undoubted area of expertise, it wasn't as if he were in charge of the
mission. That was Admiral Courvosier's responsibility, and she felt no qualms
about his judgment.

Venizelos stepped into the brief 1lull, tactfully engaging Houseman in a
discussion of the government's new taxation policies, and she turned her own
head to speak to Lieutenant Commander DuMorne.

A rustle of movement swept the briefing room as Admiral Courvosier followed
Honor into the compartment and her officers rose. The two of them walked to
their chairs at the head of the table, then sat, followed a moment later by
the others, and Honor let her eyes sweep the assembled faces.

Andreas Venizelos and Stephen DuMorne, her own exec and second lieutenant,
represented Fearless. Honor's second in command, Commander Alice Truman of the
light cruiser Apollo, sat beside Lieutenant Commander Lady Ellen Prevost,
Apollo's exec, both of them as golden-haired as Honor was dark, and Commander
Jason Alvarez of the destroyer Madrigal sat facing them, accompanied by his
exec, Lieutenant Commander Mercedes Brigham. After Admiral Courvosier, Brigham
was the oldest person in the compartment, and just as dark and weathered-and
competent-looking as Honor remembered her. The escort force's most junior CO
sat facing her from the end of the table: Commander Alistair McKeon of the
destroyer Troubadour and his exec, Lieutenant Mason Haskins.

None of the admiral's civil service associates were present.

"All right, people," she said. "Thank you all for coming. I'll try not to use
up any more of your time than I have to, but, as you all know, we'll be
translating back into n-space for Yeltsin's Star tomorrow, and I wanted one
last chance to meet with all of you and the Admiral before we do."

Heads nodded, though one or two of Honor's officers had been a bit taken aback
initially by her taste for face-to-face meetings. Most senior officers



preferred the convenience of electronic conferences, but Honor believed in
personal contact. Even the best com conference, in her view, distanced the
participants from one another. People sitting around the same table were more
likely to feel part of the same unit, to be aware of one another, and spark
the sorts of ideas and responses that made a command team more than the sum of
its parts.

Or, she thought dryly, it seemed that way to her, anyway.

"In light of the fact that your mission is the primary one, Admiral," she went
on, turning to Courvosier, "perhaps you'd care to begin?"
"Thank you, Captain." Courvosier looked around the table and smiled. "I'm sure

by this time you're almost depressingly familiar with my mission brief, but
I'd 1like to hit the high points one more time.

"First, of course, is the absolute importance of securing our relationship
with Grayson. The government hopes we'll come home with a formal alliance, but
they'll settle for anything that brings the Yeltsin System more fully into our
sphere of influence and decreases Haven's access here.

"Second, remember that anything we say to the Grayson government will be
filtered through their perception of the Masadan threat. Their navy and
population are both smaller than Masada's, and whatever certain members of my
own delegation may think-" a soft chuckle ran around the table "-they have no
doubt that Masadan rhetoric about returning to their planet as conquerors is
completely serious. It hasn't been that long since their last shooting war,
and the current situation is very, very tense.

"Third, and in conjunction with the military balance of power in the region,
remember your single small squadron masses seventy percent as much as the
entire Grayson Navy. Given the relative backwardness of their technology,
Fearless, alone, could annihilate everything they have in a stand-up battle.
They're going to realize that, whether they want to admit it or not, but it's
essential that we not rub their noses in their 'inferiority.' Make them aware
of how useful we could be as allies, by all means, but don't let yourself or
any of your people condescend to them."

He held them with level blue eyes, every centimeter the admiral despite his
temporary civilian status, and his cherub face was deadly serious until heads
nodded around the table.

"Good. And remember this-these people aren't from the same societal matrix as
we are. They don't even come close. I know you've all studied your downloads,
but be certain your crews are as aware of the differences as you are. In
particular, our female personnel are going to have to be extremely careful in
any contacts with the Graysons." Commander Truman grimaced, and Courvosier
nodded. "I know, and if it seems foolish to us, imagine how much more foolish
it's going to seem to some of your junior officers and ratings. But foolish or
not, it's the way things are here, and we're the visitors. We must conduct
ourselves as guests, and while I don't want anyone acting a millimeter less
than fully professional at all times, regardless of gender, the mere fact that
we have women in uniform-far less officers' uniforms-is going to be hard for
them to accept."

Heads nodded once more, and he sat back in his chair.

"That just about covers it, Captain," he told Honor, "at least until I meet
their representatives and have more of a feel for the situation."

"Thank you, Sir." Honor leaned forward and folded her hands on the table.
"Aside from endorsing everything Admiral Courvosier just said, I have only one
thing to say about Grayson. We're going to have to play things by ear, but our
responsibility is to contribute to the Admiral's success, not to make waves.
If there are problems with any representative of the Grayson government, or
even a private Grayson citizen, I want to hear about it immediately-and not
from the locals. There's no room here for prejudice from our side, however
merited it may seem, and I'd better not hear about any. Is that clear?"



A quiet murmur of agreement answered, and she nodded.

"Good." She rubbed her left forefinger lightly across the back of her right
hand and nodded. "All right, then, let's turn to our own schedule.

"We've got four Mandrake-class freighters to drop off at Yeltsin's Star, but
we're not supposed to actually turn their cargoes over to Grayson until
Admiral Courvosier's people have begun negotiations and released them. I don't
anticipate any problem in that regard, but that means they'll remain our
responsibility until we do hand them over, and that means we're going to have
to leave at least some of the escort to keep an eye on them. In addition, of
course, we're supposed to be a show of force, a sort of pointed reminder to
the Grayson government of just how valuable the Navy can be to their security
vis-a-vis Masada-or, for that matter, the Peeps.

"On the other hand, we've got five more ships going on to Casca. We'll have to
send along a reasonable escort, given the reports of increased 'pirate'
activity in the area, so my present thought is to keep Fearless here, as our
most impressive unit, and send you and Apollo on to Casca in company with
Troubadour, Alice." Commander Truman nodded. "With Alistair to scout for you,
you should be able to handle anything you run into, and that will give me
Jason and Madrigal to support Fearless. It'll take you a bit over a T-week to
get there, but I want you back here ASAP. You won't have any freighters to
slow you down on the return voyage, so I'll expect you back in eleven days.
"In the meantime, Jason," she moved her eyes to Alvarez, "you and I will
operate on the theory that the Graysons know what they're talking about where
Masada is concerned. It wouldn't be very bright of them to try anything
against us, but unlike certain members of the Admiral's delegation, we're not
going to take their rationality for granted." Another ripple of amusement
flowed around the table. "I want our impellers hot at all times, and assuming
we can arrange local leave, I don't want more than ten percent of our people
dirt-side at any one time."

"Understood, Ma'am."

"All right, then. Does anyone else have anything to add?"

"I do, Skipper," McKeon said, and Honor cocked her head with a smile. "It just
occurred to me to wonder, Ma'am-did anyone ever expressly tell the Graysons
that, well, that our senior officer is a woman?"

"I don't know," Honor said, and the admission surprised her, for she hadn't
even considered it. She turned to Courvosier. "Admiral?"

"No, we haven't," Courvosier replied with a frown. "Ambassador Langtry's been
on Grayson for over three local years, and his advice was that making a point
of explaining that we have female military personnel might be
counterproductive. They're a proud, touchy lot-not least, I suspect, because,
scared as they are of Masada, they know the real balance of power between them
and the Kingdom as well as we do and resent their weakness. They don't want to
be our supplicants, and they go out of their way to refuse to admit they may
be. At any rate, Sir Anthony felt they might see it as some sort of slur, as
if we were pointedly telling them how uncivilized we consider them. On the
other hand, we transmitted a list of our ships and their COs to them, and
their colonists came predominately from Old Earth's Western Hemisphere, just
as our original settlers did. They certainly ought to recognize feminine names
when they see them."

"I see." McKeon frowned, and Honor watched his face carefully. She knew
Alistair well enough to see that something about the situation bothered him,
but he chose to say nothing more, and she looked around the table again.
"Anything else?" she asked, and heads shook. "Very well, then, ladies and
gentlemen, let's be about it."

She and Courvosier stood and led the way to the boat bay to see their visitors
to their pinnaces and back to their own ships.



CHAPTER FOUR

SWORD OF THE FAITHFUL MATTHEW SIMONDS stumped angrily down the passage aboard
his new flagship and reminded himself not to speak to Captain Yu like the
heathen he was. He had no doubt Yu was going to be displeased by what he was
about to hear, and though the captain was always exquisitely polite, he
couldn't quite hide his feeling of superiority. That was particularly
maddening in a man from such an ungodly culture, but the Church needed Yu, for
a time, at least. Yet that wouldn't always be true, Simonds promised himself.
The time would come when God delivered their true enemies into their hands at
last. On that day infidel outsiders would no longer be necessary . . . and if
these godless foreigners could create the conditions for Maccabeus to succeed,
that day might come far sooner than they suspected.

The bridge hatch opened before him, and he summoned up a smile and made his
irritated pace slow as he stepped through it.

Captain Alfredo Yu rose from the chair at the center of the magnificent
command deck. He was a tall, slender man, overtopping Simonds by at least
fifteen centimeters, comfortable and elegant in the scarlet and gold of the
Navy of Masada, yet there was something subtly wrong with the way he came to
attention. Not disrespectful or insolent, but simply different, as if he'd
learned his military courtesy somewhere else.

Which, of course, was exactly what he had done.

"Good morning, Sir. This is an unexpected honor. How may I serve you?"

"Come into my briefing room, please," Simonds replied, somewhat mollified,
despite himself, by Yu's unfailing courtesy.

"Of course, Sir. Commander Manning, you have the watch."

"Aye, Sir," the commander-not, Simonds noted with fresh grumpiness, a Masadan-
acknowledged crisply, and Yu followed Simonds into the briefing room and
turned an attentive countenance to him as the hatch closed behind them.
Simonds studied that bland, waiting expression and wondered, not for the first
time, what the mind behind those dark eyes thought. Yu had to know how
critical he and his ship were to Masada's plans-or, at least, to the plans he
knew about-and a third of Thunder of God's crew were still heathens filling
the specialist roles no Masadan could. They looked to Yu for their orders, not
Simonds, and not simply because he was the captain of their ship. Simonds had
survived thirty years of internecine political and doctrinal warfare within
Masada's theocracy, and he knew perfectly well Yu had his own superiors and
his own agenda. So far, that agenda had marched side-by-side with the Faith's,
yet what would happen on the day that was no longer true? It wasn't something
Simonds liked to contemplate, but it was also something he had no choice but
to ponder-and the reason it was so critical to handle Yu perfectly. When the
time came for their ways to part, it must be on the Faithful's terms, not
theirs.

He cleared his throat, banishing his moody thoughts, and waved at a chair.
"Sit, sit, Captain!"

Yu waited with punctilious courtesy until Simonds had taken his own seat, then
dropped neatly into the indicated chair, and the Sword swallowed the bitter
bile of envy at how easily Yu moved. The captain was ten years older than
Simonds and looked half his age. Looked? Yu was half Simonds' age, physically,
at least, for his people were so lost to God they saw no evil in tampering
with His plan for their species. They used the prolong process liberally,
among their military and ruling families, at least, and Simonds was disturbed
by how much he envied them. The temptation to drink from that spring of youth
was a deadly one. Perhaps it was as well Masada's medical community was
incapable of duplicating it, even if that inability was one more galling
indication of the things these infidels could do and the Faithful couldn't.
"We have a problem, Captain," he said at length.

"A problem, Sir?" Yu's foreign accent, with its longer vowels and sharper



consonants, still fell strangely on Simonds' ear.

"Yes. Our agents on Grayson have just discovered that the convoy will arrive
with a powerful escort."

"How powerful, Sir?" Yu asked, sitting straighter, and Simonds smiled sourly.
"We don't know yet-only that it will be 'powerful.' " He snorted. "We should
have anticipated it, I suppose. Their bitch of a queen will guard her thirty
pieces of silver well until Mayhew sells Grayson to her."

Alfredo Yu nodded, carefully concealing his reaction to the savagery of
Simonds' voice. The mere idea of a woman as a head of state appalled Masada-
didn't the Bible itself say it was Eve's corruption which had tainted all
humanity with sin?-and Simonds' disgust at the thought that even Grayson might
consider allying itself with such a vile and unnatural regime was clear. Yet
it probably gave him a certain horrified satisfaction, as well, for it must
pander to his own sense of superiority as one more indication of Grayson's
apostasy beside the uncorrupted fidelity of the Faithful. But Masadan bigotry
was less important at the moment than the information that the convoy had a
real escort to worry about, and the captain frowned in thought.

"Have you been able to discover anything about this escort's orders, Sir?"
"How can we?" the Sword grumbled in a deliberately sour voice. "It's hard
enough to discover what the Apostate are up to! But we have to assume the
Manticorans won't sit idly by while we eliminate their potential ally."

"They might, depending on their orders, Sir." Simonds' eyes flashed, and the
captain shrugged. "I didn't say it was likely, Sir, only that it was possible.
And I sincerely hope it is the case, under the circumstances."

Yu's quiet tone held a carefully measured bite, and Simonds flushed. Yu and
his superiors had pressed the Council of Elders for weeks-respectfully, but
strongly-to move forward on Operation Jericho. Simonds was more than a little
frightened of taking the plunge himself, but he knew Yu had been right from a
purely military viewpoint, and he'd said so. Not that it had mattered. The
Council as a whole had been determined to wait until after the Manticoran
bribe was delivered to Grayson. Their own ally, unable to match the efficiency
of Manticoran industry, would have been hard pressed to provide the same sort
of infrastructure boost, and the Elders, intent on gathering in that largess
for Masada's benefit, had delayed too long.

Or perhaps not. Not even the majority of the Council of Elders knew
everything, and the inner circle had its own reasons to delay. Of course, it
was always possible that they'd waited too long, as well, but they had more
than one way to their end. And even if it came down to the operation everyone
else expected, the escorts would withdraw with their unloaded freighters once
the clique ruling Grayson had sold what was left of their souls as the vassals
of infidels who let themselves be ruled by women. There would be a window,
however brief, between the signing of the draft treaty and its ratification.
If the Faithful struck then, before the treaty was formalized, and eliminated
the government which would have ratified it .

"The Council of Elders is unanimous on this, Captain." The Sword made himself
sound pleasant. "Until and unless we can confirm that the Manticoran escort
commander has orders not to intervene, we will postpone Jericho."

"With all due respect, Sir, their escort would have to be very powerful to
offset Thunder's presence in our own order of battle. Particularly when they
don't know we have her."

"But if they intervene, Jericho will result in a shooting confrontation with
Manticore, and we can't possibly stand off the Royal Manticoran Navy."

"Not alone, no, Sir," Yu agreed, and Simonds bared his teeth in a tight grin
of understanding. He knew where Yu was headed-and he had no intention of
following him there. The Council of Elders wouldn't thank the Sword for
creating a situation in which their continued existence depended upon Yu's
true masters dispatching a powerful fleet to "protect" them! They would become



little more than prisoners under house arrest if they allowed that to happen-
which would no doubt suit their "ally's" purposes perfectly. Not that he could
say that to Yu.

"There's too much room for error in precipitate action, Captain," he said
instead. "Manticore is much closer than your friends are. If it came to open
combat and any of their ships escaped, their reinforcements would get here
before yours could. Under those circumstances, even a victory would be a
disaster. And, of course," he added, "it's much too late for us to preposition
Republican naval units here before we launch Jericho."

"I see." Yu leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "What does the
Council want to do instead, then?"

"We'll proceed with the planning and initial deployments for Jericho, but we
won't mount the actual operation until the Manticoran escort withdraws."

"And if it doesn't withdraw, Sir? Or if they replace it with a regular picket
force before it does?"

"We believe that to be unlikely-and the risk of precipitating open war with
Manticore outweighs the possibility." It was Simonds' turn to lean back. While
there were things it would never do for the captain to learn, it was time for
a few unambiguous, if carefully chosen, words, he decided.

"Captain Yu, your superiors' objectives and ours are not identical. We both
know that, and much as we appreciate your help, the Council isn't blind to the
fact that you're helping us because it suits your own purposes."

Simonds paused while Yu cocked his head. Then he nodded, and the Sword's smile
turned more genuine. Infidel or not, there was a core of frankness in the
captain, and Simonds appreciated it.

"Very well, then," he continued. "We know your fundamental objective is to
keep Manticore out of the region, and we're willing to guarantee that outcome
after our victory. We are not, however, prepared to risk the survival of the
True Faith in pursuit of it. We've waited over six centuries to crush the
Apostate; if we must, we can wait another six, because unlike you, if you'll
forgive my frankness, we know God is on our side."

"I see." Yu pursed his lips, then shrugged. "Sir, my orders are to support
your decisions, but I'm also charged with advising you on the best use of
Thunder and Principality in pursuit of our common goals. Obviously, that
includes giving you my honest opinion of the best timing for Jericho, and
frankly, the best timing has already escaped us. I hope my saying that doesn't
offend you, but I'm a military man, not a diplomat. As such, my first concern
must be avoiding misunderstandings, not the formal nuances of courtesy."

"I realize that, Captain, and I appreciate it," Simonds said, and, in fact, he
did. He might worry about his blood pressure when Yu disagreed too bluntly
with him, and keeping him ignorant of Maccabeus made things much harder all
around, but it was far better to hear the man out, heathen or no, than drive
him into working behind Simonds' back.

"Within those limitations, then," Yu continued, "I must respectfully argue
that God helps those who help themselves. This 'escort force' may not withdraw
at all, at least until it's time to convey Manticore's diplomats home, and
even a draft treaty of alliance might very well bring the Manticorans in
against you if you hit Grayson after their delegation leaves. I believe the
probability that a binding alliance between them will make any future action
far more dangerous must be balanced against the possibility that the escort's
current orders are simply to protect the convoy and their own
representatives."

"You may be correct, Captain," Simonds admitted, "but that supposes that we
act openly at all. The Council believes-rightly, I think-that even if they
sign their cursed treaty it will be primarily defensive. Without a Manticoran
guarantee to support offensive action, the Apostate won't dare attack us
alone, and one thing the Faithful have learned is patience. We would prefer to



be your friends and to strike now, but if doing so jeopardizes the security of
the Faith, we're prepared to wait. Sooner or later you and Manticore will
settle your differences, one way or the other, and Manticore's interest in
this region will wane. Either way, our chance will come in time."

"Perhaps, Sir-and perhaps not. As you say, you've waited six centuries, but
those have been six centuries of relative peace in this region. The odds are
very high that that peace will soon be a thing of the past. My superiors hope
and believe that any war with Manticore will be short, but we can't positively
guarantee that, and Endicott and Yeltsin's Star will be caught squarely
between us when the shooting starts. If Manticore secures base rights in
Yeltsin, that shooting is almost certain to move right onto your doorstep,
with consequences no one can predict."

Simonds tasted the distant tang of iron in the captain's measured words. Yu
was being careful not to say that one of those consequences might well be the
annexation of both star systems by Masada's present "ally," but they both knew
what he meant.

"Under the circumstances, Sir," Yu went on quietly, "it's my opinion that any
operation which promises a significant chance of victory now is well worth a
few risks. From our perspective, it relieves us of the necessity of dealing
with an advanced enemy base squarely in our path to Manticore; from your
perspective, it avoids the high probability that your star system will be
caught in the crossfire at a later date."

"There's a great deal of truth in that, Captain," Simonds conceded, "and I'll
certainly bear it in mind when next I speak with the Council. On the other
hand, some of the Elders may feel your victory over Manticore is less assured
than you seem to believe."

"Nothing is ever assured in war, Sir, but we're far bigger than they are, with
a much larger fleet. And, as you yourself have pointed out, Manticore is weak
and degenerate enough to allow a woman to hold the reins of power."

Simonds twitched, face flushing, and Yu hid a smile. The Sword would
undoubtedly recognize the manipulation of that last sentence, but it appealed
too strongly to the man's intolerance for him to simply shrug it off as
someone from a more civilized culture might.

Simonds swallowed a harsh remark and looked long and hard at the captain,
sensing the smile behind those courteous eyes. He knew Yu didn't believe his
own dismissal of Manticore's degeneracy . . . but, then, Yu himself sprang
from a degenerate society. The People's Republic of Haven was even more
corrupt than most foreigners, yet the Faithful were willing to use any tool
that was offered for God's Work. And when one used a tool, one need not tell
it of all of one's other tools. Especially not when the object was to use one
of them to displace another at the proper time, and Haven's cynical ambition
was too barefaced, and far too voracious, for anyone to trust. That was the
very reason anything Yu said, however professional and reasonable, must be
examined again and again before it was accepted.

"Your point is well taken, Captain," the Sword said after a moment, "and, as I
say, the Elders and I will consider it carefully. I believe the decision to
wait until the Manticoran escort withdraws will stand, but I also feel certain
God will guide us to the correct decision in the end."

"As you say, Sir," Yu replied. "My superiors may not share your religion,
Sword Simonds, but we respect your beliefs."

"We're aware of that, Captain." Simonds said, though he didn't for a moment
believe Yu's superiors respected the Faith. But that was acceptable. Masada
was accustomed to dealing with unbelievers, and if Yu was sincere, if Haven
did, indeed, believe in the religious tolerance it prated about, then their
society was even more degenerate than Simonds had believed.

There could be no compromise with those who rejected one's own beliefs, for
compromise and coexistence only opened the door to schism. A people or a faith



divided against itself became the sum of its weaknesses, not its strengths,
and anyone who didn't know that was doomed.

CHAPTER FIVE

HYPER SPACE'S RIPPLING ENERGY fluxes and flurries of charged particles hashed
any sensor beyond a twenty-light-minute radius, but the convoy's clustered
light codes were clear and sharp and gratifyingly tight on Honor's maneuvering
display as it approached the hyper limit of Yeltsin's Star at a comfortable
third of light-speed.

The translation from n-space to hyper was speed critical-at anything above .3
C, dimensional shear would tear a ship apart-but the reverse wasn't true.
Which didn't make high-speed downward translations pleasant. The energy bleed
as the convoy crossed each hyper wall would slow them to a crawl long before
they reached the alpha bands, and shear wasn't a factor as far as hardware was
concerned, but the effect on humans was something else again. Naval crews were
trained for crash translations, yet there was a limit to what training could
do to offset the physical distress and violent nausea, and there was no point
in putting anyone-especially her merchant crews-through that.

"Ready to begin translation in forty-one seconds, Ma'am," Lieutenant Commander
DuMorne reported from Astrogation.

"Very well, Mr. DuMorne. The con is yours."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. I have the con. Helm, prepare for initial translation on my
mark."

"Ready for translation, aye," Chief Killian replied, and the helmsman's hand
hovered over the manual override, just in case the astrogator's computers
dropped the ball, while Honor leaned back to watch.

"Mark!"™ DuMorne said crisply, and the normally inaudible hum of Fearless's
hyper generator became a basso growl.

Honor swallowed against a sudden ripple of nausea as the visual display
altered abruptly. The endlessly shifting patterns of hyper space were no
longer slow; they flickered, jumping about like poorly executed animation, and
her readouts flashed steadily downward as the entire convoy plummeted "down"
the hyper space gradient.

Fearless hit the gamma wall, and her Warshawski sails bled transit energy like
an azure forest fire. Her velocity dropped almost instantly from .3 C to a
mere nine percent of light-speed, and Honor's stomach heaved as her inner ear
rebelled against a speed loss the rest of her senses couldn't even detect.
DuMorne's calculations had allowed for the energy bleed, and their translation
gradient steepened even further as their velocity fell. They hit the beta wall
four minutes later, and Honor winced again-less violently this time-as their
velocity bled down to less than two percent of light-speed. The visual display
was a fierce chaos of heaving light as the convoy fell straight "down" across
a "distance" which had no physical existence, and then they hit the alpha
bands and flashed across them to the n-space wall like a comet.

Her readouts stopped blinking. The visual display was suddenly still, filled
once more with the unwinking pinpricks of normal-space stars, the sense of
nausea faded almost as quickly as it had come, and HMS Fearless's velocity had
dropped in less than ten minutes from ninety thousand kilometers per second to
a bare hundred and forty.

Honor drew a deep breath and suppressed the automatic urge to shake her head
in relief. One or two people around the bridge were doing just that, but the
0old hands were as purposely blasé about it as she herself. It was silly, of
course, but there were appearances to maintain.

Her lips twitched at the familiar thought, and she glanced at her astrogation
repeater. Stephen had done his usual bang-up Jjob, and Fearless and her charges
floated twenty-four light-minutes from Yeltsin's Star, just outside the F6's



hyper limit. Even the best hyper log was subject to some error, and the nature
of hyper space precluded any observations to correct, but the voyage had been
relatively short and DuMorne had shaved his safety margin with an expert
touch.

She pressed a com stud on her chair arm while he took normal-space fixes to
refine their position, and the voice of her chief engineer answered.
"Engineering, Commander Higgins."

"Reconfigure to impeller drive, please, Mr. Higgins."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. Reconfiguring now," Higgins acknowledged, and Fearless
folded her Warshawski sails into her impeller wedge.

There was no internal sign of the change, but Honor's engineering readouts
and visual display told the tale. Unlike Warshawski sails, which were
invisible in normal space except for the brief moment in which they radiated
the energy bleed of a translation, the stressed gravity bands of an impeller
drive were almost painfully obvious. Now they sprang into existence above and
below Fearless, angled towards one another in a wedge open both ahead and
astern, and stars red-shifted as a gravity differential of a hundred thousand
MPS2 grabbed at their photons. The cruiser floated within her wedge, like a
surfer poised in the curl of a wave which hadn't yet begun to move, and Honor
watched her communications officer.

Lieutenant Metzinger pressed the fingers of her right hand gently against her
earbug, then looked up.

"All ships report reconfigured to impeller, Ma'am."

"Thank you, Joyce." Honor's eyes moved to the blue-green light code of the
planet Grayson, ten and a half light-minutes further in-system, and then to
DuMorne. "May I assume, Mr. DuMorne, that, with your usual efficiency, you now
have a course worked out for Grayson?"

"You, may, Ma'am." DuMorne returned her smile. "Course is one-one-five by-"
he double-checked his position and tapped a minute correction into his
computers "-zero-zero-four-point-zero-niner. Acceleration is two-zero-zero

gravities with turnover in approximately two-point-seven hours."

"Lay it in, Chief Killian."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. Coming to one-one-five, zero-zero-four-point-zero-niner."
"Thank you. Com, pass our course to all ships, please."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am." Metzinger dumped figures from DuMorne's computers to the
rest of the convoy. "Course acknowledged and validated by all units," she
reported a moment later. "Convoy ready to proceed."

"Very good. Are we ready, Helm?"

"Yes, Ma'am. Standing by for two-zero-zero gravities."

"Then let's be on our way, Chief."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. Underway."

There was no discernible sense of movement as Fearless gathered speed at just
under two kilometers per second per second, for her inertial compensator
allowed her to cheat Newton shamelessly.

Two hundred gravities was a leisurely lope for Fearless, less than half of
what she could have turned out even at the eighty percent "max" power settings
the Manticoran Navy normally used, but it was the highest safe acceleration
for Honor's freighters. Merchantmen were far larger yet had much weaker
impeller drives than warships, with proportionately less powerful
compensators.

She looked back at Metzinger.

"Hail Grayson Traffic Control, please, Joyce."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. Transmitting now."

"Thank you." Honor leaned back in her command chair, propped her elbows on its
arms, and steepled her fingers under her pointed chin. It would take her hail
over ten minutes to reach Grayson, and as she watched the distant, gleaming
marble swell with infinitesimal speed in the wvisual display, she wondered how



much of a problem her gender would actually be.

High Admiral Bernard Yanakov looked up from his reader as his aide rapped
gently on the frame of the open door.

"Yes, Jason?"

"Tracking just picked up a hyper footprint right on the limit, Sir. We don't
have impeller confirmation yet, but I thought you'd want to know."

"You thought correctly." Yanakov switched off the reader and rose, twitched
his blue tunic straight, and picked up his peaked cap. Lieutenant Andrews
moved out of his way, then fell in beside and slightly behind him as he strode
briskly towards Command Central.

The chatter of voices and old-fashioned impact printers met them as they
stepped through the soundproofed door, and Yanakov hid a grimace, for the
clattering printers were even more primitive than those the original colonists
had brought from 0ld Earth. They did the job, but they were one more
indication of how far Grayson's technology had backslid. It wasn't something
that usually bothered the Admiral, but today wasn't usual. That footprint
almost had to be the Manticoran convoy, and his planet's backwardness would be
embarrassingly apparent to their visitors.

Crimson status lights caught his eye, and he nodded in satisfaction. Until
they knew for certain that that footprint was the convoy, the Grayson Navy
would assume it was a Masadan attack force. The unscheduled drill would do all
hands good . . . and given the current levels of tension, Yanakov had no
intention of taking any chances with his home world's security.

Commodore Brentworth looked up as Yanakov crossed to him.

"Passive sensors just registered incoming impeller drives, Admiral," he said
briskly, and a light glowed on the master system display behind him. Tiny
letters and numerals beside it detailed numbers and accelerations, and Yanakov
grunted softly as he studied them.

"Numbers and formation match the Manticoran convoy, Sir. Of course, we only
have them on gravitics now, not light-speed sensors. We won't hear anything
from the com for another eight minutes or so."

"Understood, Walt." Yanakov watched the board a moment longer, then glanced at
his aide. "Alert my cutter for immediate liftoff, Jason, and inform Grayson
I'll be arriving aboard shortly."

"Yes, Sir." Andrews vanished, and Yanakov turned back to the board. Austin
Grayson would be small and antigquated beside the Star Knight cruiser heading
the Manticoran escort, but she was still the flagship of the Grayson Navy, and
he would greet their guests from his flag deck, where he belonged.

Grayson looked oddly patchy in the visual display as Fearless and her brood
settled into their parking orbit, and Honor had been amazed on the trip in-
system by the scale of Grayson's spaceborne industry. For a technically
backward system, Yeltsin's Star boasted an amazing number of bulk carriers and
processing ships. None of them appeared hyper capable, and the largest massed
barely a million tons, but they were everywhere, and some of the orbital
structures circling Grayson itself were at least a third the size of
Hephaestus or Vulcan back home. No doubt the scale of the orbital construction
projects also explained the plethora of energy sources and drive signatures
plying between Grayson and the local asteroid belt, but the sheer numbers of
them still came as a shock.

Fearless cut her wedge as Chief Killian signaled "done with engines" and
station-keeping thrusters took over, and Honor frowned over her displays while
a corner of her mind monitored the flow of communications between the
planetary authorities and Admiral Courvosier's staff on the heavy cruiser's
flag bridge. Everything she saw only seemed to underscore the strange-to
Manticoran eyes, at least-dichotomy between the almost incredible energy of



Grayson's activities and the crudity with which they were carried out.
Old-fashioned electric arc and laser welders glared and sputtered, despite the
wastefulness of such primitive, energy-intensive techniques compared to modern
chem-catalyst welders. Hard-suited construction crews heaved massive frame
members around, overcoming mass and momentum by brute muscle power without the
tractor/counter-grav exo-suits Manticoran workers would have used as a matter
of course, and it took her a while to realize (and even longer to accept) that
some of them were using rivet guns. The local orbital power receptors were
huge and clumsy and looked none too efficient, and her sensors said at least
half the structures out there were using fission power plants! Fission plants
weren't just old-fashioned; they were dangerous technical antiques, and their
presence baffled her. The original Church of Humanity's colony ship had used
fusion power, so why were the colonists' descendants using fission power nine
hundred years later?

She shook her head and turned her attention to the nearest complete habitat.
It rotated slowly about its central axis, but it obviously boasted internal
grav generators, for the spin was far too slow to produce anything like a
useful gravity. In fact, there was something peculiar about that leisurely,
almost trickling movement. Could it be that-?

She punched a query into her tactical display, and her puzzlement grew as CIC
confirmed her suspicion. That structure was spinning on its axis exactly once
per local planetary day, which seemed very odd, and it glittered like a huge,
faceted gem as Yeltsin's light bounced off unusually vast stretches of
transparent hull. She frowned and leaned closer to her visual display, zooming
in on an enormous surface dome, a blister of transparency over a kilometer
across, and her eyes widened. The designers had used something like old-
fashioned Venetian blinds, not the self-polarizing anti-rad armorplast Honor
was used to; now the "blinds" were half-open on the nearer side of the dome as
it rotated its way towards "evening," and she stared at the image for a long,
disbelieving moment.

That wasn't an orbital habitat after all. Or, rather, it wasn't a habitat for
people. She watched the herd of cattle graze across a knee-high meadow on what
had to be one of the most expensive "farms" in the explored galaxy, then shook
her head again-this time with slowly dawning comprehension. So that was why
they were building so many orbital installations!

She turned back to the planet, and the peculiar splotchiness of its coloration
really registered for the first time. Grayson's land surface was the life-
breathing green of chlorophyll, with very few patches of desert, but most of
it was a rich, blue-toned green, darker than anything Honor was used to
seeing. Lighter patches, with suspiciously neat and regular boundaries, broke
the darkness up, but the lighter areas were centered on what were obviously
cities and towns, and all of those habitations were well inland. Grayson's
seas were a deep and sparkling blue, painfully similar to those of Honor's
native Sphinx, yet there were no cities along those bright, white beaches, and
she nodded to herself as she realized why.

Grayson was, as Admiral Courvosier had said, a lovely planet. Its colors had a
rich, jewel-like tone rare even among life-bearing worlds, and despite its
thirteen and a half light-minute orbital radius, its brilliant star and
minimal axial tilt gave it surface temperatures and weather patterns any
resort planet might envy. But beautiful as it was, Grayson had never been
intended as a home for man. It was considerably smaller than 0ld Earth, yet
its mass was almost Earth Standard, for it was rich in heavy elements.
Dangerously rich. So rich its plant life fixed arsenic and cadmium, mercury
and lead, and passed those same elements on to the herbivores who ate it. So
rich its seas weren't merely "salt" but a brew of naturally occurring toxins
that made merely swimming in them potentially lethal. No wonder Grayson's
people lived inland, and Honor hated even to think of the unremitting struggle



they must face to "decontaminate" the soil that supported those lighter green
patches of terrestrial food crops.

Honor's parents were doctors, and she shuddered at the potential for neural
and genetic damage Grayson's environment offered. It must be like living in a
chemical waste dump, and these people had lived here for nine centuries. No
wonder they built farms in outer space-if she'd been they, she would have
moved her entire population into orbit! The sheer beauty of their planet must
make its dangers even harder to endure . . . and a still more bitter cosmic
joke. Austin Grayson's followers had come five hundred and thirty light-years
to escape the technology they believed polluted their birth world and racial
soul only to find this poisonous jewel of a planet at journey's end.

She shuddered and turned away from that gorgeous, deadly view to concentrate
on her tactical display. The local naval units which had come out to greet
them had decelerated to match vectors with the convoy; now they shared
Fearless's orbit, and she knew she was studying them to avoid looking at their
homeworld until she could come to terms with its reality.

Most of them were light attack craft, purely sublight intrasystem vessels, the
largest massing barely eleven thousand tons. The LACs were dwarfed by their
light cruiser flagship, yet however large she might be beside her diminutive
consorts, the cruiser was only a little over ninety thousand tons, barely two-
thirds the size of Alice Truman's Apollo. She was also thirty years old, but
Honor's last command had been even smaller and older, and she could only
approve of the crisp deft way the Graysons had maneuvered to rendezvous with
her own command. Those ships might be old and technically inferior, but their
crews knew what they were doing.

She sighed and leaned back, glancing around her bridge once more. Admiral
Courvosier's staff had handled all message traffic, but she'd monitored it at
his invitation, and she'd been relieved by the genuine welcome in Admiral
Yanakov's voice. Maybe this wasn't going to be as bad as she'd feared-and even
if it was, her new insight into the environment from whence these people
sprang should certainly temper her own reaction.

"Admiral Yanakov will arrive in six minutes, Skipper," Lieutenant Metzinger
said suddenly, and Honor nodded. She pressed a button, and her command chair
displays folded into their storage positions.

"I think it's time you and I got down to the boat bay to join the Admiral and
greet our guests, Exec."

"Yes, Ma'am." Andreas Venizelos climbed out of his own chair and joined her as
she headed for the bridge 1lift.

"Mr. DuMorne, you have the watch."

"Aye, aye, Ma'am. I have the watch," DuMorne replied, and moved from his
station to the command chair as the 1lift door slid shut behind her.

High Admiral Yanakov tasted pure, undiluted envy as HMS Fearless swelled
before him. Now that was a warship, he thought, drinking in the sleek, double-
ended spindle appreciatively. The big, powerful ship hung against the
bottomless stars, gleaming with reflected sunlight, and she was the most
beautiful thing he'd ever seen. Her impeller wedge and defensive sidewalls
were down, displaying her arrogant grace to the naked eye, and her midships
section swelled smoothly between the bands of her fore and aft impeller rings,
bristling with state-of-the-art radar and gravitic arrays and passive sensor
systems. Her hull number-CA 286-stood out boldly against the white hull just
aft of her forward impeller nodes, and weapon bays ran down her armored flank
like watching eyes.

His cutter shivered as one of the cruiser's tractors locked on, and his pilot
cut his thrusters as they slid into the bright cavern of Fearless's boat bay.
The tractor deposited the small craft neatly in a cradle, the docking collar
nestled into place, and the pressure signal buzzed, indicating a solid seal.



Lieutenant Andrews and his staff fell in behind him as the Admiral swam down
the access tube, and he smiled as he saw the Manticoran rating stationed
diplomatically by the scarlet-hued grab bar just short of the tube's end. The
rating started to speak, but stopped himself as he saw Yanakov already
reaching for the bar. The Grayson Navy used green, not scarlet, but the
Admiral recognized the meaning of the color code and swung himself nimbly
across the interface into the cruiser's internal gravity. He stepped out of
the way, moving forward to make room for his staff, and the shrill of the
bosun's pipes greeted him as he cleared the tube hatch.

The boat bay gallery was huge compared to the one he'd left behind aboard
Grayson, but it seemed absolutely filled with people. The Marine honor guard
snapped to attention in its green-and-black dress uniforms, naval personnel in
the black and gold of the Royal Manticoran Navy saluted sharply, and Yanakov
blinked in surprise.

The damned ship was crewed by children! The oldest person in sight couldn't be
over thirty T-years old, and most of them looked like they were barely out of
high school!

Trained reflex took his hand through an answering salute even as the thought
flashed through his mind, and then he kicked himself. Of course they weren't
children; he'd forgotten the prolong treatment was universally available to
Manticorans. But what did he do now? He wasn't that familiar with Manticoran
naval insignia, and how did he pick the senior officers out of this morass of
juvenile delinquents?

Part of the problem answered itself as a small, round-faced man in civilian
clothing stepped forward. Logic suggested he had to be the delegation head,
and that meant he was Admiral Raoul Courvosier. At least he looked like an
adult-there was even gray in his hair-but he was far less impressive than
Yanakov had anticipated. He'd read every article and lecture of Courvosier's
he could find, and this smiling man looked more like an elf than the
brilliant, sharp-eyed strategist the admiral had anticipated, but-

"Welcome aboard, High Admiral," Courvosier said, clasping Yanakov's hand
firmly, and his deep voice, unlike his face, was exactly what Yanakov had
envisioned. The crisp accent sounded odd-Grayson's long isolation had produced
one which was much softer and slower paced-but its very oddness was somehow
right and fitting.

"Thank you, Admiral Courvosier, and allow me, in the name of my government and
people, to welcome you to our system."

Yanakov returned the handclasp while his staff assembled itself behind him.
Then he glanced around the crowded gallery once more and stiffened. He'd known
Manticore allowed women to serve in its military, but it had been an
intellectual thing. Now he realized almost half the people around him-even
some of the Marines!-were female. He'd tried to prepare himself for the alien
concept, but the deep, visceral shock echoing deep inside him told him he'd
failed. It wasn't just alien, it was unnatural, and he tried to hide his
instinctive repugnance as he dragged his eyes back to Courvosier's face.

"On behalf of my Queen, I thank you," his host said, and Yanakov managed to
bow pleasantly despite the reminder that a woman ruled Manticore. "I hope my
visit will bring our two nations still closer together," Courvosier continued,
"and I'd like to present my staff to you. But first, permit me to introduce
Fearless's captain and our escort commander."

Someone stepped up beside Courvosier, and Yanakov turned to extend his hand,
then froze. He felt his smile congeal as he saw the strong, beautiful, young
face under the white beret and the tight-curled fuzz of silky brown hair.
Yanakov was unusually tall for a Grayson, but the officer before him was at
least twelve centimeters taller than he was, and that made it irrationally
worse. He fought his sense of shock as he stared into the Manticoran captain's
dark, almond eyes, furious that no one had warned him, knowing he was gaping



and embarrassed by his own frozen immobility-and perversely angry with himself
because of his embarrassment.

"High Admiral Yanakov, allow me to present Captain Honor Harrington,"
Courvosier said, and Yanakov heard the hissing gasp of his staff's utter
disbelief behind him.

CHAPTER SIX

"I DON'T LIKE IT. I don't like it at all, Mr. Ambassador."

Leonard Masterman, the Havenite ambassador to Grayson, looked up and frowned.
Captain Michaels was seldom this vocal, and his expression was uneasy.

"Why in hell did they have to send her?" The senior military attache paced
back and forth across the ambassador's carpet. "Of all the officers in the
Manticoran Navy, they had to stick us with Harrington! God, it's like history
repeating itself!" he said bitterly, and Masterman's frown deepened.

"I don't quite understand your concern, Captain. This isn't the Basilisk
System, after all."

Michaels didn't reply at once, for Masterman was an anachronism. The scion of
a prominent Legislaturist family, he was also a career diplomat who believed
in the rules of diplomacy, and Special Ops had decided he shouldn't know about
Jericho, Captain Yu, or Thunder of God on the theory that he could play his
role far more convincingly if they never told him it was a role.

"No, of course it's not Basilisk," the captain said finally. "But if any
Manticoran officer has reason to hate us, it's her, and she gave us a hell of
a black eye over Basilisk, Mr. Ambassador. The Graysons must have heard about
it. If Courvosier uses her presence to play up the 'Havenite threat' to their
own system-"

"You let me worry about that, Captain," Masterman responded with a slight
smile. "Believe me, the situation's under control."

"Really, Sir?" Michaels regarded the ambassador dubiously.

"Absolutely." Masterman tipped his chair back and crossed his legs. "In fact,
I can't think of a Manticoran officer I'd rather see out here. I'm astonished
their foreign ministry let their admiralty send her."

"I beg your pardon?" Michaels' eyebrows rose, and Masterman chuckled.

"Look at it from the Graysons' viewpoint. She's a woman, and no one even
warned them she was coming. However good her reputation may be, it's not good
enough to offset that. Graysons aren't Masadans, but their bureaucrats still
have trouble with the fact that they're dealing with Queen Elizabeth's
government, and now Manticore's rubbed their noses in the cultural differences
between them."

The ambassador nodded at Michaels' suddenly thoughtful expression.

"Exactly. And as for the Basilisk operation-" Masterman frowned, then
shrugged. "I think it was a mistake, and it was certainly execrably executed,
but, contrary to your fears, it can be made to work for us if we play our
cards right."

The captain's puzzlement was obvious, and Masterman sighed.

"Grayson doesn't know what happened in Basilisk. They've heard our side and
they've heard Manticore's, but they know each of us has an axe to grind. That
means they're going to take both versions with more than a grain of salt,
Captain, but their own prejudices against women in uniform will work in our
favor. They'll want to believe the worst about her, if only to validate their
own bias, and the fact that we don't have any female officers will be a factor
in their thinking."

"But we do have female officers," Michaels protested.

"Of course we do," Masterman said patiently, "but we've carefully not assigned
any to this system. And, unlike Manticore-which probably didn't have any
choice, given that their head of state is a woman-we haven't told the locals
we even have any. We haven't told them we don't, either, but their sexism cuts



so deep they're ready to assume that unless we prove differently. So at the
moment, they're thinking of us as a good, old-fashioned patriarchal society.
Our foreign policy makes them nervous, but our social policies are much less
threatening than Manticore's."

"All right, I can see that," Michaels agreed. "It hadn't occurred to me that
they might assume we don't have any female personnel-I thought they'd just
assume we were being tactful-but I see what you're driving at."

"Good. But you may not realize just how vulnerable Harrington really is. Bad
enough she's a woman in a man's role, but she's also a convicted murderer,"
the ambassador said, and Michaels blinked in astonishment.

"Sir, with all due respect, no one's going to believe that. Hell, I don't like
her a bit, but I know damned well that was pure propaganda."

"Of course you do, and so do I, but the Graysons don't. I'm quite aware the
entire thing was a show trial purely for foreign consumption, and to be
perfectly honest, I don't like it. But it's done, so we may as well use it.
All any Grayson knows is that a Haven court found Captain Harrington guilty of
the murder of an entire freighter's crew. Of course Manticore insists the
'freighter' was actually a Q-ship caught red-handed in an act of war-what else
can they say?-but the fact that a court pronounced her guilty will predispose
a certain percentage of people to believe she must have been guilty,
particularly since she's a woman. All we have to do is point out her 'proven
guilt' more in sorrow than in anger, as the natural result of the sort of
catastrophe which results when you put someone with all of a woman's frailties
in command of a ship of war."

Michaels nodded slowly. He felt a twinge of guilt, which surprised him, but
Masterman was right, and the locals' prejudices would make them far more
likely to accept a story no civilized planet would believe for a moment.

"You see, Captain?" Masterman said quietly. "This will let us change the
entire focus of the internal Grayson debate over Manticore's overtures from a
cold-blooded consideration of advantages to an emotional rejection based on
their own bigotry. And if I've learned one thing over the years, it's that
when it comes down to raw emotion against reason, emotion wins."

" . . . and this is our combat information center, gentlemen." Andreas
Venizelos was short by Manticoran standards, but he stood centimeters taller
than the Grayson officers in the compartment as he gestured about himself at
the shining efficiency.

Admiral Yanakov managed not to gawk, but his palms itched as he took in the
superb instrumentation. The holo tank was over three meters across, and the
flat-screen displays around him showed every ship within ten light-minutes of
Grayson. Not with single, annotated light codes for groups of vessels, but as
individual units with graphic representations of mass and vector.

He stepped closer to one of the ratings and peered over his shoulder. The
young-or, young-looking, anyway-man didn't even twitch at his presence, and
Yanakov turned back to Venizelos.

"Could you bring up the holo tank, Commander?"

Venizelos regarded him for a moment, then looked past him.

"Captain?"

Yanakov felt his expression try to freeze, then turned. Captain Harrington
stood behind him, her strongly carved face showing no emotion at all, and he
made himself meet her eyes. The sense of the alien grew greater, not less,
every time he saw her uniform, and he suspected she'd delegated the task of
spokesman to her executive officer because she felt it, too.

"Would you object to our observing the holo display in operation

Captain?" Yanakov's voice sounded strained even in his own ears, and he cursed
himself for the slight hesitation he gave her title.

"Of course not, Admiral." Her musical soprano only increased his feeling of



unreality. It sounded almost exactly like his third wife's, and the thought of
Anna in uniform appalled him.

"Bring up the tank, please, Chief Waters," she said.

"Aye, aye, Ma'am," a petty officer responded with a crispness that seemed odd
addressed to a woman. But, Yanakov thought almost despairingly, it didn't
sound a bit odd addressed to an officer. Damn it, the very concept of a female
officer was an oxymoron!

The holo tank blinked to life, extending its upper edge almost to the
deckhead, and the clustered Grayson officers made a soft noise of approval and
delight. Small light codes drifted beside every dot: arrows denoting headings,
dotted lines projecting vectors, numerals and letters defining drive strength,
acceleration, and active sensor emissions. It was how God Himself must see the
stars, and pure envy for this ship's capabilities tingled in Yanakov's brain.
"As you can see, Admiral," Harrington raised a hand to gesture gracefully at
the holo, "we proj-"

She broke off as Commander Harris, Yanakov's operations officer, stepped
between her and the tank in search of a closer look at one of the symbols. Her
hand hovered a moment, and then her lips firmed.

"Excuse me, Commander," she said, her tone devoid of all emotion, "I was just
about to point something out to Admiral Yanakowv."

Harris turned, and Yanakov flushed at his cold-eyed, contemptuous expression.
Yanakov was having trouble enough with the concept of a senior female officer,
but Harris was a hardline conservative. He started to open his mouth, then
snapped it shut at a tiny gesture from his admiral. His lips tightened
further, but he stepped back, every line of his body a silent expression of
resentment, for Harrington to proceed.

"As you can see, Admiral," she continued in that same, even voice, "we project
the probable weapons range for each warship. Of course, a display with this
much detail can be a liability for actual tactical control, so we use smaller
ones on the bridge to avoid information overflow. CIC, however, is responsible
for deciding which threats we need to see, and-"

Her voice went on, showing no sign of anger at Harris' insulting behavior, and
Yanakov listened attentively even while he wondered if he should have dressed
Harris down. Certainly he'd have to have a long talk with him in private, but
should he have made the point now? It would have humiliated his ops officer in
front of his fellows, but how would the Manticorans react to his own
restraint?

He glanced up and caught Andreas Venizelos unawares, and the anger in the
Manticoran officer's eyes answered his question.

"I know they're different, Bernard, but we just have to make allowances."
Benjamin Mayhew IX, Planetary Protector of Grayson, snipped another rose and
laid it in the servant's basket, then turned to regard his naval commander in
chief sternly. "You knew they had women in uniform. Surely you realized we'd
have to deal with that sooner or later."

"Of course I did!" Admiral Yanakov glowered at the basket, not bothering to
hide his conviction that flower arrangement wasn't precisely the most manly
art his head of state might have pursued. He was one of the few who made no
secret of his feelings, but then, he was also Protector Benjamin's fifth
cousin, with very clear memories of an infant who'd still been making puddles
on the palace carpet when he himself was already in uniform.

"Then I don't quite understand your vehemence." Mayhew gestured, and the
servant withdrew. "It's not like you to carry on this way."

"I'm not speaking for myself," Yanakov said a bit stiffly. "All I said was
that my officers don't like it, and they don't. In fact, 'don't like' is
putting it far too mildly, Ben. They hate it, and there are some ugly rumors
about her competence.”



"Her competence? Good God, Bernard! The woman holds the Manticore Cross!"
Yanakov looked at him in some confusion, and Mayhew sighed. "You'd better bone
up on foreign decorations, cousin mine. For your information, the Manticore
Cross 1is about one notch lower than the Star of Grayson-and it can only be
earned for heroism under fire."

"The Star of Grayson?" Yanakov blinked as he digested that thought. It didn't
seem possible someone as good looking and young-

He stopped himself with a mental curse. Damn it, the woman wasn't as "young"
as he kept thinking! In fact, she was forty-three T-years old, barely twelve
years younger than Yanakov himself, but still

"All right, so she's got guts," he growled. "But I'll bet she won that medal
in Basilisk, didn't she?" The Protector nodded, and Yanakov shrugged. "Then
it's only going to make the officers who don't trust her more suspicious, not
less." He flushed at his cousin's expression but plowed on stubbornly. "You
know I'm right, Ben. They're going to think exactly what the Havenites are
going to say out loud: decorating her was part of a deliberate propaganda
effort to cover up what really happened when she lost it-probably because it
was her time of month!-and blew away an unarmed merchantman." His teeth grated
in fresh frustration. "Damn it, if they had to send us a woman, couldn't they
at least have sent us one who isn't rumored to be a murderer?!"

"Oh, that's bullshit, Bernard!" Mayhew led the way across the domed terrace
into the palace, followed by his blank-faced personal Security man. "You've
heard Manticore's version of Basilisk, and you know as well as I do what Haven
wants in this region. Who do you think is telling us the truth?"

"Manticore, of course. But what you or I believe isn't the issue. Most of my
people are only too ready to see any woman as potentially dangerous in a
command slot. Those who don't automatically assume they must be loose warheads
are horrified by the thought of exposing women to combat, and real
conservatives, like Garret and his crowd, are reacting on pure emotion, not
reason. They see her as a calculated insult to our way of life-and if you
think I'm making that up, you should have heard a little conversation I had
with my ops officer! Under the circumstances, Haven's version of what happened
only validates all three groups' concerns. And don't come down too heavily on
my people, either! Some of your civilian types are even worse than anybody in
the military, and you know it. Hell, what about Jared?"

"Dear, sweet cousin Jared." Mayhew sounded as disgusted as he looked, then
waved his hands in the air. "Oh, you're right-you're right! And old
Clinkscales is even worse, though at least he's not second in line for the
protectorship." The Protector sank into an overstuffed armchair. "But we can't
afford to see this thing go down the tubes over something as stupid as
cultural prejudice, Bernie. Manticore can do a lot more for us than Haven can:
they're closer, their technology's better, and they're a hell of a lot less
likely to absentmindedly gobble us up one fine day."

"Then I suggest you tell your negotiators that," Yanakov sighed.

"I have, but you're the historian. You know how the Council's cut back the
Protector's constitutional authority over the last century. Prestwick is a
decent sort as Chancellor, but he doesn't really want to open the door to
resumption of direct rule by Yours Truly. I happen to think we need a stronger
executive to deal with all that's about to come down on us, but I may be a bit
biased by who I am, and whatever I'd like to have, the fact is that I'm pretty
much reduced to the power of prestige. Admittedly, the Mayhew Clan still
boasts a fair amount of that, but a disproportionate share of it's with the
conservatives—-and the conservatives, as you yourself just pointed out, think
accepting any outside help 'will threaten the Grayson way of life'! I've got
the Council in line so far, and I think I've got a majority in the Chamber,
but it's slim-very slim-and if the military doesn't sign on, I'll lose it.
You've got to get your people to see reason about this."



"Ben," Yanakov said slowly, "I'll try, but I don't know that you fully grasp
just what you're asking for." Mayhew straightened in his chair, but the
Admiral went on speaking. "I've known you since you were a kid, but I've
always known you were smarter than I am. If you say we need the Manticoran
alliance, I believe you. But sometimes I think your grandfather made a mistake
having you and your father educated off-world. Oh, I know all about the
advantages, but somewhere along the way you sort of lost touch with how most
of our people feel about some issues, and that's dangerous. You talk about the
conservatives in the Chamber, but, Ben, most of them are less conservative
than the population as a whole!"

"I realize that," Mayvhew said quietly. "Contrary to what you may think, having
a different perspective actually makes it easier to see some things-like how
difficult it really is to change entrenched attitudes-and the Mayhews have no
more desire to be Grayson's Pahlavis than its Romanovs. I'm not proposing to
overturn society overnight, but what we're talking about is the survival of
our planet, Bernie. We're talking about an alliance that can bring us modern
industry and a permanent Manticoran fleet presence Simonds and his fanatics
won't dare screw around with. And whether we sign up with Manticore or not,
we're not going to be able to sit this one out. I give the Havenites another
T-year at the outside before they move openly against Manticore, and when they
do, they'll come straight through us unless there's something here to stop
them. We're in the way, Bernie, and you know that even better than I do."
"Yes," Yanakov sighed. "Yes, I do. And I'll try, Ben. I really will. But I
wish to hell Manticore had been smart enough not to stick us with a situation
like this, because I will be damned if I think I can pull it off."

CHAPTER SEVEN

SERGEANT MAJOR BABCOCK SMILED as Honor stepped onto the mat.

Babcock was from Gryphon, Manticore-B V. Gryphon's gravity was only five
percent above Terran Standard, less than eighty percent that of Honor's native
Sphinx, and Babcock was a good twenty centimeters shorter, with a much shorter
reach, to boot. She was also just over twice Honor's age, and like Admiral
Courvosier, she was first-generation prolong. The original treatment had
stopped the aging process at a much later point than current techniques, and
there were strands of gray in her red hair and crows-feet around her eyes.
None of which had kept her from throwing Honor around the salle with
embarrassing ease.

Honor was taller and stronger, with better reaction speed and hand-eye
coordination, but that, as Ms. Midshipman Harrington had learned long ago on
Saganami Island, didn't necessarily mean a thing. Babcock was in at least as
good a shape as she was, and she'd been doing this forty T-years longer. She
knew moves her CO hadn't even thought of yet, and Honor suspected the sergeant
major was delighted by the opportunity (one couldn't exactly call it an
excuse) to kick the stuffing out of a senior Navy officer.

On the other hand, Honor was getting back into the groove herself, and she
wasn't in the mood to be humiliated today.

They met at the center of the mat and fell into guard positions, and there was
no smile on Honor's lips. Her face was still and calm, her background anger
and frustration-not at Babcock, but nonetheless real-leashed and channeled,
and only those who knew her very well would have noted the hardness in her
eyes.

They circled slowly, hands weaving in deceptively gentle, graceful patterns.
Both were black belt in coup de vitesse, the martial art developed to combine
Oriental and Western forms on Nouveau Dijon eight centuries before, and a hush
enveloped the gym as other exercisers turned to watch them.

Honor felt her audience, but only distantly as her senses focused on Babcock
with crystal, cat-like concentration. Coup de vitesse was a primarily



offensive "hard" style, a combination of cool self-control and go-for-broke
ferocity designed to take advantage of "Westerners'" larger size and longer
reach. It wasn't too proud to borrow from any technique-from savate to t'ai
chi-but it was less concerned with form and more with concentrated violence.
It made far less effort to use an opponent's strength against her than most
Oriental forms did and laid proportionately more emphasis on the attack, even
at the occasional expense of centering and defense.

A classmate from the Academy unarmed combat team who preferred the elegance of
judo to the coup had once likened it to fencing with two-handed swords, but it
worked for Honor. And, like any of the martial arts, it wasn't something one
thought through in the midst of a bout. You simply did it, responding with
attacks and counters which were so deeply trained into you that you didn't
know what you were doing-not consciously-until you'd already done it. So she
didn't try to think, didn't try to anticipate. Babcock was too fast for that,
and this was a full contact bout. She who let herself become distracted would
pay a bruising price.

The sergeant major moved suddenly, feinting with her left hand, and Honor
swayed backward, right hand slapping Babcock's right ankle aside to block the
flashing side-kick. Her left palm intercepted the elbow strike follow up, and
Babcock whirled on her left foot, using the momentum of Honor's block to turn
still faster. She slammed the ball of her right foot onto the mat and her left
foot came up in a lightning-fast back-kick, but Honor wasn't there. She
slipped inside the striking foot, and Babcock grunted as a rock-hard fist
drove home just above her kidneys. Honor's other hand darted forward, snaking
around the noncom for the throw, but Babcock dropped like a string-cut puppet,
pivoted out of Honor's grip, and kicked up through an instant backward
somersault. Her feet caught Honor's shoulders, driving her back, and Babcock
bounced up like a rubber ball-only to find herself flying away as hands like
steel clamps flung her through the air.

She hit the mat, rolled, vaulted to her feet, and recovered her stance before
Honor could reach her, and it was the captain's turn to grunt as stiff fingers
rammed into her midriff. She buckled over the blow, but her left arm rose
instinctively, blocking the second half of the combination and carrying
through in an elbow strike to Babcock's ribs that rocked the sergeant major on
her heels, and a fierce exultation filled her. She pressed her attack, using
her longer reach and greater strength ruthlessly, but the sergeant major had a
few tricks of her own.

Honor was never certain precisely how she found herself airborne, but then the
mat slammed into her chin, and she tasted blood. She hit rolling, bouncing
away from Babcock's follow-through, and rocked up on her knees to catch an
incoming kick on her crossed wrists and upend her opponent. Both of them
surged upright, and this time they were both smiling as they moved into one
another with a vengeance.

"I trust you feel better now?"

Honor's smile was a bit puffy as her tongue explored a cut on the inside of
her lower lip, and she wrapped the towel around her neck as she met Admiral
Courvosier's quizzical eyes. She should have worn a mouth protector, but
despite what promised to be an amazing array of bruises, she felt good. She
felt very good, for she'd taken Babcock three falls out of four.

"As a matter of fact, I do, Sir." She leaned back against the lockers, playing
with the ends of her towel, and Nimitz hopped up on the bench beside her and
rubbed his head against her thigh, purring more loudly than he had in days.
The empathic treecat was always sensitive to her moods, and she grinned as she
freed one hand from the towel to stroke his spine.

"I'm glad." Courvosier wore a faded sweatsuit and handball gloves, and he sank
onto a facing bench with a wry grimace. "But I wonder if the Sergeant Major



realizes how many frustrations you were working out on her."

Honor looked at him more closely, then sighed.

"I never could fool you, could I, Sir?"

"I wouldn't go quite that far. Let's just say I know you well enough to know
what you're thinking about our hosts."

Honor wrinkled her nose in acknowledgment and sat beside Nimitz while she
dabbed absently at the small, fresh blood spots on her gi.

The situation hadn't gotten better, especially since the Havenite embassy had
hit its stride. There was no way to eliminate the courtesy calls between her
ships' companies and their hosts, and she knew the Graysons' special
discomfort with her was spilling over onto her other female personnel.

Nimitz stopped purring and gave her a disgusted look as he picked up the
direction of her emotions. Honor spent entirely too much time worrying over
things, in his opinion, and he leaned up to nip her admonishingly on the
earlobe. But Honor knew him as well as he knew her, and her hand intercepted
him and scooped him into her lap to protect her ear.

"I'm sorry, Sir. I know how important it is that we all hang onto our tempers-
Lord knows I've laid it all out for everyone else often enough!-but I hadn't
counted on how infuriated I'd be. They're so-so-"

"Pigheaded?" Courvosier suggested. "Bigoted?"

"Both," Honor sighed. "Sir, all I have to do is walk into a room, and they
clam up like they've been freeze-dried!"

"Would you say that's quite fair where Admiral Yanakov is concerned?" her old
mentor asked gently, and Honor shrugged irritably.

"No, probably not," she admitted, "but he's almost worse than the others. They
look at me like some unsavory microbe, but he tries so hard to act naturally
that it only makes his discomfort even more evident. And the fact that not
even the example of their commander in chief can get through to the others
makes me so mad I could strangle them all!"

Her shoulders slumped, and she sighed again, more heavily.

"I think maybe you had a point about the Admiralty's choice of senior officers
for this operation, Sir. The fact that I'm a woman seems to get right up their
noses and choke them."

"Maybe." Courvosier leaned back and folded his arms. "But whether it does or
not, you're a Queen's officer. They're going to have to face senior female
officers sometime; it's part of our mission description to teach them that,
and they might as well get used to it now and spare us all grief later. That
was the FO's opinion, and though I might have gone about things a bit
differently, overall I have to agree with their assessment."

"I don't think I do," Honor said slowly. She played with Nimitz's ears and
frowned down at her hands. "It might have been better to spare them the shock
until after the treaty was a fait accompli, Sir."

"Bushwah!" Courvosier snorted. "You mean it might have been better if
Ambassador Langtry had let us go ahead and warn them you were a woman!"

"Would it?" Honor shook her head. "I'm not so sure, Sir. I think maybe it was
a no-win situation-and the fact is that the Admiralty was wrong to pick me. To
hear Haven tell it, I'm the most bloodthirsty maniac since Vlad the Impaler. I
can't imagine anyone we could have sent who would've been more vulnerable to
that kind of attack after Basilisk."

She stared down at her hands, caressing Nimitz's fluffy fur, and Courvosier
gazed at the crown of her head in silence. Then he shrugged.

"Actually, Basilisk is precisely why the Admiralty chose you, Honor." She
looked up in surprise, and he nodded. "You know I had my own reservations, but
Their Lordships believed-and the FO agreed-that Grayson would see what
happened there as a warning of what could happen here. And Jjust as they tapped
me because I've got a reputation for strategy, they picked you because you've
got one for tactics and guts . . . and because you're a woman. You were meant



to be a living, breathing symbol of just how ruthless Haven can be, on the one
hand, and how good our female officers can be, on the other."

"Well," Honor squirmed at the thought that she might have a "reputation"
outside her own service, "I think they made the wrong call, Sir. Or, rather,
Haven's turned it around on them. I'm a liability to you. These people can't
get past who I am to think logically about what I am."

"I believe that will change," Courvosier said quietly. "It may take time, but
no one gave me a time limit when we shipped out."

"I know they didn't." Honor rolled Nimitz onto his back to stroke his belly
fur, then sat straight, planted both feet on the floor, and met the admiral's
eyes levelly. "Nonetheless, I think I should remove myself from the equation,
Sir. At least until you get the ball rolling in the right direction."

"You do?" Courvosier arched his eyebrows, and she nodded.

"I do. In fact, I sort of thought that might be wiser from the moment Yanakov
and his people came on board Fearless to greet you. That's why I didn't go
ahead and send Alice and Alistair straight on to Casca as I'd originally
planned.”

"I thought that might be the case." The admiral considered her soberly.
"You're thinking about taking the other merchies to Casca yourself?" She
nodded. "I'm not sure that's a good idea, Honor. The Graysons may see it as
running out, as proof a 'mere woman' can't take the heat."

"Maybe. But I don't see how it could create any more negative reactions than
my presence seems to be generating. If I take Apollo to Casca with me, it'll
leave Jason Alvarez as SO. He doesn't seem to be having any problems with his
opposite numbers-except for the ones who think he must be some kind of sissy
for taking orders from a woman. Maybe by the time I come back, you'll have
made enough progress with these people that my mere presence won't queer the
deal for you."

"I don't know. . . ." Courvosier plucked at his lower lip. "If you take
Fearless and Apollo out of here, our 'show of force' will get a lot weaker.
Have you considered that?"

"Yes, Sir, but they've already seen both ships, and they'll know we're coming
back. That should be sufficient, I'd think. And I'm not the only woman stuck
in their craws right now. Alice is my second in command-two women, both senior
to any of our male officers." She shook her head. "Better to get both of us
out of the way for a while, Sir."

Courvosier was unconvinced, but she met his gaze almost pleadingly, and he saw
the desperate unhappiness behind her brown eyes. He knew how deeply the
Graysons' treatment hurt, not least because it was so utterly unjust. He'd
watched her swallowing her anger, sitting on her temper, forcing herself to be
pleasant to people who regarded her-at best-as some sort of freak. And, he
knew, she was truly convinced her mere presence was undermining his own
position. She might even be right, but what mattered most was that she
believed it, and the thought of being responsible, however innocently, for the
loss of a treaty her kingdom needed so badly, was tearing her up inside. She
was angry, resentful, and even closer to despair than he'd realized, and he
closed his eyes, weighing her proposal as carefully as he could.

He still thought it was the wrong move. He was a naval officer, not a trained
diplomat, yet he knew how preconceptions shaped perceptions, and what she saw
as a reasonable tactical withdrawal might be seen as something entirely
different by the Graysons. There were too many implications, too many
possibilities for misinterpretation, for him to know who was right.

But then he looked at her again, and he suddenly realized rightness or
wrongness didn't matter to him just now. It could be argued either way, yet
she thought she was right, and if she stayed and the treaty negotiations
failed, she would always blame herself, rightly or wrongly, for that failure.
"Still planning to take Troubadour with you?" he asked at last.



"I don't know. . . ." Honor rubbed her nose. "I was thinking I should at least
leave both tin-cans to show the flag if I pull the cruisers out, Sir."

"I don't think a single destroyer would make much difference in that regard.
And you were right originally; you are going to need someone to do your
scouting if the reports of pirate activity are accurate."

"I could use Apollo for that-" Honor began, but he shook his head.

"You could, but it might be just a bit too pointed to pull both ships with
female skippers and leave both ships with men in command, don't you think?"
Honor cocked her head, considering his question, then nodded.

"You may be right." She drew a deep breath, her hands motionless on Nimitz's
fur as she met his eyes again. "Do I have your permission, then, Sir?"

"All right, Honor," he sighed, and smiled sadly at her. "Go ahead. Get out of
here-but I don't want you dilly-dallying around to delay your return, young
lady! You be back in eleven days and not one minute longer. If I can't sort
these bigoted barbarians out in that much time, the hell with them!"

"Yes, Sir!" Honor smiled at him, her relief evident, then looked back down at
Nimitz. "And . . . thank you, Sir," she said very, very softly.

"Take a look at this, Sir."

Commander Theisman laid his memo board in his lap and turned his command chair
to face his executive officer, and a mobile eyebrow arched as he saw the
impeller drive sources glowing in the main tactical display.

"Fascinating, Allen." He climbed out of his chair and crossed to stand beside
his executive officer. "Have we got a firm ID on who's who?"

"Not absolutely, but we've been tracking them for about three hours, and they
just passed turnover for the belt. That far out from Grayson, and on that
heading with that acceleration, Tracking's pretty confident they aren't headed
anywhere in this system, so they must be the convoy. And if they are, these-"
five light codes glowed green "-are almost certainly the freighters, which
means these-" three more dots glowed crimson in a triangle about the first
five "-are the escorts. And if there're three of them, they're probably the
cruisers and one of the tin-cans."

"Um." Theisman rubbed his chin. "All you've got is drive sources, not any
indication of mass. That could be both of the cans and the light cruiser," he
pointed out in his best devil's advocate's voice. "Harrington could be holding
her own ship on station and sending the others off."

"I don't think that's very likely, Sir. You know how terrible the pirates have
been out this way." Their eyes met with a shared flicker of amusement, but
Theisman shook his head.

"The Manticorans are good at commerce protection, Al. One of their light
cruisers, especially with a couple of destroyers to back her, would make
mincemeat out of any of the 'outlaw raiders' out here."

"I still think this one-" one of the crimson lights flashed "-is Fearless,
Sir. They're too far away for decent mass readings, but the impeller signature
looks heavier than either of the other warships. I think she's got one tin-can
out front and the cruisers closed up to cover the merchies' flanks." The exec
paused, tugging at the lobe of one ear. "We could move in closer, take a
little peek at the planetary orbital traffic to see who's left, Sir," he
suggested slowly.

"Forget that shit right now, Al," his skipper said sternly. "We look, we
listen, and we don't get any closer to Grayson. Their sensors are crap, but
they could get lucky. And there's still at least one Manticoran around."”

The exec nodded unhappily. One thing the People's Navy had learned since
Basilisk was that Manticore's electronics were better than theirs. How much
better was a topic of lively wardroom debate, but given that Captain Honor
Harrington's eighty-five-thousand-ton light cruiser had taken out a seven-
point-five-million-ton Q-ship, prudence suggested that Haven err on the side



of pessimism. At least that way any surprises would be pleasant ones.

"So what do we do, Sir?" he asked finally.

"An excellent question," Theisman murmured. "Well, we know some of them are
out of the way. And if they're going on to Casca, they can't be back here for
ten or twelve days." He tapped on his teeth for a moment. "That gives us a
window, assuming these turkeys know what to do with it. Wake up Engineering,
Al."

"Yes, Sir. Will we be heading for Endicott or Blackbird, Sir?"

"Endicott. We need to tell Captain Yu-and Sword Simonds, of course-about this.
A Masadan courier would take too long getting home, so I think we'll just take
this news ourselves."

"Yes, Sir."

Theisman returned to his command chair and leaned back, watching the outgoing
impeller traces crawl across the display under two hundred gravities of
acceleration. Readiness reports flowed in, and he acknowledged them, but there
was no rush, and he wanted to be certain one of those crimson dots wasn't
going to turn around and head back to Grayson. He waited almost three more
hours, until the light codes' velocity had reached 44,000 KPS, and they
crossed the hyper limit and vanished from his gravitic sensors.

"All right, Al. Take us out of here," he said then, and the seventy-five-
thousand-ton Masadan destroyer Principality, whose wardroom crest still
proclaimed her to be the PNS Breslau, crept carefully away from the asteroid
in whose lee she had lain hidden.

Passive sensors probed before her like sensitive cat's whiskers while Theisman
made himself sit relaxed in his command chair, projecting an air of calm, and
the truth was that Principality herself was safe enough. There wasn't a ship
in the Grayson Navy capable of catching or engaging her, and despite the
belt's bustling mining activity, the extraction ships tended to cluster in the
areas where the asteroids themselves clustered. Principality avoided those
spots like the plague and crept along under a fraction of her maximum power,
for if the locals' sensor nets were crude and short-ranged, there was at least
one modern warship in Grayson orbit, and Theisman had no intention of being
spotted by her. Detection could be catastrophic to Haven's plans . . . not to
mention the more immediate problem that Captain Yu would no doubt string his
testicles on a necklace if he let that happen.

It took long, wearing hours, but at last his ship was far enough from Grayson
to increase power and curve away from the asteroid belt. Principality's
gravitics would detect any civilian vessel far out of radar range and long
before she was seen herself, with plenty of time to kill her drive, and her
velocity climbed steeply as she headed out-system. She needed to be at least
thirty light-minutes from the planet before she translated into hyper, far
enough for her hyper footprint to be undetectable, and Theisman relaxed with a
quiet sigh as he realized he'd gotten cleanly away once more.

Now it only remained to be seen what Captain Yu-and Sword Simonds, of course-
would do with his data.

CHAPTER EIGHT

"THANK YOU FOR COMING, Admiral Courvosier."

High Admiral Yanakov stood to greet his guest, and Courvosier's eyebrows
twitched as he saw the two women at the table, for the richness of their
clothing and jewelry proclaimed that they were two of Yanakov's wives. It was
almost unheard of for a Grayson wife to appear at even a private dinner unless
the guests were among her husband's closest friends, and Yanakov knew
Courvosier knew that . . . which made their presence a message.

"Thank you for inviting me," Courvosier replied, ignoring, as etiquette
demanded, the women's presence, for no one had introduced them. But then-



"Allow me to present my wives," Yanakov continued. "Rachel, my first wife."
The woman to his right smiled, meeting Courvosier's eyes with a frankness
which surprised the Manticoran. "Rachel, Admiral Raoul Courvosier."

"Welcome to our home, Admiral." Rachel's voice was like her smile, soft but
self-assured, and she extended a hand. Courvosier hadn't been briefed on how
one greeted a high-ranking Grayson wife, but he hadn't spent a lifetime in the
service of his Queen for nothing. He bowed over the offered hand and brushed
it with his lips.

"Thank you, Madam Yanakov. I'm honored to be here."

Her eyes widened as he kissed her hand, but she neither pulled away nor showed
any sign of discomfort. Indeed, she smiled again as he released her, and then
laid her hand on the other woman's shoulder.

"May I present Anna, Bernard's third wife." Anna looked up with a smile of her
own and held out her hand to be kissed in turn. "My sister Esther asked me to
extend her regrets, Admiral," Rachel continued, and Courvosier almost blinked
before he remembered that all wives of a Grayson household referred to one
another as sisters. "She's come down with a bug, and Dr. Howard ordered her
into bed." Rachel's gracious smile turned into something suspiciously like a
grin this time. "I assure you, but for that, she would have been here. Like
all of us, she's been most eager to meet you."

Courvosier wondered if it would be proper to express a desire to meet Esther
some other time. It seemed harmless enough, but Grayson men were jealous of
their wives. Better to settle for something with less faux pas potential.
"Please tell her I'm very sorry her illness kept her away."

"I will," Rachel replied, and waved gracefully at the fourth chair.

She rang a small bell as Courvosier sat, and silent, efficient serving women-
girls, really, he thought, reminding himself that these people didn't have
access to prolong-bustled in with trays of food.

"Please don't be afraid to eat freely, Admiral," Yanakov said as a plate was
set before his guest. "All these foods are from the orbital farms. Their metal
levels are as low as anything grown on Manticore or Sphinx."

Courvosier nodded, but he knew better than to dig straight in. He waited until
the servants had withdrawn, then bowed his head respectfully as Yanakov
recited a brief blessing over the food.

Grayson cuisine reminded Courvosier of a cross between 0ld Earth Oriental and
something he might have encountered in New Toscana on Manticore, and this meal
was excellent. Yanakov's chef would have rated a full five stars even at
Cosmo's, and the table conversation was nothing like what he'd imagined it
would be. Yanakov and his officers-all Graysons, in fact-had been so stiff and
unnatural-or half-openly contemptuous-in the presence of his own female
officers that he'd developed a mental picture of a dour, humorless home life
in which women were rarely seen and never heard, but Rachel and Anna Yanakov
were lively and eloquent. Their affection for their husband was unmistakable,
and Yanakov himself was a totally different man, out from behind the barriers
of formality at last, comfortable and confident in his own setting. Courvosier
had no doubt the evening was intended, in part at least, to show him the more
human side of Grayson, yet he felt himself relaxing in the genuine aura of
welcome.

Soft music played while they ate. It wasn't the sort of music Courvosier was
used to-Grayson's classical music was based on something called "Country and
Western"-but it was curiously lively, despite an undertone of sadness. The
dining room was large, even by Manticoran planetary standards, with a high,
arched ceiling and rich, tapestry-like wall hangings and old-style oil
paintings. Religious themes predominated, but not exclusively, and the
landscapes among them had a haunting, bittersweet beauty. There was a sense of
the lost about them, like windows into Elfland, as if the loveliness they
showed could never be wholly home to the humans who lived upon this world and



yet could never be anything but home, either.

And between two of those yearning landscapes was a huge bay window
double-paned and sealed hermetically into its frame, with an air filtration
intake under it.

Courvosier shivered somewhere deep inside. The scenery through that window was
breathtaking, a sweep of rugged, snow-capped mountains, their shoulders
clothed in lush, rich greenery that almost begged him to kick off his boots
and run barefoot through the blue-green grass to meet them. Yet the window was
sealed forever against it, and the Embassy-issue filtration mask hung in its
discreet case at his hip. He wouldn't need it, the ambassador had told him, as
long as he limited his stay dirt-side . . . unless the atmospheric dust count
rose. And his host's family had lived here for nine centuries, in an
environment which, in many ways, was far more dangerous than any space
habitat.

He made himself turn from the window and sip his wine, and when he looked up
again, Yanakov's eyes were dark and thoughtful as they met his.

The meal ended, Rachel and Anna withdrew with graceful farewells, and another
servant-this one a man-poured imported brandy into delicate snifters.

"I trust you enjoyed your supper, Admiral?" Yanakov said, passing his brandy
back and forth under his nose.

"It was exquisite, Admiral Yanakov, as was the company." Courvosier smiled.
"As, I am sure, the company was intended to be," he added gently.

"Touché," Yanakov murmured with an answering smile, then set his snifter aside

with a sigh. "In fact, Admiral, I invited you here by way of something of an
apology," he admitted. "We've treated you poorly, especially your female
officers." He got the word "female" out with only the barest hesitation,

Courvosier noted. "I wanted you to see that we're not entirely barbarians. And
that we don't keep our wives locked in cages."

Courvosier's lips twitched at the other's dry tone, but he sampled his own
brandy before he replied, and his voice was level when he did.

"I appreciate that, Admiral Yanakov. But in all frankness, I'm not the one to
whom you owe an apology."

Yanakov blushed, but he also nodded.

"I realize that, yet you must understand that we're still feeling our way into
the proper modes. Under Grayson custom, it would be the height of impropriety
for me to invite any woman into my home without her protector." His blush
deepened at Courvosier's quirked eyebrow. "Of course, I realize your women
don't have 'protectors' in the sense that our own do. On the other hand, I
have to be conscious of how my own people-my subordinates and the Chamber
delegates-would react if I violated custom so radically. Not Jjust how they
might react to me, but how they might regard your own people for accepting the
invitation. And so I invited you, who my people see in some ways as the
protector of all your female personnel."

"I see." Courvosier sipped more brandy. "I see, indeed, and I truly appreciate
the gesture. I'll also be delighted to convey your apology, discreetly, of
course, to my officers."

"Thank you." Yanakov's relief and gratitude were obvious. "There are people on
this planet who oppose any thought of an alliance with Manticore. Some fear
outside contamination, others fear an alliance will attract Haven's hostility,
not guard us against it. Protector Benjamin and I are not among them. We're
too well aware of what an alliance could mean to us, and not just militarily.
Yet it seems whatever we've done since your arrival has been wrong. It's
driven wedges between us, and Ambassador Masterman has been quick to hammer
those wedges deep. I regret that deeply, Admiral Courvosier, and so does
Protector Benjamin. In fact, he specifically charged me to express his
regrets, both personal and as Grayson's head of state, to you."

"I see," Courvosier repeated much more softly, and a tingle went through him.



This was the frankest avowal of interest yet, an opening he knew was meant to
be taken, but it left a sour, angry taste in his mouth, as well. It was his
duty to pursue the treaty, and he wanted to. He liked most of the Graysons
he'd met-not all, certainly, but most-despite their reserved natures and
prickly social codes. Yet grateful as he was for the overture, he couldn't
forget that Honor had been out of the way less than one day when it was
issued.

"Admiral Yanakov," he said finally, "please tell Protector Benjamin I deeply
appreciate his message and, on behalf of my Queen, look forward to securing
the alliance we all hope for. But I must also tell you, Sir, that your
subordinates' treatment of Captain Harrington has been inexcusable in
Manticore's eyes."

Yanakov's flush returned, darker than ever, yet he sat motionless, clearly
inviting his guest to continue, and Courvosier leaned towards him across the
table.

"I am in no sense Captain Harrington's 'protector,' Admiral. She doesn't need
one, and, frankly she'd be insulted at the suggestion that she did. She is, in
fact, one of the most dedicated and courageous officers it has ever been my
pleasure to know, and her rank-at what is a very young age for a person from
our Kingdom-is an indication of how highly she's thought of by her service.
But while she needs no one's protection, she's also my friend. My very dear
friend, a student I regard very much as the daughter I never had, and the way
in which she's been treated is an insult to our entire Navy. She hasn't
responded to it only because of her professionalism and discipline, but I tell
you now, Sir, that unless your people-at the very least your military
personnel-can treat her as the Queen's officer she is, not some sort of prize
exhibit in a freak show, the chances of genuine cooperation between Grayson
and Manticore are very, very poor. Captain Harrington happens to be one of the
best we have, but she isn't our only female officer."”

"I know." Yanakov's reply was almost a whisper, and he held his brandy snifter
tightly. "I realized that even before you arrived, and I thought we were ready
to deal with it. I thought I was ready. But we weren't, and Captain
Harrington's departure shames me deeply. I realize our behavior was
responsible for it, whatever the official story may be. That's what

galvanized me into inviting you tonight."

He inhaled deeply and met Courvosier's eyes.

"I won't try to refute anything you've just said, Admiral. I accept it, and I
give you my personal word that I'll work to resolve it to the very best of my
ability. But I also have to tell you it won't be easy."

"I know it won't."

"Yes, but you may not fully understand why." Yanakov gestured out the window
at the darkening mountains. The setting sun dyed the snowy peaks the color of
blood, and the blue-green trees were black.

"This world isn't kind to its women," he said quietly. "When we arrived here,
there were four women for every adult male, because the Church of Humanity has
always practiced polygyny . . . and it was as well we did."

He paused and sipped at his brandy, then sighed.

"We've had almost a thousand years to adapt to our environment, and my
tolerance for heavy metals like arsenic and cadmium is far higher than your
own, but look at us. We're small and wiry, with bad teeth, fragile bones, and
a life expectancy of barely seventy years. We monitor the toxicity of our
farmland daily, we distill every drop of water we drink, and still we suffer
massive levels of neural damage, mental retardation, and birth defects. Even
the air we breathe is our enemy; our third most common cause of death is lung
cancer-lung cancer, seventeen centuries after Lao Than perfected his wvaccine!
And we face all of that, Admiral, all those health hazards and consequences,
despite nine hundred years-almost a millennium-of adaptation. Can you truly



imagine what it was like for the first generation? Or the second?"

He shook his head sadly, staring down into his brandy.

"Our first generation averaged one live birth in three. Of the babies born
living, half were too badly damaged to survive infancy, and our survival was
so precarious there was no possible way to divert resources to keep them
alive. So we practiced euthanasia, instead, and 'sent them home to God.' "

He looked up, his face wrung with pain.

"That haunts us still, and it hasn't been that many generations since the
custom of euthanizing defectives, even those with minor, correctable flaws,
stopped. I can show you the cemeteries, the rows and rows of children's names,
the plaques with no names at all, only dates, but there are no graves. Even
today there are none. The traditions of our founding die too hard for that,
and the first generations had too desperate a need for soil which would
support terrestrial food crops." He smiled, and some of the pain eased. "Our
customs are different from yours, of course, but today our dead give life to
gardens of remembrance, not potatoes and beans and corn. Someday I'll show you
the Yanakov Garden. It's a very . . . peaceful place.

"But it wasn't that way for our founders, and the emotional cost to women who
lost baby after baby, who saw child after child sicken and die, yet had no
choice but to bear and bear and bear, even at the cost of their own lives, if
the colony was to survive-" He shook his head again.

"It might have been different if we hadn't been such a patriarchal society,
but our religion told us men were to care for and guide women, that women were
weaker and less able to endure, and we couldn't protect them. We couldn't
protect ourselves, but the price they paid was so much more terrible than
ours, and it was we who had brought them here."

The Grayson leaned back and waved a hand vaguely before him. No lights had
been turned on, and Courvosier heard the pain in his voice through the
gathering dimness.

"We were religious zealots, Admiral Courvosier, or we wouldn't have been here.
Some of us still are, though I suspect the fire has dimmed-or mellowed,
perhaps—-in most of us. But we were certainly zealots then, and some of the
Founding Fathers blamed their women for what was happening, because, I think,
it was so much easier to do that than to bleed for them. And, of course, there
was their own pain when their sons and daughters died. It wasn't a pain they
could admit, or they would simply have given in and died themselves, so they
locked it deep inside, and it turned into anger-anger they couldn't direct at
God, which left only one other place it could go."

"At their wives," Courvosier murmured.

"Exactly," Yanakov sighed. "Understand me, Admiral. The Founding Fathers
weren't monsters, nor am I trying to excuse my people for being what they are.
We're no less the product of our past than your own people are. This is the
only culture, the only society, we've ever known, and we seldom question it. I
pride myself on my knowledge of history, yet truth to tell, I never thought
this deeply about it until I was forced up against the differences between us
and you, and I suspect few Graysons ever really delve deep enough to
understand how and why we became what we are. Is it different for
Manticorans?"

"No. No, it's not."

"I thought not. But those early days were terrible ones for us. Even before
Reverend Grayson's death, women were already becoming not wives but chattels.
The mortality rate was high among men, too, and there'd been fewer of them to
begin with, and biology played another trick on us. Our female births
outnumber male by three to one; if we were to sustain a viable population,
every potential father had to begin begetting children as soon as possible and
spread his genes as widely as he could before Grayson killed him, so our
households grew. And as they grew, family became everything and the



patriarch's authority became absolute. It was a survival trait which tied in
only too well with our religious beliefs. After a century, women weren't even
people-not really. They were property. Bearers of children. The promise of a
man's physical continuation in a world which offered him a life expectancy of
less than forty years of backbreaking toil, and our efforts to create a godly
society institutionalized that."

Yanakov fell silent again, and Courvosier studied his profile against the
fading, bloody sunset. This was a side of Grayson he'd never even imagined,
and he was ashamed. He'd condemned their parochialism and congratulated
himself on his cosmopolitan tolerance, yet his view of them had been as two-
dimensional as their view of him. He didn't need anyone to tell him Bernard
Yanakov was an extraordinary representative of his society, that all too many
Grayson men would never dream of questioning their God-given ascendancy over
the mere females about them. But Yanakov was just as real as those others, and
Courvosier suspected it was Yanakov who spoke for Grayson's soul.

God knew there were enough Manticorans not worth the pressure to blow them out
the lock, but they weren't the real Manticore. People like Honor Harrington
were the real Manticore. People who made the Kingdom better than it dreamed it
could be, made it live up to its ideals whether it wanted to or not, because
they believed in those ideals and made others believe with them. And perhaps,
he thought, people like Bernard Yanakov were the real Grayson.

Yanakov straightened finally, then waved a hand over a rheostat. Lights came
up, driving back the darkness, and he turned to face his guest.

"After the first three centuries, things had changed. We'd lost an enormous
amount of our technology, of course. Reverend Grayson and his First Elders had
planned for that to happen-that was the entire point of making the journey-and
they'd deliberately left behind the teachers and text books, the essential
machinery that might have supported the physical sciences. We were fortunate
the Church hadn't regarded the life sciences with the same distrust, but even
there we were desperately short of the specialists we needed. Unlike
Manticore, no one even knew where we were, or cared, and because they didn't,
no Warshawski sail ship called here until barely two hundred years ago. Our
colony ship left 0Old Earth five hundred years before Manticore's founders, so
our starting point was five centuries cruder than yours, and no one came to
teach us the new technologies that might have saved us. The fact that we
survived at all is the clearest possible evidence that there truly is a God,
Admiral Courvosier, but we'd been smashed down to bedrock. We had only bits
and pieces, and when we began to build upon them we found ourselves face to
face with the worst danger of all: schism."

"The Faithful and the Moderates," Courvosier said quietly.

"Precisely. The Faithful, who clung to the original doctrines of the Church
and regarded technology as anathema." Yanakov laughed mirthlessly. "It's hard
for me to understand how anyone could have felt that way-I don't imagine it's
even possible for an outsider! I grew to manhood depending on technology,
crude though it may be compared to your own, for my very survival. How in the
name of God could people so much closer to extinction believe He expected them
to survive without it?

"But they did-at first, at least. The Moderates, on the other hand, believed
our situation here had been our own Faith's Deluge, a disaster to make God's
true Will clear at last. What He wanted from us was the development of a way
of life in which technology was used as He had intended-not as Man's master,
but as his servant.

"Even the Faithful accepted that at last, but the hostilities already existed,
and the factions grew even further apart. Not over technology, now, but over
what constituted godliness, and the Faithful went beyond conservatism. They
became reactionary radicals, chopping and pruning at Church doctrine to suit
their own prejudices. You think the way we treat our women is backward



have you ever heard of the Doctrine of the Second Fall?"

Courvosier shook his head, and Yanakov sighed.

"It came out of the Faithful's search for God's Will, Admiral. You know they
regard the entire New Testament as heretical because the rise of technology on
0ld Earth 'proves' Christ couldn't have been the true Messiah?"

This time Courvosier nodded, and Yanakov's face was grim.

"Well, they went even further than that. According to their theology, the
first Fall, that from Eden on 0Old Earth, had been the fault of Eve's sin, and
we'd created a society here that made women property. The Moderates might
interpret what had happened to us as our Deluge, might have believed-as we of
Grayson believe today-that it was part of God's Test, but the Faithful believe
God never intended us to face Grayson's environment. That He would have
transformed it into a New Eden, had we not sinned after our arrival. And as
the first sin was Eve's, so this sin, the cause of our Second Fall, was
committed by Eve's daughters. It justified the way they treated their own
wives and daughters, and they demanded that all of us accept that, Jjust as
they demanded we accept their dietary laws and stonings.

"The Moderates refused, of course, and the hatred between the factions grew
worse and worse until, as you know, it ended in open civil war.

"That war was terrible, Admiral Courvosier. The Faithful were the minority,
and their hardcore zealots were only a small percentage of their total number,
but those zealots were completely ruthless. They knew God was on their side.
Anything they did was done in His name, and anyone who opposed them must
therefore be vile and evil, with no right to live. We were still far from
having rebuilt an advanced tech base, but we could produce guns and tanks and
napalm-and, of course, the Faithful built their doomsday weapon as a last
resort. We didn't even know of its existence until Barbara Bancroft, the wife
of their most fanatical leader, decided the Moderates had to know. She escaped
to us-turned against all the Faithful believed-to warn us, but her courage had
its cost in fresh tragedy as well."

Yanakov stared down into his brandy glass.

"Barbara Bancroft is-well, I suppose you could call her our 'token heroine.'
Our planet owes her its very life. She's our Joan of Arc, our Lady of the
Lake, with all the virtues we treasure in our women: love, caring, the
willingness to risk her life to save her children's. But she's also an ideal,
a figure out of myth whose courage and toughness are too much to expect from
'ordinary' women. We've forced her into the frame of our own prejudices, yet
to the Faithful, the woman we call The Mother of Grayson is the very symbol of
the Second Fall, the proof of all women's inherent corruption. They may have
rejected the New Testament, but they retain their version of the Antichrist,
and they call her The Harlot of Satan.

"But because of Barbara Bancroft, we were prepared when the Faithful
threatened to destroy us all. We knew the only possible answer was to cast out
the madmen, and that, Admiral-that was when the universe played its cruelest
trick of all on Grayson, for there was a way we could do that."

He sighed and sank back in his chair.

"My own ancestor, Hugh Yanakov, commanded our colony ship, and he tried to
hang onto at least a limited space capability, but the First Elders had
smashed the cryo installations immediately after we planeted. It was their
equivalent of burning their boats behind them, committing themselves and their
descendants to their new home. I doubt they would have done it if they'd been
more scientifically educated, but they weren't. And since the ship couldn't
take us away, our desperate straits left us no choice but to cannibalize it.
"So we were here to live or die, and somehow, we'd lived. Yet by the time of
the Civil War, we'd reached the point where we could once more build crude,
chem-fueled sublight ships. They were far less advanced than the one which had
brought us here, with no cryo capability, but they could make the round trip



to Endicott in twelve or fifteen years. We'd even sent an expedition there and
discovered what today is Masada.

"Masada has an axial inclination of over forty degrees, and its weather is
incredibly severe compared to Grayson, but humans can eat its plants and
animals. They can live without worrying about lead and mercury poisoning from
simply breathing its dust. Most of our people would have given all they owned
to move there, and they couldn't. We didn't have the capability to move that
many people. But when the Civil War ended with a handful of fanatics
threatening to blow up the entire planet, we could move them to Masada."

He laughed again, harshly and more mirthlessly even than before.

"Think about it, Admiral. We had to cast them out, and the only place to which
we could banish them was infinitely better than where all the rest of us had
to remain! There were barely fifty thousand of them, and under the peace
settlement's terms, we equipped them as lavishly as we could and sent them
off, and then the rest of us turned to making the best we could of Grayson."
"I think you've done quite well, all things considered," Courvosier said
quietly.

"Oh, we have. In fact, I love my world. It does its best to kill me every
single day, and someday it will succeed, but I love it. It's my home. Yet it
also makes us what we are, because we did survive, and we did it without
losing our faith. We still believe in God, still believe this is all part of a
testing, purifying process. I suppose you think that's irrational?"

The question could have been caustic, but it was almost gentle.

"No," Courvosier said after a moment. "Not irrational. I'm not certain I could
share your faith after all your people have been through, but, then, I suppose
a Grayson might find my faith incomprehensible. We are what our lives-and God-
have made us, Admiral Yanakov, and that's as true of Manticorans as Graysons."
"That's a very tolerant view," Yanakov said quietly. "One I'm quite confident
a great many, perhaps most, of my people would find difficult to accept. For
myself, I believe you're correct, yet it's still our Faith which dictates how
we regard our own women. Oh, we've changed over the centuries-our ancestors
didn't call themselves 'Moderates' for nothing!-but we remain what we are.
Women are no longer property, and we've evolved elaborate codes of behavior to
protect and cherish them, partly, I suspect, in reaction against the Faithful.
I know many men abuse their privileges-and their wives and daughters-but the
man who publicly insults a Grayson woman will probably be lynched on the spot,
if he's lucky, and they're infinitely better treated than Masadan women. Yet
they're still legally and religiously inferior. Despite The Mother of Grayson,
we tell ourselves it's because they're weaker, because they bear too many
other burdens to be forced to vote, to own property . . . to serve in the
military." He met Courvosier's eyes with a slight, strained smile. "And that's
why your Captain Harrington frightens us so. She terrifies us, because she's a
woman and, deep down inside, most of us know Haven's lied about what happened
in Basilisk. Can you imagine what a threat that is to us?"

"Not completely, no. I can see some of the implications, of course, but my
culture is too different to see them all."

"Then understand this much, Admiral, please. If Captain Harrington is as
outstanding an officer as you believe-as I believe-she invalidates all our
concepts of womanhood. She means we're wrong, that our religion is wrong. She
means we've spent nine centuries being wrong. The idea that we may have been
in error isn't quite as devastating to us as you may think-after all, we've
spent those same nine centuries accepting that our Founding Fathers were
wrong, or at least not completely correct. I think we can admit our error, in
time. Not easily, not without dealing with our current equivalent of the
Faithful, but I have to believe we can do it.

"Yet if we do, what happens to Grayson? You've met two of my wives. I love all
three of them dearly-I would die to protect them-but your Captain Harrington,



just by existing, tells me I've made them less than they could have been. And
the truth is that they are less than Captain Harrington. Less capable of her
independence, her ability to accept responsibility and risk. Just as I,
they're products of a civilization and Faith that tells them they're less
capable in those respects. So what do I do, Admiral? Do I tell them to stop
deferring to my judgment? To enter the work force? To demand their rights and
put on the same uniform I wear? How do I know where my doubts over their
capability stop being genuine love and concern? When my belief that they must
be reeducated before they can become my equal stops being a realistic
appreciation of the limitations they've been taught and becomes sophistry to
bolster the status quo and protect my own rights and privileges?"

He paused again, and Courvosier frowned.

"I . . . don't know. No one can but you, I suppose. Or them."

"Exactly." Yanakov took a long swallow of brandy, then set the glass very
precisely on the table. "No one can know-but Pandora's Box is open now. Just a
crack, so far, yet if we sign this treaty, if we bind ourselves to a military
and economic ally who treats women as the full equals of men, we'll have to
learn to know. All of us, women as well as men, because the one certain thing
in life is that no one can make the truth untrue simply because it hurts.
Whatever happens to us where Masada or Haven is concerned, our treaty with you
will destroy us, Admiral Courvosier. I don't know if even the Protector
realizes that fully. Perhaps he does. He was educated off-world, so perhaps he
sees this as the opening wedge to forcing us to accept your truth. No, not
your truth, the truth."”

He laughed again, more easily this time, and toyed with his snifter.

"I thought this conversation would be much more difficult, you know," he said.
"You mean it wasn't difficult?" Courvosier asked wryly, and Yanakov chuckled.
"Oh, it was, Admiral, indeed it was! But I expected it to be even worse." The
Grayson inhaled deeply and straightened in his chair, then spoke more briskly.
"At any rate, that's why we've reacted the way we have. I promised the
Protector I'd try to overcome my prejudices and those of my officers and men,
and I take my duty to my Protector as seriously as I'm certain you take yours
to your Queen. I swear we'll make the effort, but please bear in mind that I'm
better educated and far more experienced than most of my officers. Our lives
are shorter than yours-perhaps your people gain wisdom while you're still
young enough for it to be of use to you?"

"Not really." Courvosier surprised himself with a chuckle. "Knowledge, yes,
but wisdom does seem to come a little harder, doesn't it?"

"Yes, it does. But it does come, even to stiff-necked, conservative people
like mine. Be as patient with us as you can, please-and please tell Captain
Harrington, when she returns, that I would be honored if she would be my guest
for supper.”

"With a 'protector'?" Courvosier teased gently, and Yanakov smiled.

"With or without, as she pleases. I owe her a personal apology, and I suppose
the best way to teach my officers to treat her as she deserves is to learn how
to do it myself."

CHAPTER NINE

THE K4 STAR CALLED ENDICOTT burned in the view port, and the planet Masada
basked in its warmth. Endicott was far cooler than the F6 furnace at the heart
of the Yeltsin System, but then, Masada's orbital radius was barely a quarter
that of Grayson's.

Captain Yu sat with folded arms, chin on his chest, contemplating the planet
and star, and wished the government had found someone else for this
assignment. He disliked clandestine ops on principle, and the superiors who'd
explained how this was supposed to work had either totally underestimated the
narrow-minded hesitancy of the Masadans or else lied when they briefed him. He



was inclined to believe it was the former, yet one could never be entirely
certain of that. Not in the People's Republic.

The outside galaxy saw only the huge sphere Haven had conquered. It didn't
realize how fragile the Republic's economy truly was or how imperative that
fragility made it that Haven continue to expand. Or Jjust how calculating and
cynically manipulative the PRH's leaders had become, even with their own
subordinates, under the pressure of that imperative.

Yu did. He had more sense of history than most officers of the People's Navy-
more of it than his superiors would have preferred. He'd almost been expelled
from the Academy when one of his instructors discovered the secret cache of
proscribed history texts written when the People's Republic was still simply
the Republic of Haven. He'd managed to create enough uncertainty over who
actually owned the offensive tapes to avoid expulsion, yet it had been one of
the more terrifying episodes of his life-and he'd been careful to conceal his
innermost thoughts ever since. The sophistry he practiced bothered him, at
times, but not enough to change it, for he had too much to lose.

Yu's family had been Dolists for over a century. The captain had clawed his
way out of prole housing and off the Basic Living Stipend by sheer guts and
ability in a society where those qualities had become increasingly irrelevant,
and if he had no illusions about the People's Republic, he had even less
desire to return to the life he had escaped.

He sighed and checked his chrono. Simonds was late-again. That was another
thing Yu hated about this assignment. He was a punctual, precise man, and it
irked him immensely that his nominal commander came from a culture where
superiors habitually kept juniors waiting for the express purpose of
underlining their own superiority.

Not that Haven didn't have its own warts, he reflected, falling back into the
dispassionate reverie whose Social Dysfunction Indicators would have horrified
the Mental Hygiene Police. Two centuries of deficit spending to curry favor
with the mob had wrecked not only the People's Republic's economy but any
vestige of responsibility among the families who ruled it. Yu despised the mob
as only someone who had fought his way clear of it could, but at least its
members were honest. Ignorant, uneducated, unproductive leeches, yes, but
honest. The Legislaturists who mouthed all the politically correct platitudes
for the benefit of the rest of the galaxy and the Dolist Managers who
controlled the prole voting blocs were better educated and dishonest, and
that, in Captain Alfredo Yu's considered opinion, was the only way they
differed from the mob.

He snorted and shifted in his chair, staring out the view port, and wished he
could respect his own government. A man ought to be able to feel his country
was worth fighting for, but Haven wasn't, and it wouldn't be. Not in his
lifetime, anyway. Yet corrupt and cynical or not, it was his country. He
hadn't asked for it, but it was the one he'd drawn, and he would serve it to
the best of his ability because it was the only game in town. And because
serving as its sword arm and succeeding despite its flaws was the only way to
prove he was better than the system which had created him.

He growled to himself and rose to pace the briefing room. Damn it, sitting
around and waiting like this always turned his mind down these gloomy, worn
out pathways, and that was hardly what he needed at a time like-

The briefing room hatch opened, and he turned, then came to attention as Sword
of the Faithful Simonds walked in. He was alone, and Yu's spirits rose a bit.
If Simonds had intended simply to stonewall, he would have brought along a few
of the Masadan Navy's plethora of flag officers to trap Yu in the formal
channels of military courtesy and prevent him from pushing hard.

Simonds nodded a wordless greeting and found a chair much more briskly than
usual, then punched the button that popped the data terminal up out of the
table top and keyed the terminal on line. There'd been a time, Yu remembered,



when he wouldn't have had the least idea how to go about even that simple
task, but he'd learned a lot from Haven-and not Jjust about the workings of
Thunder of God's information systems.

Yu took a chair facing the Sword and waited while Simonds quickly reread the
report from Bres-

The captain caught himself. He never thought of Thunder of God as Saladin
these days, and he had to stop thinking of Principality as Breslau. Not just
because of the fiction that Masada had "bought" them from Haven, either.
Anyone who could count on his fingers and toes would realize the two warships
represented over eighty percent of the Endicott System's annual GSP, but their
formal transfer to the Masadan Navy put Haven at a safe remove, legally (or at
least technically), from whatever Masada did with them. It also made it
important for Yu to prevent the Masadan officer corps from suspecting he and
his fellow "immigrants" regarded them as a collection of half-assed, bigoted,
superstition-ridden incompetents. Especially when he did think of them that
way and couldn't make himself stop, however hard he tried.

"I've taken your proposals to the Council of Elders, Captain," Simonds said at
last, leaning back in his chair, "but before deciding, Chief Elder Simonds
wishes to hear your reasoning from your own mouth, as it were. For that
reason, with your permission, I intend to record our conversation."

He looked at Yu, and the captain suppressed a frown before it reached his
mouth. So it was his proposal, was it? Well, that wasn't too surprising. The
Sword badly wanted to become Chief Elder himself when his older brother
shuffled off, yet he seemed unable to grasp that decisiveness was more likely
than timidity to win him the council chair he craved.

On the other hand, if the responsibility was going to be Yu's, then so was at
least a share of the credit, and it couldn't hurt to enhance his own power
base-to the extent any "heathen" could have one with these fruitcakes.

"Of course I don't object, Sir," he said courteously.

"Thank you." Simonds switched on the recorders. "In that case, suppose you
simply begin at the beginning, Captain."
"Certainly, Sir." Yu tipped his chair back and folded his arms once more. "In

essence, Sword Simonds, my belief is that the departure of three-quarters of
the Manticoran escort gives us a window to activate Jericho with a high
probability of success. It's possible they've moved on permanently, though I
think it likely that they'll be returning in the not too distant future. In
either case, however, I believe that, if we act promptly, your government will
be able to suppress the current regime on Grayson and regain possession of the
planet." Although, the Captain thought, only a batch of certifiable lunatics
would want Grayson when they already had a much nicer planet all their own.
"At this time," he continued in the same level voice, "there is only one
Manticoran warship in Yeltsin space, probably a destroyer. That vessel's
primary responsibility is undoubtedly the protection of Manticoran nationals,
and I estimate that its secondary mission priority will be to protect the
freighters which have yet to be unloaded. Under the circumstances, I would
expect its commander to adopt a wait and see attitude, at least initially, if
we attack Grayson. Obviously I can't guarantee that, but Grayson should assume
they can defeat our 'raids' themselves, and if the commander of the remaining
Manticoran ship shares that belief, he'll almost certainly remain in Grayson
orbit until it's too late. Once we've destroyed the bulk of the Grayson Navy,
he'll be faced with a manifestly hopeless situation and may well withdraw
entirely, taking his diplomats with him."

"And if he doesn't withdraw? Or, even worse, doesn't simply sit out our
attack?" Simonds asked expressionlessly.

"Neither possibility will have any bearing on the military situation, Sir. His
firepower can make no realistic difference to subsequent operations, and
should he participate actively in Grayson's initial defensive actions, he



won't be around to withdraw."

Yu smiled thinly.

"I realize your government feels anxious over the possibility of a clash with
Manticore. The People's Republic, however, under the terms of your existing
treaty, is prepared to defend the Endicott System and any territories added to
it, and we're both well aware that Manticore's entire interest in this region
stems from its desire to head off or at least delay open war against the
Republic. My considered opinion is that the risk of Manticoran interference in
Jericho is acceptable, since it's unlikely Queen Elizabeth-" he stressed the
title slightly but deliberately and saw Simonds' nostrils flare "-will have
the political and military will to commit her navy in a situation which is so
obviously beyond retrieval. Even if that ship is destroyed, her government
will probably grit its teeth and take it rather than provoke a major war now."
The captain forbore-again-to mention that if the Masadans had been willing to
provide Haven with basing rights the reinforcements needed to back them would
already be in place. Of course, the chance of a premature war with Manticore
would also be proportionately greater, so perhaps these fanatics' xenophobia
was worth the other pains in the ass it created after all.

"You sound confident, Captain, but what if this single remaining vessel should
prove to be the heavy cruiser and not a destroyer?"

"Her class is irrelevant, Sir." Simonds' nostrils twitched again, and Yu
kicked himself. Habits of speech died hard, and he'd used the feminine gender
without remembering that no Masadan would dream of regarding a warship as
anything but masculine. But he allowed no sign of his slight chagrin to show
as he continued. "Should this ship be Fearless and intervene in the initial
operation, Thunder will more than suffice to assure his destruction. Should
Fearless choose not to intervene at the outset, he won't be powerful enough to
mount a credible defense by himself later."

"I see." Simonds scratched his chin. "I'm afraid we're not quite as confident
Manticore won't respond in overwhelming force, Captain," he said slowly, and
it took considerable self-control for Yu to school his flash of disappointment
into an attentive expression, "but, at the same time, you do have a point
about the window of opportunity. Psychologically, at least, a single warship,
particularly one who's seen all of his consorts withdraw, is more likely to be
aware of his responsibilities to his own government than to someone who isn't
yet even a formal ally."

"Precisely, Sword Simonds," Yu said respectfully.

"How much time do we have?" Simonds asked-for, Yu knew, the benefit of the
Council of Elders; he and the Sword had been over the numbers only too often
in the past twenty hours.

"A minimum of eleven days from their departure, Sir, or approximately nine
days from right now. Depending on their orders, we might have somewhat longer,
but I certainly wouldn't count on that."

"And the time required to complete Jericho?"

"We could be ready to launch the first attack in forty-eight hours. I can't
say precisely how quickly things will move after that, since so much will
depend on the speed with which Grayson reacts. On the other hand, we'll still
have almost seven days before any other escorts can return, which will give
them plenty of time to mount their counterattack. And I suspect they'll want
to strike back as quickly as possible, if only to protect their position in
the treaty negotiations by avoiding an appearance of weakness."

"I know you can't be precise, but the Council would appreciate your best
estimate."

"I see, Sir." Yu narrowed his eyes to hide the contempt in them. Simonds was a
naval officer. He ought to know as well as Yu that any estimate would be
little more than an educated guess. In fact, he probably did know. He simply
wanted to be sure any blame for a wrong guess fell on someone else's



shoulders, and Yu's contempt eased into wry humor as he realized how much
alike Havenite politicos and Masadan theocrats truly were under the skin.
"Very well, Sword. Allowing for normal Grayson readiness states, and with the
proviso that any estimate can be only an estimate, I'd say we could expect
them to counterattack our second or third raid. By the widest stretch of the
imagination, I can't believe it would take them more than a T-day or two to
spot our 'raiding' patterns and respond."

"And you're confident of your ability to crush them when they do?"

"As confident as anyone can be about a military action. It's highly unlikely
they-or even the Manticorans, should their warship intervene-will realize what
they're up against in time to save themselves. It's not impossible, of course,
but the possibility is slight, and even if they break off instantly, their
losses should still be near total."

"Near total?"

"Sir, we're talking about a deep-space engagement between impeller drive
vessels, and we can't predict their exact approach vector," Yu said patiently.
"Unless they come in exactly where we want them, Thunder will get in only a
few broadsides. Their losses will still be high in that case, but it will be
up to our locally-built units to mop them up, and it's highly probable at
least some of them will escape. As I've already pointed out, however, they
have nowhere to escape to. Any survivors can only fall back on Grayson, and
they'll have no choice but to offer action when we advance against the planet
itself. Disengaging won't be an option under those circumstances, and Thunder
can wipe out their entire navy in an afternoon if they stand and fight."

"Um." Simonds rubbed his chin harder and frowned, then shrugged. "Very well,
Captain Yu. Thank you for your time and your very clear arguments. I'll return
to the Council with the recording." He pressed the stud a second time, turning
off the recorders, and continued in a more natural voice. "I imagine we'll
have a decision within another hour or two, Captain."

"I'm glad to hear that, Sir." Yu cocked an eyebrow. "May I ask if you have any
feeling for what that decision will be?"

"I think it's going to be close, but I suspect they'll agree. Elder Huggins is
all for it, and while he represents a fairly small group, it's a powerful one.
Elder O'Donnal is more hesitant, but several of his adherents are leaning
towards Huggins on this one."

"And Chief Elder Simonds?" Yu asked in a neutral tone.

"My brother also favors proceeding," Simonds said flatly. "He'll have to spend
a few past favors to bring the waverers around, but I believe he'll pull it
off." The Sword allowed himself a humorless smile. "He usually does."

"In that case, Sir, I'd like to go ahead and issue the preparatory orders. We
can always stand the fleet down if the Council decides differently."

"Yes." Simonds rubbed his chin again, then nodded. "Go ahead, Captain. But
bear this in mind. If the Chief Elder commits his own prestige to this and it
fails, heads will roll. Mine may be among them; yours certainly will be, at
least as far as your future service to the Faithful is concerned."

"I understand, Sir," Yu said with a sudden unwilling sympathy for the Sword's
waffling. Yu himself faced nothing worse than being banished back to Haven in
disgrace, assuming ONI and the government bought the Masadans' insistence
(which he had no doubt would be very insistent) that any disaster had been
entirely his fault. That would be humiliating and quite possibly disastrous to
his career, but in Sword Simonds' case, "heads will roll" was all too likely
to be literally true, since the sentence for treason against the Faith was
beheading . . . after other, much nastier, experiences.

"I'm sure you do, Captain." Simonds sighed, then stood. "Well, I'd best be
getting back." Yu rose to escort him out, but the Sword waved him back. "Don't
bother. I can find my own way, and I'll pick up a chip of the recording from
Communications on my way out. You've got things of your own to do here."



Sword of the Faithful Simonds turned and stepped through the opening hatch,
leaving Yu alone with the gorgeous panorama of Masada and its sun, and the
captain smiled. Simonds might be walking like a man who expected a pulser dart
any moment, but he was committed at last. This time Jericho would really be
launched, and once Grayson's walls came tumbling down, Captain Alfredo Yu
could shake the dust of this loathsome system from his sandals and go home.

CHAPTER TEN
ENSIGN WOLCOTT NIBBLED A FINGERNAIL and considered the officers at the next
table. Lieutenant (JG) Tremaine had come aboard Fearless as Commander McKeon's
pilot-now he sat chatting with Lieutenant Cardones and Lieutenant Commander
Venizelos, and Wolcott envied his ease with such exalted personages.
Of course, Tremaine had been with the Captain in Basilisk, too. Both the
Captain and the Exec were careful about never letting that color their
official relations with anyone, but everyone knew there was an inner circle.
The problem was that Wolcott needed to talk to someone from inside that
circle-and not Venizelos or Cardones. They were both approachable to their
juniors, but she was afraid of how the Exec might react if he thought she was
criticizing the Captain. And Cardones' reaction would probably be even worse
not to mention the fact that anyone who wore the Order of Gallantry and
the blood-red sleeve stripe of the Monarch's Thanks was more than a little
daunting to anyone fresh from Saganami Island, even if she was his junior
tactical officer. But Lieutenant Tremaine was young enough-and junior enough-
to feel less threatening. He knew the Captain, too, and he was assigned to a
different ship, so if she made a fool of herself, or pissed him off, she
wouldn't have to see him every day.
She nibbled her finger harder, nursing her coffee, then sighed in relief as
Venizelos and Cardones rose.
Cardones said something to Tremaine and they all laughed. Then the exec and
tactical officer disappeared into the officers' mess 1lift, and the ensign
picked up her coffeecup, stiffened her nerve, and crossed to Tremaine's table
as casually as she could.
He was just starting to tidy his tray when she cleared her throat. He looked
up with a smile-a very nice smile-and Wolcott suddenly found herself wondering
if perhaps there weren't other reasons to make his acquaintance. After all, he
was assigned to Troubadour, so the prohibitions against involvements with
people in the same chain of command wouldn't apply. . . .
She felt herself blush at her thoughts, especially in light of what she wanted
to talk to him about, and gave herself an internal shake.
"Excuse me, Sir," she said. "I wonder if I might have a moment of your time?"
"Of course, Ms.-?" He cocked his eyebrows, and she sat at his gesture.
"Wolcott, Sir. Carolyn Wolcott, Class of '81."
"Ah. First deployment?" he asked pleasantly.

"Yes, Sir."

"What can I do for you, Ms. Wolcott?"

"Well, it's just-" She swallowed. This was going to be just as hard as she'd
expected, despite his charm, and she drew a deep breath. "Sir, you were with

Captain Harrington in Basilisk, and I, well, I needed to discuss something
with someone who knows her."

"Oh?" Mobile eyebrows swooped downward, and his tone was suddenly cool.

"Yes, Sir," she hurried on desperately. "It's just that, well, something
happened in-in Yeltsin, and I don't know if I should . . ." She swallowed
again, but something softened in his eyes.

"Had a run in with the Graysons, did you?" His voice was much gentler, and her
face flamed. "Well, why didn't you take it to Commander Venizelos, then?" he
asked reasonably.

"I-" She wiggled in her chair, feeling younger-and more awkward-than in years.



"I didn't know how he might react-or the Captain. I mean, the awful way they
treated her, and she never said a word to them. . . . She might have thought I
was being silly or . . . or something," she finished lamely.

"I doubt that." Tremaine poured fresh coffee for himself and poised the pot
interrogatively above Wolcott's cup. She nodded gratefully, and he poured,
then sat back nursing his cup. "Why do I have the feeling it's the 'or
something' that worries you, Ms. Wolcott?"

Her face flamed still darker, and she stared down into her coffee.

"Sir, I don't know the Captain the way . . . the way you do."

"The way I do?" Tremaine smiled wryly. "Ms. Wolcott, I was an ensign myself
the last time I served under Captain Harrington-and that wasn't all that long
ago. I'd hardly claim to 'know' her especially well. I respect her, and I
admire her tremendously, but I don't know her."

"But you were in Basilisk with her."

"So were several hundred other people, and I was as wet behind the ears as
they come. If you want someone who really knows her," Tremaine added, frowning
as he ran through a mental list of Fearless's officers, "your best bet is
probably Rafe Cardones."

"I couldn't ask him!"™ Wolcott gasped, and Tremaine laughed out loud.

"Ms. Wolcott, Lieutenant Cardones was a JG then himself, and just between you,
me, and the bulkhead, he was all thumbs, too. Of course, he got over that-
thanks to the skipper." He smiled at her, then sobered. "On the other hand,
you've gotten yourself in deep enough now. You may as well go ahead and ask me
whatever it is you don't want to ask Rafe or Commander Venizelos." She twisted
her cup, and he grinned. "Go ahead-trot it out! Everyone expects an ensign to
put a foot in his or her mouth sometime, you know."

"Well, it's just- Sir, is the Captain running away from Grayson?"

The question came out in a rush, and her heart plummeted as Tremaine's face
went absolutely expressionless.

"Perhaps you'd care to explain that question, Ensign." His voice was very,
very cold.

"Sir, it's just that . . . Commander Venizelos sent me down to Grayson to drop
off Admiral Courvosier's baggage," she said miserably. She hadn't meant for it
to come out that way, and she knew she'd been stupid to ask anyone a question
which might be taken as a criticism of her CO. "I was supposed to meet someone
from the Embassy, but there was this . . . Grayson officer." Her face burned
again, but this time it was with humiliated memory. "He told me I couldn't
land there-it was the pad I'd been cleared for, Sir, but he told me I couldn't
land there. That . . . that I didn't have any business pretending to be an
officer and I should . . . go home and play with my dolls, Sir."

"And you didn't tell the Exec?" Tremaine's cold, ominous tone was not, she was
relieved to realize, directed at her this time.

"No, Sir," she said in a tiny voice.

"What else did he have to say?" the Lieutenant demanded.

"He-" Wolcott drew a deep breath. "I'd rather not say, Sir. But I showed him
my clearance and orders, and he just laughed. He said they didn't matter. They

were only from the Captain, not a real officer, and he called her-" She
stopped and her hands clenched on her coffee cup. "Then he said it was about
time we 'bitches' got out of Yeltsin, and he-" she looked away from the table

and bit her lip "-he tried to put his hand inside my tunic, Sir."

"He what?!"

Tremaine half stood, and heads turned all over the dining room. Wolcott darted
an agonized look around, and he sat back down, staring at her. She made
herself nod, and his eyes narrowed.

"Why didn't you report him?" His voice was lower but still harsh. "You know
the Captain's orders about things like that!"

"But . . ." Wolcott hesitated, then met his eyes. "Sir, we were pulling out,



and the Grayson-he seemed to think it was because the Captain was
running away from how badly they've treated her. I didn't know whether he was
right or not, Sir," she said almost desperately, "and even if he wasn't, we
were scheduled to break orbit in an hour. Nothing like that ever happened to
me before, Sir. If I'd been at home, I would've- But out here I didn't know
what to do, and if-if I told the Captain what he'd said about her-!"
She broke off, biting her lip harder, and Tremaine inhaled deeply.
"All right, Ms. Wolcott. I understand. But here's what you're going to do. As
soon as the Exec comes off watch, you're going to tell him exactly what
happened, word-for-word to the best of your memory, but you are not going to
tell him you ever even considered that the Captain might be 'running away.' "
Her eyes were confused-and unhappy-and he touched her arm gently.
"Listen to me. I don't think Captain Harrington knows how to run away. Oh,
sure, she's making a tactical withdrawal right now, but not because the
Graysons ran her off, whatever they may think. If you even suggest to
Commander Venizelos that you thought that might be what was happening, he'll
probably hand you your head."
"That's what I was afraid of," she admitted. "But I just didn't know. And

and if they were right, I didn't want to make things even worse for her, and
the things he said about her were so terrible, I just didn't-"
"Ms. Wolcott," Tremaine said gently, "the one thing the Skipper will never do
is blame you for someone else's actions, and she feels very strongly about
harassment. I think it has to do with-" He stopped and shook his head. "Never
mind. Tell the Exec, and if he asks why you waited so long, tell him you
figured we were leaving so soon they couldn't have done anything about it till
we got back anyway. That's true enough, isn't it?"
She nodded, and he patted her arm.
"Good. I promise you'll get support, not a reaming." He leaned back again,
then smiled. "Actually, I think what you really need is someone to ask for
advice when you don't want to stick your neck out with one of the officers, so
finish your coffee. I've got someone I want you to meet."
"Who's that, Sir?" Wolcott asked curiously.
"Well, he's not exactly someone your folks would want me to introduce you to,"
Tremaine said with a wry smile, "but he certainly straightened me out on my
first cruise." Wolcott drained her cup, and the lieutenant rose. "I think
you'll like Chief Harkness," he told her. "And-" his eyes glinted wickedly "-
if anyone aboard Fearless knows a way to deal with scumbags like that Grayson
without involving anyone else, he will!"

Commander Alistair McKeon watched Nimitz work his way through yet another
rabbit quarter. For some reason known only to God, the terrestrial rabbit had
adapted amazingly well to the planet Sphinx. Sphinx's year was over five T-
years long, which, coupled with the local gravity and a fourteen-degree axial
tilt, produced some . . . impressive flora and fauna and a climate most off-
worlders loved during spring and fall-well, early fall, anyway-and detested at
all other times. Under the circumstances, one might have expected something as
inherently stupid as a rabbit to perish miserably; instead, they'd thrived.
Probably, McKeon reflected, thanks to their birthrate.

Nimitz removed flesh from a bone with surgeon-like precision, laid it neatly
on his plate, and picked up another in his delicate-looking true-hands, and
McKeon grinned. Rabbits might thrive on Sphinx, but they hadn't gotten
noticeably brighter and, just as humans could eat most Sphinxian animal life,
Sphinx's predators could eat bunnies. And did-with gusto.

"He really likes rabbit, doesn't he?" McKeon observed, and Honor smiled.

"Not all 'cats do, but Nimitz certainly does. It's not like celery-every 'cat
loves that-but Nimitz is an epicure. He likes variety, and 'cats are
arboreals, so he never had a chance to taste rabbit until he adopted me." She



chuckled. "You should have seen him the first time I offered him some."

"What happened? Did our cultured friend's table manners desert him?"

"He didn't have any table manners at the time, and he practically wallowed in
his plate.”

Nimitz looked up from his rabbit, and it was McKeon's turn to chuckle at his
disdainful expression. Few treecats ever left Sphinx, and off-worlders
persistently underestimated those who did, but McKeon had known Nimitz long
enough to learn better. 'Cats out-pointed 0ld Earth's dolphins on the
sentience scale, and the commander sometimes suspected they were even more
intelligent than they chose to let people know.

Nimitz held Honor's gaze a moment, then sniffed and returned to his meal.
"Take that, Captain Harrington," McKeon murmured, and grinned at Honor's
laugh, for he hadn't heard many from her in Yeltsin. Of course, he was her
junior CO, and unlike too many RMN officers, who saw patronage and family
interest as a natural part of a military career, she detested even the
appearance of favoritism, so there'd been no invitations to private dinners
since he'd joined her command. In fact, she'd invited Commander Truman to Jjoin
them tonight, but Truman had planned an unscheduled drill for her crew's
surprise evening entertainment.

McKeon was as glad she had. He liked Alice Truman, but however much Honor's
other skippers might respect her, he knew damned well none of them would push
her on any subject she didn't open herself. He also knew, from personal
experience, that she would never dream of sharing her own pain with any of her
own ship's company-and that she was less impervious to strain and self-doubt
than she believed she ought to be.

He finished his peach cobbler and leaned back with a sigh of content as
MacGuiness poured fresh coffee into his cup.

"Thank you, Mac," he said, then grimaced as the chief steward filled Honor's
mug with cocoa.

"I don't see how you can drink that stuff," he complained as MacGuiness
retired. "Especially not after something as sweet and sticky as dessert!"
"Fair enough," Honor replied, sipping with a grin. "I've never understood how
any of you can swill up coffee. Yecch!" She shuddered. "It smells nice, but I
wouldn't use it for a lubricant."

"It's not as bad as all that," McKeon protested.

"All I can say 1is that it must be an acquired taste I, for one, have no
interest in acquiring."

"At least it's not gooey and sticky."

"Which, aside from its smell, is probably its only virtue." Honor's dark eyes
danced. "It certainly wouldn't keep you alive through a Sphinx winter. That
takes a real hot drink!"

"I'm not too sure I'd be interested in surviving a Sphinx winter."

"That's because you're an effete Manticoran. You call what you get there
weather?" She sniffed. "You're all so spoiled you think a measly meter or so
of snow is a blizzard!"

"Oh? I don't see you moving to Gryphon."

"The fact that I like weather doesn't make me a masochist."

"I don't imagine Commander DuMorne would appreciate that implied aspersion on
his home world's climate," McKeon grinned.

"I doubt Steve's been back to visit Gryphon more than twice since the Academy,
and if you think what I have to say about Gryphon weather is bad, you should
hear him. Saganami Island made a true believer out of him, and he resettled
his entire family around Jason Bay years ago."

"I see." McKeon toyed with his coffee cup a moment, then looked up with an
expression that was half smile and half frown. "Speaking of true believers,
what do you think of Grayson?"

Some of the humor vanished from Honor's eyes. She took another sip of cocoa,



as if to buy time, but McKeon waited patiently. He'd been trying to work the
conversation around to Grayson all evening, and he wasn't going to let her off
the hook now. He might be her junior officer, but he was also her friend.

"I try not to think about them," she said finally, her tone a tacit acceptance
of his persistence. "They're provincial, narrow, and bigoted, and if the
Admiral hadn't let me get away from them, I would've started breaking heads."
"Not the most diplomatic method of communication, Ma'am," McKeon murmured, and
her lips twitched in an unwilling smile.

"I wasn't feeling particularly diplomatic. And, frankly, I wasn't all that
concerned with communicating with them, either."

"Then you were wrong," McKeon said very quietly. Her mouth tightened with a
stubbornness he knew well, but he continued in that same quiet voice. "Once
upon a time, you had a real jerk of an exec who let his feelings get in the
way of his duty." He watched her eyes flicker as his words struck home. "Don't
let anything push you into doing the same thing, Honor."

Silence hovered between them, and Nimitz thumped down from his chair to hop up
into Honor's lap. He stood on his rearmost limbs, planting the other four
firmly on the table, and looked back and forth between them.

"You've been headed for this all evening, haven't you?" she asked finally.
"More or less. You could have flushed my career down the toilet-Lord knows you
had reason to-and I don't want to see you making mistakes for the same reason
I did."

"Mistakes?" There was an edge to her voice, but he nodded.

"Mistakes." He waved a hand over the table. "I know you'd never let Admiral
Courvosier down like I let you down, but some day you're going to have to
learn to handle people in a diplomatic context. This isn't Basilisk Station,
and we're not talking about enforcing the commerce regulations or running down
smugglers. We're talking about interacting with the officers of a sovereign
star system with a radically different culture, and the rules are different."
"I seem to recall that you also objected to my decision to enforce the com
regs," Honor half-snapped, and McKeon winced. He started to reply, but her
hand rose before he opened his mouth. "I shouldn't have said that-and I know
you're trying to help. But I'm just not cut out to be a diplomat, Alistair.
Not if that means putting up with people like the Graysons!"

"You don't have a lot of choice," McKeon said as gently as he could. "You're
Admiral Courvosier's ranking military officer. Whether you like the Graysons
or detest them-and whether they like you or not-you can't change that, and
this treaty is as important to the Kingdom as any naval engagement. You're not
just Honor Harrington to these people. You're a Queen's officer, the senior
Queen's officer in their system, and-"

"And you think I was wrong to leave," Honor interrupted.

"Yes, I do." McKeon met her eyes unflinchingly. "I realize that, as a man, my
contacts with their officers must have been a lot less stressful than yours,
and some of them are genuine bastards, potential allies or no. But some of the
ones who aren't let their guard down with me a time or two. They were curious-
more than curious-and what they really wanted to know was how I could stomach
having a woman as my commanding officer." He shrugged. "They knew better than
to come right out and ask, but the question was there."

"How did you answer it?"

"I didn't, in so many words, but I expect I said what Jason Alvarez or any of
our other male personnel would've said-that we don't worry about people's
plumbing, only how well they do their jobs, and that you do yours better than
anyone else I know."

Honor blushed, but McKeon continued without a trace of sycophancy.

"That shook them up, but some of them went away to think about it. So what
concerns me now is that the ones who did have to know there was no real need
for Fearless to convoy these freighters to Casca-not when you could've sent



Apollo and Troubadour. For the real idiots, that may not make any difference,
but what about the ones who aren't total assholes? They're going to figure the
real reason was to get you and Commander Truman 'out of sight, out of mind,'
and it doesn't matter whether it was your idea or the Admiral's. Except

if it was your idea, they're going to wonder why you wanted out. Because you
felt your presence was hampering the negotiations? Or because you're a woman
and, whatever we said, you couldn't take the pressure?"

"You mean they'll think I cut and ran," Honor said flatly.

"I mean they may."

"No, you mean they will." She leaned back and studied his face. "Do you think
that, Alistair?"

"No. Or maybe I do, a little. Not because you were scared of a fight, but
because you didn't want to face this one. Because this time you didn't know
how to fight back, maybe."

"Maybe I did cut and run." She turned her cocoa mug on its saucer, and Nimitz
nuzzled her elbow. "But it seemed to me-still seems to me-that I was only
getting in the Admiral's way, and-" She paused, then sighed. "Damn it,
Alistair, I don't know how to fight it!"

McKeon grimaced at the oath, mild as it was, for he'd never before heard her
swear, not even when their ship was being blown apart around them.

"Then you'll just have to figure out how." She looked back up at him, and he
shrugged. "I know-easy for me to say. After all, I've got gonads. But they're
still going to be there when we get back from Casca, and you're going to have
to deal with them then. You're going to have to, whatever the Admiral may have
achieved in our absence, and not Jjust for yourself. You're our senior officer.
What you do and say-what you let them do or say to you-reflects on the Queen's
honor, not just yours, and there are other women serving under your command.
Even if there weren't, more women are going to follow you in Yeltsin sooner or
later, and the pattern you establish is the one they'll have to deal with,
too. You know that."

"Yes." Honor gathered Nimitz up and hugged him to her breasts. "But what do I
do, Alistair? How do I convince them to treat me as a Queen's officer when all
they see is a woman who shouldn't be an officer?"”

"Hey, I'm just a commander!" McKeon said, and grinned at her fleeting smile.
"On the other hand, maybe you just put your finger on the mistake you've been
making ever since Admiral Yanakov's staff crapped their shorts when they
realized you were SO. You're talking about what they see, not what you see or
what you are."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean you've been playing by their rules, not yours."

"Didn't you just tell me I needed to be diplomatic?"

"No, I said you had to understand diplomacy. There's a difference. If you
really did pull out of Yeltsin because of the way they reacted to you, then
you let their prejudices put you in a box. You let them run you out of town
when you should have spit in their eye and dared them to prove there was some
reason you shouldn't be an officer."

"You mean I took the easy way out."

"I guess I do, and that's probably why you feel like you ran. There are two
sides to every dialogue, but if you accept the other side's terms without
demanding equal time for your own, then they control the debate and its
outcome."

"Um." Honor buried her nose in Nimitz's fur for a moment and felt his
rumbling, subsonic purr. He clearly approved of McKeon's argument-or at least
of the emotions that went with it. And, she thought, Alistair was right. The
Havenite ambassador had played his cards well in his efforts to discredit her,
but she'd let him. She'd actually helped him by walking on eggs and trying to
hide her hurt and anger when Grayson eyes dismissed her as a mere female



instead of demanding the respect her rank and achievements were due.

She pressed her face deeper into Nimitz's warm fur and realized the Admiral
had been right, as well. Perhaps not entirely-she still thought her absence
would help him get a toe in the door-but mostly. She'd run away from a fight
and left him to face the Graysons and their prejudices without the support he
had a right to expect from his senior uniformed subordinate.

"You're right, Alistair," she sighed at last, raising her head to look at him.
"I blew it."

"Oh, I don't think it's quite that bad. You just need to spend the rest of
this trip getting your thoughts straightened out and deciding what you're
going to do to the next sexist twit." She grinned appreciatively, and he
chuckled. "You and the Admiral can hit 'em high, and the rest of us will hit
'em right around the ankles, Ma'am. If they want a treaty with Manticore, then
they'd better start figuring out that a Queen's officer is a Queen's officer,
however he-or she-is built. If they can't get that through their heads, this
thing is never going to work."

"Maybe." Her grin softened into a smile. "And thanks. I needed someone to kick
me in the posterior.”

"What are friends for? Besides, I remember someone who kicked my ass when I
needed it." He smiled back, then finished his coffee and rose.

"And now, Captain Harrington, if you'll excuse me, I need to get back to my
ship. Thank you for a marvelous dinner."

"You're welcome." Honor escorted McKeon to the hatch, then stopped and held
out her hand. "I'll let you find your own way to the boat bay, Commander
McKeon. I've got some things to think about before I turn in."

"Yes, Ma'am." He shook her hand firmly. "Good night, Ma'am."

"Good night, Commander." The hatch slid shut behind him, and she smiled at it.
"Good night, indeed," she murmured softly.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"HELLO, BERNARD," COURVOSIER SAID as he ran into Yanakov just outside the
conference room door. "Got a minute?"

"Certainly, Raoul."

Sir Anthony Langtry, the Manticoran Ambassador, smoothly diverted the rest of
Yanakov's own party, and the Grayson smiled. He and Courvosier had come to
understand one another far better than anyone else might suspect over the past
three days, and he knew this slickly-managed, unscheduled encounter was far
from coincidental.

"Thanks." Courvosier waited while Langtry shepherded the other Graysons
through the door, then smiled a bit apologetically. "I just wanted to warn you
to watch your blood pressure today."

"My blood pressure?" Yanakov had become accustomed to the fact that this man
who looked two-thirds his age was actually forty years older. If Courvosier
wanted to warn him, he was certainly ready to listen.

"Yes." Courvosier grimaced. "Since the question of economic aid is on today's
agenda, you're going to have to put up with the Honorable Reginald Houseman."
"Ah. Should I assume Mr. Houseman is going to be a problem?"

"Yes and no. I've laid down the law to him, and I'm pretty sure he'll play by
my rules when it comes to actual policy drafting, but he thinks of me as a
naval officer, whereas he's a Great Statesman." Courvosier grimaced again.
"He's also a patronizing son-of-a-bitch who thinks all us military types want
to solve problems with a gun in either hand and a knife between our teeth."

"I see. We're not completely unfamiliar with the type here," Yanakov said, but
Courvosier shook his head.

"Not his type, believe me. He's part of the domestic group that wants to hold
down our own Fleet expenditures to keep from 'provoking' Haven, and he



genuinely believes we could avoid war with them if the military only stopped
terrifying Parliament with scare stories about Havenite preparations. Worse,
he thinks of himself as a student of military history." Courvosier's lips
twitched with amusement at some recollection, then he shrugged.

"The point is, he's not one of my greater admirers, and he's not at all
pleased with the military cooperation agreements you and I initialed
yesterday. He's got all sorts of reasons, but what it comes down to is that
his 'study of the problem' convinces him our assumption of Masada's
fundamental hostility to your planet is 'unduly pessimistic.' " Yanakov
blinked, and Courvosier nodded. "You've got it. He believes in peaceful
coexistence, and he can't quite grasp that a cragsheep can coexist with a
hexapuma only from the inside. As I say, he even thinks we should be looking
for ways to coexist with Haven."

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

"I wish I were. Anyway, I suspect he's going to see your Chancellor's presence
as his last chance to salvage the situation from us warmongers. I told him to
watch his step, but I'm not really with the Foreign Office. I doubt he's too
worried about any complaints I may file with his superiors, and from the way
he looked last night, I figure he's got his Statesman Hat on. He's just likely
to start preaching to you about the virtues of economic cooperation with
Masada as a way to resolve your 'minor' religious differences."

Yanakov stared at him, then shook his head and grinned.

"Well, maybe it's a relief to know you've got people on your team with bean
curd for brains, too. All right, Raoul. Thanks for the warning. I'll have a
word with the Chancellor and try to sit on our people if he does."

"Good." Courvosier squeezed his arm with an answering grin, and the two
admirals walked into the conference room side by side.

" . . . so our greatest need, Admiral," Chancellor Prestwick finished his
initial statement, "is for general industrial aid and, specifically, whatever
assistance we can secure for our orbital construction projects. Particularly,
under the circumstances, for naval expansion."

"I see." Courvosier exchanged glances with Yanakov, then nodded to Houseman.
"Mr. Houseman? Perhaps you'd care to respond to that."”

"Of course, Admiral." Reginald Houseman turned to the Grayson with a smile.
"Mr. Chancellor, I appreciate the clarity with which you've sketched out your
needs, and the Kingdom will give every consideration to meeting them. If I
may, however, I'd like to take your points in reverse order."

Prestwick leaned back slightly and nodded agreement.

"Thank you. As far as naval expansion is concerned, my government, as Admiral
Courvosier has already agreed in principle with High Admiral Yanakov, is
prepared to provide a permanent security detachment for Yeltsin in return for
basing rights here. In addition, we will be establishing our own service and
repair facilities, and I see no difficulty in sharing them with you."

Houseman glanced sideways at Courvosier, then continued quickly.

"I think, however, that there are other, nonmilitary considerations which have
not yet been given their full weight." Yanakov saw Courvosier stiffen, and the
two admirals' eyes met across the table, but then Courvosier sat back with a
resigned expression as Prestwick spoke.

"Nonmilitary considerations, Mr. Houseman?"

"Indeed. While no one could overlook or ignore the military threat your planet
faces, it may be that there are nonmilitary ways to reduce it."

"Indeed?" Prestwick glanced at Yanakov, and the high admiral made a "go easy"
gesture under cover of the table. "What ways might those be, Mr. Houseman?"
the Chancellor asked slowly.

"Well, I realize I'm only an economist," Houseman's voice dripped self-
deprecation, and Ambassador Langtry covered his eyes with one hand, "but it



occurs to me that naval expansion can only divert materials and labor from
your other projects. Given the necessity of your orbital farms to your growing
population, I have to wonder, as an economist, if it wouldn't be more
efficient to find some means besides warships to secure peace with Masada."

"I see." Prestwick's eyes narrowed, but Yanakov's repeated braking gesture
restrained his instant, incredulous response. "And those means are?"
"Self-interest, Sir." Houseman made it sound like a concept he'd just
invented. "Despite the population imbalance between your planet and Masada,
you have a considerably greater industrial capacity than they. They have to be
aware of that. And while neither of your systems presently have any
commodities to attract large volumes of interstellar trade, your mutual
proximity makes you a natural market area. Transport times-and costs-between
your systems would be very low, which means the possibility exists for you to
enter into an extremely profitable commercial relationship."

"With Masada?" someone blurted, and Langtry's other hand rose to join its
fellow over his eyes. Houseman's head twitched as if to turn in the direction
of the question, but he didn't-quite-though his smile took on a slightly fixed
air while Prestwick took the time to frame his response.

"That's a very interesting suggestion, Sir, but I'm afraid the fundamental

hostility between Grayson and Masada makes it . . . impractical."
"Mr. Chancellor," Houseman said earnestly, carefully avoiding looking at
Courvosier, "I'm an economist, not a politician, and what matters to an

economist is the bottom line, the cold, hard figures of the balance sheet. And
the bottom line is always higher when potentially hostile groups recognize
their deeper mutual self-interest and act intelligently to maximize it.

"Now, in this instance, what we have is two neighboring star systems, each, if
you'll pardon my frankness, with marginal economies. Under the circumstances,
an arms race between them makes no economic sense at all, so it seems to me
that any move which can reduce your military competition is highly desirable.
I'm aware that overcoming the legacy of centuries of distrust won't be easy,
but surely any reasonable person can see the profit to all sides in making a
successful effort to do so?"

He paused to smile at Prestwick, and Courvosier sat on his temper. Like most
ideologues, Houseman was convinced the purity of his ends justified his means-
whatever means those were-which meant his promise not to open this can of
worms meant absolutely nothing to him beside his calling to end six centuries
of silly squabbling. He was going to have his say, and the only way Courvosier
could have stopped him would have been to banish him from the discussions.
That wasn't practical, given his position as the second ranking member of the
delegation and connections back home, until he got blatantly out of line, so
the only solution was to let him make his case and then cut him off at the
ankles.

"Masada is badly over-populated in terms of its productive capacity," Houseman
went on, "and Grayson requires additional infusions of capital for industrial
expansion. If you opened markets in the Endicott System, you could secure a
nearby planetary source for foodstuffs and sufficient capital to meet your own
needs by supplying Masada with the goods and services it requires for its
population. The boon to your economy is obvious, even in the short term. In
the long term, a commercial relationship which serves both your needs could
only lessen-perhaps even eliminate-the hostility which has divided you for so
long. It might even create a situation in which naval expansion becomes as
unnecessary as it is economically wasteful."

The Grayson side of the table had stared at him in mounting, horrified
disbelief; now they turned as one to look at Courvosier, and the admiral
clenched his teeth. He'd warned Yanakov to watch his blood pressure, but he
hadn't counted on quite how difficult it would be to watch his own.

"Admiral Courvosier," Prestwick asked very carefully, "does this constitute a



rejection of our request for assistance in naval expansion?"

"No, Sir, it does not," Courvosier said, and ignored Houseman's flush. He'd
warned the man against going off half-cocked, but Houseman had been too
convinced of his own moral superiority to listen. Under the circumstances, his
embarrassment weighed very little with Raoul Courvosier.

"Her Majesty's Government," he went on firmly, "is well aware of the Masadan
threat to Grayson. In the event that Grayson allies itself with Manticore, the
government intends to take all necessary and prudent steps to safeguard
Grayson's territorial integrity. If, in the view of your own government and
military, those steps include the expansion and modernization of your fleet,
we will assist in every practical way."

"Mr. Chancellor," Houseman cut in, "while Admiral Courvosier is a direct
representative of Her Majesty, the fact remains that he is primarily a
military man, and military men think in terms of military solutions. I'm
simply trying to point out that reasonable men, negotiating from reasonable
positions, can sometimes-"

"Mr. Houseman." Courvosier's deep, normally pleasant voice was very, very
cold, and the economist turned to glare resentfully at him.

"As you've Jjust pointed out," Courvosier went on in that same cold voice, "I
am Her Majesty's direct representative. I am also the chief of this diplomatic
mission." He held the other's eyes until they dropped, then nodded and
returned his own attention to Prestwick.

"Now, then," he said as if nothing had happened, "as I was saying, Mr.
Chancellor, we will assist your naval expansion in any way we can. Of course,
as you yourself have indicated, you have other needs, as well. The equipment
and materials already being transferred from our freighters to your custody
will make a start towards meeting some of them, but their long-term solution
is going to be an extensive and difficult task. Balancing them against your
military requirements will require some careful tradeoffs and allocations, and
I'm sure Mr. Houseman will agree that the best way to meet all of them will be
to upgrade your own industrial and technical base. And I think we can assume
your major trading partner will be Manticore, not Masada, at least-" he
allowed himself a wintry smile "-for the foreseeable future."”

A ripple of laughter with an undeniable undertone of relief answered from the
Grayson side of the table, and Houseman's face turned ugly for just a moment,
then smoothed into professional non-expression.

"I believe that's probably a safe assumption,”" Prestwick agreed.

"Then we'll proceed on that basis," Courvosier said calmly. He glanced back at
his economic adviser, and there was a hint of steel in his voice as he said,
again, "Mr. Houseman?"

"Well, yes, of course," Houseman said. "I was merely-" He cut himself off and
forced a smile. "In that case, Mr. Chancellor, I suppose we should first
consider the question of government guarantees for loans to Grayson industrial
consortiums. After that-"

The last of the strain dissipated among the Grayson delegates, and Yanakov
leaned back with a sigh of relief. He met Courvosier's eyes across the table,
and the two of them exchanged a brief smile.

Space was deep and dark and empty sixty-five light-minutes from Yeltsin's
Star, but then, suddenly, two starships blinked into existence, radiating the
blue glory of hyper transit from their Warshawski sails in a brief, dazzling
flash no eye or sensor observed. They floated for a moment, sails
reconfiguring into impeller wedges, and then they began to move, accelerating
at scarcely half a dozen gravities in an arc which would intersect the outer
edge of the asteroid belt, and no one saw them coming at all.

* kx %

"Admiral Courvosier, I resent the way you humiliated me in front of the



Grayson delegation!"

Raoul Courvosier leaned back behind his desk in the Manticoran Embassy, and
the look he gave Reginald Houseman would have been recognized by whole
generations of errant midshipmen.

"There was no need for you to undercut my position and credibility so
blatantly! Any diplomat knows all possibilities must be explored, and the
possibilities for reducing tensions in this region would be incalculable if
Grayson would even consider the benefits of peaceful trade with Masada!"

"I may not be a diplomat," Courvosier said, "but I know a little something
about chains of command. I specifically told you not to raise that point, and
you gave me your word you wouldn't. In short, you lied, and any humiliation
you may have suffered in consequence leaves me totally unmoved."

Houseman paled, then reddened with fury. He was unaccustomed to hearing such
cold contempt from anyone, much less ignorant uniformed Neanderthals. He was a
master of his field, with the credentials to prove it. How dared this

this jingoistic myrmidon speak to him this way!

"It was my duty to present the truth, whether you can see it or not!"

"It was your duty to conform to my directives or tell me honestly that you
couldn't do so in good conscience, and the fact that you came to this system
with your own preconceptions and haven't bothered to learn a thing since only
makes you as stupid as you are dishonest."

Houseman gaped at him, too furious to speak, and the admiral continued in a
flat, deadly voice.

"The reason these people are expanding their population after centuries of
draconian population control, the reason they need those orbital farms, is
that Masada is getting ready to wipe them out and they need the manpower to
fight back. I was prepared to learn their fears were exaggerated, but after
studying their intelligence reports and the public record, it's my opinion,
Mr. Houseman, that they have in fact understated the case. Yes, they have a
stronger industrial base, but the other side outnumbers them three-to-one, and
they need most of that industry simply to survive their planetary environment!
If you'd bothered to examine their library data base, or even the précis
Ambassador Langtry's staff have assembled, you'd know that. You haven't, and I
have absolutely no intention of allowing your uninformed opinions to color the
official position of this mission."

"That's preposterous!" Houseman spluttered. "Masada doesn't begin to have the
capacity to project that kind of military power to Yeltsin!"

"I rather thought the military was my area," Courvosier said icily.

"It doesn't take a genius to know that-just someone with an open mind! Look at
their per capita income figures, damn it! They'd ruin themselves if they made
the attempt!"

"Even assuming that statement to be true, that doesn't mean they won't make
the attempt. The point you seem consistently unwilling or unable to grasp is
that rationality isn't their driving motivation. They're committed to the
defeat of Grayson and the forcible imposition of their own way of life in both
systems because they see it as their religious duty."

"Hogwash!" Houseman snorted. "I don't care what mystic gobbledygook they
spout! The fact is that their economy simply won't support the effort-
certainly not to 'conquer' such a hostile-environment planet!"

"Then perhaps you'd better tell them that, not their intended victims. Their
fleet is twenty percent stronger overall than Grayson's, and much stronger in
terms of hyper-capable units. They have five cruisers and eight destroyers to
Grayson's three cruisers and four destroyers. That's not a defensive power
mix. The bulk of the Masadan Navy is designed for operations in someone else's
star system, but the bulk of the Grayson fleet consists of sublight LACs for
local defense. And LACs, Mr. Houseman, are even less capable in combat than
their tonnage might suggest because their sidewalls are much weaker than those



of starships. The local orbital fortifications are laughable, and Grayson
doesn't know how to generate spherical sidewalls, so their forts don't have
any passive anti-missile defenses. And, finally, the Masadan government-which
nuked planetary targets in the last war-has repeatedly stated its willingness
to annihilate the 'godless apostates' of Grayson if that's the only way to
'liberate' and 'purge' the planet!"

The admiral stood, glaring across his desk at the diplomat.

"All that is available from the public record, Mr. Houseman, and our own
Embassy reports confirm it. They also confirm that those industrially backward
Masadans have committed over a third of their gross system product to the
military for the last twenty years! Grayson can't possibly do that. They've
only managed to stay in shouting distance because their larger GSP means the
smaller percentage they can divert to the military is about half as large in
absolute terms. Under the circumstances, only an idiot would suggest they
ought to give their enemies more economic muscle to beat them to death with!"
"That's your opinion," Houseman muttered. He was white-faced with mingled fury
and shock, for he'd looked only at absolute tonnages in the casual glance he'd
given the comparative naval strengths. The difference in capabilities hadn't
even occurred to him.

"Yes, it is my opinion." Courvosier's voice was calmer, but there was no yield
in it. "And because it is, it's also the opinion of Her Majesty's Government
and its diplomatic mission to this system. If you disagree with it, you'll
have every opportunity to tell the Prime Minister and Parliament so once we
return home. In the meantime, however, you will refrain from gratuitously and
stupidly insulting the intelligence of people who've lived their whole lives
facing that threat, or I will have you removed from this delegation. Is that
clear, Mr. Houseman?"

The economist glared at his superior for one more moment, then nodded curtly
and slammed out of the office.

CHAPTER TWELVE

THE BUZZING COM TERMINAL JERKED Raoul Courvosier awake. He sat up in bed
quickly, scrubbing sleep from his eyes, and hit the acceptance key, then
straightened as he recognized Yanakov. The Grayson admiral was bare-chested
under a bathrobe, and his sleep-puffy eyes were bright.

"Sorry to wake you, Raoul." His soft Grayson accent was clipped. "Tracking
just picked up a hyper footprint thirty light-minutes from Yeltsin. A big
one."

"Masada?" Courvosier asked sharply.

"We don't know yet, but they're coming in from oh-oh-three oh-niner-two.
That's certainly right for a straight-line course from Endicott."

"What do you have on impeller signatures?"

"That's mighty far out for us." Yanakov sounded a bit embarrassed. "We're
trying to refine our data, but-"

"Pass the locus to Commander Alvarez," Courvosier interrupted. "Madrigal's
sensor suite is better than anything you've got. Maybe he can refine it for
you."

"Thank you. I hoped you'd say that." Yanakov sounded so grateful Courvosier
frowned in genuine surprise.

"You didn't let that asshole Houseman make you think I wouldn't?"

"Well, no, but we're not officially allied, so if you-"

"Just because we don't have a piece of paper doesn't mean you and I aren't
aware of what both our heads of state want, and one of the advantages of being
an admiral instead of a diplomat-" Courvosier made the word an obscenity "-is
that we can cut through the bullshit when we have to. Now pass that info on to



Madrigal." He paused, about to cut the circuit. "And may I assume I'm invited
to Command Central?"

"We'd be honored to have you," Yanakov said, quickly and sincerely.

"Thank you. Oh, and when you contact Alvarez, see where he is on that project
I assigned him Monday." Courvosier smiled crookedly. "We've been monitoring
your C3 systems, and I think he can probably tie Madrigal's sensors directly
into Command Central's net."

"That is good news!" Yanakov said enthusiastically. "I'll get right on it.
I'll pick you up in my car in fifteen minutes."

Printers chattered madly as the admirals arrived at Command Central, and the
two of them turned as one to the main display board. A dot of light crept
across it with infinitesimal speed. That was a trick of scale-any display
capable of showing a half light-hour radius had to compress things-but at
least gravitic detectors were FTL so they could watch it in real time. For all
the good it was likely to do them.

Madrigal had, indeed, gotten her CIC tied into the net. The board couldn't
display individual impeller sources at such a long range, but the data codes
beside the single blotch of light were far too detailed for Grayson
instrumentation. That was Courvosier's first thought; his second was a stab of
dismay, and he pursed his lips silently. There were ten ships out there,
accelerating from the low velocity imposed by translation into normal space.
Not even Madrigal could "see" them well enough to identify individual ships,
but the impeller strengths allowed tentative IDs by class. And if Commander
Alvarez's sensor crews were right, they were four light cruisers and six
destroyers-more tonnage than the entire Grayson hyper-capable fleet.

A projected vector suddenly arced across the display, and Yanakov cursed
beside him.

"What?" Courvosier asked quietly.

"They're headed straight for Orbit Four, one of our belt mining processing
nodes. Damn!"

"What have you got to stop them?"

"Not enough," Yanakov said grimly. He glanced up. "Walt! How long till they
hit Orbit Four?"

"Approximately sixty-eight minutes," Commodore Brentworth replied.

"Anything we can intercept with?"

"Judah could reach them just short of the processors." Brentworth's voice was
flat. "Nothing else could-not even a LAC."

"That's what I thought." Yanakov's shoulders slumped, and Courvosier
understood perfectly. Sending a single destroyer out to meet that much
firepower would be worse than pointless. "Signal Judah to stand clear of
them," the Grayson admiral sighed, "then get me a mike. Orbit Four's on its
own." His lips twitched bitterly. "The least I can do is tell them myself."

The holo sphere sparkled with individual lights and shifting patterns of
information as Matthew Simonds stood in Thunder of God's CIC. Captain Yu stood
beside him, face relaxed and calm, and Simonds repressed a flare of
disappointment. He should be on Abraham's bridge, not standing here watching
one of his juniors lead Masada's most powerful attack ever on Yeltsin's Star!
But he couldn't be. And powerful as this attack was, it was but one aspect of
the overall plan-a plan whose entirety not even Captain Yu knew.

Orbit Four's CO watched his com, and a drop of sweat trickled down his face.
The transmission had taken almost half an hour to reach him, but he'd known
what it was going to say for over twenty minutes.

"I'm sorry, Captain Hill, but you're on your own," High Admiral Yanakov's
voice was level, his face like stone. "Aside from Judah, nothing we've got can



intercept, and sending her in alone would be suicide."

Hill nodded in silent agreement. His own lack of bitterness surprised him, but
there was no point condemning Judah to share his command's death. And at least
he'd gotten the collector ships out; three were down for repairs, but the
others were well away, packed with Orbit Four's dependents, and his gravitics
had already picked up the squadron headed towards them from Grayson. Unless
the Masadans broke off from Orbit Four to pursue the fugitives in the next
five minutes or so, they could never intercept short of the relief force. At
least his wives and children would survive.

"Do your best, Captain," Yanakov said quietly. "God bless."

"Put me on record," Hill told his white-faced com officer, and the lieutenant
nodded choppily.

"Recording, Sir."

"Message received and understood, Admiral Yanakov," Hill said as calmly as he
could. "We'll do what we can. For the record, I concur completely in your
decision not to send Judah in." He hesitated a second, wondering if he should
add some last, dramatic statement, then shrugged. "And God bless you, too,
Bernie," he ended softly.

Captain Yu's expression had yielded to a slight frown. He leaned to one side,
checking a readout, then straightened with a small shrug. His frown
disappeared, yet there was a new intentness in his eyes. It was almost a look
of disappointment, Simonds thought. Or of disapproval.

He started to ask what Yu's problem was, but the range was down to three and a
half million kilometers, and he couldn't tear his attention from the sphere.

"They're late." Admiral Courvosier's statement was barely a whisper, yet
Yanakov heard him and nodded curtly. The Masadan commander had missed his best
chance to kill Orbit Four from beyond its own range . . . not that it was
going to make any difference to Captain Hill's men in the end.

The Masadan ships' velocities mounted steadily. Their courses were already
curving up in the arc which would take them inside Orbit Four and back the way
they'd come, and weapons crews crouched over their consoles as the range
dropped. There was tension in their faces, but no real fear. They had the
protection of their impeller wedges and sidewalls; the weapon stations
guarding Orbit Four were naked to their fire, protected only by point defense.
"We've got a good target setup, Sir."

Admiral Jansen looked up aboard the light cruiser Abraham, flagship of the
Masadan Navy, as his chief of staff spoke.

"Range?"

"Coming down on three million kilometers."

Jansen nodded. His missiles were slower than Thunder of God's. Their drives
would burn out in less than a minute, and their maximum acceleration was
barely thirty thousand gravities, but his fleet's closing speed was over
27,000 KPS. His missiles would take seventy-eight seconds to reach their
targets from that initial velocity; Orbit Four's missiles would take a minute
and a half to reach him. Only a twelve-second difference-but unlike asteroids,
his ships could dodge.

"Commence firing," he said harshly.

Captain Hill's face tightened as his gravitics picked up missile separations.
At this range, even given their closing speed, drive burnout would send his
missiles ballistic and deprive them of their homing ability over 800,000
kilometers short of target. That was why he'd held his own fire, hoping
against hope that they'd keep coming until he opened up. Not that he'd
expected them to, but it had been worth praying for. There was little point



throwing away birds that couldn't maneuver when they reached the enemy-
missiles that had gone ballistic were easy for impeller drive ships to evade
or pick off-but they'd already come closer than he'd had any reasonable right
to expect, and even a ballistic bird was better than none when he and his men
had at most three salvos before the Masadan missiles arrived.

"Open fire!" he barked, and then, in a softer voice, "Stand by point defense."

The range was too great even for Madrigal's systems to plot single missile
drives, but the display flashed as the destroyer's sensors noted a sudden
background cascade of impeller sources. Courvosier stood silently beside
Yanakov, watching the Grayson admiral's gray, clenched face, and knew there
was nothing at all he could say.

Sword Simonds shivered as he watched the missiles on Thunder of God's
displays. They slashed out from attacker and defender alike, tiny drops of
ruby blood that were somehow beautiful and obscenely tranquil. There should
have been fury and thunder. Should have been the sights and sounds and smells
of battle. But there was only the hum of ventilation systems and the calm,
quiet murmur of sensor technicians.

The tiny dots moved with agonizing slowness across the holo sphere's vast
scale, and time held its breath. Another salvo followed thirty-five seconds
later, and another, answered by the Graysons' replies. Then the first salvo's
dots vanished as their drives burned out, and Admiral Jansen altered course,
twisting away from the defensive fire which had gone inert and clumsy. Simonds
pictured Jansen's missiles driving on through God's own emptiness, invisible
on passive sensors at such a range, and there was an inevitability, almost a
dreaminess, about it now.

Orbit Four's defenses had never been intended to stand off eighty percent of
the Masadan Navy all by themselves. The fixed fortifications were sitting
ducks for missile solutions; anything fired at them was almost bound to hit,
unless it was stopped by point defense, and there simply wasn't enough point
defense to stop the scores of missiles coming at them.

Radar locked onto the incoming warheads, and counter missiles raced to meet
them. The chances of interception were far lower than they would have been for
more modern defensive systems, but Captain Hill's men did well. They stopped
almost a third of them, and lasers and last-ditch autocannon went to
continuous fire against the survivors.

Admiral Jansen stared at his wvisual display, ignoring the salvos of Grayson
missiles flashing towards him. The first one didn't matter, anyway; it would
be ballistic and harmless long before it reached him. The second would still
have a few moments on its drives, but only enough for straight-in attacks with
no last minute penetration maneuvers. Only the third posed a real threat, and
his smile was a shark's as huge fireballs glared, eye-hurting and savage even
at ten light-seconds and despite the display's filters.

Sword Simonds leaned closer to the holo sphere as the flashing time display
counted down to impact for the first Grayson salvo. None of Jansen's impeller
signatures vanished, and the task force altered course again to evade the
second salvo. His eyes darted back to the secondary plot monitoring Orbit
Four's launch times, and his mouth curved up in a smile of triumph.

Something like a soft, silent moan-sensed, not heard-swept through the
background printer clatter of Central Command as the data codes blinked. More
missile projections traced their way across the glass . . . and every one of
them was headed away from the attackers.



Courvosier's shoulders slumped. They'd deserved better than that, he thought.
They'd deserved-

"They got one of the bastards!" someone screamed, and his eyes jerked back to
the board.

The missile was an orphan from Captain Hill's third and final salvo. In fact,
it should have been from his second salvo, but its launch crew had suffered a
momentary loss of power. By the time the frantic techs got their weapon back
on line, their bird launched almost five seconds after the third salvo, and
all of them were dead by the time it entered attack range. The orphan neither
knew nor cared about that. It drove forward, still under power while its
sensors listened to the beacon of its chosen target. The Masadan defensive
systems almost missed the single missile entirely, then assigned it a far
lower threat value as it tagged along behind the others.

Admiral Jansen's ships writhed and twisted far more frantically, for unlike
the first salvo, this one still had drive power. But Tracking had its birds
pegged to a fare-thee-well, and counter-missiles charged to meet the most
dangerous ones.

Defensive fire smashed some of the orphan's fellows. Others immolated
themselves uselessly against impeller wedges they couldn't possibly penetrate.
A handful struck squarely at the far weaker sidewalls protecting the open
sides of those wedges, and one of them actually penetrated. Its target
lurched, damage alarms screaming, but the Masadan destroyer's damage was
slight, and only the orphan was left. Only the orphan with the low threat
value.

The two counter-missiles targeted on it flashed past, clear misses without the
better seeking heads of more modern navies, and its target's sensors, half-
blinded by the artificial grav wave of its own belly stress band, lost lock.
There was no last-minute laser fire, and the missile bobbed up, programmed for
a frontal attack, and threw every erg of drive power it still had into
crushing deceleration. There wasn't time to kill much velocity, even at 30,000
gees-but it was enough.

The unprotected, wide open throat of the light cruiser Abraham's impeller
wedge engulfed the warhead like a vast scoop. Primary and backup proximity
fuses flashed as one, and a fifty-megaton explosion erupted one hundred meters
from the Masadan flagship.

Sword Simonds' face went bone-white as the impeller signature vanished. Air
hissed in his nostrils, and he peered at the holo sphere for one, frozen
moment, unwilling to accept it, then turned to stare at Captain Yu.

The Havenite returned his gaze gravely, but there was no shock, no horror, in
his eyes. There wasn't even any surprise.

"A pity," Yu said quietly. "They should have launched from farther out."”
Simonds clenched his teeth against a mad impulse to scream at his "adviser."
Twenty percent of the Masadan wall of battle had just been obliterated, and
all he could say was they should have launched from farther out?! His eyes
blazed, but Yu flipped his own eyes to the members of the sword's staff. Most
of them were still staring at the sphere, shocked by the totally unanticipated
loss, and the Havenite officer pitched his voice high enough for them to hear
as he continued.

"Still, Sir, it's the final objective that matters. There are always losses,
however good a battle plan may be, but Grayson has lost far more heavily than
we have, and the trap is set, isn't it, Sir?"

Simonds stared at him, still quivering with fury, but he felt his staff behind
him and sensed the potential damage to their confidence. He knew what Yu was
doing, and the infidel was right-curse him!

"Yes," he made himself say calmly and levelly for his staff's benefit, and the



word was acid on his tongue. "Yes, Captain Yu, the trap is set . . . exactly
as planned."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

BERNARD YANAKOV'S UNIFORM TUNIC hung over a chair, the topmost button of his
shirt was open, and he frowned at his terminal, then looked up with a weary
smile of welcome as the door opened to admit Raoul Courvosier and the
background chatter of printers.

Civilian clothing or not, no one could mistake Courvosier for anything but a
naval officer now, and Yanakov was devoutly thankful for his presence. Not
only had he made his destroyer's sensors available to Grayson, but he'd also
placed his own vast experience at Yanakov's disposal. Despite, Yanakov knew,
protests from certain members of his delegation that he ought to load them all
aboard Madrigal and get them safely out of the line of fire.

"You need sleep," the Manticoran said bluntly, and Yanakov nodded.

"I know," he sighed, "but-" He broke off and shrugged, and Courvosier nodded
in understanding. Not approval, just understanding.

A fatigue-dulled mind was scarcely the best tool for his system's defense, but
Yanakov couldn't sleep. Orbit Four had been joined by Orbit Five and Six, and
neither of their commandants had gotten as lucky as Hill. Or, rather, the
Masadans had gotten smarter. They were launching from six million kilometers
or more, ranges so long the defensive missiles' drives burned out over five
full minutes short of their targets. It gave the defenders longer tracking
times and better point defense kill probabilities, yet sheer numbers more than
made up for that by saturating the defenses. It might cost the Masadans a lot
of missiles, but Grayson had already lost nine percent of its orbital resource
processing capacity . . . not to mention twenty-six hundred uniformed
defenders and sixteen thousand civilian workers.

"You know," the Manticoran admiral mused, looking out through the glass wall
across the bustling battle staff, "there's something peculiar about this whole
attack pattern." He turned to face Yanakov. "Why aren't they either pulling
completely out of the system or continuing straight along the belt?"

"They are continuing along the belt," Yanakov said in some surprise. "They're
picking off our nodes in a straight-line sequence, directly against the belt's
orbit."

"I know, but why take so much time? Why dash in, hit a single target, then
pull back out again, when they could blow their way right along the belt in a
fraction of the time?"

"This way they can watch us coming, then choose a different target or even
break off entirely, and we can't preposition ourselves to intercept-unless we
spread ourselves so thin any force that does catch them will be cut to dog
meat," Yanakov pointed out bitterly.

"No, that's not it." Courvosier rubbed his chin and frowned as he considered
the board. The Masadan raiders tracked slowly across it, retiring from their
third attack, and he shook his head. "Their sensors are no better than yours,
right?"

"Probably not as good, actually."

"All right. Your orbital sensor arrays give you real-time gravitic detection
out to thirty-four light-minutes-eight light-minutes beyond the belt on their
normal retirement vector. More than that, the Masadans know they do."

"Well, yes." Yanakov scrubbed at burning eyes, then rose and walked across to
stand beside his friend and watch the display. "Of course, there's a lot of
transmission lag from the more distant arrays-especially those on the far side
of Yeltsin-but they're working our side of the primary, so Command Central's
got real-time data where it really matters. That's why they pull back out
beyond our detection range after each raid, pick a new attack vector, and come
charging back in. As you say, our shipboard sensors have very limited range



compared to yours. Even if we happened to guess right and place a force where
it could intercept them, its commander couldn't see them soon enough to
generate an intercept, and we probably couldn't pass him light-speed orders
from Command Central in time for him to do it, either."

"I could buy that," Courvosier agreed, "but you're missing my point. They keep
pulling back out to the same damned place after each attack, and they have to
know you can see them doing it."

"Um?" Yanakov frowned, and Courvosier nodded.

"Exactly. They keep heading back to the same spot before your sensors lose
them. And as they work their way along the belt, they keep extending their
flight distance back to that same place with each target they hit. That not
only makes them more vulnerable to interception but also vastly extends the
time they're spending on the entire operation, yet they keep poking along at
no more than point-three cee while they do it. Now why would they be doing
that?"

"Well . . ." Yanakov scratched his head. "They're throwing a lot of missiles
in each attack. That has to run their magazines low-maybe they've got colliers
out there with reloads and they have to return to them to rearm. And I suppose
the low velocities could be so they don't have to kill too much vee if we do
manage to hide something in front of them."

"Possibly, possibly," Courvosier murmured. "But their timing suggests they had
somebody hidden out there, watching when Fearless, Apollo, and Troubadour
left. They may think that was our entire escort force, and they may not have
any idea those ships are coming back, but they have to know there's a high
probability some Manticoran squadron's likely to drop by. That should be a
factor in their planning. They ought to be going for a fast decision, hoping
to finish you off before some RMN admiral intervenes on your behalf."

"One already has, in a sense," Yanakov said with a tired grin.

"You know what I mean."

"True-but I'm not too sure about your basic premise. There's no commerce
between Yeltsin and Endicott. That means no information flow, so how could
they know you were ever here in the first place?"

"The fact that we were sending a diplomatic mission-and a convoy-has been
general knowledge for months," Courvosier argued, "and they must've known we'd
send along an escort. Once we arrived, all they'd have needed to make a pretty
fair projection of what we were up to is a single hidden picket. And look at
the timing. Allow a day or so for their picket to sneak back out to Masada
after Fearless left, then another day to mobilize, and they'd be back here
just about the time they started shooting." He shook his head. "They know at
least some of the escorts pulled out, and they're trying to get in before any
other Manticoran force gets here to replace them."

"I don't think they have the technical capability to pull off that kind of
operation, Raoul. Oh, certainly they could get a ship in or out. All they'd
have to do is translate beyond our detection range and come in with a low-
powered wedge, then hide in the asteroid belt. Even if we saw them, we'd
probably put them down as routine mining traffic, and getting out would be
just as easy. But even if they did that, they'd need sensors almost as good as
yours to tell what's happening in the inner system." Yanakov shook his head.
"No, the timing has to be a coincidence."

"Maybe." Courvosier shook himself. "At any rate, Captain Harrington will be
back within another four days."

"I can't wait that long," Yanakov said, and Courvosier looked at him in
surprise. "They've taken out close to ten percent of our processors; if I give
them another four days, they'll destroy forty years of investment-not to
mention killing several thousand more people-especially if, as you yourself
have pointed out they should, they drop this in-and-out nonsense and start
working their way straight around the belt. I've got to stop them sooner than



that . . . assuming I can figure a way to intercept the bastards in strength."
"I see." Courvosier chewed the inside of his lip for a minute, then frowned
intently. "You know, there just might be something you can do."
"Such as?"
"You're too tired to think straight, Bernie. If they keep heading back to the
same spot every time, you don't have to let them see you coming."
"You're right." Yanakov sat back down abruptly, then began punching keys. "If
we know where they're going, we could wait till they pull back from this last
attack, then put everything we've got on a course to intercept their
retirement vector for the next one!"
"Exactly." Courvosier grinned. "Get your people out there, accelerate like
hell once the bad guys are out of their sensor range of you, then kill your
drives and coast until they start back out after their next attack. What's
your max fleet acceleration?"
"Five hundred gees, more or less, for the hyper-capable units," Yanakov said.
"Three seventy-five for the LACs." He studied his calculations for a moment,
then grimaced and started changing numbers.
"Do the LACs add enough firepower to justify holding your starships back?"
"No. That's what I'm reworking." Yanakov nodded as new numbers began to come
together. "Okay, that's better. Now, given their operational pattern to date,
I think we can assume a sensor window of-" He tapped a quick calculation.
"Call it three and a half hours. Three to be on the safe side."
"Which means you could be up to-?"
"Approximately fifty-three thousand KPS. And even if they don't come back in
at all, that would take us to the point where our sensors keep losing them in
roughly four hours from Grayson orbit," Yanakov said, still working at
his terminal. "Given their attack patterns, we can kick our drives back in
call it three hours into their next run and still intercept even if they
pull back out the instant they pick us up!" His hands stilled on the keys and
his tired eyes were almost awed. "By the Grace of God the Tester, you're
right. We can do it."
"I know," Courvosier replied, but he sounded less enthusiastic. Yanakov looked
a question, and he shrugged. "Oh, it's neat, and I like the notion of using
their predictability against them, but there's still something I can't quite
put my finger on. It just doesn't make sense for them to give us an opening
like this."
"Didn't someone say the general who makes the last mistake loses?"
"Wellington, I think. Or maybe it was Rommel." Courvosier frowned. "Tanakov?"
He shrugged it away. "The point is, we want them to make the mistake."
"I don't see how it can hurt us," Yanakov argued. "Holding the Fleet in-system
accomplishes absolutely nothing. At least this gives us a chance. And, as you
say, Captain Harrington will be back in four days. If they have missile
colliers out there, we may be able to knock them out and choke off their
supplies, even if we miss an actual interception. And even if we only derail
their operations for a few days, that'll still be long enough to prevent
further damage before she gets back and kicks the bas-"
He broke off, a curious expression on his face, and Courvosier cocked an
eyebrow.
"Sorry," Yanakov half-muttered. "I was simply assuming you'd commit her ships
to help us."
"Why in the galaxy shouldn't you assume that?" Courvosier demanded.
"But you're not- I mean, we're not-" Yanakov paused and cleared his throat.
"We don't have a treaty yet. If you lose ships or take damage on your own
responsibility without one, your government may-"
"My government will do what Her Majesty tells it to do," Courvosier said
flatly, "and Her Majesty told me to come back with a treaty with Grayson."
Yanakov looked at him wordlessly, and he shrugged. "I can't very well do that



if I let Masada wipe you out, can I?" He shook his head. "I'm not too worried
about the Crown's reaction, or even Parliament's. The Queen's honor is at
stake here. And even if it weren't, I wouldn't sleep too well nights if I
turned my back on you people, Bernie."

"Thank you," Yanakov said very softly, and Courvosier shrugged again,
uncomfortably this time.

"Forget it. It's really just a sneaky maneuver to bring your own conservatives
around."

"Of course it is." Yanakov smiled, and Courvosier grinned back.

"Well, I can pretend, can't I?" He rubbed his chin again and fell silent for a
moment. "In fact, with your permission, I'm going to take Madrigal out with
your interception force."

"What?!" Surprise betrayed Yanakov into the undiplomatic exclamation, but
Courvosier only shook his head in mock sorrow.

"I told you you need sleep. Madrigal's sensors are better than anything you-
and, ergo, the Masadans-have. If we include her in your intercept force, her
gravitics'll pick them up a minimum of two light-minutes before they have the
reach to see you. That means you can keep your force under power longer, build
a higher base vector, because you'll only have to shut down when they do come
back, not when we think they might come back. And just between the two of us,
I don't think any Masadan cruiser out there is going to enjoy meeting up with
her, Bernie."

"But . . . but you're the head of a diplomatic mission! If anything happens to
you-"

"Mr. Houseman will be only too happy to take over in that unhappy event."
Courvosier grimaced. "Not the happiest of outcomes, I agree, but scarcely
disastrous. And I told the FO when I took the job that it was only temporary.
As a matter of fact-" he grinned slyly "-I believe I may have slipped up and
packed a uniform or two along with all these civvies."

"But, Raoul-!"

"Are you saying you don't want me along?" Courvosier asked in hurt tones.

"Of course I do! But the possible repercussions-"

"-are far outweighed by the probable benefits. If a Queen's ship fights
alongside you against your traditional enemy, it can only be a plus for the
ratification of any treaty, don't you think?"

"Of course it would," Yanakov said, but the words cracked around the edges,
for he knew it wasn't diplomatic considerations which shaped the offer. "Of
course," he went on after he got his voice back under control, "you're senior
to any of my other officers. Hell, you're senior to me!"

"I'll certainly waive seniority," Courvosier said wryly. "After all, my entire
'fleet' consists of a single destroyer, for God's sake."

"No, no. Protocol must be observed," Yanakov said with a tired smile. "And
since this is all a sneaky diplomatic ploy, not a spontaneous and generous
offer to help people who have done their best to insult your senior
subordinate and half your other officers, we might as well play it to the
hilt." He held Courvosier's eyes warmly and extended his hand.

"I hereby offer you the position of second in command of the Grayson-
Manticoran Combined Fleet, Admiral Courvosier. Will you accept?"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

AN ADMIRAL'S VAC SUIT LOOKED out of place on HMS Madrigal's cramped bridge,
for a destroyer had never been intended as a flagship. The assistant
astrogator had been squeezed out of his position at Lieutenant Macomb's elbow
to provide Courvosier with a chair and a maneuvering display, and if Commander
Alvarez seemed totally unbothered, almost everyone else was clearly a little
ill at ease in his august presence.



But Lieutenant Commander Mercedes Brigham wasn't. Madrigal's exec had other
things on her mind as she stood at the tactical officer's shoulder and peered
at her displays, and those displays were why Courvosier wouldn't have been
anywhere else, for they gave Madrigal infinitely better information than any
other ship in the small fleet accelerating away from Grayson.

The admiral leaned back, resting one hand on his chair's waiting shock frame,
and watched his own readouts. His cramped screen wasn't as detailed as the one
Brigham and Lieutenant Yountz studied so intently, but it showed the Grayson
ships deployed protectively about Madrigal. They'd lost a half-hour of their
anticipated "free time" because a single Masadan destroyer had lagged behind
her withdrawing consorts for some reason; aside from that everything was
exactly on schedule, and two Grayson destroyers led Madrigal by a light-second
and a half, covered by her sensors yet interposing themselves between her and
any threat. Not that they were likely to meet one with her to watch their
backs, but the Graysons were guarding her like a queen.

It was odd, Courvosier thought. Manticoran destroyers had excellent sensor
suites for their displacement, but they were hardly superdreadnoughts. Yet at
this moment, Madrigal was the closest thing around. She was a pygmy beside
Honor's Fearless, much less a battlecruiser or ship-of-the-wall, but she
massed barely twelve thousand tons less than Yanakov's flagship, and her
command and control facilities, like her firepower, were light-seconds beyond
the best the Graysons could boast.

Given the way Grayson's original colonists had marooned themselves, it was
little short of miraculous their descendants had managed to rediscover so
much-and survive-on their own, but their tech base was patchy. They'd been
fifteen hundred years behind the rest of the galaxy when they were finally
rediscovered, yet the progeny of Austin Grayson's anti-tech followers had
demonstrated a positive genius for adapting what they already knew to any new
scrap of technology they got their hands on.

Neither Endicott nor Yeltsin had been able to attract significant outside help
until the Haven-Manticore confrontation spilled over on them. Both were
crushingly impoverished; no one in his right mind voluntarily immigrated to an
environment like Grayson's; and Masada's theocratic totalitarians didn't even
want outsiders. Under the circumstances, the Graysons had made up a phenomenal
amount of ground in the two centuries since their rediscovery by the galaxy at
large, but there were still holes, and some of them were gaping ones.

Grayson fusion plants were four times as massive as modern reactors of similar
output (which was why they still used so many fission plants), and their
military hardware was equally out of date-they still used printed circuits,
with enormous mass penalties and catastrophic consequences for designed
lifetimes-though there were a few unexpected surprises in their mixed
technological bag. For example, the Grayson Navy had quite literally invented
its own inertial compensator thirty T-years ago because it hadn't been able to
get anyone else to explain how it was done. It was a clumsy, bulky thing,
thanks to the components they had to use, but from what he'd seen of its
stats, it might just be marginally more efficient than Manticore's.

For all that, their energy weapons were pitiful by modern standards, and their
missiles were almost worse. Their point defense missiles used reaction drives,
for God's sake! That had stunned Courvosier-until he discovered that their
smallest impeller missile massed over a hundred and twenty tons. That was
fifty percent more than a Manticoran ship-killer, much less a point defense
missile, which explained why they had to accept shorter-ranged, less capable
counter missiles. At least they were small enough to carry in worthwhile
numbers, and it wasn't quite as bad as it might have been, if only because the
missiles they had to stop were so limited. Grayson missiles were slow, short-
legged, and myopic. Worse, they required direct hits, and their penaids might
as well not exist. They weren't even in shouting range of Madrigal's systems,



and the destroyer could take any three Grayson-or Masadan-light cruisers in a
stand-up fight.

Which, he reflected grimly, might be just as well in the next several hours,
for something still bothered him about the entire Masadan operational pattern.
It was too predictable, too . . . stupid. Of course, closing to three million
klicks before engaging Orbit Four hadn't exactly been a gem of genius, either,
but the Graysons and Masadans had fought their last war with chem-fuel
missiles and no inertial compensators at all. Their capabilities had leapt
ahead by eight centuries or so in the last thirty-five years, so perhaps
closing that way resulted from simple inexperience with their new weapons mix.
But Grayson wouldn't have done it, his doubts told him, for Yanakov had seen
to it that his people knew exactly what their systems could do. Then again,
Yanakov was a remarkable man in many ways, not simply as an officer, and
Courvosier regretted the brevity of his lifespan, already nearing its end
after less than sixty years, almost as much as he regretted Fearless's
absence.

He snorted to himself. Perhaps he shouldn't apply Yanakov's standards to his
opponents, but he'd never met any Masadans. Maybe that was his problem. Maybe
he was giving them too much credit because, despite their crude hardware, the
Graysons were so good. Their opposition might really be as bad as their ops
patterns suggested.

He shrugged. He was going to discover the truth soon enough, and-

"Ma'am, I've got-"

"I see it, Mai-ling." Brigham touched the ensign at the assistant tactical
officer's station lightly on the shoulder and looked at Alvarez.

"We've got them on gravitics, Skipper, bearing three-five-two by zero-zero-
eight. Range nineteen-point-one light-minutes, speed three-zero-eight-eight-
nine KPS, accelerating at four-point-nine-zero KPS squared." She leaned closer
to the display, studying data codes, then nodded. "All there, Sir. And they're
on course for Orbit Seven."

"Closure time?" Alvarez asked.

"They'll cross our track port to 