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  "I still don't know if this is a good idea," Nestor muttered as the Palace's holographic specialists strapped him into the same specially-made chair I'd just climbed out of. "I mean..."


  "Hogwash!" I replied with a half-bitter smile. "You were there too, and stood in the very same wet concrete I did. That's how it happened, that's how it's portrayed at the Royal War Museum, and that's how it'll be commemorated here as well."


  Nestor's eyes fell and his ear-linings darkened. Back when he'd volunteered to become my steward, the poor bunny had been far too unsophisticated to grasp what he was letting himself in for. Had the shy little creature he then was been able to foretell the future, he'd probably have run away screaming. Now, however, it was a good decade or so too late to back out. "I'll be right outside," I reassured him in the exact same tone I'd employed back when Nestor was still illiterate and having a difficult time adapting to his new role in the wider context of life beyond the navy. Then I smiled at the technicians. "You're in good hands."


  "He certainly is, sir!" one agreed as the other upended Nestor's chair so that the soles of his feet faced the holocamera. "We'll be done in a jiffy."


  "Good," I replied, stepping out. My schedule was very tight indeed these days, as tight as I'd ever known it. Everything was planned virtually to the minute. It'd been that way ever since I'd arrived home sitting in my wheelchair on the bridge of the captured battleship Equalitie right alongside the proud Captain Blaine, who after torpedoing no less than three separate Imperial battlewagons had been awarded the honor of bringing both our finest prize and myself safely home. First there'd been interviews, then victory parades that'd turned into wild celebrations in the streets, then the endless and inevitable after-action reports... I was also going to be court-martialed again, I supposed. That was, if anyone could work up enough energy to try me when even Admiral Beckendorf was putting the best face possible on the whole affair and admitting he'd been wrong not to order the charge himself. He and I had shaken hands on the issue while I was still in Nightingale's sick bay and not expected to live—it'd been very good of him to make a special trip just to apologize.


  "You realize of course, sir, that we'll have to work up a whole new design," the Lord Privy Seal, chief of the Mint among his many other duties, muttered darkly. All the rest of the Mint's coins carried the images of dead men; he wasn't accustomed to having his subjects giving him lip. "It'll all have to be thrown together in two weeks if we're to have anything ready for the Emancipation Proclamation."


  I shrugged—once upon a time I'd have stood in open-mouthed dread before a genuine Lord of the Realm. That'd been a very long time ago, however. "I'm sure you'll manage something." Then I smiled as the holographer snapped one image after another of the soles of Nestor's feet.


  "Our larger denomination coins usually require months of preparation before we introduce a design change," the Privy Seal continued, his scowl unabated. "Even years. Yet everything is rush, rush, rush! This is a whole new series, a hundred-credit gold coin portraying a pivotal event in our history. Not just the battle, but that a Rabbit did so much to win it. Such an occasion deserves better than this! I mean... What are we going to accomplish in two weeks? Sir... You've upset everything!"


  I shrugged again. "It's an easy fix. You won't have to change the obverse at all. Just the back. If worst comes to worst, you can unveil only that one side." The "century's" face was going to portray me in my commodore's uniform, Sword drawn, with torpedo cruisers and destroyers arrayed in ranks behind me as if I were leading their charge. I hated the image with a passion, but James had all but Commanded me to pose regardless. I drew the line, however, when I learned that the Mint planned to put my footprints on the back in commemoration of the Imperious raid, neglecting Nestor as if he'd not even been there. That was intolerable, not just because of who Nestor was and what he meant to me but also because his footprints would convey the very important message that I'd not been alone, that never once during my career had I ever accomplished a single thing without the help and support of a multitude. In fact, I'd been forced to grow a bit stubborn about the matter. Which had meant sparing precious minutes out of an overcrowded schedule first for the argument itself and then to holograph Nestor's feel as well as my own. But... Damnit, this was important!


  


  "Do we have a firm time estimate yet, sir?" Henry asked smoothly from behind my right shoulder. "The Royal Chamberlain's called again."


  I looked down at my feet and sighed. There'd been a time when if I wanted to see James all I'd had to do was open my bedroom door and shout across the hall. Nowadays, even though I still spent half my nights in a bedroom perhaps fifty feet from his own he might as well have been living on another planet. Which in turn meant that if we were to accomplish a rendezvous our orbits had to be carefully calculated in advance. Clearly, my little tantrum about the footprints had ruined everything. "Tell them half an hour," I muttered to my number-two aide, who by now ranked just under Nestor in my little circle of personalities. Professor Lambert's son had proven to be bright, capable, and perfectly willing to accept even common labor-bunnies as his social equals. What more could I ask? He'd done so well managing my affairs while I was off on my mission to Wilkes Prime that I'd given him a raise. Not only were there now full-time schools running year-round on my now-crowded little fiefdom full of manumitted Rabbits, but he'd actually begun work on a university as well. The least I could do in return was to offer him the kind of personal access and interaction he so badly needed to write the books he someday hoped to author. So Henry was now handling my schedule and business affairs. Besides, Nestor needed the break. "At most it'll be forty-five minutes. Please add my personal apology to His Majesty, and explain that I consider the matter to be of great importance."


  Then it was a matter of waiting while the holographers covered all the angles and took not one but a dozen backup shots of each. This was likely the only chance they'd ever get and they knew it. From the point of view of those who had urgent business with us, Nestor and I might as well have been made of pure unobtainium these days. His chair was hardly returned to the upright and locked position before I barged across the room and shepherded him out, hardly giving him a chance to collect his wits. "His Majesty is waiting," was all the explanation I had to offer. James, after all, was probably the only man in the universe more difficult to book an appointment with than I was. Though somehow we still managed to spend more time together than we really had a right to.


  Fortunately we weren't being summoned to Court—instead we were merely meeting James in his private chambers. For anyone else that'd still mean a brand-new uniform and freshly-polished brasswork, but James and I had wrestled in mudpuddles together as kids and he'd asked me not to change a thing about our relationship during our unofficial time together. So I merely tossed my Sword, hat and tie onto my bed as I passed by my part-time quarters and actually unbuttoned my tunic as I waited for James to emerge from the throne room.


  It didn't take as long as I expected—the instant my tail touched the seat directly across from the Royal office chair that wasn't exactly a throne but in which no one else ever dared sit regardless James came striding in through the back door in full ceremonial makeup and regalia. He bore a thundercloud on his brow. "Hello, David," he greeted me, though he clearly had something else on his mind. "Pour me some icewater, would you, while I take these damned hot robes off? Would you like some tea?"


  "Not just now," I replied as I got out a tumbler and filled it with ice. A footbunny waited in the next room ready to answer our every beck and call, but this was more of James doing his best to keep our friendship as normal as possible, something of which I heartily approved. I handed him his rapidly-chilling drink just as he plopped down into the overstuffed office chair. "Aaaah!" he exclaimed as he took his first sip. "So help me I'm going to have someone install chilling coils in the Throne, and precedent be damned."


  I smiled back but made no comment. James loved Court ritual and even being king, though he'd never admit it. "Having a rough day?"


  His grin vanished. "It's that damned Lord Arthur again. He wants a dukedom, and come hell or high water he means to get it." James shook his head. "It's out of the question, of course. Our entire political system is both archaic and a little bit ridiculous. It's a miracle it works at all, and damn me if I'm going to bloat it more and inflate the value of a noble title even further." Then he sipped his icewater again and sighed. "Titles should be a matter of merit, if we're to have them at all."


  I examined my adopted brother warily. "You're not turning into a Republican, are you?"


  He sighed and waved the idea away. "No, of course not. We couldn't make democracy work properly for even a single country of any great size, much less in a situation like this one where communications are so slow and distances so great. But still…" He scowled. "He practically begged me for a dukedom, David! Can you imagine a House Lord begging for anything? It's… Undignified."


  I sighed and looked down at the floor. David hadn't changed the carpeting—it was still the same as it'd been when I'd met with his predecessor, King Albert. My feet hadn't changed much either.


  "Anyway…" James continued, shaking his head. "We've far more urgent business at hand, you and I." He smiled. "First… Are you fully recovered from your wounds yet?"


  The question was a mere formality, I knew. James was updated on my condition every morning. "So long as I carry an inhaler around with me, yes. And I won't even need that for very much longer."


  He nodded. "Good." Then his voice grew more formal. "I'd like to grant you more leave-time, David. You deserve it, and more. Besides, I think the work you do with your manumitted Rabbits is almost as valuable as what you accomplish on active duty. But this is a critical period in our history."


  I nodded again—the Empire had lost the bulk of their fleet at Wilkes Prime, plus practically all of their support facilities. The war was effectively won, yet in the absence of a capitulation the fighting went on and wearily on.


  "You're to win the final victory, David," he continued. "I'll give you carte-blanche in terms of ships, support— anything you want." His face hardened. "But the peace is to be final. When you're finished, there is to be no more Empire. You may show individual mercy or not at your discretion—even the Emperor's head means nothing to me, in and of itself. And as far as reconstruction goes… Well, some sort of noble House will have to be in local charge out that way. The Three Seats are still empty. I'll not object if they're reclaimed by their former owners, so long as it ends the bloodshed."


  I nodded. "Yes, Your Majesty. And for what it's worth, I agree."


  "This conflict has gone on for much too long—exploration and colonization have slowed to a relative trickle. We can't go on fighting each other, David. Not if we're to fulfill whatever our first, best destiny might be as a species. Or a group of cooperative species, rather." He grinned.


  "Yes, Your Majesty," I agreed, grinning back. In two weeks James was going to publicly announce the end of all slavery in the kingdom, with me standing right alongside him. The Proclamation wouldn't take full effect for three years, though the slaves would instantly be granted certain limited rights. In fact, the reason I was so busy lately was because there were about eleventy-million and fourteen legal, social and financial details that had to be worked out, and I'd sort of de facto become a leading expert in what Rabbits and the rest could and could not be expected to handle for themselves right away. Though I had to spread my attention very thinly between them, I was currently serving on twenty-three different commissions dealing with the so-called "manumission problem". If there wasn't still an Empire to defeat, I was beginning to realize, helping James deal with the problems inherent in ending slavery would be enough to fill my plate to the brim for the rest of my life.


  "I've been very impressed with your non-military work to date, David." He smiled. "Which surprises me not in the least." He tilted his head to one side, looking at me curiously. "Do you think it's something you'd like to stick with after the war's over? Incorporating Rabbits and the rest into society, I mean."


  I nodded. "So far, it's very rewarding. And I have to admit that I'm sort of… Uniquely qualified."


  James grinned. "Good. Because that's exactly what I want from you, in the long run at least. But for the moment… You may recall that I was just complaining about a Lord begging to be raised to a Dukedom. I said that I felt honors should go to those who earn them."


  "James—" I tried to interrupt, suspecting I knew where my sovereign was going and not liking it at all.


  But he spoke right over me, and his words took me by surprise. "Take your friend Captain Parker, for example." He smiled. "His cruise in Javelin was pretty successful, wouldn't you say?"


  I nodded—he'd taken or destroyed over sixty merchantmen and wiped out four entire convoy escorts, one of them a force considerably greater than that of his own command.


  "You'd already petitioned me to knight him even before this cruise, in my role as the House Lord of Marcus." James put his elbows on his desk and steepled his fingers. "What would you say he's earned now?"


  I blinked. "A Peerage, perhaps?"


  James nodded. "I agree. Lord Josiah it shall be. Another commoner makes good." He smiled. "And, how about Nestor? Who's proven every bit as brave as you have, physically at least. What about him?"


  If Rabbits were to become equal citizens, I supposed, well… There was no better way to make the point than to ennoble one. And Nestor deserved the honor. "A knighthood?"


  "I thought so too at first," James replied. "Then I learned that he's covering half your commission meetings for you, and proving a very able replacement indeed." He sighed and shook his head. "I hate to split up such a perfect team, David. And I won't, until this business with the Imperials is finished. But I don't have half enough bunnies with real brains and qualifications to go around, and when the war's finally over he's going to have to begin taking responsibility and leading in his own right. I intend to make him a Peer of the Realm as well, to give him the social status he'll need in his new role." He looked away. "We ourselves had to go our own ways when the time came, David. I'm sorry that Nestor now must do so as well. But duty is a more terrible slavemaster than any other—surely you realize this."


  "Lord Nestor," I replied slowly. It had a certain ring to it, I had to admit. And far be it from me to hold my friend back—I'd told him many times over that he was too capable to be a mere steward. Then I grinned. "Would you please tell him when I'm around to see his face?"


  "Of course," James replied, looking about twelve years old behind his own grin. Then his features sobered. "And you, David? If these others have earned peerages, what do you deserve? Keeping in mind, of course, that neither of the others would've gotten anywhere without you?"


  Suddenly my own smile was gone. "I… Uh…"


  "I've spent hours thinking about it, David. Hours on end, day after day and week after week. So have the rest of my personal staff—it's not an insignificant matter, given your stature. Especially among the Rabbits." He sighed and shook his head. "In the end, we found no fully satisfactory answer."


  A breath I hadn't realized I was holding escaped from my lungs. "Sire, I'd prefer that nothing at—"


  "No, David!" he cut me off, grinning again. "It's not going to be that easy. Just because we were unable to find a satisfactory answer doesn't mean that we didn't find any answer at all." He rose to his feet and looked me directly in the eye. "You're my brother, David, in every way that really matters. In the beginning, some of we Marcus's found that a bit embarrassing. But I never, ever did. Nor did Uncle Robert, once he got to know you. We always planned to move you up as high in the family structure as we possibly could, given the handicaps we knew you were working under."


  I nodded. "For a while, you were considering making me an estate manager."


  "Yes," he replied, still meeting my eyes. "But that was long ago, before any of us even dreamed that you…" He looked away, but only for an instant. "Anyway… You've risen high and fast, David. There's only one proper place for you, and that's at my side. I won't Command you to do this—it wouldn't be right. And I won't accept an answer for at least forty-eight hours. But… Commodore David Birkenhead, Friend of the House of Marcus and my brother, will you permit me to create a new office for you? I wish to name you the first-ever Prince of the Realm, with the special responsibility of acting as Lord Protector for all of my non-human subjects. And before you tell me you won't, I'd like you to ask yourself something. If you don't represent and protect the interests of the ex-slaves, then who shall?"
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  Forty-eight hours might sound like a long time to make a simple decision, and apparently to those who wouldn't actually be stuck wearing the crown the answer was obvious. "It'd be for the good of us all," Uncle Robert declared when I asked his advice. This wasn't too surprising, since he was one of the Royal advisors who'd made the recommendation to begin with.


  "It's the only way to match your actual, real-world power and influence to your social rank," Professor Lambert replied. "I don't think there's any other workable solution, save for you to retire from public life entirely. But you're too young for that, David. And we still need you far too badly."


  Nestor, of course, simply started calling me "Your Highness" and bowed and scraped every chance he got while we were alone together. Though he did also suggest a book on the reign of the Roman Emperor Diocletian, who'd divided the leadership of Rome four ways and thereby, along with the help of other reforms, brought about an amazing rebirth of what'd been a decaying corpse. In fact, had there been any justice in the universe and if Machiavelli hadn't been so fundamentally correct about humans and the pursuit of power his actions might well have preserved the Empire for another thousand years. "Diocletian faced a lot of the same problems we do, sir," Nestor explained as he handed me his battered old reader. "His Empire was large and ungainly and internally divided as well. Perhaps it's for the best on more levels than are obvious."


  It was the book that decided me in the end. That and the fact that soon I'd be negotiating for all practical purposes face-to-face with the Emperor himself. If I was going to be empowered as James's alter ego in such an important matter, then perhaps I needed to be titled accordingly. It was how these things were done in our culture, was all. Ending the war and all the mindless—and now largely purposeless—slaughter that accompanied it had to be the prime goal of any decent and intelligent being. If a crown would help me end it sooner—and in my heart I knew it would—then a crown it'd be, as much as I hated the life it'd force me to live. Besides, who would serve as Protector of the freed slaves if not me?


  Maybe I could sort of abdicate somewhere down the road?


  "Excellent!" James was grinning his best grin when he replied to my acceptance letter over our private link. "Gwendolyn and I had planned a private dinner for tonight, but... This is too big not to celebrate, David. En famile, at least. Would you and Nestor care to join us?"


  I gulped, then decided that turning James down the first time he ever asked anything of me was a lousy way to get started as Prince of the Realm. "Sure," I answered. "We'll be there."


  Nestor and I spend almost an hour sprucing up for the evening meal—we had to cancel a meeting with the Royal Council on Slave Species Empowerment, but my meals with James were important. Even if some were less pleasant than others.


  "Don't you like Lady Gwendolyn, sir?" Nestor asked as he helped me into my uniform jacket. My host's fiancé had specifically asked me come in full naval regalia; she'd never seen me out of civvies before. "She seems like a pleasant enough sort."


  Normally I made it a point to smile when Nestor made a correct guess as to my innermost workings. This time I did no such thing, however—not only because I wasn't even faintly in the mood but because he'd missed his mark by a mile. "She's charming," I answered honestly. "Intelligent, capable, not prejudiced at all that I can see... She'll make a great queen."


  Nestor nodded and looked away—he'd told me once that he often guessed wrong on important matters, and that when he made a mistake he made it a point to figure out where he'd gone wrong. Since that was the last thing I wanted, I decided to offer a half-truth instead. "She's a very pleasant woman, Nestor, and I believe she'll make a fine match for James. Plus, she's a high-ranking Wilkes on her mother's side. It might be a good thing politically just now if the House of Wilkes felt that they had a stake in the success of James's reign. Her appearance is also said to be quite pleasing, though I'll leave that for the humans to judge. But..." I scowled theatrically. "Being around her puts me in a bad mood for other reasons entirely."


  My aide's ears pricked up. "Really?"


  I nodded back and sighed as he buckled on my Sword. "It's Frieda again," I explained, though I could've said much more. "James is younger than I am, you see—almost two full years. In the old days it didn't matter—he was in many ways the elder due to the differences in our circumstances and how much catching up I had to do in so many ways. And now here he's to be married soon, while I..." I looked away and sighed.


  "I see," Nestor replied, his face suddenly grave. Then he looked away. "And I sympathize, for what it's worth."


  "Of course," I replied with a smile. Of all the things Nestor and I had in common, this was perhaps the deepest and darkest. For his personal life—perhaps his very sexuality, for all I knew—had been ruined by the Masters just as thoroughly as had my own. Even more so, perhaps; while I at least had been granted a fleeting, immature glimpse of what love might be like, so far as I could tell his own romantic inclinations had been systematically degraded and ground away to nothing. Everyone in the universe seemed to follow our successes and triumphs, but I preferred to keep my failings to myself. Yet every time I attended a social function accompanied by Nestor instead of a wife I felt the unasked—perhaps even unthought, as I might well have been projecting—questions hanging thickly in the air. Even alone with James I felt awkward and somehow incomplete, and His Majesty was of course fully aware of the ultimate truth of the matter. In this one way—and this one way only—I resented my close relationship with Nestor. He was the mockery of a family, and despite all his noble efforts and the genuine sense of comradeship we shared he could never be anything more. Everything about my most personal life was toxic, and no one was more aware of it than I was. First I envied James his chance for happiness, then I'd turn around and feel well-deserved guilt about resenting the fact that Nestor wasn't Frieda. Field theory was simple, I decided for about the ten millionth time. Feelings were hard!


  Or feelings were hard for me at least; apparently they were a little more transparent to others. For after what'd seemed to me like a perfectly nice little dinner with His Majesty and Gwen, complete with laughter and pleasant inanities and at Gwedolyn's polite request a full Sword-salute, James asked me to stay over and talk some more. "All right," he said, looking me in the eyes. "Something's bothering you about my fiancé. Spill."


  I looked away. Nestor had never been out of my presence for a moment since I'd confided in him, so apparently my feelings were more obvious than I realized. "I like the woman well enough," I explained, my words unusually hesitant. "It's not her at all. James... I truly believe you've chosen well."


  My blood-brother blinked—clearly he'd been expecting a different answer.


  "I mean it!" I continued. "She even tries the Rabbit-dishes, and pretends to like some of them to make Nestor and I feel more at home. Almost no one else ever does that. She's sweet, intelligent, and clearly wild about you." I smiled faintly. "What more could I ask in a sister-in-law?"


  His Majesty scowled. "You're family to me, David. Not like family—real, actual family. That's why I'm making time to have this little talk with you, when my advisors would have me elsewhere." He sighed and pulled up his chair alongside mine. "So... What is troubling you, my brother? And why does your expression always darken whenever Gwendolyn enters the room?"


  So I told him, of course. All of it, even the parts that hurt, because as my brother he deserved no less. And when I was done there was a long, long silence. "I see," he said at last. "Or at least I think I do." He smiled faintly. "You know, in some ways it makes me feel a bit better to know that you're human. No offense meant. It's just that some of us were beginning to wonder."


  "Flawed," I replied with a nod, though my features remained sober. "Broken. Non-functional."


  Instantly James's smile vanished. "Your pain is my pain, David—I've said it many times before, and I meant it then as much as I do now. And yet...." He shook his head sadly—"I find that even the power of a monarch has its limits."


  "I know," I replied, rising slowly to my feet. "And I thank you for—"


  "Sit down," James commanded. "We're not half done yet. In fact, we've only just begun."


  Instantly I was back in my chair. "David," His Highness began, "You're one of the most intelligent and capable beings it's ever been my pleasure to know. Perhaps the most intelligent and capable. And with me growing up the way I did, that's saying something." He paused again and took a long, slow sip of water. "And yet over the years we've had to teach you much that you didn't—couldn't!—know simply because of who and what you were." He sighed. "The lessons weren't exactly one-way affairs of course, and I'm not referring to your helping me sometimes with the higher maths, either. The lessons you taught—first to me and then the upper aristocracy of the House of Marcus and then the entire universe—go far beyond the mastery of equations. They were about who we are, who our slaves are, and what's noble and good and decent in life." He sipped again. "You've been a masterful tutor, David. But you're apparently a better teacher than student."


  By then I was crying a little, though tears weren't something I often indulged in. "How so?" I whispered.


  There was another long pause. "David... I'm an orphan every bit as much as you are, and yet neither of us are orphans in the larger sense." He looked me up and down, head to toes. "Who does Uncle Robert love more, you or I?"


  I blinked. "I... I..."


  "Neither of us over the other is, I truly believe, the correct answer. And the right and proper one as well. It speaks well for the man." He shook his head and sighed. "David... Can't you see where this is going? We live in a culture that's obsessed with bloodlines. Well, our society has a lot of other ridiculous affectations too, so far as I'm concerned, and that's one of the crazier ones. Family is where you find it, just as love is where you find it. I understand that romantic love, the relationship between a husband and wife, is different and special, and I sorely regret your loss in that area. But... Can't you see that family—especially in your case, after your extraordinary life so far—is as limitless as your own heart? Everyone loves you, David, and the Rabbits love you in a way that I'd never imagined possible. Your family, in a very real sense, has come to include nearly everyone everywhere, especially those with whom you interact every day. We Marcus's are proud to have claimed you for our own, but we were just the first. Now the Rabbits claim you too. As does the navy, the other slave species, the people of Wilkes Prime... The list goes on and on." He shook his head. "You may not have a wife, David, and again I'm sorry about the way that eats at your heart. But I'll be utterly damned if I'll ever again hear you claim you have no family. For after the way that the universe—and I myself!—have adopted and embraced you I simply will not hear it." He paused again and placed his hand on my shoulder. "For David, your family is legion."
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  James always knew how get at the heart of things in a way that I couldn't—it was part of why I loved him so, I suppose. And so even though nothing changed for me in the objective, materialistic sense, I felt a lot better after our little talk. A certain bounce returned to my step and I laughed more. This in turn meant that those around me laughed more as well, which spawned whatever it is that one calls the opposite of a vicious circle. Instead of spiraling downward my emotional state grew better every day, until even the imminent prospect of a crown of my own didn't depress me too much.


  James chose to incorporate the announcement of my rise in social stature into his emancipation proclamation—he only had to add a few lines to his planned speech, since the advancement was practically on-topic already. Nestor and I had to attend rehearsal after rehearsal, even though all our part consisted of was standing in the background in full Court regalia and bowing at the right times. His Highness also kept his word to me by informing Nestor of his Peerage during one of the rehearsals. "No, you silly bunny!" he exclaimed out of nowhere while we were taking our places. Then he pointed. "You're over there, with the rest of those receiving awards." Then he made Nestor stew for almost an hour before the little Rabbit finally broke down and asked if some sort of mistake hadn't been made. James laughed and took mercy on him at last, explaining everything including how he was expected to become an important leader in his own right. After that Nestor remained almost silent for a full day, so long that I grew a bit worried. At least when he finally snapped out of it he quit calling me "Your Highness" every five seconds. My guess was that the joke didn't seem half so funny anymore.


  Not that Nestor didn't have his revenge, for James sprang a little surprise on me as well. His Highness must've read through his speech at least eight or ten times in rehearsal before he subtly changed the text on me to see if I was paying attention. And indeed I wasn't—my mind was far away, working on the stubborn problem of how much to compensate slaveowners for their imminent loss of property. This was a touchy issue on at least three fronts—financial, ethical, and legal. My own position was the more compensation the better; it'd make the new way of things that much easier to swallow for the humans. But the Royal Treasury wasn't bottomless, and I was pondering whether a temporary tax on goods made largely by slaves might not be in order. I was just trying to work up some rough numbers in my head when a distant part of me heard James say. "...and of course the award of two further Swords of Orion, one long overdue for his daring raid on the homeworld of the Empire itself, and a second for his more recent role in the defeat of the Imperial Line of Battle at Wilkes Prime."


  My eyes must've gone about a mile wide, because Nestor snickered and James broke out laughing as well. But it was no laughing matter to me—two Swords were all that anyone before me had ever earned in all of history and His Majesty wanted to double that? "But..." I finally objected. "I mean...."


  "Write it up, David," James countered from the podium. "All of your arguments against receiving two more Swords, I mean. Justify to me why these feats don't deserve Swords, and I'll spare you the embarrassment of accepting them. But I warn you—several of my advisors wanted to add a fifth for your other raiding accomplishments in Richard. So if you fail to convince me that you don't deserve either of these two, I'm awarding you a fifth."


  I gulped and nodded. And, I fear, the papers were never written. I was after all an ex-captain of the Royal Wargaming Team, and therefore knew better than to challenge someone holding all the aces.


  So it came to pass that a couple days after the big emancipation speech and the ensuing round of celebrations, interviews and parades I got all dolled up yet again and rode to Court in a wheelchair for fear of scuffing my slippers. When His Majesty presented me once more with the Sword his grandfather had originally awarded me, it came back with the big warp gem—an orange dodecahedron, an expert had once called it—moved to the weapon's pommel. The scabbard was now adorned with numerous similar but smaller fire-lily-orange stones, and four more perfectly matched warp gems in royal purple were lined up vertically near the top. I fear that my jaw dropped when I saw it—without even considering any premium it might command for having been mine, the thing could easily have been swapped for more than a few thoroughly-colonized and economically productive planets. "I'm not foolish enough to imagine that this is more than a token of what we truly owe you," James said as he dropped to his knees and buckled it around my waist. "This is a mere gewgaw, when your brilliance and courage have won victories far more precious than mere gold." Then he stood and his face hardened. "And now, David, before the eyes of all the kingdom I Command you to go forth into the so-called Empire and finish this fight once and for all. You're my strong right arm. Strike shrewdly and wisely, my brother, with all my might and confidence behind you. I hereby place my complete trust and authority in you."
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  A Royal Command is a Royal Command, of course. But when the Command in question is issued in person by His Majesty before one of the largest holovision audiences in all history, well... From then on I didn't have much trouble making things happen. If I needed to commandeer a block of offices in the most desirable location on Earth Secundus, I could count on them being vacated long before I arrived. If I wanted reports on how repairs were progressing on various warships, their captains showed up to report personally on the matter in their very best uniforms. I remembered how I'd battled balky equipment and incompetent leadership while trying to recover the dead at Zombie Station—the job had already been sheer misery even before the Imperials arrived. If I'd only enjoyed access to even a hundredth of the resources at my disposal then that I had now... But there'd be plenty of time to muse about such things later, when I was old and gray. For the moment the war deserved my full attention.


  And my full attention it did require, since I was now formally in command. Though I hadn't yet undergone a formal coronation His Majesty held a small private ceremony and made me legally the Prince of the Realm. According to the protocol nabobs it'd take a year or more to prepare a public spectacle appropriate for someone of my status—indeed, they claimed, the hard part would be not overshadowing James's own relatively recent coronation ceremony. But the crown had been fabricated, James had placed it on my brow in front of all the right witnesses, and one and all of them had murmured their approval as the overpriced hat touched my fur. A four-star admiral's uniform sort of came along with the package, as did of course a marine general's uniform, an army general's uniform, and so forth. Usually these were intended merely for ceremonial purposes, but in my case James meant for me to wear the navy one in dead earnest—my rank was now precisely one star above that of the First Space Lord and the same distance under that of His Majesty himself. In the past, four stars had been reserved for truly outstanding senior leaders and awarded only when they were very old and the rank didn't really mean anything anymore. But I didn't plan on dying anytime soon, which meant that for the rest of my span of years the navy had itself a brand new senior command structure.


  It wasn't until I was forced to abandon the slavery-ending and Rabbit-empowering part of my job and focus exclusively on the war again that I realized just how rewarding it'd been to help resolve serious problems without having to kill anyone or blow anything up along the way. I not only had to vacate chair after chair right when they needed me most, but I couldn't even leave Nestor behind in my stead. His Majesty was absolutely correct in regards to he and I being an effective team as well as best friends, and I'd learned long ago that one of the worst things about war is the way it gives birth to imperatives that simply cannot be ignored, no matter what the natural order of things might otherwise be. I needed Nestor at my side, and that was that. If this meant that my fellow ex-slaves would have a less successful transition to freedom than they otherwise might, well... That was the sort of miserable price that war exacted, over and over and over again. The best thing for everyone would be to end the fighting as soon as possible. And so, one last time, Nestor prepared to ship out in the cramped aide's quarters next to mine. This time around, however, I swore I'd bust anyone who referred to His Lordship as my "cabin bunny" down two full ranks. So help me, I would!


  Killing off an already dying enemy might appear to be a simple matter, and I suppose it's exactly that if one is referring to a single expiring soldier experiencing difficulties in grasping the fact that his battle is over. When the enemy is an entire nation, however, or even worse a coalition of worlds, well... The difficulties grow to monstrous proportions almost immediately. You can't just stop a society in its tracks and say "Do things this way from now on!"—the problems associated with manumission alone on the Royal worlds attested to how difficult it was to impose a change in the basic social order. And the collapse of an empire wasn't something one could afford to mismanage, or else millions or even billions might die of starvation, rioting, lack of breathing-air deliveries... any one of a million little things that might go wrong during the period when so many applecarts were being upset. Even worse, it was statistically certain that many of these things would go wrong anyway despite our best efforts no matter how hard we worked and how sincere our efforts were to avoid needless suffering.


  And all that was even before it was time to think about defeating the enemy's remaining military forces!


  In the end, I found that it was impossible to do any really creative thinking at Navy Headquarters. Yes, this was where most of our best minds were stationed, and it was definitely the proper place to work out issues such as estimating how much food we were going to have to transport into the Empire as we liberated it and where we were going to find enough shipping to sustain such an effort until the cessation of hostilities hopefully ended our difficulties. But as for issues like which planets to secure first and how best to secure them... I found I worked far more effectively at my country estate, pacing back and forth wearing nothing but a bathrobe while Nestor force-fed me tea and acted as a sounding-board to bounce ideas off of. I also invited lots of visitors—Professor Lambert dined with us more times than I can remember, for example, and in truth our final strategy owed much to him. "Wars are about fighting and sacrifice," he reminded me over and over again when I got too bogged down over potential Imperial countermoves. "But peace is about prosperity and personal growth. The war is won, David. Wage peace, albeit with caution, and the Empire won't ever land another telling blow."


  The more I thought about it, the more obvious it became that he was right. So I ordered the fleet to split in half and concentrate at two mutually-supporting locations selected most carefully by the Professor and myself. What was left of the Imperial Battle Line, both he and I judged, was incapable of defeating either Royal division except via either an amazing stroke of luck or incompetence of an extraordinarily high order of magnitude. Besides, it was far more likely that they'd save their ships to serve as negotiating chips than throw them away in a hopeless counterattack. The other brass hats screamed bloody murder at this contravention of their most sacred tenet, total concentration of force. But orders were orders for them as well. It'd take months for the actual ship-movements to take place, but once they did the Imperials would effectively be sealed in a sort of little box that contained their major industrial and technological centers, but not a lot in the way of food or natural resources. If their fleet—which was and would indefinitely remain in a far worse state of operational readiness than our own—did indeed seek a fight, one or the other wing of our own Battle Line would be in position to swoop in and most likely defeat it. Even if the Imperials by some freak won the first round, they'd certainly be so damaged as to be totally unable to stand up to an inevitable second engagement with our remaining forces when they came racing to the rescue.


  "We should keep the battleships together and break directly into Imperious's home space," one group of staff admirals protested in a memo. "This would force yet another battle on terms highly unfavorable to our enemies, and remove them forever as a spaceborne threat." Well… They were correct in their way, and I'd heard worse strategies proposed in my life. But what a terrible waste of lives it'd be, to fight another fleet action! And if we followed that course there'd have to be invasion after invasion, till the Empire's planets ran crimson with the blood of her populaces. While I could and certainly would go down that road if I absolutely had to, well... I rather thought it didn't have to come to that. To a man who has only a hammer in his toolbox, every fix is a nail. But the Professor had taught me about screwdrivers and adhesives as well as concentration of force, and as a result I could see other options. No, I'd not blindly pound, pound, pound away until I created a desert where once there'd been a multitude of green healthy worlds. It'd be criminal, so long as more humane options remained on the table. Though I'd be fully ready to fight and win if it proved absolutely unavoidable, I very much hoped that not even one more major battle would be necessary. Further fighting should be avoidable so long as there was even a trace of high-placed decency and humanity left in the Empire.


  Which, of course, I knew for a fact that there was.
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  "…and so," I concluded as the other ship-captains, officers and flag-officers of my brand-new Third Fleet sipped at their drinks. This was to be our last chance to meet all together in one room, and James had not only lent us part of the Palace but had also agreed to attend himself so as to underscore the deadly seriousness of it all. "It may seem to you like we're over-officered and over-staffed. Frankly we will be, at first. But if everything goes according to plan I'm going to be leaving handfuls of ships at every successful stop. Many of these will be fencible ships—most, in fact—and while of course I have nothing but the highest regard for the irregular navy—" I smiled for a moment to let them remember why "—it's possible that problems may develop after the bulk of the fleet has departed that will require a more seasoned hand. So, we're bringing extra flag-officers."


  A little murmur of conversation erupted, and I met His Majesty's eye at the other end of the long table as I waited for it to die down. James was sitting impassively, as befitted a monarch at such a function. His approval of the proceedings was reflected by his mere presence; it was understood that it wasn't his place to interfere in day-to-day navy business. "Sir?" a rear-admiral whose name I'd forgotten—Tsing, perhaps?—asked me. "Won't such small forces be easy prey for any Imperial cruiser division that might wander along?"


  I forced a smile in return, having answered this question dozens of time already. Even James had asked it. Couldn't they see that their eternal bogeyman was finally dead? "There won't be any Imperial cruiser forces wandering about," I replied. "There can't be any left by now, with our enemy's homeworlds sealed off so tightly. Nothing flying Imperial colors can still be battleworthy after so long without maintenance."


  "Except a raider similar in concept to Richard," the newly-minted Lord Blaine added with a smile. His Lordship might still be insufferably vain and title-conscious, but he'd stood by me when it mattered at Wilkes Prime and while he wouldn't be exercising any of the independent commands I'd just mentioned there'd always be room in my command for Blaine anyplace I could keep a close eye on him. "Or Javelin. But David here torpedoed the Imperial Javelin-equivalent in drydock at Imperious, and we'll be leaving plenty enough force to dispatch any Richard-type raiders."


  The rear-admiral scowled. "I don't like this fleet-division business, sir," he continued. "Dividing the Battle Line was bad enough, and creating a Third Fleet out of the leftover dribs and drabs was even worse. But now you say that you intend to break us up into penny-packets!"


  I held my face impassive, even though I felt like screaming. What I was doing was restoring the navy to its traditional peacetime structure and role, keeping local space safe from what amounted to pirates. We didn't need huge, concentrated fleets of ships of the line to accomplish that mission. James and I planned to cover a large part of the upcoming manumission expenses via scrapping most of the larger vessels and adopting the fencible system in peacetime to reduce costs even further. Had we been at war so long that our admirals had forgotten what peace was like? "You can call them penny-packets if you like," I replied slowly. "But as His Lordship just pointed out, these groupings are perfectly appropriate to the new threat level."


  "They'll be orbiting Imperial worlds!" another admiral pointed out. "With nowhere to go for resupply or repair if the population changes sides again, sir!"


  "If a formerly—" I emphasized the word heavily—"Imperial world changed sides again," I replied calmly, "the local squadron's only duty will be to escape and report the fact to me." I let my eyes grow hard, then met those of my officers one by one. "After that, further decisions regarding what responses might or might not be appropriate will be my responsibility, and mine alone."


  "They won't like that part very much," James added from the table's head. Apparently he felt I needed further support, which was a bit irritating. But it was also welcome, I had to admit. The more senior the officer, it seemed, the more difficult it was for them to understand what it meant to wage peace.


  "No, Your Highness," I answered him. "They won't. You have my personal word of honor on that. And so will they."


  There was another long silence; eventually I filled it. "Anyway… That's the basic plan. We'll proceed from one planet to another with our merchantmen in tow, filled to the gills with foodstuffs and metals and luxuries we suspect the outlying Imperial worlds haven't seen in years or perhaps even decades. Each will be offered the choice of surrender and free trade or invasion and massive slaughter. If they accept our terms we'll assume their leaders are men of honor, send a Royal Governor and their staff dirtside along with any other experts that may seem appropriate, and move on. If they turn us down we won't invade them regardless—we don't have enough time or treasure for that sort of nonsense anymore. We'll simply blockade them as best we can with cheap fencible ships and maybe a cruiser for backup and let them stew in their own juices a few more years. Then we'll try again and find out if they see things differently, with the Empire by then long gone everywhere else."


  There was another endless silence. "No invasion, sir?" a captain finally asked. He sounded offended at the idea.


  "No," I replied. "What have we to gain by landing marines, save for a few years worth of uncollected taxes that won't amount to a fraction of the expenses involved?"


  "To which Houses will the surrendered planets eventually be awarded?" a commodore wearing a Hashimoto emblem wanted to know. "Only a King's world is administered by a Royal Governor." His eyes narrowed. "How many are already allotted to Marcus, for example?"


  I felt my ears lower themselves for a fight, but before I could reply James spoke up again. "That issue is strictly for the House Lords and I to work out among ourselves," he explained. "My control will be temporary in almost every case. There's no plan whatsoever in place yet, though it's fair to predict that most of the surrendered worlds will be returned to their original owners. I've also empowered David to invite the owners of the Empty Chairs to return. If they so choose, they'll be included in the discussions and therefore also the redrawing of boundaries."


  "Our mission," I repeated—I'd already said it four times so far, and clearly it needed to be said again—"isn't one of vengeance or conquest. It's the re-establishment of peace and unity under a single sovereign." This was as good a place to wrap things up as any, I decided. So I looked at James and, while it was a slight breach of protocol for me to make the toast myself rather than the lowest-ranking officer present, raised my teacup. "Long live the King!" I declared.


  "Long live both Their Majesties!" Lord Blaine corrected me as he and the rest scrambled to their feet, and my ear-linings turned dark red. Oh my heavens! I'd actually forgotten!


  "To them both!" Nestor agreed, raising his own cup. Then I clumsily sat back down as James grinned at my gaffe and a fair proportion of the upper command level officers of the Royal Navy drank to the health of my brother and I alike.
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  "I should've anticipated suspicion and misunderstanding, with all the Houses out for themselves again just as soon as there's no Empire to hold them together," I muttered to Nestor as I paced up and down across Javelin's deckplates. I was having to start all over again in my effort to wear a furrow into them. Since we'd had to wait while repairs were completed on other vessels anyway I'd ordered the battlecruiser outfitted with more and larger flag-quarters where some of her capacious holds had once been. Now I was berthed in the largest of the new units, a mini-suite with a whole corridor's worth of cabins devoted to my much-enlarged staff. Javelin didn't need to carry such a large quantity of consumables anymore, as her raiding days were behind her. When this mission was over there'd be no Empire left to raid, and indeed our enemy's commerce was already so shrunken and disjointed that sending her on another deep penetration mission wouldn't be worth the risk of losing such a prestigious vessel. So I was using her as a high-level flagship, the role in which I suspected she'd serve out the rest of her days. Javelin was in many ways ill-suited to the task at hand; she was designed to operate alone and outfight anything she couldn't outrun, so that her speed served as a form of protection that effectively replaced her thin armor. As part of a slow-moving fleet that was unable to flee, however, she was merely an extra-vulnerable capital ship. But waging peace was an entirely different matter than waging war—like any other combat vessel, in the absence of a credible opponent she was effectively invincible. Most important of all for her current mission, however, her name was closely associated with victory after Royal victory. The key decision-makers I was seeking to impress weren't naval experts—they'd be civilian leaders. Though Imperial civilians would likely be more familiar with military matters than most, well… Not only did I think that Javelin was the perfect ship to confront them with, I'd privately tried to bet Nestor that of all the capital ships currently on the active list, many of them newer and more advanced, Javelin would have the longest, busiest career. I expected that she'd serve for decades as a shuttle to ferry the Royal family around in, and also to show the flag on kingdom-unifying missions much like this one. But my aide, sadly, wouldn't accept the wager.


  Nor, it seemed, was Lord Nestor prepared to show me much sympathy in regards to my command problems. "The kingdom's fundamental structure isn't just ridiculous. It borders on the psychotic," he declared one day with his hands firmly on his hips. "Big Houses, small Houses and pathetic little remnant Houses, all with the same single vote in the House of Lords." He shook his head and turned away. "If someone designed an engine with such fickle operating parameters, they'd obtain this same kind of dysfunctional inefficiency. Yet somehow you manage to be surprised when the problem is a defective power structure instead of a defective power plant." He shook his head and sat down on my spare bunk, then after a moment he sighed. "I'm sorry, David," he explained. "All this is in no way your fault, not by any stretch. It's just that… Well, it was a lot easier to stand outside this insane setup and throw rocks than try to improve matters from within."


  I smiled gently—James had suggested that Nestor be given a few small tastes of real power and responsibility before we shipped out, so that he'd have plenty of time to absorb and incorporate the experience while we were cruising between the stars and relatively little was happening. One of the responsibilities we'd given him was choosing what to bring the soon-to-be-ex-slaves of the Empire in that portion of our merchant tonnage set apart specifically for their needs. For my own part I thought he'd chosen well and displayed considerable insight—while a human might've included more readers and less high-quality clothing designed for Rabbit wear, Nestor understood—as did I!—that not all that many bunnies or Dogs or Horses yet grasped the benefits of literacy. What they did understand, however, was that they'd been trapped at the wrong end of an unfair social order for all of their lives, as had many generations before them. Just because they'd been not openly revolted didn't mean that there weren't any hard feelings. High-quality bright-colored clothing was just the thing to help rekindle their sense of self-worth—in fact, despite the discomfort countless Rabbits were dressing themselves very much as I did these days, in near-parodies of Royal Navy uniforms. Even the does were wearing plain blue tunics and greatcoats. So Nestor had elected to bring along bundles and bundles of the things, along with patterns so that local tailor-bunnies could make even more like them. I complimented Nestor on his wisdom, and so did James once the logic of it was explained to him. Few slaves would begin studying until they'd first found a way to express their newfound freedom in a way that they intuitively understood. Yet my friend remained plagued with doubt in his own judgment.


  "It'd be humorous if it weren't at the same time so sad," James told me in private after Nestor gave his little presentation before the Royal Council, complete with worries and protestations of inadequacy. "I mean, here the little guy is suffering from precisely the same ground-in absence of self-confidence that he so earnestly seeks to cure in his fellows, and he can't even see it." He shook his head. "David, how can your kind ever forgive us?"


  "We'll manage somehow," I replied to my brother. "Because we must." And now as Nestor sat brooding on my bunk, I realized that despite my own accomplishments and the immense responsibilities I'd borne, well… I was almost as plagued by self-doubt as Nestor was. Did it come from having been born a slave myself, I wondered? Or was something deeper involved, something laid down in the basic code of the Rabbit genome? Either way, I decided, it was a bunch of tommyrot nonsense and something to be gotten over as quickly as possible. If I was going to be a Prince of the Realm, then by heaven the least I could do was be a confident one!


  "We'll reform the House of Lords," I promised my best friend. "And the entire governing structure of the kingdom. Not right away; it's a big undertaking and just now finishing off the Empire is all we can effectively manage. Then I smiled. "And I mean 'we', Nestor. You and I and James, with tons of staff support. It'll keep us busy in our old age."


  Very slowly Nestor tilted his head to the left. Then he flashed one of his rarest expressions, a heartfelt smile. "You know what?" he answered. "When I hear that coming from you, I can almost believe it."


  I smiled back. "Believe, Nestor. Because you're right. Everyone knows the system's an anachronistic throwback. It's just that they're afraid to monkey with it, for fear of what might go wrong." Then I reached out and patted him on the shoulder. "Someone's got to write up new rules for the game, Nestor. So why not a Rabbit?


  "And more to the point… Why not you?"
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  As was so often the case on a deep space mission, our force didn't find its mission or for that matter its soul until we actually entered enemy space and began our work in earnest. I'd very carefully chosen Vargus Three as our first "customer". Its location was many Jumps away from any higher Imperial administrative center, which probably endowed the locals with a certain sense of independence. Besides, our best intelligence estimates claimed that the economy was an especially-nasty basket case. This dated back several years, to when the men of Richard and I had destroyed the mining center that supplied the most crucial metals for all of her many heavy industries. Apparently we'd done our jobs even better than we hoped, for the first renewed trickle of metals had just begun flowing in when our victory at Wilkes Prime and the subsequent Imperial retreat had in effect isolated them once more. All in all it must have been very frustrating to be an Imperial government official on Vargus Three, which was music to my ears.


  On the night before our final Jump, I gathered my entire working staff together in Javelin's wardroom. This was a much larger group than I'd have liked, so large in fact that I still hadn't memorized everyone's name. This part of moving up the food chain was more distressing to me than perhaps it should've been. I was accustomed to making decisions about who to assign where based on personal contact and impressions, but had finally hit the point where I needed so many subordinates that I couldn't possibly select them all myself. Still, I at least knew the key individuals pretty well. Nestor was my Chief of Staff, of course, and I'd brought my old classmate Jean Le Vorsage along as well to sort of ride herd on all the Royal Governor candidates. There were forty-four of them, all of the bluest of blood and highest of social rank. Jean wasn't in the navy anymore—the provisional marine unit he'd commanded in the mountain stronghold of Wilkes Prime had taken seventy-five percent casualties, almost all cave-in fatalities, and the figure had been eighty percent among officers. He'd received a Sword for his efforts—as had Heinrich posthumously—and been promoted to commodore, whereupon his family decided that enough was enough. They pulled him back to his hereditary duties while he was still in one piece, so he was now assisting me solely in his role as a future House Lord. While in theory I didn't need that kind of support anymore in society, the reality was that both he and James had been raised to wield real power where I most emphatically had not. For this reason I leaned heavily on him for advice regarding how to interact with my fellow nobles; one day he so perfectly demonstrated in private how I should snub someone well-deserving of the dishonor that I shuddered at the very idea of being on the receiving end of such impressively regal disdain. No matter how long I was stuck with my prince's crown, I'd never be able to comport myself with the proper level of pomp and dignity. It was apparently something best absorbed with one's mother's milk.


  So Jean was the Chief Courtier and High Chamberlain of my little traveling Court, and of course I had to drag all the rest along with me as well. I had footbunnies out the yingyang, several Royal Tailors still actively outfitting me with everything I might be called upon to wear from ermine-collared robes to simple undress uniforms… even my own personal group of aspiring Heralds. James had insisted on these, though I'd begged him not to subject either they or me to the indignity. After all, Heralds were selected from among the very brightest minds of their generation while they were still young and flexible. No society ever had enough of those to go around! Would-be Heralds spent months and years as apprentices learning the personalities and motivations of "their" monarchs, some of it under the influence of psychoactive drugs. "I don't need any Heralds!" I tried to explain to James. "After all, half of the point of this "prince" nonsense was to make it possible for Royal decisions to be made on the spot, in this case by me. All I am myself is sort of a supercharged version of a Herald, in other words. And Heralds don’t need their own Heralds! Besides, in case you've forgotten it just so happens that I'm a Rabbit. What human can possibly come to think like a Rabbit? And how much damage will be done when they try regardless?"


  But His Majesty would have none of it. "All right," he conceded. "I'll see to it that the volunteers understand the risks—you're certainly right about that much. And maybe some of the rest as well. But…" He sighed. "David, it's not that you need Heralds so much as the kingdom needs to see that you have them. I'm trying to make you nearly co-equal with me in every way, you see, so that we can get twice as much work done and the Throne Room won't be such a chokepoint in government anymore. Even if you never send them anywhere to handle anything for you—and I'll bet you a dinner invitation that before long you'll be appointing more because they're so helpful!—I need for my subjects to see that you've got all the Royal perks and powers." He smiled. "That's why I'm also assigning you a Royal Cobbler, even though we both know you'll never wear anything on your feet except sandals ever again for the rest of your life."


  I had to admit that he was right about the sandals; the first Command I issued my cobbler was to make up some formal-looking open-toed shoes suitable for me to confront the Emperor comfortably in. He did a pretty impressive job, too—the results were currently stashed somewhere not far from the ermine-collared robes. But the Heralds—I couldn't imagine them ever becoming useful enough to make up for all the trouble they were causing me. Due to their unique, privileged position they were permitted, even encouraged, to pummel me with an endless stream of questions both in person and in writing. Sometimes it felt like I spent half my working days merely informing them that no, I hadn't played hookey during my apprenticeship as a ship's engineer; Father had been much too demanding for that. Or that I didn't especially care for okra even though yes, most Rabbits loved the stuff to death whether it was stewed, boiled, made into a soup—whatever. They also had the right to look in on me via the holocameras in my quarters, night or day. Someday it'd fall to one of them to prepare my body for burial—you can't get much more personal than that! But at least someone had shown enough common sense to warn them never, ever to ask me about either gengineering or Frieda. That was nice in a way, but it also made me wonder. How much did they already know? And how much more could they infer, being as intelligent as they were? It was nerve-wracking, sometimes.


  Still, James was right after all. It was pleasant indeed to be able to turn to a Herald and say "Please go ask Lord Nestor to free me up half an hour this afternoon to see Jean about an issue with one of the Governors. You and he rearrange the schedule the way I'd choose, if you'd be so kind." It was even nicer to know to a high degree of probability that the young man would get it right as well. So, who knew? Maybe it'd end up being worth the effort after all?


  There were some other nice things about having such a large staff along, too. Captains and commodores are empowered to fill empty posts; admirals and Princes of the Realm can create empty posts. While I didn't abuse the privilege too awfully, I did ensure that a certain ex-midshipman I'd grown fond of on the Wilkes Prime mission—and who'd survived a terrible rockfall only by being thrown into a Tank within seconds after being crushed beyond recognition—received a berth aboard Javelin along with a well-earned promotion. Lieutenant Kevin O'Toole had been offered the choice of either a plum assignment in Javelin's gunnery department or else the opportunity to supervise all logistics-related matters involving my own personal staff. The latter job implied that I meant to keep him with me in some capacity or another once the current mission was over, and I was quite pleased when he accepted what on the face of things might've seemed the lesser offer. Though I was a workaholic, James and others had persuaded me over the years that I needed a little rest and recreation as much as the next officer. So, several nights a week all the ex-members of the Academy Wargaming Team currently aboard Javelin—including Kevin—met and played this or that for a few hours in my private suite. I hadn't had the chance to game so much in years, and found it both restorative and mind-sharpening after being away for so long. It was particularly nice during our first weeks out to watch my fellow gamers try and fail to cope with the Yan brothers at a poker table—some things never changed, it seemed, even as our temples began to grow a bit gray.


  Oh, didn't I mention that the Yans were aboard? They were "trade specialists", representing the kingdom's mercantile interests. This was more easily accomplished than it might at first seem, given that their father was growing wealthier by leaps and bounds these days and was seen as a sort of de facto leader by the merchant class. He knew their true role, of course, and was intensely proud of them both—I'd made it a special point once to look him up and very privately thank both him and his lovely wife in the name of the kingdom for sparing us the services of their two exquisitely-gifted sons. While I didn't have any idea if they'd be called upon to perform their real function at any point, well… I felt a lot better having them along, and James didn't have any other skulking of great importance that needed to be done right at the moment anyway. So for the moment they were mine.


  At any rate, my staff was overly large and perhaps even excessive by some standards—certainly I'd have left three-fourths of them or more at home had I felt there was any real likelihood of serious combat. As things were, however… Except for the way the Herald-trainees weirded me out sometimes and the prima-donna attitudes of some of the soon-to-be Royal Governors, well…


  I felt more than merely lucky. I was downright blessed!


  "Gentlemen!" I summed up, raising my voice slightly for attention from my seat at the head of the table. "I think we've covered everything of substance. Tomorrow we're going to ah… 'Make the enemy an offer he can't refuse,' as milord Nestor put it so succinctly." My friend's ear-linings darkened—he'd always had a knack for coining phrases. "We've got all the details hammered out. Any questions?"


  "Yes, Your Majesty," a diplomatic expert replied. "I still think you should make the proposal in person. It'd go over better with the general populace. According to our best information, well…" He lowered his eyes. "You're a rather popular figure even here. Especially in certain circles."


  I smiled back, but my—thank heavens!—one and only protocol expert shook his head firmly. "It's not the place of Royalty to address anyone way out here as an equal, as simply must be implied if His Majesty were to open negotiations himself." He shook his head again. "It's absolutely unthinkable! After they surrender, then perhaps he might—or might not—deign to allow the local authorities to present themselves."


  "That's the proper course to set!" Jean agreed, and that was that.


  "Anything else?" I asked after another long silence had set in. I turned to the Yans and smiled. "Would you two like to have a high-priority shipping analysis worked up so that you can calculate your trade figures as early as possible?"


  Yan Ho's face remained impassive as he replied for them both. "No, Your Majesty. We can wait our turn like everyone else. We have nothing on our plate that requires any special handling at this time."


  "Excellent!" I replied, and as I stood everyone in the room rose with me. They'd remain standing, I knew, until they were certain that I was gone. No matter how long I was a Prince, I suspected, I'd never get used to that sort of thing. At least I could still let my hare down among the other free Rabbits back on my fiefdom—we'd been very careful not to teach them a lick of this sort of protocol nonsense. "Then I wish each and every one of you a good night. Tomorrow, with any luck, we'll bring an entire planet back into the kingdom without spilling a drop of blood."
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  Well, it didn't work out to be entirely bloodless, though we certainly tried our best to make it so. One of the local Imperial revenue cutters must've been commanded by a true fanatic, because when Javelin led the way into Vargus space the damn fool tried to attack even though he found himself suddenly under our guns at point-blank range. "You bloody idiot!" Captain Blaine personally shouted into the intership circuit after receiving two nearly harmless popgun salvoes while withholding his response. "Can't you see that my beacon is showing a white flag? I'm here to parley, not fight!"


  "Long live the Emperor!" was the only reply, so my old friend was forced to vaporize the fool and his crew with a single broadside. It wasn't either the reception I'd hoped for nor the first impression I'd wished to convey, but what was one to do when confronted with sheer lunacy? Blaine behaved exactly as I would've in his shoes, and eventually I so endorsed his report on the incident.


  But that was later, of course. Much, much later. The orbital batteries accepted our flag of truce, so at least we were spared the much bloodier task of silencing them. They also accepted the white flags of the dozens of smaller warships and then over a hundred merchantmen that followed us as well, with what must've been steadily widening eyes. My Third Fleet was more an interstellar trading caravan than fighting force, and I made sure that the eight heavy ore-haulers I'd designated specifically for this world remained tantalizingly near the front of the formation, where they couldn't help but be noticed.


  "Greetings, people of Vargus Three," Jean declared from his special seat next to that of Captain Blaine. "This is Jean le Vorsage, Heir to the House of Vorsage and Royal Chamberlain to the Court of Prince David. I bear a message from His Majesty for your planetary leader, whoever that might be."


  The transmission was acknowledged, but then there was a long, long pause. Finally a thin, elderly voice replied. "This is Lord Sebastian Vargus," it answered. "I know your father, young Jean, and hope that he's well. Under different circumstances we might've become good friends. But please, explain to me again to whose Court you are Chamberlain?"


  "To Prince David Birkenhead, Prince of the Realm and adopted brother of His Majesty King James." There was a long pause. "Apparently you haven't received much news lately, my Lord?"


  "Neither news nor much of anything else of value," the tired old man replied. "Please forward my respects to your newly-crowned Prince; it's rather a surprise but on second thought perhaps it was inevitable. As is much else."


  Jean frowned. "Prince David is present, aboard Javelin. In his mercy, he would offer you a proposition. Will you hear it?"


  There was another long silence. "My workshops are silent. My serfs starve, and my once-docile Rabbits run amok and won't listen to reason. The Emperor's navy is far away while that of His Majesty sits on my doorstep. What sort of fool would I be, not to at least listen to propositions?"


  Jean's eyes closed slowly, and he smiled. So did I. "When and where shall our negotiating party land?" he asked.


  From there it was all a downhill ride. Lord Sebastian was delighted when he saw that our proposal called for no armed occupation, no payment of tribute, and above all no hangings except in the case of war criminals duly convicted before a military tribunal. He was also pleased to learn that we already had orders complete with down payments waiting in our hands for heavy steel and alloy products from his factories, primarily intended to help rebuild war-shattered Wilkes Prime. But most of all, he was absolutely thrilled when I offered to make a live-holo appeal to the Rabbits and Dogs of Vargus Three, asking them to peacefully go back to work and wait just a little longer to be free. "It's like this all over the Empire," Sebastian explained to me, when I not only granted him his audience but sat down with him in private and treated him with dignity and respect where he expected humiliation. "The Rabbits seem cooperative enough on the surface, but nothing ever gets done anymore. When no one's looking they sabotage valuable equipment, vandalize or steal everything in sight, even sometimes kill policemen or government officials when they can catch them alone."


  I had to force myself not to smile—goodness, but I was proud of my fellow slaves! "How terrible," I said instead. "We'll see what we can do about it. In the meantime… You've read the agreement, have you not?"


  He looked down, then met my eyes again and nodded. "You're being more generous than I ever dreamed."


  "That's because I want a real peace," I explained. "You can't build brotherhood and amity on reparations payments and declarations of war-guilt. It's been tried before, and didn't work out very well." Then my face hardened. "And yet… I must make it absolutely clear how strongly James and I feel about what few terms there are. Your Rabbits, for example—there are to be no punishments for their recent disobedience, and the new Freedman's Bill of Rights will be adhered to as scrupulously here as on any other Royal world. For that is precisely what you must understand that Vargus Three is to be from now on; just another Royal world, on our end as well as yours."


  "Of course, Your Highness," the former Imperial replied, bowing from the neck. "And speaking for myself at least, I intend to throw myself into the project wholeheartedly." He smiled softly. "I'm not fool enough to make you angry, you see."


  I smiled back. "Let's not speak of such things. Instead, let's finalize our business and put all unpleasantness behind us forevermore. Is there anything else that you feel should be brought to my attention?"


  Vargus frowned theatrically, clearly trying to reach a decision. "Well," he said after a long moment. "There's one thing you should know about. I'd rather hide it away, but if you're to be my sovereign I'm obliged to speak the truth."


  My eyebrows rose. "Be honest with me and you've no reason to fear. Ever."


  He nodded back. "So I'm beginning to see." Then he sighed and looked away. "I can surrender the orbital batteries," he explained. "And our defensive fighter forces. Even our army. Some individuals won't like it, but they'll follow orders." Then he shook his head. "But the Association of the Emperor's Students, well… They've promised a last-ditch defense against any invasion for over a year now, and foreseeing this moment have sworn to assassinate any high-level official who meets with a Royal leader for purposes that might even possibly lead towards surrender."


  I frowned. "Young hotheads."


  "Hotheads with backing from key VIP's, I fear. And with access to Imperial Treasury funds. This makes them a force to be reckoned with. I can't know, but I suspect they were organized specifically to make your life difficult at just this sort of moment, when only an insane man would turn away from such a generous offer." He lowered his eyes. "I can't control them, Your Highness. And I beg not to be held accountable for their actions. I'll cooperate in every way possible with any counter-measures you might choose to put in place."


  You'll cooperate fully in everything no matter what for a few years before you're fully trusted again, I thought to myself but didn't say aloud. After all, His Lordship seemed to be perfectly sincere, and had done everything asked of him. What good could it possibly do to insult the dignity of what was clearly at heart a decent man? "I'll warn the Governor," I assured my guest. "And… If you wish, I'll leave a detachment of marines to serve as a personal bodyguard for you, as well."


  He smiled and shook his head. "If they get me they get me," he replied. "I've lived a good life, and frankly if I hadn't once been part of some very foolish decisions, well… I'd not be in the spot I'm in today. I made the bed, I'll lie in it. Besides, I trust my own internal security divisions. Thank you for not disarming them."


  I smiled—we were confiscating only the heavy weapons, such as artillery and aerospace fighters. With luck, soon no one would need those anymore anyway. "You're quite welcome."


  "Yes. And… Er…. Sire?"


  "Yes, Lord Vargus?"


  "I… In a few minutes, I'm going to kneel before you and pledge my eternal fealty in front of the cameras. And… It's not going to be easy, you see. Because I'm going to mean it, as much as I meant it all the other times I've done it. Which was always to His Imperial Majesty before today, you see."


  I nodded again, but said nothing.


  "It's going to hurt, breaking that oath after so much, so very much… Because of that, well… I hoped I might…"


  "Right," I agreed. "You'd like to do it here in private first."


  "Exactly, Your Highness," he replied.


  "Then do so, Lord Vargus," I replied, rising to my feet for the occasion. "Because I have no wish to make this any harder for you than necessary."


  "Thank you, sire," he replied as he fell to his knees. It was just as well that we did it that way, I suppose. Because he broke down sobbing not once, not twice, but three times before the deed was done. It was only later that I learned he'd lost four sons and three grandchildren during the endless wars.


  And that either I or forces I'd been in direct command of had killed three of them.
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  The next five planets all followed the same successful pattern we'd set at Vargus Three. The nobles in charge proved eager to surrender, once it became clear that we meant to allow them to do so in prosperity and dignity. While a few bad apples were permitted to keep their heads when they probably should've lost them, for the most part our waging of peace was proving the most successful military campaign of the war. We liberated world after world from the grasp of the Empire, all the while making idle machines hum and filling empty bellies. Our marines grew bored while our economic specialists worked themselves into frazzles. Peace was breaking out everywhere these days, it seemed.


  Another advantage to our system was that the Imperial archives and communications logs were instantly made available to us—it was one of the conditions of our standard agreement. We made use of this new gold-mine of information in a dozen different ways. One thing that the old log books confirmed was that the Imperials were indeed terrified of a Rabbit uprising—on at least one world, such a rebellion had actually already succeeded. While our plans called for breaking up the Third Fleet into independent task forces anyway once we were sure that our plan was sound, well… A successful Rabbit rebellion was something we hadn't counted on. "It's an agricultural world," I pointed out at our hurriedly-convened staff meeting on the subject. "So no matter how chaotic conditions have become, there probably can't be mass-starvation."


  "But little details like public sanitation might well be compromised," Jean pointed out. "Same with medical services, water treatment, distribution systems…"


  "Right," I agreed, leaning back in the ornate, oversized chair that I kept finding at my place at the head of the table no matter how much I complained about it. I suspected that my Chief of Protocol had a hand in the matter, but I'd never quite found the time to confront him on it. "I mean, I obviously think as much of Rabbits as anyone here. But in their current state of ignorance, well…." I sighed and made a decision. "Nestor?"


  His ears rose. "Yes, Your Highness?"


  "I'm going to give you a task force and send you off to deal with this mess," I replied, meeting his eyes steadily. "One heavier on marines than most, in fact. This could be quite a delicate situation, as I'm sure you can see—the humans are probably being held as prisoners, if they're alive at all. So I want a Rabbit in charge. You'll be in a better position to deal with the local bunnies than any human I could possible send." I smiled slightly. "Yes, I know you planned on staying here and assisting me, and I assure you that you'll be sorely missed. But who else can I delegate that has half as much chance of making things right? One must work with one has, not what one might wish for."


  Once upon a time, Nestor had been the lowliest of navy servants and even something worse. And now… "Sir!" he protested. "I can't… I mean, I haven't—"


  "Yes you have," I interrupted. "And both of us damned well know it by now—or at least we should know it." Then I smiled again. The next step was maybe a bit beyond the pale—it couldn't be justified in any military sense whatsoever. Yet… There was more to effecting true social change—and to friendship—than mere military necessity. "Take Frobisher as your personal ship," I continued with a smile. She was an old battlewagon, the second-most-prestigious vessel in the ragtag Third Fleet. "I'll detail the rest of the task force later. But for the time being, if I were you I'd get busy picking out what staff you'll be needing for your team and which Governor you think would be best left in charge after you leave."


  "Uh… I… I mean, Your Highness…"


  I looked across the table at Jean, who was smiling too. As a non-officer, Lord Nestor wouldn't be—couldn't legally be!—in command of a King's ship, much less in charge of a task force. But how would the officer actually in charge's orders read? To do whatever Nestor asked, of course. Now the abused cabin boy was effectively in command of a battleship and more. What wonderful times we lived in! "You have your instructions, Your Lordship," I cut him off, though my smile removed any sting the seemingly harsh words by themselves might've carried. My best friend knew what I truly meant. "Now please be so good as to execute them immediately."


  Not everything was all sweetness and light during these days. The Association of the Emperor's Students proved to be a major irritant. They succeeded in assassination after assassination, to a degree I'd once have found it impossible to credit. The explanation for this lay in their equipment and training—these so-called "students" had been provided with and taught to use the finest and in some cases even the costliest of military hardware. Their killers were equipped with old-fashioned slug rifles that far outranged any blaster and could kill at over a mile, for example, while one group employed a dozen demolition charges of the sort I'd used to defend Zombie Station in one operation. The Yans were convinced that the Empire had seen their defeat looming in sufficient time to make at least hasty preparations for making our life miserable on their worlds, and that said preparations consisted mostly of the Association. They offered to try and penetrate the chapter on Vargus Nine, but I asked them to leave the matter to the locals. There were several reasons for this. One was that I figured the Vargus internal security types had advantages and contacts the Yans could never match. Also, if anyone was going to risk their lives de-Imperializing one of the Absent House's planets it might as well be their people rather than ours. But most of all I wanted to save the Yans for something far bigger. Once I told them this, they waited with considerably more patience.


  There were also other enormous complications that few laymen would ever have imagined. One of these was that the Imperial worlds had been welded into a monolithic trade bloc, designed to exclude our cheaper and generally better Royal consumer goods. Except for a few luxuries, the Emperor had sought complete autarky in his supply chain. Now that we were sweeping up a significant number of his worlds, well… Sudden shortages were bound to appear all over Imperial space, and some of these shortages would be of goods so essential that a lack of them could kill in short order. Vargus Three, for example, manufactured the air-recycling equipment for virtually every ship and fixed-location space facility in Imperial space. Even though Imperial warships were also dependent on these same parts, well… If we cut off the supply of spares and filters cold, without warning, millions of civilians living in space habitats and such would surely die of atmospheric poisoning. It was better, we decided, to issue trading licenses that would permit their bearers through Royal lines to supply such gear—indeed, we were extra-liberal with our permits because we suspected that deliveries were probably already critically behind schedule. Yes, some of this enviro-gear ended up helping our enemies support their fleet. But many non-combatants also lived where otherwise they certainly would've died, and we decided that since the enemy fleet was so inferior anyway the tradeoff was worthwhile. Besides, how could the news of our wonderful surrender terms—and even more importantly, of the happy results on the planets that'd already accepted them—spread far and wide through the Empire if there was no trade?


  And spread the good news did, like wildfire! We hadn't been at it for more than a few months before white-flagged Imperial envoys began seeking us out and surrendering their homeworlds before we even got around to visiting them. Though we feigned delighted surprise, it was what we'd hoped would happen all along. Where we'd started out liberating only one system every month or so due to the long travel times, soon we were up to one or two a week as the delegations came rushing to bend their knee before me and plead for a merchantman or two full of whatever they so desperately needed.


  That big rush of surrenders was the effective end of the war, of course—the absolute, total end of any hopes the Emperor might yet harbor of someday dominating the sentient races via sheer military might. No sane monarch would fight on when all they had left were a handful of starving, bankrupt worlds surrounded by an ever-tightening noose and defended by an undersized fleet of half-functional ships whose skilled maintenance crews and precision support tooling had been lost at Wilkes Prime. At the rate things were going soon the entire Empire wouldn't control even so many worlds as a moderately decrepit Noble House. What had once roared like a lion now squeaked like a mouse in every conceivable way, and His Imperial Majesty had to know the game was up. I'd gone far out of my way to prove the matter beyond the shadow of a doubt to anyone at all who might be paying attention.


  So… Surely His Imperial Majesty was paying attention. Wasn't he?


  I have to admit that I was beginning to wonder if we'd have to direct-assault Imperious after all, complete with all the blood and misery and I-told-you-so's that would surely go along with such an awful campaign. But just as I was roughing out the earliest bones of an invasion plan a brand-new, snappy-looking Imperial light cruiser, Emperor's Justice, showed up under a white flag. Most likely she was the only fully-effective vessel left in the Imperial Fleet, still too new to require much in the way of maintenance. I hissed a small sigh of relief as I put away my notes for the Imperious campaign and listened in on Captain Blaine as he oh-so-insufferably recognized the flag of truce and ordered our humbled foe to take up station right in the place where Javelin's broadside would be most effective if unleashed. "Hold that relative position until we contact you again," Blaine ordered. "Take no other actions whatsoever."


  "Yes, my Lord," agreed the Imperial captain, whose name I hadn't caught. "But before you sign off, I'd like to make one special request."


  "Perhaps," Lord Leslie replied, chin held high. "What is it?"


  "Prince Jason of the Empire is aboard, sir, serving as a special envoy. He's requested the opportunity to meet with your Prince David and present his diplomatic credentials as soon as reasonably possible."
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  I'd expected for a very long time now that my fellow wargamer Jason Tallsdale would re-emerge as an important factor before all was said and done. Given his position in the family bloodline and special relationship with the kingdom as our highest-ranking and most valuable spy, well… He was the most trustworthy Imperial high-ranker that anyone knew of, and highly deserving of some sort of reward for what both my brother and I considered exceptional service to mankind as a whole. It was a given that we'd eventually want him to end up in charge of the reconstituted House of Boyen—a no-brainer, even. And yet…


  …how were we to get him there?


  Now that I was Prince of the Realm, no files were closed to me. Though the espionage people had screamed bloody murder about my not having a genuine "need to know", I'd studied every single secret message that Jason Tallsdale had ever sent us, from his first awkward attempts while still barely an adolescent to one that arrived by special courier just a week before the Third Fleet's departure. Early on he'd begun to divide his messages into two parts. The first always consisted of a terse, unemotional report on everything he'd seen or heard that he thought might hold any value for us. My jaw dropped at some of these—it was no wonder that Intelligence was so fearful of risking such a gold mine of information! But it was the second parts that proved most valuable to me in my role as war-ender. For in them, he'd poured out his soul for everyone to see.


  "I know I should keep these reports short," he explained in the first of these addendums. "But you can't imagine the pressure I'm under, being unable to talk to anyone but Cloud about these matters, and even he only under very carefully controlled circumstances." I nodded to myself as I read this—Cloud had been his personal manservant since the Prince was very young, and they were far closer than Imperial society usually allowed or approved of in a master-slave relationship. One of the Intelligence reports had suggested that Cloud served as a sort of all-purpose family-figure to Jason, due to the Rabbit having been the only stable presence that extended throughout his entire childhood. In any event, the report concluded, Cloud was extraordinarily important to him. "So I propose to unburden myself here, in a place where all is lost regardless if I'm ever caught out. If you don't want to read it, fine—though of course I know that you will. But please understand—these added bits are for me, not for you."


  And so Jason had gone on to create a sort of record of his inner life the like of which I doubted had ever been put together by any spy before him. One month he'd be sick at heart at an Imperial victory, then the next he'd be proud of a successful attack against heavy odds led by one of his uncles. "It's totally self-contradictory and insane," he'd admit. "And yet, so is this double life of mine. Perhaps I'm best served if I don't think about it too much." He'd also written at length about his romantic situation—lots of interesting and interested young women, but he wasn't going to settle down until he could be sure he wasn't going to die a traitor's death. What were his hopes and dreams for a peaceful world? "One way or another, Cloud and his kind must be freed. You Royalists are far ahead of us on this front. How can we humans look ourselves in the mirror until we free the slaves? This, and only this, can be the root of true justice."


  For me, the most amusing excerpts came from the report immediately after our wargaming confrontation on New Geneva. "David Birkenhead is a fine example of what free Rabbits might bring to the table of civilization," he pontificated. "But I do wish he didn't play quite so rough. It doesn't suit his Rabbithood."


  And so Prince Jason now waited in a military hull very much like the one I currently resided in, entrusted with a message from his uncle the Emperor and probably busying himself playing cards with the elderly Cloud while he waited for me to deign to see him. Jean had insisted that I keep him waiting at least forty-eight hours to put him in his place and remind him of who was petitioning who, even though it'd mean that the war must as a result last those two days longer. I took his advice, even though unlike Jean I knew whose side Jason was truly on. After all, he was probably every bit as surrounded by courtiers and assistants as I was and humiliating them was worthwhile in and of itself. So he waited and I waited and warriors fighting on a dozen battlefields waited while proper impressions were made. It all seemed so futile, sometimes.


  But at least Jason and I both knew that no matter what the rest of the world thought, our negotiations wouldn't be a hard-fought battle of one implacable will against the other. Jason had told me once that he was content to leave those at one victory apiece, and I was perfectly willing to do the same. No, this wasn't about one of us losing. Rather, it was going to be about both of us winning, along with all the rest of mankind. Except of course for his uncle and the innermost circles of Imperial power. Our real challenge was going to be working out how best to arrange for them to lose without blowing Jason's cover. It was a tough one, all right, and I couldn't say just yet that I'd worked up a good answer.


  But with Jason and I working together, well… Between us, we'd surely come up with something.
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  "…came all this way under a flag of truce merely to offer us a cease-fire proposal?" I demanded from my portable throne. I was at perhaps my most impressive, decked out in full Royal robes and regalia and with my eyes narrow and ears lowered in anger. "I flatly don't believe it, sir! Prince Jason, surely your uncle doesn't imagine us to be utter fools?"


  "I…" poor Jason stuttered, though I could tell by the look in his eyes that he'd known full well what the reply would be to such a pathetic offer. "I mean…"


  "You mean that your uncle thinks he can still pull the wool over our eyes," I replied for him. "Steal some time to rebuild his warmaking facilities, repair his ships, and find new ways to make mischief for my brother and myself and all of those under our protection." I frowned even harder and pointed at the door with my Royal Scepter, which had been bejeweled in the same pattern as my Sword. "Go back home," I ordered them. "Leave us immediately, if this is the best you can do. But expect a return visit, very soon. I can almost promise you one, in fact. My ships, however, will be flying their largest and brightest battle-ensigns, not flags of truce. And you may find it rather difficult to persuade them to leave once their company grows tiresome."


  Price Jason gulped again, and part of me felt wretched for abusing him so. But it wasn't the real Jason I was insulting, I reminded myself. It was the false front, the sole Imperial hero at the Battle of Wilkes Prime. Late in the fight the Empire's last squadron of light forces counterattacked our torpedo cruisers so savagely that, torps mostly expended, they'd been forced to withdraw. Prince Jason had led the way, and without his skill and bravery our victory would've been even more complete than it actually was. This person was a sort of falsehood, a man who didn’t really exist in any meaningful sense of the word. The real Prince Jason, I reminded myself as I glared into his eyes, would probably applaud my every word. "So," I asked again. "Is this truly the best offer you're prepared to make?"


  "I… I'd like a day to consult with my staff," he replied.


  I tapped my palm with the scepter a few times and looked up at the painted-metal underside of the next higher deck. Most throne rooms were considerably more ornate than this one. But that was okay—most princes were more appreciative of opulence. "I could allow that," I decided with apparent reluctance. "I'd also be willing to meet with you privately, prince-to-prince. Not that I'm obliged in any way to do so, mind you. Yet I'd be glad of the chance to lay out the Royal position in an informal setting, so that I can know it'll be heard in full at the very top."


  Very slowly, Prince Jason nodded. "How about two more days then, Your Majesty? I could dine with you privately tomorrow, then we can meet again formally the next afternoon."


  I nodded very slightly, as if I were bestowing a favor rather than getting exactly what I wanted most. "That'll be the plan, then. We'll negotiate the details later." Then I rose to my feet, trying not to notice everyone – even the Imperials—snapping to attention as I did so. "That's all, then. I look forward to having you as my guest tomorrow."


  Dinner in private with Prince Jason didn't have much in common with the three elaborate meals we'd shared before, one each aboard Javelin and Will of the People, and the third as cadets aboard Geneva Station. Once we got past all the salutes and heel-bashing and standing at attention, he and I retired to my personal quarters. "I hope you'll forgive me for offering only simple fare," I explained as we sat down together to eat at a small, unadorned table. "But I didn't think it wise to allow so much as a single footbunny access to this room during our meeting." I smiled as I opened the lids of the self-warming containers our food was packaged in. One of them contained peas, and Jason smiled at the sight. "As things are, the food is good but not of the sort normally considered fit for a Royal palate. In counterbalance, I give you my word of honor that this room is as secure as I could possible make it."


  He nodded, then blinked in surprise as I picked up an extra-large knife and began carving a nice leg of lamb. Then I placed some on his plate. "Sir," he protested. "I mean…"


  "Heh!" I chuckled. "Don't worry! I'm a fully-rated assistant steward. Just updated my certification not all that long ago, in fact." Then I grew serious. "In inner Royal circles these days, it's growing more and more common for us to fetch and carry and serve for ourselves in private. The trend is spreading among the upper nobility as well, and I'm rather pleased that this is so." I smiled again. "Besides, Your Highness, you've earned the honor a thousand times over."


  He blushed. "Please, let's drop the titles if that's all right by you. Mine is hardly anything to be proud of anyway."


  I nodded and loaded my own plate with various greens and vegetables. "Then I'm David and you're Jason, just like when we were cadets together." I smiled again. "Really, I prefer it this way. Perhaps we can be on a first-name basis with each other in private from now on?"


  He nodded. "I'm flattered. You've become a great hero, David, even among my own people. Your achievements…" He shook his head. "I can't imagine how you survived half of them. They rival those of any single individual in all history."


  "It's been dumb luck, mostly," I admitted as I began picking at my asparagus. I rather liked the stuff, and took a long moment to savor that first, best, most succulent bite. "I could add that I can't imagine the terrible pressure you've been under all these long years. Especially when it would've been so easy for you to accept the Imperial code of ethics and embrace your position among the leaders of your family." I shook my head. "Jason, it takes a special kind of man to spurn the prospect of wealth and power in order to do what he believes is right. I should tell you that in recent weeks I've spent my spare time reading your past reports. And I say again in all candor that as a Royal Prince it's my honor to fill your plate. My exploits have made me famous, where yours must remain a deep, dark secret. All the reward you ever sought was the approval of your own heart. Sir… I'll never meet a finer man. In fact… It grieves my soul to belittle you in public. My fondest hope is that this play-acting won't have to continue much longer."


  Jason turned red again, and a long silence ensued as we slowly ate our meals. "David," he said eventually. "Your words are very kind. And I won't pretend that I'm not proud of the stand I've taken, somewhere deep down inside of me. Yet…" He sighed. "The cease-fire offer I brought is honestly all that I have to offer. For all that I too want immediate peace, I see no way forward."


  I nodded again. "What's it like these days in the Imperial Palace?"


  "Gloomy, in a word," Jason replied. "Depressed, desperate, even sometimes a little deranged. They're snatching at every straw, when the Empire is obviously lost beyond all redeeming. It's a form of collective insanity, I think." He shook his head. "His Majesty and his chief deputies honestly expected you to accept the cease-fire, David. Because they've deluded themselves into a mindset where they believe they can't be unseated, as if the universe will end if there's suddenly no Empire or Emperor. In other words, they can't even imagine the kind of peace you seek." He smiled. "Word of your Third Fleet's activities are everywhere. People on the street are whispering in each other's ears, wondering if it's really true that we can let bygones be bygones and stand as one in peace and prosperity again." He shook his head. "But of course they must whisper, because if they say such things aloud the Secret Police will see to it that they never voice such opinions again."


  I nodded, then looked down at my feet and sighed. "Well, then. I was rather hoping they'd be more amenable to reason."


  Jason shook his head. "These are men who've killed millions for little other purpose than stroking their own egos. I fear you give them far too much credit."


  I nodded again. "So, you think we must invade?"


  "There's not much other choice, that I can see at least." He looked away. "I'll probably be in command of a squadron of the line, by then. You have my word that they'll be led badly in the final battle. Beyond that, I don't see what more I can do." He paused. "I sort of had to lead that last counterattack at Wilkes Prime, just so you know. Or else my cover would've been blown. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me. But after you invade Imperious, well… The war will be over soon after that, and my cover won't matter anymore."


  I shook my head again—what a miserable spot Jason was in, that he might be forced to make himself look like an incompetent and most likely kill hundreds of brave, trusting men along with himself in order to accomplish what he felt was right. "How are your cousins?" I asked.


  His eyebrows rose. I was of course referring to the Emperor's two sons. "Neville is still stewing away on New Geneva, as you must be aware. He's become the family laughingstock more than anything. Which is no surprise—he always leaned in that direction."


  I nodded. "And Brewster?"


  "The Crown Prince missed the Battle of Wilkes Prime because he was attending staff college. He's an admiral, though far more involved in political than naval matters these days."


  I smiled. "And you yourself are also now a Prince in your own right."


  He looked away. "Yes, to rank me above Neville in the line of succession. He's said to be… Less than thrilled about the situation."


  I shrugged. "He's a pumped-up buffoon, and your family is wise to elevate you instead." Then I looked away. "Jason… No, Your Highness, in this case. Your Highness, it can't help but occur to me that achieving a just and meaningful peace might be a simple matter, were you the one sitting on the Imperial Throne at this crucial time."


  Jason gulped, then paled. "I… I mean…"


  "Don't tell me you've never considered the idea," I continued. "You're too fine a student of the strategic arts not to have."


  "It'd mean killing my own family," he whispered. "Plotting against my own flesh and blood."


  I nodded back. "Yes, and in this please know that I feel only the most sincere sympathy towards you. But…" I frowned slightly. "How many equally important—and far more innocent!—lives might we save here, Jason? And how much sooner might we free Cloud and all the rest? With you and I trusting one another and working together, I mean? I can bring resources to bear that even you have probably never dreamed of."


  He leaned back in his chair, still a bit white faced. "I'll grant that I suspected the matter might come up today."


  "And yet you chose to dine with me anyway," I pointed out.


  "Yes," he admitted, visibly deflating. "I did." Then he met my eyes again. "I've never wanted the crown, David. You of all people know that. I won't have it said that I ever sought to aggrandize myself. All I want is to end this awfulness as quickly as possible."


  "It will be said, of course. Over and over again—you know that as well as I do. But I can assure you that it'll never be said or even thought by either my brother or myself, and that'll have to do."


  He nodded slowly, then met my eyes with an expression as cold as my own. "Together we can take them out, I expect," he replied. "And it's clearly the right thing to do, as despicable as it is. So…" He smiled the cobra-like smile I remembered so well from across a gaming table long ago. "What exactly did you have in mind, David?"
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  And so I found myself sitting on the throne again the next afternoon, once again trying to look haughty and superior in front of the Imperial delegation. "For the third time, no! I shall not accept this cease-fire. Please don't ask again—I'm interested in surrender, and nothing but."


  Prince Jason looked as if he'd been struck a blow, and once again I had to admire his acting skills. I'd never have guessed that he had anything but the best interests of his beloved uncle the Emperor in his heart.


  "You'll accept only surrender, Your Majesty?" the Empire's Assistant Foreign Minister replied, his face chalk white. Then his eyes narrowed and he titled his head to one side. "Unconditional surrender? Or perhaps something… Negotiated?"


  I forced myself not to smile. Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly… "As you probably know," I explained, "I'm something of a student of history. To be blunt, while an unconditional surrender is certainly the outcome I'd prefer I'm willing to recognize reality. You still posses a significant and at least partially functional battlefleet, you still have a firm grip on at least the core of your population, and your internal war economy remains somewhat intact." I nodded slightly, in mock-respect. "Unconditional surrender is too much to expect of a political entity that's still functioning at such a high level. So yes, I'm prepared to negotiate terms. But only because I'm not quite in a position to dictate them." Then I smiled a cold smile. "Keep in mind, however, that I fully expect to be in such a position sooner rather than later. I imagine your military people will agree with that assessment."


  That led to an hours-long session, during which I discovered for the first time that James was right. Our thrones really did need cooling coils in them. As Jason had predicted, his Imperial advisors were as eager to latch onto any feeble straw of hope as a starving fish onto a well-cast lure. There was no way in the universe that I was going to accept a negotiated peace in which anything resembling the Empire continued to exist, and it was equally impossible for the Emperor to accept a peace in which it didn't exist. This was clearly the stuff of which continued fighting was made; no end to it all was possible so long as these conditions persisted. But by golly the Imperial advisors were willing to negotiate their hearts out regardless! Anything was better than accepting the actual truth of the matter—that they'd long since lost and the only thing preserving their rule was our unwillingness to spill another ocean of blood if we could help it.


  And so in the end we made an agreement. Though the shooting would continue—I remained inflexible on that point—Emperor's Justice would be allowed to return unharmed through our blockade to Imperious, with our own light cruiser Atropos escorting her every inch of the way. When they crossed into Imperial space their roles would reverse; Atropos would fly the flag of truce and Justice would guarantee that it was honored. Crammed aboard Atropos would be a negotiating team empowered to work out a treaty. I was very careful to obtain guarantees that due to the shipboard overcrowding this team of almost two hundred—I insisted on a large team, though the Imperials wanted me to send far fewer—would receive not only full diplomatic immunity but also be provided with decent quarters on the planetary surface. The Imperials were all smiles after we worked this all out; by their standards they'd pulled off a huge diplomatic coup. Any hope was better than none, after all, from their point of view.


  My own staff saw it as a big Imperial win as well, at least until they heard me give orders to our own top negotiators that their job was to do nothing but delay, delay, delay while appearing to make a genuine effort until something major broke. After that, I assured them, they wouldn't have any trouble at all obtaining a full surrender. "How will we know when this 'event' happens, Your Highness?" the team's top man, Ambassador Cutter asked.


  "You'll know," I replied with a smile, very carefully not looking at the Yan brothers. Due to their ostensibly low rank they were seated near the back of the room, in relative obscurity. "Believe me, you'll know. There won't be the slightest doubt in your mind. And then all this pointless slaughter will finally be over and done with."
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  The more one rose in rank, the further one was generally forced away from where things actually happened. Since I was now at the highest rank it appeared possible for me to ever achieve, well… I shouldn't have been surprised that I had to spend the next months in relative idleness while others did my bidding for me. On the surface I probably appeared to be the second incarnation of Alexander at his height in Persia, accepting surrender after surrender while leaving the local satraps in power until something more permanent could be arranged. By now merchantmen were leaving and rejoining the Third Fleet at pre-scheduled times and places, so that our trade-bribes remained tailor-made for each planet and far too tempting to refuse. While this apparently seemed an unremarkable accomplishment to the remaining contingent of diplomats aboard Javelin, I knew it was the result of a logistical ballet that might yet reduce those doing the choreography to gibbering madness before all was said and done. That was work I was pleased to remain distanced from; while my math was up to the challenge I wasn't so sure about my patience. On the other hand, oh how I yearned to be headed for Imperious along with the Yans, the dozens of spies they'd hand-selected back on Earth Secundus as the best in the business and all the deadly little toys they'd be smuggling along with them! Plus of course the most assuredly lethal items of all—an Emperor's ransom in plain gold bars conspicuously lacking any sort of serial number, and a whole notebook full of blank Royal Pardons bearing my personal seal. There had to be individuals close to the Imperial family who knew their necks were scheduled for Royal nooses. Certainly some of these also had clear enough vision to perceive that the war was lost. Combine an offer of personal enrichment with a promise of survival, and who knew what might be accomplished? If such individuals existed—and they practically always did, or so history informed me—then the Yans could be counted on to find and make full use of them during the weeks and months of slow, infinitely boring negotiations. Or if that didn't pan out there were three Rabbits in the entourage who'd been the first of their species to graduate spy-school. They might either act directly somehow, or perhaps arrange for a palace servant's uprising. I rather hoped that it'd be my fellow lapines who did the ultimate deed, frankly—it was fitting, somehow. Either way I had full faith in the Yans—they hadn't failed the kingdom yet.


  Until then I wandered from star to lonely star, accepting surrenders from the Empire's outlying worlds that I didn't believe really mattered anymore and perfecting an invasion plan I expected never to implement. It grew harder and harder to concentrate on the latter as time slipped by; increasingly I spent the days sitting alone in my cabin sipping tea, staring at the bulkheads and worrying about all sorts of things I had no control whatsoever over. Nestor would never have let me fall so low. But of course he was off on his own adventure, one he'd earned a thousand times over and more. So I paced and fretted my heart out over what I'd tell Mr. and Mrs. Yan if their beloved sons were caught and died a spy's death on this last, most dangerous of all their missions. I wondered if I'd be able to face up to the responsibility of giving the order for someone else to lead the final Jump into the Imperious system, while I sat on my silly throne and wore my silly bejeweled hat and overall rendered myself perfectly useless. I wondered how many good people were still dying every single day as the war sputtered on because I'd been unable to come up with a quicker way of ending it. I wondered how long my fellow ex-slaves, or for that matter the humans, would love me if I made a terrible hash of things somehow and was thrown back in a bloody repulse. And above all I wondered if I really was doing the right thing on the grand scale—would such "easy" treatment encourage another group of House Lords to break away again in the future, so that the whole pointless mess was repeated?


  It went on and on and on. I think it was the gaming nights that kept me sane, though even at those I grew sharp-tongued sometimes, particularly when I'd made an error I felt I shouldn't have. If I could make a mistake on the gaming board, after all, then could I not do the same when lives and more than lives were at stake?


  It wasn't until Jean invited me to a private dinner in his cabin and made guarded attempts to find out what was wrong that I finally realized what a funk I'd slipped into. "I'm terribly sorry," I told him as he finished up his dessert. "Truly I am—is it showing that badly?"


  "You're under a huge amount of stress, David," he replied. "One that frankly I don't want to even try and imagine." Then he looked away. "And your primary support mechanism is gone."


  I sighed. "That's part of it, I suppose. Yet… I've been cantankerous before, when Nestor's been around. Though perhaps not this badly."


  "Perhaps not," Jean replied in a diplomatic tone that made me wince. Then he put down his fork and sighed. "You need a friend, sir. Some sort of… companion."


  My mouth went hard again for a moment, until I recalled that Jean didn't know about Frieda or how I'd been carefully designed to love only her. In fact, perhaps he… "Nestor and I are close, Jean," I explained softly, forcing a half-smile. "But just to make certain that you and I understand each other, we're not that close."


  My Chief Courtier nodded back, though I could see there had been a bit of doubt in his mind on the matter after all. "Still, sir… You should make more friends. Particularly if Nestor is to have a career of his own."


  I nodded back, then decided to unburden myself further. "We Rabbits touch frequently. And hug and snuggle regardless of gender as well, you know. This is social behavior, not sexual—I'm sure you’ve seen it in your household staff." I sighed. "It's not entirely optional. We need the contact for good emotional health. And yet…" I looked at Jean, and he flinched at the pain in my eyes. "Where am I to go, Jean? What Rabbit may the Prince of the Realm safely and properly hug, here where everything is so formal all of the time and in the absence of Nestor, who knows how to be discreet?" I sighed and shook my head. "Or maybe I'm exaggerating the differences between my kind and yours after all—His Highness King Albert and I exchanged letters for a few months before his stroke, if you didn't know it. Daily, almost."


  His eyebrows rose. "No, I didn't."


  I smiled, though it was a sad one. "He didn't really have time for so much personal correspondence. But anyway… He poured his heart out about how much he wished he could step down in his dotage and just be an ordinary person for at least a few months at the very end of things." I sighed and shook my head. "He never actually used the word, but I've come to understand that he was lonely almost to the point of death. It may actually have killed him, in fact—who knows why his health deteriorated the way it did?"


  "He was a widower," Jean observed. "That couldn't have helped."


  "He never really loved his queen," I replied. "The marriage was political, not rooted in romance." I smiled again. "It's why James, er…"


  Jean smiled back—the whole universe now knew that my adopted brother's father was Albert's bastard. "Well…" He looked at me oddly. "I realize that circumstances rather limit your choices. But have you considered meeting a few does on your own?"


  I forced myself to maintain the same expression on my face that had been there before Jean said the one thing that was capable of throwing me into a truly Royal state of fury. My gengeneering was still both very illegal and frowned-upon by society at large. If the slightest hint ever got out, well… It'd not only totally disgrace me, but the resulting scandal would probably unseat James from his throne as well. And that'd mean civil war, which would in turn mean that our entire lives had been wasted, and… Well, it was unthinkable. "It's so hard," I explained calmly. "I mean… How many other Rabbits are there who can hold up their heads in society, buck or doe either one? Where would I find anyone even halfway suitable?"


  "There is that, I suppose," Jean replied, scowling again. "It's not something I'd considered." Then he sighed and shrugged. "Any of us would do anything for you—the inner circle, I mean." He looked away. "I'm sorry that this has to be so painful for you, David. It doesn't seem right, somehow, after all you've done for the rest of us."


  I shrugged. "There are worse fates. You'll never know how close I came once to ignoring a ringing phone. If I'd done so, I'd probably be an Imperial slavebunny right now. One that nobody ever so much as heard of."


  Jean's eyes bugged slightly. "My god! I'm certainly glad that didn't happen!"


  "Me too," I replied with the same fixed smile. Even though I wasn't quite so sure anymore if that was really the truth.
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  And so it went on and on and on. We rendezvoused and re-rendezvoused with fresh merchies and our short-legged destroyers were from time to time relieved. But the Third Fleet moved ever onwards through the eternal night, accepting the surrenders of everything from tiny one-man trading outposts to underway merchantmen to, sometimes, entire groups of planets. We were past the richest pickings now, and had moved out into the less lucrative agricultural and frontier regions. Here the slavebunnies outnumbered their masters by large multiples, which was all to the good for my purposes since the humans were so terrified or a revolt breaking out at any moment. "It's all because of you," Jean explained to me once. "The Imperial officials won't say anything in your presence, of course—there's no polite way for them to even bring the subject up when you're around. But I think that if it hadn't been for the big revolt on Boyen Twelve, the Imperials in these parts wouldn't be giving up nearly so easily. "


  I nodded back; unlike our earlier conquests, which had depended entirely on the Imperial Battle Line to defend them, these more recent planets were protected by locally-based aerospace fighters and defense battalions, much as Wilkes Prime had been. They were able to resist, in other words; some even had local destroyer squadrons assigned to protect them from far-ranging Royal raids. And yet they too gave up without a shot. "It must've been quite a thing, that revolt. In order to stir up so much fear, I mean."


  Jean nodded. "You wouldn't believe the stories if you heard them, David. Mass lynchings of the Masters alongside their children, the burning of farmhouses, a total descent into animal savagery..." He shook his head. "In fact, I don't believe them. They're loaded with too many internal contradictions. Pretty much all the stories agree, for example, that the Imperial Governor was allowed to leave the planet unharmed with his family and go home in a passenger ship that happened to be in orbit at the time. And yet... I also hear claims that the Rabbits slaughtered every single human they could get their claws on and used the corpses to fertilize their hayfields." He shook his head. "Those two just don't add up, sir. Anybody who did the one would never have done the other."


  I wriggled my nose in thought; stranger things had happened, and yet... "Forgive me for pointing this out, Jean—I certainly don't mean to imply that it applies either to you or any of my other closest friends. But… Humans aren't exactly fond of having a Rabbit beat them at almost anything. Not games, not business, and certainly not at war. So perhaps a lot of what you're hearing are mere stories, made up by humans to justify their losing?"


  "Very likely," Jean agreed. "In fact, I was about to suggest the same."


  And so things remained until at long last Frobisher and her consorts finally returned to the Third Fleet, and Nestor with them. Fortunately we were quite near her Jump point, being just a couple hours from using it ourselves. "I'd prefer to report in person, sir," Nestor reported to me from the big viewscreen on the bridge. "If you don't mind."


  I smiled wide as I drank in the sight of a Rabbit standing tall and proud on the bridge of one of His Majesty's ships of the line, even if an obsolescent one, thoroughly in command and so far as I could tell fully respected by the humans sitting and standing all around him. Other people saw a certain Admiral Birkenhead in such a light all of the time these days, I knew. But for me, well...


  It was a new—and most welcome!—experience.


  "Of course!" I replied through the first smile I'd experienced in weeks. "In my working quarters, then?"


  He smiled back—perhaps he'd been lonely too? "That'd be perfect, sir! I'll see you in three hours!"
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  I chose to receive Nestor in private for a dozen different reasons. One was that he might wish to discuss sensitive information. Another was that this was his first big independent assignment, and he might very well have made serious mistakes—the first time was rough on everyone. Also, knowing he was a bit shy sometimes, I felt that he might give me more complete information without an audience.


  But the biggest reason, of course, was that I knew I was going to bunny-hug him half to death the moment I saw him, and it'd be best if that happened in private.


  Apparently he felt the same way, because crowbars couldn't have separated us for a long, wonderful time. Then we finally sat down in our respective chairs and got down to business. "Sir," he began. "The first thing I want to say is that for all these years I've completely underestimated you. I had no idea whatsoever of how hard it is to be in charge. I mean, none! It's not just the workload—it's all the worry."


  I smiled a little and nodded. "Thank you."


  "That said..." He sighed and shook his head. "The situation on Boyen Twelve was in many ways exactly as we expected it to be. And yet in even more ways it was beyond our wildest imaginings." He looked up from his folder. "Is it always that way?"


  "Pretty much," I assured him.


  "Anyway," he continued, once again intent on his notes. "Upon our arrival the first thing we noticed was that planetary traffic control was still operational. Not fully operational, mind you—it was over an hour before our entry into the system was noticed, and when decisions were required regarding what to do with us and what orbits to put us in, well... That took even longer. But..." He smiled. "The surprise was that it was working at all."


  I blinked. "Manned by Rabbits?"


  "Dogs, actually. Being part of the planet's security apparatus, it was sort of their bailiwick. They'd studied their masters for years, you see. So when the time came they weren't afraid to try it themselves. Though they freely admitted to me later that if anything major had gone offline they could never have repaired it."


  I blinked again. "I see."


  He smiled. "Anyway... They had a working planetary government up and running too, which was probably easier than it sounds since there were only a few hundred thousand on the planet. So we were able to negotiate properly and everything." He smiled and thumped his feet like a kit. "Piece of cake!"


  I smiled back, but didn't thump even though I felt like it. "Wow! That's pretty good for a bunch of ex-slaves." I let my expression sober again. "How did they succeed in rebelling?"


  "It was a carefully organized coup," Nestor explained. "I swear, whoever writes the first book about it is going to be rich; truth in this case is far stranger than fiction. There was this one Rabbit in a key position—she could read and write especially well, and so became an office assistant for an Imperial official in the Bureau of Economics. Over the years she set up a communications network with other literate Rabbits. It kept growing bigger until eventually the slaves were better informed about what was going on in the galaxy than their masters. They'd been making plans for ages when we won the Battle of Wilkes Prime, which they understood ended any real chance of Imperial reprisal. That's when they struck, sir, while the humans were still reeling in shock over such a horrid defeat. The Rabbits simply took up weapons and arrested every human in sight, while the Dogs were held back to deal with any organized resistance."


  "So it wasn't completely bloodless?"


  "No, sir. A few thousand humans tried to hole up in the governmental buildings in the capitol city." He frowned. "They were asked to surrender three times. Then, the Dogs burned the entire city to the ground. In their opinion they had no other choice; the humans were threatening to use nukes, and no one was sure if they really had them or not. Plus, of course, there were other holdouts here and there. But most of the civilian humans are still alive, sir, and though held captive are being treated decently. I made it a point to meet with their leaders several times."


  I nodded again, taken aback by the wonder of it all. "You say they've achieved a stable government?"


  "They function, albeit in fits and jerks and not at all efficiently. The good news is that they're fully aware of what a miserable job they were doing and that all it would've taken was a single epidemic or major shortage of some kind to topple them." Nestor smiled. "They welcomed us with open arms, sir, and accepted every expert we offered them with not just relief but outright enthusiasm. The temporary head of the government stepped down the moment she learned we were in-system, for example—her first words to me were 'Long live the King!'. And that's been the attitude there ever since. You know how practical and down to earth most Rabbits are, sir. All they want is to be free, and to get back to growing food."


  I nodded slowly. "It sounds like you've done well, Nestor. Congratulations."


  His ear-linings darkened. "I'd never have been anyone without you, sir. Sometimes I think none of us ever would've been."


  I smiled back. "Nonsense! This... revolutionary doe, I suppose you could call her. I've never had anything to do with her, now have I? Yet she's freed a world, if I have my facts straight. That's one accomplished Rabbit right there, one who can proudly stand on her own two legs and look any human there ever was dead in the eye! She didn't need any outside help from anyone." I leaned back in my chair. "Now there's a girl I'd like to meet!"


  Nestor smiled again, but didn't raise his eyes. "Someone had to come and make the formal surrender. To kneel before you in person, in other words. It just so happens she was chosen for the honor." His smile widened. "Sir, her name is Frieda. She's originally from Marcus Prime. And curiously enough, she's even more eager to meet you than you are her."
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  All the next day, everyone I had any personal contact whatsoever with was most unaccountably smiling. Well, a few could be said to be grinning as opposed to outright smiling, but that was putting too fine an edge on the matter. I might've been irritated by this, and probably would've been had it happened even a few days earlier. But as things were, well… A Prince of the Realm can have no real privacy, especially when he gets so carried away in the magic of a moment that he forgets to close the security-shutters in his sleeping-chamber. So by now it was inevitable that everyone knew Frieda and I were already a lot more than merely good friends.


  Not that we could've kept it a secret very long anyway. "My Prince," Frieda greeted me immediately after making her supplication in the name of her planet's populace. "I once promised to save something for you. And here it is after so many years that I nearly gave up all hope." Then, very slowly, she pulled a pressed and dried fire lily from her bosom and presented it to me.


  And that was all I could stand—all either of us could stand, most likely. I asked Nestor to please clear my schedule until the next morning, then within minutes my doe and I found our way into my bedroom. And, well… so far I can see the rest isn't anyone's business but our own, no matter how many Heralds and guards and other personal servants must've stood at the forgotten shutters and gaped at the goings-on. The good news was that as near as I could tell everyone in my retinue seemed to approve overwhelmingly. The smiles might've been knowing in nature, but they also reflected a genuine sharing of my own happiness.


  Everyone smiled on the bridge as well when I made my late-morning appearance there. Sir Leslie was already there waiting for me, sipping fragrant coffee from an expensive cup and of course wearing his own silly smile. It should've been a long, tough slog to the bridge; I'd barely slept at all the night before, and had expended considerable energy besides. Yet I practically danced all the long way there—I felt as if I'd shed twenty years. The colors were brighter, the scents cleaner, the brasswork shinier… I felt as if I were a middie again. And of course I smiled too.


  "Well, Sir Leslie," I began. "We've come to the far end of the Empire. Beyond this point lies little but unexplored space."


  His smile widened. "Heaven knows that when I was a young officer I never expected to live to see it."


  "Nor I." Then I wriggled my nose for a moment. "There's not much more of value to be accomplished out this way, that I can see at least."


  "No, sir," he agreed again. "We've dismembered them—taken everything worth having. All the local planets trade with Royal worlds now. I can't imagine why the Emperor won't surrender. He couldn't win even before. But now… He's been reduced to practically nothing."


  "It's a form of insanity, I fear. A dangerous one." For the first time in hours my smile faded, and I stood silent as I thought matters over.


  "I'm very pleased that you found her, sir," Leslie said into the silence. "I had no idea you were even looking. No one did, apparently. But now… Nothing could've made me happier, David. And I mean that."


  My smile returned. "Thank you, Sir Leslie." Then I made my final decision. "We've done what we can do towards ending the war out this way, I think. There's no more pressure to be applied, once everything of value has been taken. So I think it's time for the Third Fleet to shape a new course."


  "If you think so, David, then so do I."


  I smiled again. Our mostly-noble officer corps was in some ways still just as blind and ignorant as it'd been when I was still just a ship's boy. This was something I'd always wanted to remedy, but as yet hadn't had much opportunity. To give them their due, however, they'd proven remarkably open-minded about many things. Or at least they had once the facts were rammed far enough down their throats! Was this relative flexibility of mind on the part of our officer corps, tiny as the advantage was, the ultimate reason we'd finally beaten the Imperials? One among many, I decided. Certainly it was the ultimate reason our slaves were being freed as quickly as we could make it happen. And despite all his faults, Sir Leslie had been the first of the nobles to admit he'd been wrong. For this as well as his personal courage I'd always respect him. Even if he wasn't exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer, I'd respect him. "Let's go join the blockade of Imperious," I ordered. It may've appeared a spontaneous choice, but I'd been planning for weeks to make the move just as soon as Nestor's squadron rejoined us. "Perhaps we can find more mischief to make there."
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  Interstellar voyages resemble travel by old-fashioned sailing ship more than anything else. Though the weather is far less interesting in space and the likelihood of arriving alive at one's destination is considerably higher, both modes of travel consume enough months that the ships become miniature communities complete with gossip, crime, newspapers, and social cliques. And of course shipboard romances are justifiably famous. On passenger liners, where people of both sexes live in close proximity to each other and the usual inhibitions are at least partly lifted, well… such affairs are the stuff of so many novels that they practically constitute a genre of their own. Every year saw the production of a brand-new mountain of the stuff.


  Romances were not commonplace on navy ships, however—our crews were all-male, and while homosexuality was permitted there were surprisingly few takers even among the humans, who were far more flexible in these matters than we ex-slave-species. And so I suppose that Frieda must've felt very lonely for girl-type company once our initial joy at seeing each other after so long was sated. It probably sounded very well indeed to have a prince as a boyfriend, but like most of the population of the universe my beloved had never spent any time at all around a working Court or even just a throne room, and therefore had no concept whatsoever of how terribly twisted out of true my life was. The Heralds' continual questions and efforts to predict my actions weirded her out to no end, for example, while Nestor had to explain to her why I was so cold and haughty when sitting on my throne. (I had to be, lest even my friends begin walking all over me.) Then there were the long hours and the constant reading-up on current events and dinners, dinners, dinners everywhere, with her on my arm but with us both so very much on-stage every second of every minute that we might as well have been on different planets in terms of intimacy. Via much fighting, kicking and screaming, I managed to free up almost an hour a day to spend with the doe I very much hoped to soon marry. That doesn't sound so bad until you realize that it included breakfast and lunch, meals at which I was practically forced to entertain at least one or two visitors. Plus, she told me once, she was rather taken aback at how accustomed I'd become to having my bidding done for me without a single question being asked. "You're in command so much of the time that you don't even realize what you sound like to a non-subordinate," she explained once, not long after breaking out weeping in my cabin. "I… I want to be special to you, not just another junior officer!" And she was right, I came to understand. It was shocking, how far my hard-won conversational skills had degenerated into "Do this!" and "Do that!" without my even noticing. It was probably an occupational hazard for both admirals and princes royal, but that didn't make me feel any less embarrassed when I finally realized the truth.


  Not that I was the only one carrying scars. The Imperials had decided that Frieda was a very able slave indeed, and therefore she'd been forced to marry. And marry and marry and marry again, in fact, since somehow she kept failing to litter despite the fact that her medical tests all came up normal. It was the gengineering again, of course—the Marcus doctors had made plenty certain in various subtle ways that she wouldn't become pregnant with the wrong fetus and spoil several generations worth of planning. When she told me—weeping, of course—about her previous husbands, well… The experience was awkward and unpleasant in more ways than I could possibly count. It wasn't the other Rabbits—how could I fail to forgive them, especially when they were being forced as well? But it also turned out that Frieda still didn't know about her being gengineered any more than I had at first and, well…


  She wasn't cleared to know!


  It was possibly the most miserable, ridiculous situation I'd ever faced. I loved Frieda and she loved me—the pheromones made utterly certain of it. And yet… everything depended on the gene-cutting remaining secret. Though my beloved had done so much for not just for her own planet but for the various species of the humanities, well… James and I were still perfectly capable of losing our crowns over this sort of thing. It was our great vulnerability, a shared weakness that we dare not expose to anyone, ever. But how could I tell my love, when in so many ways I still knew so little about her? Was she prone to gossip with the girls? Did she suffer from a pathological need to impress others? Did she talk in her sleep, for heaven's sake? It wasn't cruel or calculating or sadistic not to tell her the whole truth just yet. Rather it was prudence, or perhaps even self-preservation. This was especially true because I'd begun speculating with considerable unease about the purely human side of the Marcus family. Long ago I'd noticed that unlike other Houses they seemed to produce nothing but superior leaders, generation after generation. How much of that was coincidence? Or that James was such a stunning genius? Or that His Majesty King Albert was infertile with every female he ever slept with save just the once, with a Marcus noblewoman? Had a Marcus doctor gotten to him while he was still an infant, perhaps, and arranged matters decades before the fact? Oh yes, it was definitely self-preservation not to let my secret spill; in fact, I rather wished that I'd never been told about the matter myself! On the other hand, how could I so thoroughly mislead someone I cared so much about? If I didn't tell her right away she'd be furious when she found out, and strictly from her own point of view she'd have every right to be.


  Finally, Nestor and I cooked up a plan. One evening he asked to dine with my beloved alone, and during dinner the conversation somehow drifted around to slave-improvement breeding programs, which were entirely legal and accepted. He explained that she and I had been part of such a program, a very advanced one of great intensity meant to produce slaves of the highest possible capabilities. This, he explained, was probably why we had such strong feelings for each other, and only for each other. My friend also explained that this information could be terribly embarrassing to me, and that it was important to the future of all the ex-slaves that it not be leaked. "People need to see David as a sort of everyman," he explained, sharing only a fraction of the truth. "Not the result of special breeding. That's too much like the human nobles."


  Wide-eyed she'd nodded and sworn her everlasting silence, and that night we made love that would've been perfect had it not been for the sense of guilt that came with founding such an important relationship on nothing more substantial than a politically-convenient lie. My god! Couldn't I even find my long-lost love without the royalty-thing screwing it all up?


  Apparently not.


  Still, the biological imperatives between us were, well…. Imperative. I didn't mislead or mistreat her any more than I could help, and she displayed an almost unlimited amount of patience, a trait she'd perhaps perfected under the Imperial whip. The hard-wiring of the brain is far more subtle and important in our day-to-day lives than almost anyone gives it credit for; we could probably have treated each other like dirt and still been incapable of not loving one other with all our hearts. All I could do was hope that love both conquered all and forgave all, as the poets claimed. I did what I could, including salving my own conscious by writing and ring-sealing a dated letter that explained how much I wished I could tell her the whole story and why it was that I hadn't been able to. Who could know? Perhaps someday I might be able to deliver it to her after all? By then she might even have been a princess long enough to begin to appreciate how much wisdom there was in the old saying, "Uneasy lies the head upon which rests a crown".


  By the time our journey was almost over, Frieda had mastered the basics of the princessing business. She knew how to dress, how to behave in Court, what to expect from the less privileged, and how to exist without privacy. Her table manners were polished, and it was shocking to see how effortlessly she absorbed the arts of high-society repartee and conversation. While there were still plenty of rough spots—some due to a lack of female nobles to practice with, while others had their root in her pragmatic nature as a Rabbit—I personally found her idiosyncrasies to be charming more than anything else. After all, I shared many of them myself! And so on the last night before we Jumped to rejoin the First Fleet portion of the blockading forces, she and I hosted a huge dinner for all the hundreds of officers and nobles aboard all of our ships who could make it, along with each and every Rabbit and Dog. We announced our engagement there, holding hands and looking deep into one another's eyes. "We've both got a few miles on us," I observed, "and carry scars from where we've been and some of the things we've been obliged to do. But—" here I snuck a quick kiss—"we're going to be married regardless."


  The officers had already guessed, of course—they were polite, but it would've been dishonest to feign surprise. And Nestor had known for ages. But the rest of the ex-slaves, well… "Hurrah!" they cried over and over again, highly-decorated marines and normally-phlegmatic footbunnies alike bouncing about like excited kits, while the Dogs howled in joy. "Hurrah!"


  And then the furred among the crowd picked Frieda and I up and carried us down Javelin's corridors on their shoulders for a time. It must've been the most undisciplined and inappropriate behavior seen aboard a king's ship since I couldn't imagine when. But no one seemed to mind. Over and over again Frieda and I found ourselves locking eyes and losing our souls in the depths of each other's shimmery orbs. It went on forever and ever, until finally we were deposited on the deck just outside the Royal Suite. "Three cheers!" called out Juan Baptiste, one of my lead footbunnies. "And a tiger!" The result nearly deafened us all, then Juan smiled and opened the outer door for me. "Now you two get at it," he whispered with a wink. "Even if it's still a mite early, legally speaking. So that my children and their children's children will have sovereigns as worthy of our love and respect as we do."
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  I'd like to be able to say that I felt as calmly self-assured as I tried to appear on Javelin's bridge when we finally burst through to join the First Fleet, which with its sister organization was maintaining a tight blockade around the Imperial core worlds. A thousand million things could've gone wrong in the many months that'd passed since I'd ordered them here. The Imperial Fleet might've sortied and against all odds won a resounding victory, the Yans might've been detected and our whole overlarge diplomatic contingent slaughtered in revenge, there might've been another coup attempt back home… But it only took me seconds to see that all was well, and in many ways would remain well forever after. For, neatly formed up under the massed guns of the Bard-class battleships drifted the remnants of the Imperial Line of Battle, the core of the Emperor's strength and the ultimate source of all his power to make mischief.


  They'd surrendered at last—the long, long nightmare was finally over.


  It didn’t take me long to catch up on what'd happened and how. According to Admiral Regan, my peace-waging campaign had been so successful and impossible to conceal that a bloody palace revolt had erupted, led by "sane" Imperials who wanted to accept our terms. The Emperor's nephew had led this movement, he explained, and though he perforce remained on Imperious attempting to consolidate his power he'd sent representatives to wait for me and make his submission as soon as I returned. The new Lord of the House of Boyen—the only title he claimed—seemed like a good, responsible man, the admiral opined, the kind of person one could do business with. And of course that was how the history books would always tell it, even though within hours I had a report from the Yans in my pocket that told a very different story indeed. It didn't matter, I supposed. Jason was indeed someone with whom we could do business; in fact I'd trust him with my life, as he'd done at least twice with me. The truly important thing was that the wars were finally over! There'd be no more bloodshed and violence on the industrial scale—it was done and, best of all, done properly and permanently!


  The First Fleet had of course already held many rounds of celebrations, but we Third Fleeters spend another whole day staggering around with smiles on our faces, just as we had after Frieda and I were reunited at last. Then it was our turn to celebrate and dance in the corridors; Frieda and I chose long, slow waltzes. Finally, two long days after I really should've, I wrote a public letter to Jason formally accepting his submission to the Crown and recognizing his legitimacy as the House-Lord of Boyen. In my note I made clear that the Imperial core-worlds were every bit as welcome back into the kingdom as any other, and that while war-crime trials would be held there'd be no reprisals or reparations. Then I sent it on to Imperious—or Boyen Prime, as it was once more properly named—via my fastest courier ship for proclamation in all public places. Along with it I sent a private message to Jason expressing my satisfaction with the outcome and reassuring him that I was certain James would feel the same way. I also recognized his Rabbit-friend Cloud for his services by naming him a Knight of the Realm, and encouraged both to come a-visiting as soon as circumstances allowed. "We have so much to talk about, you and I," I explained. "It'd be my great pleasure to get to know you better. You make a much better friend than enemy. Besides, Lord Nestor is dying to swap recipes with Sir Cloud."


  Then all that was left was for me to honor my defeated enemy as best I was able. The ex-Imperial ships had been stripped of all but a skeleton crew, barely enough to keep the engines running and maintain formation. Admiral Regan had been very strict with these men—they were allowed practically no contact with their Royal jailors, for example, and none whatsoever with home. Regan was convinced that these vessels were destined to form a new battle squadron in our own navy, and he lived in constant fear that their crews would scuttle them. He sent over inspection crews daily, and these crews were quite deliberately made up of the most arrogant officers in his entire organization. "I'm trying to drive home the fact that we've won and they've lost, sir," he explained.


  It was the purest nonsense imaginable, of course. We'd soon be scrapping three-quarters or more of our own existing ships, much less adding a squadron. After all, who was there left to fight? All we really needed was a fleet composed of pirate-chasers and dispatch-vessels, plus enough of a Line of Battle to deter any Houses that might consider breaking away as Boyen once had. The last thing we needed was an additional squadron of ponderous battleships that required non-standardized parts, technicians, and training. Yes, we'd probably keep one ex-Imperial ship as a memorial, but it'd most likely be something small enough to land, like a destroyer. The rest were destined for the shipbreakers, who'd be so overwhelmed with the sudden boom in business that it'd take years, maybe even decades for them to scrap the dreadnoughts alone. All in all it made for a pretty little problem—Admiral Regan was young for his rank, and would be one of the navy's movers and shakers for a long time to come. So, it'd certainly be best not to offend him if I could help it. Yet, I felt myself actually feeling sorry for the ex-Imperial crews who were surely lonely, far from home, and being systematically insulted every single day.


  So I first did what any king's officer of my rank might be expected to do. I took a tour of several of the captured ships, ooh-ing and ah-ing politely as the Imperial officers proudly showed off what they considered to be their vessels' greatest strengths and advantages. Instead of being cold and distant, however, I did my best to bond with these one-time enemies. I wore coveralls rather than a dress uniform, for example; simple workwear identical to that worn by any other Rabbit on ordinary service, save that mine had an admiral's rank-rosette sewn onto them. Then I went crawling and climbing into the dark and greasy places with my former enemies, sometimes even further than my own Dog-guards could follow. Or at least I did until one Imperial rating, whom I'd followed down a main-battery accumulator tube, whispered in my ear that there was a 'madman' down in Engineering who meant to assassinate me. "Your Highness," the barely eighteen-year-old Imperial rating explained. "If he'd ever met you and seen how you really are, he wouldn't be talking like a fool. But please, don't go down there!"


  Well, I developed a headache and didn't go down there, it so happened. Neither, however, did I inform my security people about the incident. It was largely our own fault, so far as I was concerned, for treating these particular Imperials so shabbily in defeat. I began making it a point to invite them to Royal functions aboard Javelin just as I habitually did with our own officers, and made heavy-handed suggestions to Admiral Regan that perhaps he ought to follow my example. I also not only arranged for the Imperial and Royal officers to hold joint seminars on professional matters such as tactics and logistics so that they could learn from each other, I attended more than a few—and learned more than a little!—myself. While it would've been naïve of me to imagine that everyone's hard feelings could be done away with so easily, well… A little respect goes a long way towards soothing bruised egos. And with any luck it made for fewer assassins as well.


  Then at long last the dispatch-vessel Raven returned with multiple reports indicating that the dust was settling down nicely on Boyen Prime, and that Jason remained firmly in control. Though I considered taking Javelin there and calling upon the new House-Lord in person, my staff felt that it'd look too much like a victory-lap. They were right, I decided; instead I wrote another friendly letter to Jason, and then even longer ones to each of the Yans explaining that I'd either see them made Peers of the Realm for their recent services to the Crown or die trying, not that I expected much resistance. Then, still grinning to myself at the thought of how happy I expected my friends' elevations to make Mother and Father Yan, I hugged Frieda up close and whispered in her ear. "Honey?"


  "Yes, David?"


  "We're finished with war, you and I. Hopefully forever. Now it's time for us to go home and enjoy the peace."
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  Earth Secundus was always a beautiful place to rest and recuperate after a long, difficult mission. The world's primary function was to serve as a great park where Earthlife was conserved to the greatest degree possible. That it also served as the kingdom's seat of government was personally convenient for me as well. Once we'd made a series of socially-mandatory appearances with James and some others, Nestor and Frieda and I repaired to the country retreat I'd come to love so much. Though my own personal acreage remained mostly empty, the nearby New Rabbit Town had grown to the size of a medium-sized city. This invariably shocked me whenever anyone mentioned it because I could so easily recall when it'd consisted of only a few slightly-improved burrows and there hadn't been a human-style house in sight. While the earliest residents had been manumitted Rabbits and Dogs freed before the rest of our brethren, today ex-slaves from all over the kingdom thronged in to study in the excellent schools and gawk at my cabin out in the woods. Even a few humans came to gawk sometimes. While I didn't mind the students, I rather wished that the tourists would stay home. They traveled in packs of dozens or even hundreds, staring and pointing and asking the locals if they happened to have met me and if so what was I really like. It should've been touching, really—my fellow ex-slaves weren't exactly wealthy, nor was interstellar travel cheap. But it seemed that the moment a community of Rabbits or Dogs or even Horses saved up enough money between them to charter some decrepit old rustbucket, they'd crowd in as many freedmen as they could and up-ship under miserable conditions to come and see my home.


  "It's all wrong!" I explained to my soon-to-be wife as we sat side-by-side on the veranda and sipped cold drinks on a warm afternoon. It was impossible not to notice the distant crowd that always stood gathered on the far side of the wide, grassy field that surrounded my personal hardpoint. A barely-audible cheer had just gone up—apparently someone equipped with binoculars had seen us come outside. Frieda was wearing sunglasses and a big floppy hat that complimented her ears; I was wrapped in a sort of bathrobe-thingie that I'd never learned the proper name of but which was very comfortable indeed. "They should be spending their money on starting businesses or buying land or a million other things instead of coming here!"


  Nestor was just about to speak when my fiancée beat him to the punch. "David," she explained, as if to a child. "How can you be a Rabbit yourself and still be so ignorant? Or is it just that it's been so long since you were a slave?"


  I raised my eyebrows. "Actually," Nestor interjected, "I was about to agree with him."


  She smiled, then reached out and took my hand. "Honey… Rabbits are nothing if not industrious and thrifty. Isn't that so? Dogs and Horses, too?"


  "Mostly," I agreed. "We're bred for hard work, and thriftiness is easy when you've never owned anything at all before."


  "Well... As a general rule, industrious and thrifty individuals don't need much money—they have or can easily earn all they need whenever they like. It's not something they think about consciously, mind you. But they're not concerned so much about their financial futures. What they are in need of, however, is a lot more subtle."


  My ears perked. "And what's that?"


  She smiled. "They need pride, sillykins! Like a desert screams for water, they need pride! There's nothing more demeaning than being bought and sold and forced to breed—take my word for it! You've never seen a fraction of the kind of abuse and misery most Rabbits lived with before things began to change. The Marcus worlds were absolute heaven compared to the Empire, and frankly a lot of the other Royal worlds were no picnic either. I don't think you can even begin to understand. I mean…" She sighed. "David, you've done so many wonderful things, and now you wear a crown, for heaven's sake! His Majesty considers you his brother!" She pointed at the distant crowd; predictably, they cheered again in celebration of being noticed. "They've heard all these amazing stories, and even seen the holovids. But what they want most of all, David, is to come here to their holy of holies and see that it's real! And by extension that you're real as well! They want to touch this place and sniff it and walk around it, because it still feels much too good to be true. And, of course, they come because being here makes them feel closer to you and more akin to you. Then they feel better about themselves and more optimistic about what they as ex-slaves can dream of and perhaps even hope to achieve."


  I gulped, then paled under my fur. "I never… I mean, there's no…"


  "No," Frieda continued, her voice cold and even a little remorseless in a way that rather reminded me of my own at times. "There's no way out for you at this late date, David. No escape whatsoever." She gestured to the crowd with both arms, then stood up and curtsied to them as cheer after cheer swept across the field separating us. "Now it's everyone else who's free and you that's the slave. Slave to your own accomplishments, not to mention your sense of honor and duty." She sighed and shook her head. "It's not fair, or even anything remotely close to fair. Yet it's reality, cold and harsh. I've heard that one of your greatest pleasures used to be walking around New Rabbit Town in public without any sort of escort, speaking to everyone you met no matter how humble their station and buying this and that from the street vendors—anything that took your fancy." She shook her head. "No more, David. It's much too risky. You don't belong to yourself anymore; instead you belong to them. And even more, you belong to history. Which means you must be stronger than ever, lest you destroy the dreams or even the future of a multitude."


  I nodded slowly. She was correct, of course. Then I swallowed the last of my drink, stood up, and noticed a broom leaning in an unused corner. I picked it up and made a mock-Sword salute with it, directed towards the ever-present tourists. They cheered and screamed, and I had no doubt whatsoever that not only would the footage be on all the major newspages within the hour, but that I'd just created one of the fondest memories of a lifetime for dozens of my fellows. Then I bowed, lowered the broom, and went back inside to plan our move into the Palace full-time.


  Frieda was right. There was nothing left for us here anymore except the staff, most of whom I hoped would be willing to follow along. It all belonged to the crowds now, just like the rest of my once-personal life belonged to them. So my former home might as well be made into a truly satisfactory museum instead of the half-assed one it was now.


  What did I care? It wasn't mine anymore. In fact, so far as I could see damned little was.
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  Taking up full-time residence in the Palace should've been a happy, joyous thing—I still very much appreciated James's company, and his wife Grendolyn was indeed more charming and pleasant to be around now that I no longer carried such a huge chip on my shoulder. Frieda hit it off with the in-laws pretty well, too; soon she and Gwendolyn were playing bridge every Tuesday with two of the ladies-in-waiting as partners. On the surface I had nothing to complain about; temporarily at least Nestor and I were working together on projects of the highest importance regarding the manumission problem, so there was no lack of work or fellowship for me either. And yet…


  One day at sunset I was sitting on the balcony outside my bedroom with Frieda when a formation of wild geese flew over on their way south for the winter. They were beautiful creatures, just beginning to really thrive in their new home. "Honk! Honk! Honk!" I heard them call, and I fear I found the vista so enrapturing that it distracted me from other, more down-to-earth matters.


  "David Birkenhead!" Frieda declared, pulling her hand out of mine and thereby breaking my reverie. "You haven't heard a word I've said for the past ten minutes!"


  "Sorry," I muttered, looking away in embarrassment. "It was the birds, you see. I'm fond of geese."


  Frieda sighed and shook her head. "I was just explaining about the coronation and wedding, dear. It's only three more days, and we still haven't decided what to do regarding the food at the reception. Do we serve everything from a single buffet line, or have separate ones for humans, Rabbits, Dogs and Horses?"


  I sighed and tried to focus my mind on what might at first glance seem a trivial issue but which actually was potentially quite important. On the one hand, serving everyone together would be a strong political statement of equality. On the other, well… There were pragmatic concerns. Human cheeses, for example, stank. Badly, in fact. What Dogs ate was often even worse in that regard. It'd be far more practical—and everyone would enjoy their food more—if we kept things separate. This was to be the first Royal event ever, anywhere, at which non-humans were the key figures. We'd be setting precedents that might endure for centuries. Doubly so, since we'd decided to combine the wedding and coronation together into one single oversized event in order to keep costs down. I shook my head and sighed a second time. Geese didn't have to deal with nonsense like this, I reminded myself. They could just spread their wings and flyflyfly off to wherever—


  "David!" Frieda complained."What on earth is the matter with you?"


  Ingrown princehood, I thought without speaking. "My sweet," I began slowly, taking her hand again in my own. "I love you more than anything. You know that."


  She nodded and kissed my cheek. "As I love you."


  "I… Uh…" Then I shook my head and blurted it out. "Before we finally found each other again, I used to fantasize about what life might've been like if, well… If I'd ignored my father's call on a certain afternoon and eaten those flowers with you then and there. While they were still fresh and succulent and pure. And gone into slavery with you."


  She scowled. "It was horrible, David. You don't know what you're wishing for!"


  "I probably wouldn't have survived long," I agreed. "The first time they tried to breed you with…" I shook my head, shutting down the train of thought immediately. "I missed you always. But… The part about wishing I was captured too—that mostly came once I rose pretty high up the ladder. When I started becoming too famous, in other words. And shouldering too many responsibilities."


  She nodded. "I'm no one's fool, David. I've spent more time than you know talking to Nestor, trying to make up as best I can for all the years we lost. He says you've grown less joyous every year he's known you, probably because you've carried so many awful weights on your shoulders." She pecked me on the cheek again. "I must admit, dearest, that I've had fears of my own. Like, not being able to live up to being the mate of the bunny that left his footprints on Imperious."


  I smiled, released her hand, and squeezed her closer to me. "You're easily the best thing that's ever happened to me," I replied. "In every way there is."


  She nodded and squeezed me back. "Then… What's really bothering you, David? Maybe I can help?"


  "I… I…" Then I sighed and turned away. "It's not you," I repeated. Then I made a wide gesture encompassing everything around us. "It's all this."


  She blinked. "David… You're a prince. Not many bunnies would complain about that."


  "Only because they've never been one!" I retorted. "No Rabbit should ever be a prince—we're not built for this sort of thing. I only took the job because I thought it'd shorten the war—which I believe it actually did, by the way. James made me a promise once that I'd rule by his side, and he's kept it in full. But… I never wanted to rule, Hon! I didn't believe he meant it literally! And all those Rabbit-tourists back at home…" I shook my head again. "I want to lie around and crack jokes with them, not be worshipped! Never once in my entire life have I sought to be admired or looked up to, much less worshipped! Some humans, I hear, live for that sort of thing. If so, they must be off their rockers! All I really want is a quiet engine room somewhere to work in or maybe even run, with you waiting for me in my cabin to rub my shoulders after a long, hard shift." I smiled, and Frieda smiled back. "Honestly… I think this royalty-thing is driving me insane. And I haven't even been formally crowned yet!"


  "I see," Frieda said, her voice warm and soft. "You're still the shy little boy I had such a terrible crush on, deep down inside."


  "Yes! That's it exactly!" I agreed. "And oh! how much happier was the boy than the man he grew up into. King Albert was the same way. He yearned for freedom more than any slave ever did, I think. The war's over, hon. Why is it that everyone else can go home and get on with their lives except me?"


  For a while we sat in silence. "You need a vacation, David," she finally said. "Worse than anyone I've ever seen. And yet for the life of me, I can't see how you can ever take one."


  "Yeah," I agreed. "Me either." Then we sat in silence for a few minutes longer.


  "Go ahead, if you like," Frieda finally said. "I'll love you just as much either way. So will Nestor and the rest of your inner circle, once they come to understand. Even James will come to accept it, eventually."


  "Go ahead and what?" I asked.


  "Refuse the crown," Frieda replied, laying her head on my shoulder. It was soft and beautiful and fragrant; one of her ears tickled my nostrils temptingly. "And don't tell me that isn't what all this has been leading up to. Even if you don't know it yourself yet."
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  Temptation is a terrible, terrible thing. There were only a little more than two days left before the Big Day; by any reasonable standard it'd been far too late for me to back out of being crowned for weeks already. To flinch now would not only be among the rudest and ungrateful things I could possibly do, so many questions would be asked that James's hold on the Throne might even be weakened. It was obvious to any rational observer that by now I had to go through with it—there just wasn't any choice in the matter.


  Or at least that's where my brain stood on the subject. My heart took an entirely different position, however. I've been screaming at you for years to turn back! it whispered to me practically every second of those last two days. You know you'll never be happy as a monarch! Who are you kidding, David? For the love of god, run for your life! While you still can!


  


  It was amazing, in some ways. Here I was the holder of four Swords of Orion and the veteran of several rather challenging campaigns. And yet… Ordering Richard's course set towards Imperious instead of away was nothing compared to forcing myself to sit silent and uncomplaining as the final hours passed. Charging the Imperial Line of Battle against orders wasn't half so difficult, nor making the second attempt at grappling Sword of the People after the first had burned me almost to death. I'd just been a boy then, and it still hadn't been so hard. Not even defending Zombie Station—when I was quite certain the attempt could only end in everyone's death—had been so heart-rippingly difficult.


  "Nestor," I finally said on my last night of freedom, sitting in my private lounge with a cup of tea in my hand. "I'm terrified."


  "I'm not the least bit surprised," he answered after the barest hesitation. "Heavens know I would be too. Marriage is a terribly serious matter."


  I couldn't help but chuckle even though I wasn't certain if my old friend was joking or not. "It's not Frieda—that decision I'm completely confident in. It's the crown."


  Nestor blinked—apparently he had been serious. "Well… Sir, you sort of committed to that a long time ago."


  "Yes," I agreed. "In practical terms, you're right. But…" I gestured around the room and its rich trappings. "I did it to end the war, was all. In truth, I didn't think much beyond that."


  Nestor nodded and sighed. "With respect, sir… If you have one great flaw in your character, it's that you tend to disregard the potential costs of your actions. Especially the personal costs. Normally I'd chalk that up to your military background and training, but from what I can tell your risk-taking tendencies predate that." He shrugged. "You won your first Sword while still a boy."


  I sat back and closed my eyes. Oh, how long ago that'd been! "I've taken insane risks," I agreed. "Absolutely mad risks! It's a miracle I've lived through them all. Or that so many of my men have. But…" I wriggled uncomfortably in my overly padded chair. "It was the war, you see. That was what drove everything. War is in and of itself an insane activity, so it shouldn't be surprising that sometimes the key to victory is being just a little battier than the other lunatic."


  "Your record in such matters speaks for itself," Nestor agreed. "And my own limited experience leads me to agree with you, if that makes you feel any better. Yet…" He sighed and shook his head. "This is difficult for me, sir. But I have to say it."


  I smiled. "Nestor, on the day that you cease to speak the truth to me I'll go stick my royal head in the royal oven and turn on the royal gas."


  He smiled back, but the expression was fleeting. "Sir… You've always been an excellent officer and leader of men, but with all due respect you make a terrible nobleman. As do I. As will all Rabbits, I suspect, until a few more generations have passed. Even James… Sir, you know I like James very much indeed. He's been terribly good to me."


  "Yes," I agreed.


  "Yet even so… Sir, I can speak to you as an equal. I've always been able to, once we got past those first few days when we Beechwood Rabbits didn't know what to expect or how to be anything but groveling slaves. It's not just me, either, or even just Rabbits and Horses and Dogs. There's something about you, a sort of inner beacon that not only radiates 'commoner' but goes even further. 'Commoner', it says, 'and proud of it'." He smiled again. "The humans react to it as well; they often speak of how 'approachable' you are, and 'down to earth'." Then he frowned and looked away. "I don't get that from James. He's a Marcus noble through and through—you can see it from the way he carries himself and the ease with which he dominates his Court. A place, by the way, where he's the total, complete center of attention at all times. And where you, sir, still fumble badly on almost a daily basis. Because you're so uncomfortable with getting all the attention and holding all the power."


  I nodded slowly.


  "Sir," Nestor continued. "You've asked me to speak the truth to you, always. And I love you far too much to dishonor you by lying regardless. Though I admit that I might not've seen it so clearly had I not been elevated to a Peerage myself, you face a lifetime of inescapable misery. This I fear is to be your reward for serving the interests of the various humanities so well. No Rabbit alive is truly suitable for the job you're about to formally undertake, though perhaps we may eventually morally degenerate to that point. In the past you've always done your duty as you've seen it—silently, courageously, splendidly. But against the background of war the course of righteousness was always crystal-clear, and the worst you had to fear was torture or death. Now you face something far more odious and corrupting, and your victories will ever after be measured in shades of gray." He shook his head, and to my shock a tear was running down his cheek. "Sir… They owe you better. But it's not their fault, really. Almost none of them understand. It's just how the universe works, is all. Except for the very luckiest of all, I mean. Like Alexander the Great. He conquered his universe just like you did yours, but died before he had to pay the price."
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  At least the morning of the Big Day wasn't too awful—marrying my one true love was a joy regardless of all else. James gave away the bride in lieu of Frieda's long-dead father, while Nestor stood tall and proud next to me as best man. There were dozens of others in the wedding party as well, royal ceremonies being what they were. I didn't know any of the maids-in-waiting, though I was pleased to see that over half were Rabbits shipped in from Boyen Twelve for their moment in the sun. My own groomsmen were mostly human, including good old Josiah and Lieutenant O'Toole, though I'd also found room for my old canine friend Fidel from Wilkes Prime. And of course there was Snow, the only other living Rabbit besides myself to carry a Sword of Orion. He still seemed a bit awkward and uncomfortable at all the attention, even though he'd been an instructor-sergeant at the Academy for over two years now. I wondered what his snotties thought of him.


  Other than those few the rest of the Chapel crowd was made up of the bluest of blue blood; while all the old prejudices and jealousies still simmered just beneath the surface both sides seemed willing to work things out with the other, to forgive and forget and let bygones be bygones. My career was perhaps a small factor in how we'd made so much progress so quickly, I admitted to myself as I daydreamed during the too-long and forgettable sermon. So perhaps my life so far hadn't been entirely wasted. Quite contrary to all the rules of decorum I reached out and gave Frieda a little squeeze. She'd played no insignificant role in it all herself, and…


  Well, so long as she was around there was a limit to just how bad things could get. For our love was indeed true, no matter how artificial it might or might not be.


  Then the vows were exchanged, I slipped an ancient Marcus fire-lily-themed ring onto her slender finger, and we kissed long and hard and deep. The chapel bells rang, the onlookers cheered, and for a moment there was only peace and joy in the universe.


  "I love you," I whispered into my wife's ear.


  "Honey," she replied. "I've been holding something back from you for this moment, though I think you'll understand. They tell me it'll be a boy. And I hope that he'll be just like you. Because you're so perfect, and because I love you so very, very much!"


  My jaw dropped, my knees almost buckled…


  …and then I was kissing her again in renewed passion as the crowd, not knowing what'd just happened, laughed and cheered some more. Then we finally separated long enough for the organ to play something joyous and the wedding party, headed by James and Gwendolyn, to lead us to the exit.


  After that things were sort of a blur for a while—I don't remember much except being paraded in a ground-limo past endless cheering crowds, the members of which were disproportionately of a furry nature. They were going mad, waving brooms-and-pennants similar to the one Richard had triumphantly flown into internment. Someone in the souvenir business was making an absolute killing on the design. Frieda and James and Gwendolyn and I all waved back, which made them happier still. For the first time ever I found that I didn't mind being cheered—not on this one very special morning at least. "May I tell them?" I asked Frieda, nodding at the other royal couple.


  "Well," she replied, her ear-linings darkening in a deep blush. "Gwen already knows."


  "Knows what?" James asked, looking at me helplessly.


  "What women always know first," I replied with a smile. "It'll be a boy."


  "Oh!" His Majesty replied, face brightening. "Well, then! You're off to a ripping good start! Congratulations to the both of you!"


  Traditionally both coronations and weddings were held at the Royal Chapel, but given the scale of interest in this particular event—the population of Earth Secundus was temporarily up fifteen percent, the inflow of mostly ex-slaves was so heavy—we decided to hold the coronation at the Hall of Nobles instead. This was for the sole purpose of justifying the motorcade, whose path meandered so as to allow as many visitors as possible to get a good look as we rolled past. There wasn't any other way to make it possible for everyone—or almost everyone!—to see us all together. "They worked so hard to earn their fares," Gwendolyn observed, keeping her smile up but sounding sad regardless. "Yet it's all over for them in a few seconds. It's a shame that we can't do something more for them."


  "A terrible shame indeed," James agreed. "But reality is reality, hon. The security-types about blew a gasket just over this little ride."


  I nodded in grim agreement; a third of all kings to date had been assassinated one way or another, though most commonly in their own chambers. Plus another, I remembered sadly, that no one knew about yet. My heavens, how I wished the grand old man could've somehow lived to see this day! So much of our success was of his making—one by all his dreams were coming true. Due to his years of patient groundwork we'd not only won the war and freed the slaves but were poised for new explorations, new learnings, in fact a new Golden Age. Oh, how I wished he could be here to see it! This time I'd have made him some chocolate milk, by golly!


  And just that suddenly I knew who I wanted to name my firstborn after, assuming Frieda didn't mind.


  Then we were pulling up in front of the Palace, where a wide area had been roped off and three entire squads of marines in their finest uniforms stood facing stonily out into the crowd, blaster-rifles held firmly across their chests. The troops weren't merely decorative— they were busily scanning the crowd, along with not hundreds but thousands of other security-types. It was dangerous for royalty to appear in public, yet in the long run it was even more dangerous not to. So all four of us smiled and waved while the masses cheered and internally I suppressed a chill at the thought of my pregnant wife centered in the reticule of some madman's sniper-scope. Then it was time for James and I to hug as well, the way we always did on occasions such as this.


  "I'm proud to be your brother, David!" James whispered in my ear. "You've been loyal and true from the moment we met, and I owe you not only my crown but my life many times over. I'd make you my co-king if I could. Not just a prince."


  I felt myself blushing under the fur. "The entire Marcus family has been so incredibly good and honorable that—"


  I never got to finish the sentence. The heavy, long-range slug entered under James's right armpit, struck his spine, and was deflected just enough to bury itself deep into my own right shoulder. Not that I knew it at the time—all I felt was James jerk suddenly, then go limp in my arms as I tried to support him but somehow could not. "I once dreamed…" James said as he toppled—the words were remarkably clear and distinct.


  But no more of them came before I was tackled and body-slammed to the ground. There was shouting and confusion.


  "The prince is hit too!" someone shouted, and for the first time I realized that I was also wounded.


  "D-a-a-avid!" Frieda howled from somewhere—all I could see was a small patch of concrete directly in front of my nose.


  "I'm here!" I replied. "Get down, love! Take cover!"


  "She's going to be all right, Your Highness," a preternaturally calm voice said into my ear—there were thousands of people screaming and panicking all around us, and if I hadn't been a Rabbit I doubt that I could've made out a word. "There's a dozen trained men taking care of her, just like we are you. Please, don't do anything but lie limp. You've been hit badly, and trying to walk will just make it worse."


  "Frieda!" I cried out, trying to pull away. "James!"


  "He's out of his head," the man said—it was nearly true, I had to admit. Everything had been so sudden, so out of the blue… "On the count of three, lift and carry. Reggie! Commandeer us a room and a doc!"


  They didn't even let me try to walk on my own. Instead I was thrown onto a stretcher and carried into the Hall of Nobles at a dead run. That was when the pain truly hit—it was debilitating blowtorch agony, of the sort I'd not experienced since grappling the Will of the People. I was also all wet, I finally noticed. It was blood. But not mine, so much. Judging by the smell, most of it was human. "James!" I wailed again.


  "Be still!" a whitecoated man with the Royal coat-of-arms embroidered on his lapel ordered. He poked and prodded for several long moments, then turned to a new figure. "This one will live," he finally declared. "It's not all that serious, thank god. Just messy, and probably almighty painful. I'd like to give him something for that."


  "Nothing that'll cloud his mind," a familiar voice ordered. It was Uncle Robert, by god! Dressed in full House Lord court regalia…


  …and smeared with more of James's blood.


  Suddenly my chest went cold. If he was with me instead of James… "No!" I wailed. "No, no, no!"


  Then the elderly man's hand was gripping mine, firm and hard and implacable. "Damnit, David!" he roared. "Must you always figure things out so quickly?" Then he sighed and I saw that he'd been weeping too. "You're right, son. It's over for him. The king is dead."


  "L-l-l-ong…" I stuttered. "L-long live the King!"


  Suddenly Robert was staring intently in into my eyes. "My god, son! That's not for you to say! Haven't you figured the rest out yet?"


  Then I laid my head back onto the pillow and closed my eyes. "No!" I wailed. "Never, without him!"


  "We must crown you immediately," my uncle urged. "Right now, before we even treat your wound. And you must be seen wearing the crown, as well. Or else the succession crisis from hell will erupt! We might even split back up and begin fighting amongst ourselves all over again!"


  Suddenly Nestor was at my side as well. "Your uncle is right, sir. You may not be thinking clearly yet—heaven knows no one would blame you if you aren't. But… It's just like before. If not you, then who? The navy is loyal to you personally. So are the Marcuses and the Marcus allies and even the House Lords of the rump of the Empire, which could otherwise be expected to form a natural center of opposition. Plus, no one else would satisfy the freedmen. They'd riot endlessly, imagining you'd been cheated somehow. You're the only one who can hold things together, sir. At least until a clear line of succession is established."


  "Nooooo!" I repeated, closing my good fist and slamming it down on the bed. "Never! And doubly not like this! Oh god! Poor James!"


  "His Highness is in terrible pain," the physician interrupted. "The slug is lodged in the shoulder joint itself. You people must—"


  "There's no time for that!" Robert replied, eyes cold and hard and calculating, just as they'd been during the time of the coup. "David… Damnit, son! I know it hurts, but you must do your duty!"


  "Duty," I muttered. Then I laughed, and perhaps it sounded a bit hysterical? "Duty is all I know, Uncle. And now it's all I'll ever know. Was my life ever really my own, or was that just an illusion too? I mean… I wasn't even allowed a happy wedding day!" I closed my eyes and laid my head back onto the too-soft pillow. "So go get the crown and Frieda and the rest of the high muckety-mucks and let's get it over and done with." I shifted in my stretcher, creating more waves of pain quite on purpose. They felt fiery and out of control, which was somehow fitting then and there. "And damn every one of you heartless aristocratic bastards to hell!"
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  Forty-two years later, in His Majesty King David's private office


  "It was the strangest thing," His Highness continued, after a long pause. "Of course everyone thought a rogue Imperialist must've shot James. And yet… That didn't turn out to be the case at all. The killer wasn't even aiming at him! He was one of Gwendolyn's old teenage flames, was all. Over a period of years he went slowly mad and, well…" His Majesty shrugged, eyes downcast and still pain-filled after all these years. "If he couldn't have her, apparently in his warped mind no one else would either. So he set out to kill her and then himself. But he didn't figure his windage properly. That was what made the difference between life and death—a madman's error while calculating windage." He met my eyes again. "James would've willingly died for her—that I'm certain of. They were very much in love. It was too bad they hadn't conceived a child yet. Or maybe it was for the better after all—certainly a male child would've raised uncomfortable questions about which candidate had the best claim to the crown upon my own death." He sighed again. "Look at me—here I've promised to bare all to you in exchange for your promise not to publish this book until everyone I've named and their children's children are all dead, and still I'm holding out on you. Old habit, I fear.” He shook his head and licked his nose. "The real truth is that James and Gwen were using birth control, in order to delay matters until the gene-splicers on Marcus Prime could produce the best, finest, most promising embryos possible for them. He intended to be succeeded by generation after generation of what amount to supermen. While Frieda and I didn't have to wait—all the work and planning to accomplish pretty much the same thing was finished before we were born. It was all part of the original breeding plan."


  I nodded and smiled encouragingly as my little sound-box sucked up every word. His Majesty always kept his promises; certainly he'd kept every one he'd ever made to me. Long ago and fresh out of college, I'd caught his eye by being willing to work as part of his domestic staff—and therefore under the direct supervision of multiple Rabbits—long before manumission was anything resembling a reality. In fact, or so His Majesty claims, I was the first human anywhere outside the military to work under Rabbits. It'd simply seemed like the right thing to do at the time, so far as I was concerned. It did the Rabbits in question a lot of good, and perhaps me as well. I'd had a dream of writing then-Captain Birkenhead's biography someday. He promised me an exclusive on the topic, and now half a century or so later he was offering me so much behind-the-scenes material that, well… I wasn't sure anyone would believe me, if the original voice-recordings didn't survive! This was fabulous! If only it could be released during my own lifetime! Though of course it was obvious why this could never be.


  "I guess that's about it, really. You know at least as much as I do about what's happened since then, Henry. Being my private secretary and all that, I mean. I can't think of anything significant during my reign I've held back from you. You're family, after all."


  I smiled back—it was true enough. Over the years I'd slowly taken over Lord Nestor's role in His Majesty's life, as his former batman moved on to greater and greater responsibilities in his own right. Currently he was serving in two key positions in government, as both Treasurer and Minority Leader in the House of Lords. One day, I was willing to bet, he'd be Prime Minister. And probably sooner rather than later—as the primary author of the New Compact that nowadays formed the basis of our government, Nestor in many ways commanded as much respect as His Majesty himself. Though, of course, Lord Nestor would've been horrified at the very idea.


  "We've grown and grown, Henry," His Majesty continued, sipping at his beloved tea. "All the various humanities, beyond all reason. King Albert should get the credit for most of this, as I've explained over and over. And maybe part of it was Nestor's fascination with democracy, as well. Mostly, all I've done is stand back and watch everything around me bear fruit and multiply."


  That was a damned lie, though I smiled and nodded regardless. King David told lots of lies when he should've known better—another of his favorite whoppers was that my father Dr. Lambert had actually won the Wars of the Imperium simply by writing his books on strategy. During his time as our monarch so far, David had helped society along in a million ways, nudging here and calling in favors there and even strong-arming the last few House Lords who didn't want to give up their feudal rights by taking up personal command of the Fleet and showing up on their doorsteps with it. He had an uncanny ability to reveal just enough of the mailed fist that lay ever-waiting beneath the velvet fur to persuade others that going along with his plans might be for the best after all. It was he who'd tripled the number of universities in a decade and quadrupled the trade schools which at first were the primary educational resource of the freedmen. His uncle was legendary for his skill at back-room deal-making, but in the end even Lord Robert himself was forced to acknowledge David as the all-time champ. "We had no idea how well he'd do at first," he often said. "In fact, we didn't have a clue. But we're plenty glad we adopted him regardless!"


  "Well, then!" His Majesty muttered, blushing a little. After all these years he could still be a bit awkward socially at times, particularly with humans. It was a scar that most ex-slaves seemed to carry, and who could blame them? "I suppose we're finished at last then, eh?"


  "I suppose so," I replied, rising. His Majesty hadn't surrendered all his power to Parliament, nor even most of it. He felt that the institution should prove itself stable and competent for a few decades first. Who could fault him for being so conservative, after he'd seen so much of the last civil war in person? "Though I must admit, Sire, that I'll miss these little sessions enormously." I bowed, something I was normally excused from in the Royal Presence. "Thank you, Your Majesty. I can only hope that my final draft will even halfway measure up to the Rabbit who inspired it."


  He laughed. "You shore do talk pretty." It was a private joke between us; one day long ago we'd overdosed on the elaborate formulas of Court correspondence—"His August Lordship would most humbly submit…", for example—and shared a glorious half-hour writing up the most ridiculous, extravagant and ultimately meaningless letter ever penned in the Royal Palace. King David could be like that sometimes—if something was meant to overawe, he usually found it irresistibly funny instead. It was a small part of why everyone—everyone!—seemed to love him so. Then his smile faded. "Now, Henry, if you'll forgive me I have pressing business in the Throne Room. It's all very urgent, and must be dealt with before I can finally see Frieda again. So if you'll excuse me…"


  I nodded and exited as quickly as I possibly could, trying on the one hand not to show him my back and on the other hoping to be unobtrusive about it. But David was in essence already gone, studying his notes through strong, clear eyes that gave lie to his grizzled fur and stooped body. He'll be around for many years to come, I reassured myself the same way I always did when leaving the Presence. It wasn't that I didn't have faith in the Heir, Prince Albert. Far from it! He was a good friend, in fact; I'd tutored him in law during his teens and we still shared a nip of whiskey and a poker game now and again. But genetically engineered or no, how could he ever compare to David Birkenhead, at the mention of whose name galaxies trembled and stars shifted in their courses, who'd dared leave his footprints on Imperious herself? Who'd done more than any other hundred men to win the long wars, no matter what he himself might claim? Who'd been born a slave and would die a king, and whose reign was marked by the brightest and best era that Mankind had so far known? How could any flesh-and-blood heir measure up to such a living legend? I frankly didn't envy him the task.


  I sighed and patted the data-cube in my pocket—so many things about His Majesty were clearer now that I knew the full, unvarnished truth. I'd been told more than even his own wife and children knew—for example, the navy still didn't understand why His Highness had so categorically refused the Academy's request to erect a statue of him standing at rigid attention atop the sacred Mast, eyes facing the approaching dawn. Most supposedly great men were lessened when the truth about their past finally came out, but somehow King David's stature was only enhanced in my eyes. I suspected the same would hold true in the far future, when at last my work would be released to a galaxy hungry to learn more about a personality that fascinated them still.


  In order to return to my own quarters, I had to pass by the primary entrance to the Throne Room. The guards all knew me by sight, of course, and were well aware of my position and responsibilities. So were most of the petitioners; even the nobles backed away as I thrust myself forward and peeked though the little window. From there my view was directly up the main aisle and then to the Throne itself. By now my liege was sitting there in his formal robe, which somehow always looked rumpled no matter how many times it was recut and restyled. He was doing his best to concentrate on the woman who was addressing him, but his eyes wandered regardless. Finally they met mine…


  …and then fell immediately to the floor.


  My god! Did he actually think that I disapproved of him now that I knew he'd once killed his commanding officer and that his famous charge at Wilkes Prime was actually an act of mutiny? Or that in a time of terrible urgency he'd arranged the murder of even his own most beloved sovereign? Clearly this was the case, but… What could I do about it?


  For a long moment I was puzzled to no end. Then I noticed that a Rabbit-family was standing in line to make a petition. They had two kids, a boy and a girl perhaps eight and nine years old respectively, who weren't wearing their formal best. Clearly, the plan was for them to wait outside. "Excuse me," I greeted the parents while wearing my most official smile. "Could I borrow your children for a moment?"


  Not ten minutes later, everything was arranged. No one asked any questions; after all as His Majesty's secretary I was in charge of his personal schedule, and as his known confidante, well… Let's leave it at "it wasn't much of a problem".


  So when the current petitioners finally completed whatever long, dreary business they were about, instead of Mr. and Mrs. Rabbit being next their kids went in. Wearing ordinary shorts and playclothes and not knowing the first thing about Court etiquette they wandered in cute as buttons. "Excuse me," the Royal Chamberlain asked, looking down at his schedule. "Are you supposed to be here?"


  "Mr. Lambert says so," the girl replied, jerking a thumb over her shoulder.


  By now His Majesty was grinning like a child himself—he loved this sort of thing, even if he couldn't bring himself to admit it. "Then you're supposed to be here, sure enough!" he declared, ending all argument. "Now… What is your business before your sovereign?"


  The boy started to speak, but his sister cut him off. "You're King David?" she asked.


  "Uh-huh!" he replied. "I sure am!"


  "But you're not wearing a crown!" the boy complained, unwilling to remain silent any longer.


  "Shut up!" his sister ordered. "Hush!" Then she turned back to His Majesty. "We just wanted to thank you, sir."


  David's eyebrows rose. "For what?"


  "For fixing things so we could grow up free," she said.


  "We're from Boyen Ten," the boy interjected. "They used to keep Rabbits as slaves there!"


  "He knows that, dumbhead!" the girl snapped. Then she turned back to David. "And for helping us grow up in peace and… p-p-prosperity, too. Mr. Lambert says your pain and sacrifice made our lives possible. Once he explained, we sort of wanted to thank you."


  "Yeah!" the boy echoed. "Thank you bunches!"


  Then she curtseyed, he bowed, and both retraced their footsteps towards the entryway. "Thank you, King David!" the girl repeated one last time over her shoulder as a large, gruff marine held the door open for her. "Bye!" Then they were gone…


  …and His Majesty sat quivering on the throne, tears pouring down his cheeks. I smiled and waved again through the little window, then silently mouthed "Thank you!" myself.


  It seemed the least I could do.
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