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  “Apparently, humans are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights,” Nestor said as he lounged in his comfortable chair on the other side of the apartment, staring into his electronic reader. He was always reading, Nestor was, whenever not otherwise occupied. The act practically defined him. He smiled. “Their creator was a bit more generous than ours, eh?”


  I looked up from my own reader and smiled back. “We haven’t done so badly,” I pointed out. “Neither of us.”


  “True enough,” my closest Rabbit-friend agreed as he looked around our comfortable little apartment-cell. The government of New Geneva might’ve been required by treaty to intern us, but at no point had anyone ever shown any malice or hard feelings towards any of Richard’s crew from myself on down. While our doors were perforce kept locked and our communications monitored, to my knowledge our jailors had never turned down any reasonable request. Our furnishings were more than merely comfortable. We were also permitted free access to the Genevan public library network and allowed a certain level of social interaction. Nestor and I, for example, offered several basic-skills tutoring sessions a week to any Rabbit or Dog whose owners might permit them to attend, and I’d spent not just one but many pleasant evenings dining with (by now) most of the officer corps of the New Genevan military. I’d even been allowed—under friendly but firm escort—to travel about the Station a bit from time to time in order to buy new clothing and such, and to show Nestor the suite of rooms where the big wargame tournament I so often spoke of had once been held. All in all the eighteen months I’d spent so far aboard Geneva Station were quite pleasant, and I never could understand quite why Prince Neville—who I wasn’t supposed to know was interned just down the hall and around the corner in a slightly larger set of rooms—spent so much of his time shouting and complaining and punching walls and generally being unhappy with everything in sight. Had he remained my POW aboard Richard, his circumstances would’ve been far less comfortable. The more tantrums he threw, however, the friendlier the Genevan guards grew towards Nestor and I. So, I supposed, in the end the situation favored us.


  “Don’t go taking that document too seriously,” I advised my friend. “Or else next you’ll be talking about the consent of the governed and the universal rights of man. Which is exactly what got the Empire in such trouble to begin with.”


  He smiled back and shut off his reader. “I know,” he answered. “Still… Democracy looks like such a good idea, in theory.”


  “In theory, it is,” I allowed. “Even His Majesty has said that he’d support it, if it had a better track record. But as things are…”


  Nestor nodded sadly and sighed. Democracy had been largely consigned to the dustbin of history due to pragmatic rather than theoretical difficulties. The core problem was that the larger and more complex a society grew, the more central direction and expertise was required to run things. It was impossible for an elected legislature—whose primary skillset by definition had to be an extraordinary ability to win elections—to effectively oversee matters as diverse as monetary policy, environmental regulation, transportation infrastructure, law enforcement, taxes, education, foreign policy, and so many others that the complete list would run to hundreds of pages. Over time the legislators were forced to delegate more and more of the real power to highly-skilled specialists who remained in office and honed their skills for their entire lifetimes, and were also much too busy exercising power to trouble themselves with insignificant, transient affairs like elections. Add in the difficulties of governing a population so widely dispersed that it took well over a year by the best available means to travel from one furthest reach to another, and, well… Gradually the elected bodies faded away entirely, leaving only the bureaucrats. Both our own kingdom and the breakaway Empire could trace their roots directly to the old United Nations of Earth, whose declared purposes had included spreading ‘self-determination’ everywhere men lived. Indeed, to this day both of Their Majesty’s claimed ‘Secretary General of the Human Race’ as one of their minor titles, and most of the Houses could trace their origins to various power-nodes within the so-called ‘Security Council’ nations. In the end, sociologists claimed, the power remained in exactly the same place it’d always been, even back when the commoners had been allowed to vote on the matter. The labeling was more honest nowadays, was all.


  “I still don’t know,” Nestor replied, setting his reader down and yawning so hard his toes curled. “All these Lords and Dukes and Baronets… It seems so silly.”


  “That’s because it is,” I agreed. “Humans love their status-games and titles better than their own children. Which is part of why it’s so nice to be a Rabbit instead, at least in some ways.” Then I yawned too. It was contagious, apparently. “What’s on for tomorrow?”


  Nestor picked his reader up and flipped to a new page. “Basic math in the recreation center from nine to noon,” he answered. “Then lunch with Ambassador Clark. Your afternoon is free.”


  I nodded and scowled. Tutoring math was all well and good. It was relaxing, even; I always enjoyed spending time with my fellow gengineered beings. And the ambassador was good company as well, especially since he served as my one remaining uncensored link to the outside world. He made it a point to drop by once a week, which was far more often than he really should’ve given his very full wartime schedule in such an important posting. But that long, empty, endless afternoon…


  “You could work on your history paper!” Nestor suggested, perfectly aware of what was bothering me. “Or, hit the academic books again.”


  I sighed; long ago I’d been promised a slot in the Naval War College, one of the most precious appointments an officer could receive. But I’d sort of been interrupted on my way to school. The ambassador had most kindly ordered a full set of textbooks for me. I’d read them over and over by now of course, and yet… They amounted to little more than a dry and theoretical discussion of the essentials of naval strategy and logistics. Quite frankly, Professor Lambert’s innovative class back at the Academy was better preparation for real, actual war than the whole twenty-something volumes in the College’s syllabus. So, clearly, there must be something that the instructors provided in-person that served as the real preparation for a career as a high-level decision-maker. But whatever it was, I’d not find it in my little apartment in Geneva Station.


  “Maybe,” I agreed. More and more I felt like the world was passing me by—somewhere out there a huge bloody meatgrinder of a war was still raging away, one of a series of wars whose results would determine the ultimate fate of all the sentient races. And here I was, sitting in a comfortable easy chair in nice, safe Geneva Station as destiny reshaped itself all around me. But none of this was Nestor’s fault, I reminded myself. So I forced a little smile. “Or perhaps we’ll play some chess. In any event, we’ll make the best of it together.”
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  “…of course negotiations continue regarding your exchange,” the ambassador continued after lunch the next day. Meanwhile, Nestor served him a second cup of tea. To date he was the only human I knew of who liked the same blend that I did—most of my acquaintances considered the stuff far too “grassy”. Of course he was also one of the kingdom’s leading diplomats, or he wouldn’t be in such in an important posting. Which meant that he might well be forcing the stuff down with a smile just to make me feel more comfortable in his presence. With diplomats, the line between honesty and pragmatism was often so finely subdivided into shades of gray that I suspected even they’d lost track of the truth long ago. Not that Sir Chester Clark was a bad man—he was simply a diplomat, was all. Which one forgot for even an instant at one’s deepest mortal peril. “I fear I’ve little progress to report—the putative issue remains one of relative rank.”


  I nodded. The rest of Richard’s crew had long since been exchanged for various little this’s and that’s captured by Royal forces, most of them by virtue of a shipload of highly-skilled technicians taken alive by my old friend Captain Blaine. But things kept stalling out when it came to the Prince and I. The actual truth of the matter was that his Imperial Majesty, having given in to sentimentality by ordering his son to surrender, was now having great difficulty living with the fruits of his decision. Everywhere in Imperial space, I was told, people were whispering about how their leader’s sons were too good to die, though of course their children were fit only to serve as cannon-fodder. Morale had fallen noticeably among our foes; they no longer gave their lives nearly so freely. So in essence the Imperials didn’t want the Prince back, at least not right at the moment. Indeed, the last thing they needed was to have the whole sordid affair splashed all over the headlines yet again. Besides, the ambassador had hinted more than once with a twinkle in his eye, the Emperor was perfectly content that I remain exactly where I was, as well. So they pretended to stand on principle, even though we two by any reasonable measure were clearly of roughly equal value in exchange terms. “He’s a mere Rabbit!” the Imperial negotiators would shout haughtily, knowing the truth all the while. “How dare you insult us by offering to exchange a Prince of the Imperial Blood for a mere Rabbit?” And so my internment went on and on and on, into an indefinite and murky future.


  “On the positive side of the equation,” the ambassador continued after another sip of tea, “We’ve won another battle, this time at Orion Four. It was a mere raid; no invasion was ever contemplated. But the enemy lost a light cruiser against our damaged destroyer. Captain Fontaine was in overall command. It’ll be in the local papers tomorrow, or perhaps the next day.”


  I nodded and smiled, even though the ‘victory’ was obviously of little substance. This war was shaping up a bit differently than past conflicts—the Imperials had seized three planets and offered terms, which His Majesty had flatly rejected. This refusal was a sharp break with the patterns of the past, and I yearned to know more about what had changed and why. But despite all the good treatment the New Genevans were offering Nestor and I, our little apartment could never be considered secure enough to discuss anything substantive in regards to grand strategy or military movements. I was, in other words, as out of touch as any civilian. That hurt as much as anything.


  “Both His Highness and the Duke of Marcus”—that was James, of course—“send their fondest good wishes,” the ambassador continued, obviously preparing to leave. It was how he always closed these little meetings. “Is there anything you require?”


  Freedom, my heart wanted to answer. But instead it was Nestor who spoke. “I’d very much like to read more on the Guadalcanal campaign of 1942 and 1943,” he suggested. “The local library is sparse on the subject. And the Naval Battle of Balikpapen, as well.”


  I smiled. The books weren’t for him—they were for me. The paper I was writing dealt with the inherent advantage of the offensive stature in warfare. Guadalcanal and Balikpapen were the exemplars I was using to make my point. “We’d also still be grateful for access to a martial arts tutor willing to work with Rabbits,” I added. Nestor was absolutely nuts about the martial arts, and I’d promised to take lessons with him if a suitable instructor could be found. Which so far, sadly, had proven impossible.


  “Right,” the ambassador agreed, rising to his feet. Then he smiled again, as always, and shook my hand. “I can’t thank you enough times on behalf of His Majesty for the magnificent—”


  But just then the usual good-bye formula was interrupted by a sudden, insistent knock on our front door. Then it burst open. “Excuse me for interrupting, sirs,” a Genevan marine officer said, looking a bit shamefaced. While my apartment was indeed technically a cell and my jailors therefore had the right to open and close its door whenever it pleased them, they tended not to make a habit of it and were unfailingly polite whenever circumstances forced the issue. “But our government has just received a message, and I’ve been instructed to deliver it to Sir Chester as quickly as humanly possible.” He handed a slip of paper to my companion. “My sincere sympathies, sir.”


  Nestor’s ears rose as the ambassador read, and so did mine as the color slowly drained from his face. “It’s His Majesty,” he said finally, just as one of his own runners came tearing up outside our door, the Royal diplomatic communications service proving only slightly less efficient than that of the New Genevan military. “He’s suffered a massive stroke. It’s feared he may not survive the night.”
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  His Highness was an old man, I reminded myself again and again through the long, sleepless night that followed. He’d lived a long, relatively good life despite the burdens of the throne, and had ruled brilliantly given what he had to work with during an era of steady decline. Indeed, I was convinced that he’d sown the seeds of an eventual renaissance, knowing full well that he’d never live to see them bear fruit. And yet… And yet…


  I spend most of the hours of darkness weeping into my pillow. From the moment I’d met His Highness, even though I was still a boy, I'd felt there was some sort of special bond between us. During my internment, I’d learned that he felt the same way. At first weekly, then almost daily we’d begun writing each other personal notes. They’d started out as the standard formalized letters of congratulation for my recent romp through Imperial space, but had rapidly turned into something more as time passed. It was almost as if he’d seen the end coming, I could now understand, and was indulging himself with a friendship that he couldn’t have afforded as a younger man. He’d poured his heart out, speaking of his deepest self-doubts, worries, the terrible guilt he felt over the deaths of so many of his subjects in this wretched series of conflicts that somehow he couldn't seem to bring to an end… It was an awful thing to be a king, I could now see, a wretched, miserable soul-eating existence whose few compensations did almost nothing to ease the terrible burdens of power. Yet His Majesty had borne the load for decade after decade without flinching and (so far as I knew) never revealing any of his own self-doubts to anyone for even a moment. He was the greatest of many great men it'd been my privilege to know. I’d probably never come to admire even James so much, because in his case I knew him too well.


  And now this great soul lay dying or dead—our news was several weeks old. His brain was certainly damaged beyond all repair according to the news reports. Not once but several times during that endless night I turned my lamp back on and re-read the last letter I’d ever receive from my Royal friend, which had ironically arrived about half an hour after the news of his stroke. It was far shorter than most. “Dear David,” it read in the crabbed, simple handwriting that’d grown less and less steady over recent months. “I don’t feel well today, and my schedule as always is far too full. So I won’t be writing much, except to say that I hope someday you’ll find the burden of great responsibility far less onerous than have I. In my experience Rabbits tend to be happier creatures than humans, and in this regard I very much hope that your birthright carries true. As always, I look forward to seeing you again and making plans with you regarding both your own future and that of your fellow Rabbits. It's my fondest hope to live long enough to see both grow and prosper.”


  And that was that, the last words I’d ever read from this man who’d come to mean so much to me. It was said by some philosophers that each man’s death, in effect, marks the passing away of an entire universe of knowledge, feelings, dignity, and wisdom and therefore all deaths ought to be mourned equally. But all men aren’t equal, not in their hearts and souls where it truly matters. And so for many hours I lay inconsolable, my own universe a poorer and more wretched place than it’d been only a few hours before.


  I still felt like garbage the next day, of course. So did Nestor, though he tried to hide it for my sake. We downed our morning hay in silence, neither of us up to much in the way of light conversation. Then I dressed formally in my full dress uniform for once, on the off-chance that I might have to deal with official calls from the New Genevans in regard to His Majesty's health. Then I sat numbly in our little living room, watching the talking heads analyze and re-analyze the news from Earth Secundus, which was of course no fresher than it’d been yesterday. “This is a terrible blow to the kingdom, with the succession as yet undetermined,” one commentator claimed. “It may well lead to civil war.”


  “But…” the other talking head replied. “They’re already at war, with the Empire!”


  “Exactly, Doug,” the first replied with a tight little smile. “Which is why a civil war may well in turn lead to the end of the kingdom itself.”


  I frowned angrily, then snapped the set off. He was absolutely correct, of course, and I couldn’t stand to think about the fact that just down the hall Prince Neville was probably watching precisely the same newscast and bouncing off the walls with joy at the impending death of a man whose chamber pot he wasn’t fit to empty. “Damn!” I swore, making a fist and pounding the arm of my chair. Then I turned to Nestor. “He’s right, of course. And here we are, stuck where we can’t do a thing to help James.”


  “You could issue a public statement of support,” my friend suggested. “The Genevans would allow that through, I think. I mean, if James does eventually succeed to the throne, well… Our friends here won’t want him already angry at them over what amounts to trivia in the larger picture.”


  “That’s true enough,” I allowed, wriggling my nose in concentration. Suddenly everything was in flux, and all the rules had subtly (or in some cases perhaps not so subtly) changed. “I think I’ll do exactly that, Nestor. Thank you. And we’ll see how things unfold from there.”
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  I wasn't halfway done composing the statement before there was another knock at my door. This time it didn't come crashing open, however—whoever it was, they were polite enough to wait for Nestor to let them in. "Admiral Kranmetz," my friend announced formally. "Here to see you, sir." I gulped and dropped my pen, then nervously tugged my uniform into shape. Rear-Admiral Kranmetz was the commander in chief of Geneva Station's armed forces. While I'd dined with him once or twice, it'd been at crowded tables with a dozen or more of his officers sitting between us. He and I hadn't exchanged twenty words in all the time I'd been under his supervision, though rumor had it that he was far more capable a flag officer than his current rank would indicate. He'd never rise any further, however—the New Genevan Navy was a small enough force that its structure justified only a single admiral to command its entirety.


  "Good morning, sir!" I greeted him with a smile as I stepped through into our living area. "Please, have a seat! Would you care for some fruit juice? Or perhaps tea?"


  He accepted both fruit juice and a chair, and we spoke of polite nothings for a few moments as Nestor got us both squared away. "I'm terribly sorry to have dropped in on you like this," he explained finally. "But I wanted to offer you my personal condolences, you see. I'm aware of how close you were to your sovereign."


  I nodded and looked down into my cup. The New Genevans had promised not to snoop on any of my direct personal correspondence with His Majesty—the same privilege was extended to communications between Prince Neville and his father, so turnabout was fair play. Most likely they'd actually kept their word; while New Geneva was indeed a formidable fortress, either of their majesties could and probably would blot it out of the sky if offered a provocation serious enough to justify the enormous expenditures involved. So, as intended from the getgo, the New Genevans tended to be honest brokers and men of their word. Just because they weren't actively snooping didn't mean they had to pretend to be blind, however; His Majesty's letters had arrived hand-addressed on Royal stationery, and my own replies had been directed to his personal chamber. "Thank you," I replied, making a sincere little half-bow from my chair. Then I sighed and wiped away one last tear. "Truth be told, I'm not yet over the shock."


  He nodded back. "Quite understandable, of course." Then he crossed his legs and leaned back. "Your House finds itself in quite a difficult situation as well, I suppose."


  I smiled. Now we were getting to the real reason why I was being graced with such a high-level visitor. "Perhaps," I answered. "Or perhaps not. His Majesty openly supported James as his successor, you know. That's no secret. While I have no special inside knowledge on the matter—I give you my word on this!—I wouldn't be at all surprised if he made it official in his last will and testament."


  The admiral nodded again. "Of course—that's virtually a given. But… Will the Noble Houses line up behind him? Or support a Regency regardless?"


  I smiled—he was again asking a question to which he must already know the answer. "Marcus is of course the largest and most economically important of the Houses," I replied. "We've long been on the leading edge of several fields of technology, plus our economy is far more efficient than anyone else's. Largely because of the way we treat our Rabbits and Dogs, I'd submit. Being relatively free, they work harder and contribute more. They're even becoming soldiers. Spacemen too, you may've heard." I smiled, displaying my oversized incisors. "So we're in a good position to make our claim stick."


  He smiled back, but the expression faded quickly. "Even so, your House's capitol world has only recently been freed from enemy occupation. The Imperials looted it practically to the bedrock. Though Marcus Prime hasn't been attacked again, defending it is draining your treasury something fierce. Marcus isn't the powerhouse it was ten or fifteen years ago—it can't be, after what it's been through."


  I shrugged. "This last decade has been a rough one, yes. But what of the next ten years, sir? Who's situated best to grow? Marcus began as a very minor House indeed, but its overall history has been one of growth without limits. By tradition we're innovators, experimenters… Long-term planners, in other words." Then I scowled. "Let me speak frankly, sir. I don't know how you feel about empowered Rabbits. But we make up almost half of all sentient beings here on Geneva Station, just as we do overall in the rest of colonized space. Marcus created Rabbits, and now Marcus is leading the way in integrating them into mainstream society. This has been going on for many years now—certainly longer than I've been alive. Today, on most planets Rabbits own nothing and contribute little except brute labor and domestic services. On Marcus worlds, they run small farms and businesses. My own father was a working ship's engineer, sir! In your position, you can't help but know how difficult that certification is to earn. Once again, we're on the leading edge of yet another major step forward." I shook my head and smiled. "In comparison to the long-term benefits we'll reap from this one social advance alone, the Occupation was nothing."


  His eyes narrowed. "And the other Houses? How do they line up? Will they support James and a Marcus-led Kingdom?"


  I shrugged. "At least some will. Many Houses owe us favors and allegiance due to past services—some of these involve matters of blood, which are held to be especially sacred. Vorsage, for example, will stand with us to the bitter end—their Heir is one of my closest personal friends. I've met the Earl of Quenton—he saved the lives of my entire command at Zombie Station. We can certainly count on their support, as well. Kandoro has long known that the passing of this last king of their line marks the end of their time in the sun—given that His Majesty was also their titular head and that he's openly supported James, well…" I sighed. "We have allies, sir. Will they be enough? I can't know. And at this point I don't think anyone else can, either."


  There was a silence, one that Nestor finally broke. "If I may, sir," he said to the New Genevan admiral as he refilled his juice glass, "I'd like to point something else out as well."


  Kranmetz's eyebrows rose; clearly, he wasn't accustomed to footbunnies offering their opinions on important matters of state. "Indeed?"


  Nestor took this as a 'yes' even though it didn't sound much like one to me. "Well, sir… I've been reading David's old Academy textbook on strategy. It describes a well-known game that this situation reminds me very much of. If you think about it, whether there's a Regency or not there'll still be a Marcus on the throne. People tend to forget that poor Stephen is James's elder brother. So if he's crowned and a Regent is appointed, James is still next in line anyway because Stephen can never father a child. Therefore, if you think matters all the way through and look past the next few years, well… The name of the game I was thinking of, sir, is 'Heads I win, tails you lose'." He smiled. "The Marcuses are famous for playing the long game. I'm amazed that no one else seems to be looking at things in that light."


  "So," Admiral Kranmetz said eventually, looking bemused. "It'll be the Marcuses in the long run after all. No matter what happens."


  "Unless we totally screw it up," I replied, smiling across the room at Nestor. Then the expression faded. "Personally, I think a Regent would mean a weak, indecisive kingdom and in turn an Imperial victory. In that case there may well be no long game. Though of course if we go down that road and I'm ever allowed out of here, I'll still fight them with all I have."


  "If the Imperials win," Nestor asked softly, "how long do you suppose there'll be an independent New Geneva?"


  The admiral colored slightly, and I thought for a moment that perhaps my friend had pressed matters too far. Then Kranmetz smiled and looked him in the eye. "What did you say your name was?" he asked.



  "Nestor," he replied. "I've yet to choose a surname. In fact, I may never choose one."


  "Well," the admiral replied, his smile widening as he bent over and offered his hand. "Now I know that there are at least two Rabbits in the universe whose opinions are worth hearing." My friend smiled and accepted the gesture in the spirit in which it was offered. Then the admiral looked up at my wall, where my Sword hung next to the broom and home-made victory pendant we'd sailed Richard into her final berth under. "It's a damned shame indeed that you're stuck here so far away from the action," he declared. "I expect that right about now the House of Marcus would be grateful to have both of you back home to help things along."


  I shrugged. "What cannot be cured must be endured."


  He looked at me a bit strangely, then smiled again and extended his hand. "It's been a tremendous honor, playing host to the most famous naval officer of our age," he said. "Who knows? Maybe it'll even earn me a footnote in the history books. You've been a polite and gracious guest."


  I smiled back. "And under the circumstances, well… My already high regard for New Geneva has only increased."


  "Good!" he replied, "I'm pleased to hear it." He stepped to the door, and rather to my shock saluted me. It was normal for Royal officers of higher rank to salute me first—that went with having been awarded a Sword, after all. But foreigners, well… I repaid his courtesy as best I could by replying with parade-ground stiffness.


  "Fair winds, David!" he said as he stepped out into the corridor. "I only wish I'd made more time to get to know you better."


  My mouth dropped open—what on earth was the man talking about? Was he headed off on detached duty or something? "Come by any time!" I finally stammered. Then he was gone. "Well!" I declared, turning to Nestor. "What on earth do you think that was all about?"


  "Beats the heck out of me," the ever-practical Nestor replied. "But for my part, I'm going to start packing."
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  After careful consideration, I did a little packing too. I didn't have all that much stuff of my own, as naval officers tend to travel lightly. The only really important item I couldn't carry on my own person was the broom-and-pendant arrangement, which Uncle Robert had already twice attempted to secure for display at the Royal War Museum. But my crew had presented it to me personally; their exact words were "We want you to place it on your mantelpiece for the rest of your life to remember us by". And there it would indeed hang, if I had any choice in the matter. No captain had ever sailed with a finer crew than that of Richard, and I'd honor their request to the letter as best I possibly could.


  We were so excited at the prospect of leaving that it took us less than an hour to get everything squared away and ready—I even placed a few gold pieces atop my dresser as a tip for the domestic staff so I wouldn't forget in the sudden rush that I was sure must be coming. But as it happened we waited…


  And waited…


  And waited all through the endless afternoon, until Nestor finally gave in and cooked us dinner. "We have a reading class tonight," he pointed out as our veggies boiled. "At least that'll help the time pass."


  I nodded. It was my habit to teach classes in slave shorts, so as not to stand apart from my students. Yet here I was still in my full dress uniform, pockets stuffed with souvenirs, datacubes, and heirlooms. "Perhaps so," I agreed with a sigh. "I suppose I ought to go ahead and change clothes. We're not likely to be exchanged outside of business hours, I don't suppose."


  "You never know," Nestor countered. "And besides—you promised old Isaac that you'd come at least once in uniform, so he could take your picture."


  I scowled, not at all in the mood to pose for the aged photographer's assistant. Yet a promise was a promise. "Well, I am all dressed up already…"


  Someone knocked on our door at precisely six forty-five, right on schedule. It just about had to be our escort to the rec-room—we were not only kept under guard coming and going, but typically an entire squad of Genevan marines sat in the back row the whole time we were teaching. Over time we'd come to know them all quite well, of course—at Christmas-time Nestor even made chocolate-mint cupcakes for them all. "Hello!" I said with a smile as the door swung open. "How—" But the rest of the sentence remained stillborn in my throat, for instead of the usual friendly gang I found myself confronted with a heavily-armed squad of men wearing the orange collar-tabs of the New Genevan Internal Security Service.


  "Good evening, Commander Birkenhead," their leader said from behind a thin, wispy smile. "I'm Major Adama. I fear there've been some changes in how we're administering our internee program. Please don't be alarmed by this. You and your valet have been model prisoners; this has nothing to do with you and your daily routine won't be affected." His smile widened. "I understand we're on our way to a reading class?"


  I blinked, then reminded myself that the Genevans were free to run their prison however they wished. "Yes, Major. Of course." Just then Nestor came dashing out of the kitchen. "In recreation room one."


  He bowed and gestured with a flourish. "After you!"


  Our improvised classroom was only a short walk away, and there were already half a dozen Rabbits and a Dog waiting there for us. As was so often the case with the gengineered species, they'd gotten right to work. The chairs were already rearranged for the class and our students were sitting in a neat row waiting for us, some peering intently into their readers. Fortunately old Isaac was among the early arrivals, so we were able to get the photographic nonsense out of the way first. Nestor brought our broom-and-pennant to use as a prop, so when the rest of the class arrived the elderly bunny got a good shot of us all posing around it. "Thank you, sir!" he said, voice quavering with either age or gratitude—I wasn't sure which. Then we got down to business and took turns reading first Peter Rabbit and then a second-grade level tale about a dog named Lad aloud for almost two hours. Things were just breaking up when Nestor came sidling up beside me. "Excuse me, sir," he whispered in my ear. "But can you handle the cleanup alone for a few minutes? Dinner didn't agree with me."


  I nodded without speaking aloud, so as to avoid embarrassing him. Rabbits have some odd social taboos that are believed to derive directly from ancestral lapine behavior patterns, and an unusually strong sense of privacy about matters involving toilets stands high among them. It seemed that everyone wanted to hang around and chat that particular evening; I spent perhaps half an hour gossiping about this and that with my students. Then I noticed that my broom-and-pennant was missing! My heavens! Who would've stolen that? My head darted left, right, left, but it was nowhere in sight! Surely neither my students nor the security police… I was just about to grow incandescently angry when it occurred to me that perhaps Nestor had taken it with him for safekeeping. So, excusing myself and making it clear to my escort what I was doing, I followed him into the little toilet.


  And there it was, of course. Along with Nestor, Major Adama…


  …and a large, fresh crawl-hole in the bathroom wall. "I thought you'd never come looking for this!" Nestor hissed, waving the pennant.


  Then Major Adama smiled and spoke up. "Congratulations on your successful escape, Commander!" he explained. "An escape which we New Genevans did everything humanly possible to prevent, of course, and are in no way complicit in. In fact, you and I have never even met."


  At least I recovered quickly. "Thank you," I replied with a deep bow. "Which explains why you won't be receiving a card expressing my deepest gratitude."


  "Naturally not." His smile widened as he handed me a pair of pliers. "There's an air vent on the other side of that opening. Bear right, and count four ventilation grilles. The fourth opens up just across from where your diplomatic courier ship Sparrow is berthed. By the purest of coincidences, she's all powered up and ready to transport urgent dispatches back home. And by an even greater coincidence, no New Genevan ship is even remotely in a position to intercept."


  I shook my head. "It's simply amazing, how lucky Nestor and I are!"


  "Yes," the major replied. "Heads are going to roll over this, I'm sure. Someday. When we get around to it, that is. Probably all of them about to retire anyway." Then he snapped to attention and saluted. "Godspeed, Commander! My government is officially neutral, as I'm sure you understand it must be. But that doesn't mean that we're too stupid to know who the good guys are, or that our officers aren't allowed personal feelings. It's been one of the greatest honors of my life to be of assistance to you!"
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  It felt good indeed to walk once more down the ceremonial halls of the Royal Palace on Earth Secundus, even though the reporters practically rioted at the sight of me. "No comment for now, gentlemen!" I shouted over the roar of the questions as I was escorted past them by a detail of large, toothy Dogs who were kept on-hand precisely for this sort of occasion. "You'll get a full press conference later! Promise!"


  That eased the pressure some, as they knew from past experience that my word on such matters was good. What did even more to improve the situation was the arrival of no less than five Heads of Houses in the limo just behind mine. Normally they'd have landed first, as a matter of social precedence. But they'd graciously waived the honor in recognition of the fact that I had urgent business.


  "Welcome home, Commander," a black-garbed Herald greeted Nestor and I just outside His Majesty's personal chamber. He smiled, for what looked like the first time in weeks. "His Highness would be most pleased that you're here."


  I nodded and gulped. It still felt a little odd to be in the king's private part of the Palace without being all dolled up in Court dress. Sparrow had strained her engines to the limit all the way home, and made orbit only two hours before. Since I'd considered haste more important than formality, I was still wearing the same worn-out full-dress uniform and single battered epaulette that I'd departed Marcus Prime with so long ago. I'd been assured that no one would say a word, given that I was a good friend rushing to His Majesty's bedside. But still…


  "Go on in," the Herald urged, smile widening. Then he nodded at Nestor. "You too, if you like."


  My aide was even more shabbily dressed than I was. "Thank you," he replied in a dry whisper.


  There was a marine at the door; he snapped-to smartly as I passed, but I couldn't bring myself to smile as I usually did in reply. Against all odds His Majesty yet lived, if the shadowy half-existence of near-total brain death could be called living. When I entered his sickroom a doctor was just leaving. He nodded gravely as we passed, then Nestor and I were alone with our sovereign. I removed my hat and bowed my head for a time, then steeled myself and stared directly into the royal visage. Once his features had been so alive they'd seemed almost to glow, illuminated by an inner joy that owed much to childhood but nothing to childishness. Now they hung slack and gray, and his eyes were taped shut. What lay before me was a mere mockery of the man I'd known, a living corpse more than anything else. It was a sight I'd have been pleased to have been spared, yet I owed this visit and far more to the man who once had been.


  "There's absolutely no hope, as I'm sure you've heard," the Herald said softly from behind me. He'd slipped inside with us, once a decent interval had passed. "It's all the machines. They can't be shut down without approval from the House of Lords, you see. There the bickering goes on and endlessly on. It borders on the indecent."


  I nodded, afraid I'd sob if I tried to speak aloud. His Majesty had given everything, devoted his entire existence to the needs of his kingdom. He'd been a man of simple joys and tastes; nothing about being rich and powerful had held any allure for him. And now, even beyond death still more was being asked of him.


  "It's not my place to complain about this," the Herald continued. "Nor is it proper for me to offer much in the way of advice to any senior member of a House competing for the Throne. And yet… It'd please me very much if Marcus were to continue supporting the shutting off of these machines. It's time to let the old man go in peace."


  I nodded. "Yes. Of course. But I'm sure there are… Complications."


  He sighed. "How can anything be simple, with two dozen rival Houses contesting every single decision?" Then he laid his hand on my shoulder. "I should tell you… At the very end he called for James. And Stephen. So that he could tell them how much he loved them."


  I nodded, a tear leaking out at long last. "Of course. They're his grandsons."


  He nodded. "Last of all, he called for you."


  That was far, far too much. First came the tears, next my shoulders were shaking, and then I was weeping aloud in long, moist gouts. "I loved him so much!" I heard myself wail. "He was so good to us all!" Then Nestor and the Herald helped me out into a small anteroom where I was able to compose myself.


  "Your letters were the light of his life, towards the end," the Herald explained once I was at least halfway put back together. "He always liked you—after the first time you met, he said that he thought you had a lot in common with each other." He shook his head. "We all laughed, of course, you being a Rabbit and he the king. But he grew angry, and we saw that he really meant it."


  "It's not polite to distinguish one Herald from another," I said slowly. "But it's almost over now and you're about to get your name back." I looked away. "It was you that helped me back at the Academy. And at my trial. Personally, I mean. Wasn't it?"


  He smiled. "I'll admit that your nose doesn't deceive you. Which in turn leaves me free to tell you that both assignments were a pleasure. Part of my job all of these years has been to keep as up to date as possible on you and your progress, and report to His Majesty whenever anything significant happened. A Herald is supposed to like the same things and people as his sovereign, so that we can think and act as one." He smiled. "I fear that along the way I've become almost as attached to you as he was. Please forgive me if I'm being too familiar. The circumstances are… unique."


  I smiled back. "It's a bit awkward, I'll admit." Then I tilted my head to one side. "What is your real name, anyway?"


  "Martijn," he replied. "Sir Martijn Tjin, at your service. We're a minor sub-branch of the House of Vorsage. Please, keep this strictly private. Technically my telling you before the His Majesty's legal death is a violation of my sacred oath. But the oath in question was sworn to him personally, and I'm so certain under the circumstances that he wouldn't mind that, well… Please, keep it to yourself."


  I smiled back. "Of course. Thank you, Martijn." Then I licked my nose and groomed my face-fur back into some semblance of proper shape. "And now, I suppose I ought to be heading upstairs to the Parliamentary Room."
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  I didn't arrive on the floor of the Hall of Nobles until almost ten in the morning, but it didn't take long for me to realize I hadn't missed much. It was understandable, I suppose, that the session was halted in order that all the Houses might make long-winded speeches congratulating me on Richard's exploits and my subsequent 'daring' escape, and that everyone cheered and clapped for the broom-pennant. It made for good news-footage, and I was sufficiently experienced at being a celebrity myself by now to understand why it all was necessary. I could also see why they had to waste another half-hour granting me the special privilege of sitting with the Marcus delegation despite my lack of title—rather pointedly, no one even mentioned that I was a Rabbit, which was even worse than a commoner in such august surroundings. "Commander Birkenhead was promised a knighthood," the sitting Lord of the House of Dyolov declared in the formal motion. "And he'd surely have received it by now if he hadn't been so busy leaving footprints on Imperious Prime! So let us not permit mere formality to stand in the way of preventing the soon-to-be Sir David from enjoying one of the privileges of nobility that he's so richly earned!" The vote was unanimous, there was more cheering as I was seated next to Lord Robert (who was representing our House as James hadn't arrived yet)…


  …and then they adjourned for the day! Even my uncle voted to take the afternoon off!


  "Why on earth…" I sputtered as my uncle and I walked side-by-side out of the Hall of Nobles. "I mean… There's so much to do!"


  My uncle smiled. "You don't understand, David. The work day is just beginning, and we're actually starting early. Today's business will consist largely of maneuvering to take maximum advantage of your unexpected arrival."


  I blinked. "But… I don't even have a vote."


  "That doesn't matter in the least," he assured me. "Pay close attention as I make the introductions."


  And sure enough, he was right! Every House was granted a little suite of offices that all fronted on the same long corridor. The location of these offices had been locked in long ago, back when the relative circumstances of their owners were far different. Kandoro's suite, for example, was located just a few steps away from the Hall of Nobles, while my uncle and I had to walk almost a quarter-mile. Every five steps, I was required to stop and shake someone's hand. "Excellent work, David!" the least-offensive of these individuals declared, patting me on the back heartily—and making sure with a little subtle pressure that I turned to face the House photographer who was standing right there to record the moment for the serfs back home. Others, however, praised me effusively in front of vid-cams, and two insisted—insisted!—on holding the broom-pennant high over their heads and waving it back and forth.


  Then there were the endless questions. "How does it feel to be back?" practically everyone wanted to know. "Absolutely miserable," I felt like answering after the twentieth inquiry, and it wouldn't have been so far from the truth. But there were dozens of other questions as well, most of which I had no business answering and the rest of which were nosey as could be. "How close exactly were you to His Majesty?" one Lord demanded. He was in a position roughly corresponding to that of Uncle Robert—representing his brother's interests until the true House-Lord could arrive. "Did he ever say anything about what he really thought of James to you? How about my nephew Raphael? Was he ever mentioned?"


  I stuttered and stammered for a moment, then my uncle interceded for me. "Give it a rest, John! Raphael is at best tenth in line, and you know it. Besides, David's just back from a long, trying mission. He hasn't even unpacked yet! Have a little decency, won't you?"


  To my surprise the other Lord burst out laughing—later I learned that he'd shared a wardroom with my uncle for almost a decade. "You can't blame me for trying, Bob. Now can you?"


  Then there were the angry ones who smiled through gritted teeth. Two of the Houses earned much of their income via the shipping trade—their planets were congruent with many of the most strategic locations throughout the kingdom, the places with large clusters of easily-accessible jump-points. Lord Dunbar spoke for both. "You destroyed over thirty enemy ships, son? Well, congratulations! But… What's to keep the Imperials from playing the same game?"


  I'd thought that one through early on, even before ordering Richard camouflaged as a merchantman. "The fencibles, sir! We can convoy our ships far more cheaply than the Imperials can, because we've got at least a three year lead in—"


  "Convoys!" Dunbar snorted. "Do you have any idea what it costs to make ships sit and wait for a convoy to form? How wasteful and inefficient the practice is?"


  "It'll be even worse for the Imperials, sir," I countered. "And I can prove it. In the long run, it must help us win the war."


  "It'll break us!" Lord Dunbar replied, shaking his head. "We'll lose fortunes! And just when wartime rates are at their highest, too!" Then he too posed for a few seconds of grinning video with me—in fact, he was one of the ones who insisted on waving the pennant.


  By the time we reached the Marcus suite all the way down at the end of the corridor, well… I was angrier than ever. "This is madness!" I declared, once Uncle Robert and I were alone at last. "Complete, utter madness! His Majesty would never have tolerated it!"


  His eyebrows rose. "You might be surprised." Then he sighed and sat down, letting his arms flop at his sides. "David… Those are the most powerful men in the entire realm out there. They're the ones making the key decisions just now, for better or for worse. I'm asking you to please remain civil, no matter how much they might deserve otherwise."


  I nodded. "Of course. This is your field of expertise, not mine." Then I sighed. "Whatever you want from me, I'll give it to you if I can."


  He nodded. "Good." Then the corners of his mouth turned upwards in a too-rare smile. "Well… In that case I suppose you'd better settle in for a long stay. Do you have to report in at naval headquarters?"


  I shook my head. "I'm on shipwreck leave—Richard was beyond economical repair and thus is considered a war-loss." I sighed. "Plus I have tons of accumulated time anyway. Though they asked me to drop by when I have a few hours free to be formally arrested and paroled. Another lost ship means another court-martial. Not that I'm particularly worried this time around. I'm growing jaded, I suppose."


  "Lose enough ships and that's bound to happen," he replied with a grin. Then his expression grew serious once more. "The case will be opened and closed in a day," he promised. "Half the House of Lords will take a personal interest in the matter and ensure that it happens that way. It's obviously a mere formality. Anything else?"


  I wriggled my nose for a moment, thinking. "I need to be measured for some new uniforms. And I promised to do a press conference, to get the reporters off my back."


  He nodded. "Good. The more you interact with the press, the better." Then he sighed and folded his hands on his desk. "That excepted, however, I'd be pleased if you spent every possible moment sitting next to me out in the Hall."


  My ears twitched upwards. "But… Why?"


  He shook his head. "Things haven't been lining up as nicely as I'd hoped, David. In the absence of a clear-cut heir, it takes a two-thirds vote among the Houses to seat a new monarch. And every vote of any real significance keeps coming up almost exactly fifty-fifty."


  I nodded—already I'd seen that we weren't nearly so popular as we might've been, at least among the leadership. "But… Uncle, what can I accomplish by just sitting there and taking up space?"


  He stood up and, knowing better than to ask me to join him, poured himself a half-shot of whiskey. "I'm amazed you didn't see it," he replied, after downing it neat.


  "See what?" I asked.


  "David… I didn't anticipate this myself, mind you. But if you know them well, it's obvious. They're terrified of you. Or most of them are, anyway. Particularly the ones that're voting against us."
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  I was much too busy for the rest of the day to think about what Uncle Robert had said about the Lords being frightened of me. First there was the whirling maelstrom of a press conference, during which a naval intelligence officer stopped me from answering almost half the questions I was asked. He had excellent reasons for doing so, and for the most part I was on his side. But the reporters most definitely were not; they responded to the censorship by rephrasing and reparsing the same requests for sensitive information over and over again, in the vain hope that the new formulation would somehow prove more acceptable than the last. It was frustrating for me as well, because I felt that the general public needed to understand that Richard had been a fencible ship, manned by non-professional humans and Rabbits who'd performed superbly on a long, stressful, and above all totally unexpected mission. My "keeper" wouldn't allow me to so much as mention the fencibles, however—he'd warned me of this beforehand. I thought this was pointless obfuscation since the Imperials could hardly help but know all about the organization by now, but orders were orders. At least he permitted me to praise "the outstanding performance of Richard's crew under most trying circumstances, humans and Rabbits alike."


  Then I was led off to where Nestor and the Marcus tailor-in-residence awaited me. There was plenty of perfectly serviceable civilian clothing waiting for me in the closets back at my cabin on my little estate. However, it seemed that none of my old stuff would do anymore; Uncle Robert had dictated that I be dressed in the very latest of Lordly fashions. These currently featured silk stockings and lots of lace trim. The old gentleman nearly had a nervous breakdown when he realized that neither of these features were in any way compatible with a Rabbit's physique. "Oh my goodness!" he whispered as my toeclaws ripped through the silk and the lacework attracted huge clumps of freshly-shed fur—it was that time of the year again. "I don't know what in the world to do!" (Eventually he came through rather well, I thought. Since it was obvious that I couldn't follow current styles, he simply established new ones by outfitting me in otherwise plain suits that featured brighter colors and gilded buttons to make up for the "flash" lost by giving up the silk and lace. Once I'd been photographed in them a few times, well… Soon everyone was wearing the "neomilitary" look. But for the short term I made do by living in practically nothing but my uniform.)


  It was long past dark before Nestor and I were free to fly home, so that I could finally sleep in what was truly my own bed again for the first time in several years. It was a two-hour trip to the hardpoint outside my front door, a long enough commute that, well… It wasn't something I could do every day, I realized sickly. "Nestor," I said as we took off. "I'm afraid we're also going to need an apartment somewhere near the Palace. Perhaps Uncle Robert will be able to spare us a room. Can you add that to your to-do list?"


  My friend's big eyes blinked, then he wearily pulled out his datapad and made a note for perhaps the thousandth time that day. "Of course, sir," he answered loyally, though his voice was far more subdued than usual. "Right away."


  I leaned back in my seat and sighed. "And one more thing."


  This time, he actually winced. The poor bunny must have hundreds of hours worth of work laid out for him by now, all of it marked urgent. "Yes, sir?"


  "First of all, just as soon as you can work it in I want you to hire yourself an assistant. Human, Rabbit… I don't care. In fact, I'd actively prefer a human if you can find one willing to work with us. I think it'd be an important step forward. You're to be my chief of staff from now on, Nestor, not my servant. Let someone else cook the meals and make my bed, at least while we're dirtside. You've done a wonderful job, mind you. But times are changing, and you can't do it all." I sighed. "Don't get me wrong, my friend. I value your dedication and hard work more than you can possibly imagine. But I need your sharp mind and loyalty even more. I want you close at hand to advise me, not chasing off after clean linen."


  There was a long silence. "Sir, I never… I mean.. When I was little…"


  "We were both born slaves," I reminded him. "But we're not anymore, either of us. We've grown, and in more ways than one. Perhaps all of us Rabbits have—I'm still not sure yet. Anyway, it's time that we act our age and accept our true responsibilities." I smiled. "In my case, I suppose that means wearing ridiculous clothes and sitting in the Hall of Nobles all day long for no good reason. In yours, well… It means no more domestic valet work, at least when there are others around to do it for you."


  "I see, sir," he answered slowly. "And… Thank you again. For everything."


  Then, sitting side by side in the back of the air-limo, we slept the sleep of the truly exhausted.
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  I'd thought the first day was a blur, but things only got worse from there. The navy wanted to see me in order to ask more questions about Richard's cruise, as well as to have an endless series of publicity pictures taken. The Royal War Museum asked Nestor and I to recreate the wet-cement footprints we'd left on Imperious for posterity—someone, somehow had smuggled out holographs of the originals, and currently the image was the single most downloaded file in Royal space. Uncle Robert wanted me at his side in meeting after meeting, even though I practically never had anything useful to say or more than half-understood the subtleties of the game he was playing. On top of this I had duties of honor to fulfill towards former crewmates. It was an old navy tradition that a spacer's obligations to his former shipmates never really ended, especially when there was something memorable or extra-dangerous about the cruise in question. This was especially true for the commanding officer. Even more, I owed an extra-special obligation to my Rabbits. One of the Zombie Station mob had run up an enormous gambling debt while working at my estate, and found it very natural to turn to me for help. "I still don't understand why I didn't win that last round," the letter he'd dictated to one of his more literate fellows read. "It was a sure bet—even the dealer said so!" I sighed and handed the case over to Marcus's legal department, who in turn subpoenaed the legally-mandated recording of the game in question. In the end the casino either couldn't or chose not to produce it, which negated their claim entirely. It was obvious to everyone that Minky had been cheated, and yet… I still had to block out half a day to sit down with him and explain why what he'd done was so foolish. Even worse I learned in the process that several of my other Rabbits were regular customers at the same establishment, so I had to make time to talk to all of them as well. It wasn't something that could be delegated; while they might possibly have listened to Nestor speaking in my name, I wouldn’t have given very good odds. The explanation wouldn't have had the same impact, coming from him. The simple fact was that there wasn't enough of me to go around— I was wearing far, far too many hats. So in the end I finally had to pick and choose, leaving some obligations begging. Oddly enough, at least for a time it was the navy and Uncle Robert that I found myself shorting the most severely. Perhaps it was because of my lack of any other personal life, and certainly in some ways it was a bit selfish. But somehow I found my personal obligations far more compelling than the political or career-based ones. My old friend Chief Engineer Lancrest, for example, had contracted a fatal illness during my long absence and was barely hanging on. He asked me to come and visit with him one last time before he passed away, and I actually ended up demanding of the navy that my own court marital be rescheduled to allow for it. I got my way, too: the expression on the face of the Court's secretary when the motion was granted was priceless.


  Soon, however, it became evident that I couldn't afford to continue on like that. The real shocker came when what should've been a routine vote in the House of Lords went unexpectedly awry. The matter in question was a routine defense bill okaying the continued funding of three dreadnoughts that were half-complete. The vessels had long been authorized, and during wartime their construction was hardly controversial. The original purchase order had sailed through without opposition. But now that it was time to appropriate money to finish the things, well… Something went terribly wrong, though at first no one could say just what.


  "…purposeless continuation of the conflict," Lord Dunbar was declaring from the rostrum when I arrived, late as usual due to another obligation. "We've lost three worlds already; how many more will go by the wayside if we continue fighting a losing struggle?"


  I looked at Uncle Robert as I sat down; his features were hard, his cheeks were white with anger, and the little green light that indicated he wished to speak on the current motion was lit. It would've been a red light, except that apparently his apportioned debate time was already used up. "Our losses are acceptable. We can make an honorable peace," Dunbar continued, smiling gently. "We should make an honorable peace, this time a lasting one according proper recognition to the true balance of power in the universe. And why do we need more expensive men-of-war to live in peace?"


  About half the men at the table applauded, and a deep, dark chill ran through my soul. What was going on here, anyway?


  Then Lord Wilkes arose, ignoring my uncle's green light. Which he had every right to do, of course, given that the Marcus time-quota was all used up. "I move for a vote, gentlemen. Who among us favors funding Defense Continuing Appropriation 372?"


  Ten hands shot up, Uncle Robert's first of all.


  "And those opposed?" he demanded. Fourteen rose.



  Dunbar smiled wider than ever. "The nays have it, which concludes today's business. Do I hear a motion to adjourn?"
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  "Miserable defeatist bastards!" my uncle raged, once ensconced safely in the privacy of his personal office. "Traitors! Weaklings!"


  With my own hands I poured him three fingers worth of his favorite whiskey and placed the glass in front of him. "Calm down," I scolded. "You'll have a stroke. And what good would that do anyone?"


  He frowned, then nodded and drained half the liquor in one swift gulp. "Thank you, David," he said, sitting down at last. "You're right, of course." Then his eyes hardened again. "But still! I can't believe that—"


  "What just happened?" I interrupted him, my voice still deliberately calm and gentle. "I thought we had twelve votes wrapped up?"


  "We used to," he acknowledged, shaking his head. "Or at least I thought we did. But we seem to have lost a couple." Then he sighed and sort of slumped. "This was a test-vote," he explained. "A parliamentary maneuver. When people are switching sides, it's natural that for a period of time they tend to ride the fence. In private they agree with the opposition while in public they still vote the way they always did before. So you can never be sure where they stand, from either side of the equation." He sipped at his whiskey again. "Until of course you force them out into the open. Which is best accomplished by choosing an issue where they have to make a clean break with their past and making sure they understand that if they don't put their money where their mouth is they'll be cut out of all future deals. That's exactly what Lord Dunbar did today—force two side-switchers to openly commit to his leadership." He looked down at his desk. "The good news is that Dunbar was uncertain enough of the outcome that he chose an issue of trivial importance for his test. Those battlewagons won't be completed for another four years, and the current funding is enough to carry on work for several more months. We'd have ended up voting on them again and again regardless, I'm sure—it's just how these things work. He didn't have much to lose, in other words, if things hadn't gone his way." Then he met my eyes again. "The bad news, of course, is that our side lost."


  I sighed and sat down in the special Rabbit-chair that my uncle kindly kept in his office for me, despite the fact that he didn't really have enough room for it. "I see."


  "We're moving the wrong way," my uncle explained, quite unnecessarily. "We need sixteen votes to crown James. Anything less leads to a Regency. And if that happens, the Imperials will eat up this entire kingdom, one little nibble after another."


  ***


  It was to be expected, I suppose, that I'd not be much interested in politics except in the most general sort of way. There were a thousand factors mitigating against it. One was that from my earliest childhood I'd been told over and again that politics was for humans, that it was a waste of time for a Rabbit to so much as read the daily paper. My father had believed this deeply, and he was absolutely correct for his own purposes. Even as a ship's engineer he was in the end a slave who went where he was told to go and did what he was told to do. Politics can never matter to the utterly powerless, at least in a pragmatic way. It is for them to endure, not to have opinions. Though it hurt me in some ways to admit it, Father had been exactly that—powerless, in political terms.


  So I'd been raised by someone with no real interest in the subject, and then, well… Yes, the Marcuses were into politics in a very large way indeed. But I was still a Rabbit despite my adoption, and always would be. Though they made sure that I understood the basics, politics as a higher art had always been the province of James and Uncle Robert. "You go build your navy career," the unspoken deal had always been between the three of us. "You're especially good at that, and it's important that there be such a well-known, famously-capable Rabbit in the universe. Don’t worry about politics; we'll take care of that end of things." While I'd gotten entangled in a little bit of intra-family feuding regarding land and ship purchases while putting together the fencibles, well… Pretty much every Marcus wanted to be my friend, so they went out of their way to smooth the road for me. Therefore I was still pretty much an innocent when it came to dealing with smoke-filled rooms. Even more, I was happy to be an innocent—as a Rabbit there wasn't any way that I could ever function socially among the truly powerful, so there'd never been any point in wasting much time learning much about the subject.


  Now, however… I felt helpless, and there wasn't anything I hated worse than that. So I decided to do some cramming.


  The battleship vote was held on a Friday afternoon. Instead of spending all Saturday and Sunday giving speeches and inspecting a new destroyer, as planned, I stayed home "sick" in my cabin. It was a lie and I hated lies, but this was clearly a necessary one. My stomach still gave me trouble sometimes after doing almost entirely without hay for so long on Zombie Station, and my doctors had cautioned me to treat each flareup seriously. Normally I just toughed things out and went about my normal business like nothing was wrong, but the flip side was that when I did claim illness no one doubted me for a second.


  "Let's lay things out on paper," I suggested to Nestor as we locked ourselves into my office for the duration. "That's what Professor Lambert always suggested when planning a campaign."


  So we did just that, on a wall-sized chart laid out just like the conference table in the Hall of Nobles. We colored each chair based half on their past voting history and half on the battleship-funding bill. Then we added in every other factor we could think of as well as a series of little coded dots around the chairs—the relative strengths of the various Houses, what industries their economies were based on, their geographical extent, how many worlds they'd already lost to the Imperials…


  At first we found nothing surprising. Those Houses with the most to lose in wartime, or with a history of having lost the most worlds, were generally the stalwarts in opposition to the Marcus point of view. It was understandable enough—the Houses whose economies were built on shipping, for example, were bearing far more than their proportional cost of the endless wars. The House of Dunbar represented these perfectly—Lord Dunbar himself had chastised me for widening the conflict via my attacks on the merchies in Richard even as he'd insisted on waving my pennant and basking in my victories. The correct answer to his dilemma in my book was for the other Houses to pool their resources and offer extra aid to vulnerable Houses such as his own—Lord Robert, in fact, had been pushing for years in exactly that direction. But the others wouldn't go along, so one could see why the House of Dunbar might reasonably be less enthusiastic about the war than the rest.


  This sort of thing accounted for three of the fourteen Houses that'd voted against us, but that left eleven others. What was their beef with Marcus? One by one Nestor and I picked out the factors we thought might be the drivers behind their points of view. Five of them were fringe Houses, so small and economically insignificant that they only continued to exist due to their traditional right to cast a vote in the House of Lords. Each of them owed their survival to one or more patron-Houses, who continued to prop them up in exchange for their willingness to vote however they were told to vote. It was an archaic and absurd way to run the kingdom's business, Nestor and I agreed. But I could hardly complain that it was unfair—powerful Marcus had six such vassal-Houses of her own, and Kandoro was well on her way to becoming the seventh. (Indeed, there was much speculation that His Majesty had deliberately sired James's father out of wedlock in anticipation of his own House's final fall from viability, thus further empowering what was clearly someday going to become Kandoro's protector-House.)


  So, what motivated the other six "no" votes? Four of them were due to the same kind of blood-obligations that bound the House of Quenton to Marcus, we decided—there'd been considerable intermarriage. But figuring out the last two was tough going indeed, though we were convinced we were on the right track because these were the same ones whose side-switching had so infuriated Uncle Robert. We added more and more dots and color-codes until the chart became an incomprehensible mishmash except in the immediate vicinity of the famous Empty Seats. These were the chairs formerly held by the breakaway Houses that'd become the Empire. They remained unoccupied in a symbolic appeal for their return. One of the two vote-changing Houses, that of Wilkes, happened to sit right next to one of these empty spaces. It was pure coincidence, and yet…


  I scowled, making my whiskers go all awry. "Nestor," I said slowly. "James and his elder brother are the two leading candidates for the throne."


  "Without question," he agreed. "Especially once His Majesty passes away and the final will and testament is read. Everyone expects him to acknowledge their legitimacy there."


  I nodded. "In fact, their claim is so strong that I can't even name number three. Can you?"


  He titled his head to one side, then wriggled his nose for a moment. "You're right. It's sort of strange, but I can't either."


  I looked at our chart again. "I'll bet you half your glazed carrots at our next fancy dinner with the family that he's either a Wilkes or a Hashimoto."


  Nestor's jaw dropped, then his nose began wriggling too. Hashimoto was the other vote-changing House. "No deal," he replied at last. Then he turned to his keyboard, and in two minutes had the answer. "It's a good thing I didn't bet. You'd have gotten the whole portion."


  I blinked. "But I was only going to bet half!"


  "There's not one but two equally-qualified number-three pretenders," he explained. "So closely matched that no one can really decide which is the stronger. They're His Majesty's second cousins. One is a Hashimoto, and the other a Wilkes."
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  I really should've met with Uncle Robert that Monday morning, but one of the few things that even he accepted as having a higher priority than politics was my duty to the navy. Direct orders were nothing to toy with, even when you were considered as successful an officer as I was.


  Ostensibly I was at Navy Headquarters for my court-martial. Mr. Wong was representing me again, and this time it wasn't nearly as big a deal as it'd been before. "If they were to find the officer who left his footprints on Imperious guilty," he explained the first and only time we met on the subject, "the rioting would go on for weeks. They'd have to be insane to find you guilty, David. Either that or damn fools. They wouldn't convict you even if you'd actually done something wrong. Which you haven't, of course."


  This time around there were no criminal charges. The only issue at stake was to determine if the loss of Richard might possibly have been due to negligence, incompetence, or cowardice on my part. Clearly none of those applied, and everyone involved recognized that the court marital was merely a formality. The officers convened for less than an hour, then I was once again most honorably acquitted and urged to wear my Sword in good health. Afterwards, however, I was rather surprised when Admiral Panetta, the Second Space Lord, ambushed me out in the corridor. Nestor and I were attempting a break for home, but he was too quick for us. "Commander!" he greeted me, shaking my hand warmly. He even spared my aide a nod and smile, which was more than most of the high muckety-mucks did. "I'm pleased to hear that you've been formally cleared. Not at all surprised, mind you. But pleased nonetheless."


  I smiled back. "Thank you, sir. I'm grateful to have it behind me. Even if I wasn't particularly worried this time."


  "Of course not," he agreed. "A worthwhile officer understands that the navy is all about risk, and sometimes that means expending ships for greater gains." His smile faded. "I understand you missed your inspection of the Cheyenne yesterday due to illness. Are you feeling better?"


  I smiled again. "Much, sir. It was just my old stomach disorder. You see, while I was on Zo—"


  "Right," he interrupted me. "Your chronic stomach ailment—I understand that you're liable to have troubles for years, possibly even the rest of your life." He tilted his head to one side. "You've never put in for a single day of sick leave over that, have you? Not since your initial recovery, I mean." His features hardened. "David, you're a fine officer. Perhaps our finest. I'd hate to see you pushing yourself too hard and burning yourself out. If you're sick, for heaven's sake take a sick day!"


  I lowered my eyes, hating the lie I'd told. "I was on leave anyway," I explained.


  "And you're quite eager to return to your leave as well, I'm certain," he replied. "Heaven knows you've earned it. But… David, I need to ask a favor of you. I have an important meeting in a few minutes—it's regarding current military operations, you see, and I must attend. It'll last an hour, perhaps an hour and a half. Could I persuade you to wait around a bit and see me afterwards? Privately, I mean. In my office."


  I gulped. Not only was the Second Space Lord the number-two man in the entire navy, but he was in charge of all matters regarding personnel. In many ways that made him more powerful and influential than his putative superior. The First Space Lord ordered about ships and planned fleet movements on the grand scale, while the Second shuffled men and built careers. "Of course, sir!" I replied with a slight bow. "It'd be my sincere honor.


  ***


  Fifteen minutes later Nestor and I were comfortably seated in the admiral's outer office, or at least as comfortably as the all-human furnishings allowed. We'd turned down wine and coffee and sweets alike, which upset the Second Lord's aide terribly. Finally an unusually bold footbunny offered us fruit juice on his own initiative, which we accepted with pleasure. This relieved the aide visibly—after that he was all smiles. "His Lordship will see you as soon as he possibly can," we were assured at least three times.


  Still, the wait wasn't nearly so onerous as it might've been. Because the Second Space Lord was in charge of assignments, it was common practice for the navy's unemployed officers above a certain standing to come calling upon him personally on a regular basis to petition—beg, in other words—for a choice posting. The outer office was huge—there were at least fifty chairs, and all of them save two were occupied by unemployed naval officers when Nestor and I arrived. Even these would've been taken, had they not been roped off exclusively for our use. For the first time in months I found myself surrounded by uniformed peers, and it was a very nice feeling indeed. "Commander Birkenhead!" the post-captain to my left greeted me with an extended hand. "My name is Duncan Hashimoto. I'm so honored to meet you! I've read your after-action reports over and over again, more times than I could count!"


  Everyone in the room was staring at Nestor and I. It wasn't my first time, of course—back at the Academy in particular, naval officers had stared at me all the time. Usually in a quite unfriendly manner, in fact. But now…


  …everything was different! As deeply as I searched the faces of the officers who lined up to shake my hand and express admiration for either Richard's cruise or the defense of Zombie Station, I couldn't find a trace of the old arrogance and resentment. Some of the officers were a bit awkward, others refused to meet my eye. But… These men, the hardest-bitten warriors in the kingdom… They actually seemed to respect me! A Rabbit!


  The crowd around me thickened so rapidly that soon it was impossible to see more than a few feet. So I was genuinely surprised when at long last someone I knew stepped forward to greet me. "Hello, shipmate!" Captain Sir Roderick Blaine declared as he emerged from the crowd. "How's the best cabin boy I've ever had?"


  He smiled as he said it, so as always I smiled back and shook his hand warmly. "Very well indeed, sir." Then I introduced Nestor to him. "He's a highly successful cabin boy in his own right!"


  Sir Roderick laughed, then bent down and examined my aide closely. "So, you read and write too?"


  Nestor's one major failing, common to practically all Rabbits, was extreme shyness with humans. "Yessir," he mumbled.


  "He's a certified EMT," I amplified. "He also has a black belt, shot a fifty out of fifty with nineteen bullseyes on a navy-standard combat range last week, and I bet that if universities allowed testing through their classes he'd have at least five degrees by now."


  "Really?" Sir Roderick replied, his eyebrows rising. "But then, of all naval officers I perhaps should be the least surprised at what a cabin boy can accomplish." His cheeks reddened a bit, then the turned back to me. "David," he said at last. "I've spent more time than you probably imagine thinking about you since we first met. About all you did back then, and even more the things you've done since." He licked his lips. "I just wanted to tell you that, when I heard about your raiding Imperious herself, well… I don't know that I could've done what you did. Certainly I'd never have done it half as well. Which in turn means I've been wrong about many, many things." He sighed. "David, I'm deeply sorry for how I treated you back then. And also for how I've stuck my foot in my mouth so many times since. I never meant you anything but well, and yet without even realizing it I did nothing but belittle and patronize you." Then he formally bowed, right out in front of everyone. "I'd very much like to begin our friendship anew. Will you accept my deepest apology?"


  "Of course," I replied, extending my hand. "But you don't—"


  Then he embraced me in a warm hug, having bypassed my hand entirely. "I'm so terribly sorry," he whispered in my ear. "I've manumitted every single Rabbit on my estate. Eventually, I came to realize that it was the only way I could live with myself."
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  "I heard about the goings-on out in the waiting area," His Lordship Admiral Panetta began, once we were finished with the polite preliminaries. "Especially with Blaine."


  I felt my face coloring under the fur. "Well, sir… He and I—"


  "I've held this office for almost ten years," he interrupted, pouring himself a second shot of whiskey. The Second Space Lord was a notoriously heavy drinker, but no one ever claimed that it interfered with the execution of his duties. If anything, the alcohol seemed to further hone an already sharp mind. "And in all that time I've never once heard of any such goings-on out in the lobby. Fights and arguments, yes—one of them actually led to a duel, a few years back. My aide Peter has worked in this office almost three times that long, and he's never seen the like either." He paused and looked down at his glass awkwardly. "Are you sure you won't have some, David? It's a rare interview indeed where I'm forced to drink alone."


  "It's a Rabbit-thing," I explained. "Our senses of taste are different."


  "Ah!" he replied. Then he dribbled in some water and took a long, deeply-satisfying sip. "You know, that makes matters more remarkable still. You being a Rabbit, I mean. The last slaves kept on a large scale before your kind were Africans. Many of my ancestors among them, I'll add, which has made me more interested than most in the subject."


  "Indeed, sir?" I responded.


  "Indeed!" he replied. Then he frowned and set down his glass. "What just took place out there in my waiting room would've been unthinkable for a freed slave in that era. While a handful were indeed manumitted, they were never allowed anything resembling social equality. Just like you weren't, at first."


  I nodded.


  "Once upon a time, His Majesty sent a Herald to discuss the possibility of enrolling you into the Academy," he continued. "For what it's worth, David, I supported the idea. But I also warned him that I felt you were almost certain to either wash out or at best would prove a minimally effective officer. Because that's what my knowledge of history led me to believe would be the best-case scenario, you see. Even after you performed so well there despite the social difficulties, well…" He sighed, then placed his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. "There was a lot of pressure for you to be assigned to a backwater post, David. Some of it was political, but there were legitimate concerns as well. What effect would a Rabbit officer have on morale, for example? And while your courage and intellect were proven, well… Leadership is a quality that's nearly impossible to evaluate in an academic setting. While on the surface you seemed to show some promise even in that arena…" He sighed. "I'm the one who sent you to Graves Registration, David. Ultimately, it was my decision. While many other officers boasted of having been the key string-puller at the time, they don't know of what they speak. Your folder has crossed my desk many times, Commander. And I'm personally the one who made the decision, outside pressure be damned. I thought it best to place you among as many other Rabbits as possible, and most of all I thought it important to be certain that you'd never be faced with the prospect of leading humans in combat. For your sake as well as theirs."


  I blinked. That duty had been so miserable… "I see, sir."


  "I was wrong to do that," he continued. "How wrong I'm only now beginning to appreciate. Hearing about Blaine's apology made me want to get that off my chest, David. I'm sorry to have done that to you."


  I smiled a little. "In the end it came out okay."


  He smiled back. "Indeed it did." Then the expression faded. "You've transcended your Rabbithood, David, at least within the navy. Those men out in my waiting room—they're good officers, most of them. They've commanded ships, made life-and-death decisions… Some have killed almost as many Imperials as you have. Yet they were as giddy as schoolgirls at the prospect of meeting you. And this knowing full well that you'd been moved ahead of them in line—many have been waiting weeks to see me. They didn't resent it at all, because, well… I'm not sure there's even a word for where you stand with them." He shook his head. "No ex African slave ever accomplished anything even remotely like that, David—if they had, I'd know. Some achieved remarkable things, yes—Frederick Douglas, for example, is one of my personal heroes. But… There's something special about winning victories, particularly during a losing war. It makes a man a hero in a way that nothing else can." He looked me up and down. "Or a Rabbit, perhaps."


  I felt myself blushing again. "Sir, I—"


  Once again he cut off my words. "David, your fellow officers used to mutter and curse about you—that doesn't surprise you, does it?"


  "No, sir," I admitted.


  "Today," he continued, "if I were to remind the mutterers of this they'd be deeply ashamed. You should know that there's a sort of unwritten rule on the subject these days. Everyone is allowed to claim they believed in you from the very beginning, even when we all recall quite clearly that they didn't." He smiled again. "Success has a thousand fathers. Not many officers will be as bighearted or as honest as Blaine, David. They won't admit their mistake. But they will respect you, and the Rabbits who come after you. Of all the services you've performed for your sovereign, I'd consider that the largest and most important."


  I worked my lips, but no words came out. The subject was making me acutely uncomfortable.


  "Anyway," Admiral Panetta declared. "I just wanted to get that off my chest." Then he leaned back in his big leather chair and took another sip of rye. "So, we've dealt with the past. Now comes the larger question. What of the future?"


  I wriggled my nose in thought for a moment before replying. "The truth is… I haven't thought much about that, sir."


  He raised his eyebrows. "Indeed?" Then he looked down at the folder on his desk—my folder, I suddenly realized. Over which he was all-powerful. "His Majesty has commanded that your life not be risked again—a decision with which I completely concur, by the way. We agree that you're far too valuable for that. And, that you've faced enough danger."


  I gulped. "I'll gladly go wherever I'm ordered, sir."


  "Of course, David." He smiled. "I'm not in the slightest doubt of that." He idly flipped a couple pages. "When I make this sort of decision, I usually try to balance two factors—the needs of the individual and the interests of the service. So let's look at those first." He flipped a couple of pages. "Officers of your age and length of service are almost always in need of some sort of resume upgrade. Administrative officers tend to be short on field-command experience, while those who've captained small vessels as lieutenants or commanders tend not to have held responsible positions in long-term developmental projects." He closed the folder. "But once again you're unique, David. While there was a lot of doubt about your fencibles in the beginning—and once again, I was on the wrong side of the argument!—today there are thirty-eight fencible vessels devoted to convoy escort alone. We've even taken them interstellar, where they were originally intended to be a localized force. Our flag officers shudder at the very thought of doing without these ships and crews." He looked me directly in the eye. "You headed one of the most successful, quickest-moving procurement programs in the entire history of the navy, David. That's a fairly solid resume entry, if you ask me! And as for your combat and command record…" He shook his head. "Son, I can only wish that my own was as spectacular."


  I shifted awkwardly in my seat.


  "As far as the good of the service… Every flag-officer in the fleet will request you specifically by name, once word of your escape makes it out to the front lines. But they won't get you; as I said, you're not to be placed at risk again." He took another sip. "I'd send you to the Office of Strategic Planning, here in this very building. But they insist on nothing but War College graduates, and sadly for all your virtues you're not that."


  "I've read the texts," I replied. "And… I'd like to attend, sir."


  He nodded. "I'd like to send you. But classes have been suspended for the duration—we need the instructors in the field." He paused. "I'm sorry, David. I'd arrange it in a minute if I could."


  "Of course, sir," I replied. "I understand."


  "So…" he continued, re-opening my folder. "I find myself confronted with the problem of placing a grossly overqualified officer for once, instead of someone needing to be helped along." He turned more pages. "You've been spending quite a lot of time in the Hall of Nobles recently, haven't you?"


  I nodded. "Yes, sir. It's…. Marcus House business."


  He smiled. "The navy well appreciates the importance of House business," he replied. "Especially just now, with the succession at stake." His eyes narrowed. "You and James are very close. Like brothers, some say."


  "That's a fair description, sir," I admitted.


  He nodded. "Then that's a factor as well. He'll be counting on you. Your orders will state very clearly that when your leave runs out you're still to be permitted to spend as much time as you deem necessary on your family's affairs, at least until the situation stabilizes. Which dictates an independent assignment of some kind, one in which you're obliged to report directly to no one." His smile vanished. "The navy can't openly take sides. But we most emphatically do not support a regency. It'd be a strategic calamity of the first magnitude. Is that clear, David? From our point of view, any measures you take with that in mind will be considered consonant with your duty, no matter what they are or how they might impact your primary assignment. This includes the dispersal of funds and use of official navy transportation, at your discretion—you'll be assigned a purser qualified to file the necessary confidential paperwork. There'll be a secret addendum to your orders regarding all this."


  I gulped. That meant I was being trusted, utterly and completely. Most officers went their entire careers without having half so much confidence placed in them. "Thank you, sir. But—"


  "So," he interrupted a third time. "We need to find you a billet that's not terribly demanding in terms of time, or at least one where you can lean heavily on a subordinate who we'll ensure is completely and totally sympathetic in regards to the true circumstances." He smiled. "And preferably a position that takes advantage of your unique personal status. It'd also be nice if it were close to the capitol, so you can commute easily." He closed the folder one last time, then offered his biggest smile yet. "David, have you ever considered becoming the Academy's new Commandant?"
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  Fortunately I didn't have to take up my new command right away. The old Commandant, Captain Hess, was stepping down early because he'd suffered a terrible tragedy in his life. His two sons had both recently died in an obscure and unimportant battle out in the middle of nowhere, then his wife took an overdose of pills in order to join them. The captain was every bit as devastated as could be imagined under the circumstances, and one didn't hurry a man along after such an experience. Hess had served the navy both well and nobly for almost forty years; indeed, only truly outstanding officers were ever placed in charge of the Academy. Traditionally they were there to serve as role models as much as anything else.


  So instead of being super-eager to step in like I usually was, I did the decent thing and remained on leave. This allowed Hess to finish out the spring semester, even though my orders permitted me to take charge right away. Admiral Panetta was deeply worried about Hess's mental state, but after meeting him in person it was clear to me that that booting him early would've been crueler still. All the man had to look forward to was a suddenly cold and lonely retirement—normally the Academy job was reserved for men with just a year or two of active service left. He was genuinely grateful to me for not pressuring him and welcomed my presence whenever I chose to visit the campus, which was almost weekly. "Don't even bother calling first, Commander," he assured me with what looked like the first smile to enliven his features in months. "Everything will always be open to you. Thank you so much for your kindness! And while we've already got a commencement speaker lined up for graduation, would you be willing to give a speech as well? I know who full well who the snotties really want to hear from!"


  This worked out well for me on several different levels. For one thing it left me with very little actual work, excepting a bit of preparatory study and investigation. That allowed me more time with Uncle Robert, which he at least felt was crucial. Not that he was making any noticeable progress—things finally gridlocked so tightly at fourteen to ten on all crucial issues that he invoked a rarely-use parliamentary procedure to force the House of Lords to cease considering any meaningful business at all until he could consult with James, who was expected to arrive in-system any week now. While the maneuver was good for a short-term stall, it was also a major confession of weakness. "Perhaps they are going to attempt to crown either Patrick or Juro," my uncle mused after Nestor and I showed him our mess of a chart. He smiled when he saw it, then hung it up on his office wall so we could modify it in light of his own backroom, non-public knowledge. When we were done the split was clearer than ever— it was the shipping interests we were ranged against, all right, along with the miners and the farmers. The one thing that all the opposing Houses except one shared in common were economies based on the so-called "base" industries. The ones that produced the raw materials at the bottom of the economic food-chain, in other words—high-bulk low-cost materials.


  I shifted in my chair uncomfortably. "It's impossible, sir!" Nestor declared. "For them to crown anyone but James or Stephan, they'd just about have to be—"


  "Dead," my uncle finished for him, meeting his eyes coldly. "If that shocks you, you're not half as smart as I thought you were."


  There was a long, cold silence during which Nestor simply stared off into the distance. "We're already being as careful as we can be," Uncle Robert said eventually. "The reason it's taking James so long to get here is because he's traveling a roundabout route—even I don't exactly what day he's due to arrive. But still…" He sighed and shook his head again. "What lunacy an assassination would be, during a time of war!"


  "Unless they want us to lose," I observed eventually.


  My uncle frowned again. He didn't like that sort of talk—it wasn't proper for Peers of the Realm to speak of each other as even potential traitors. "What would they possibly have to gain?" he demanded in reply, not for the first time. "The Emperor has reduced every other House save his own to mere vassalage. He's had the heads of three House Lords! Aligning with him is suicide!"


  "Of course," I agreed. But I didn't sound very confident, and there was good reason for it. No one could be certain of what was going on, or of what was going through whose minds. "Marcus has grown very strong indeed," I observed at last. "So much so that we with our closest allies are economically more powerful than the rest combined. In the long run advanced tech pays considerably better than freighters and wheat fields. Our votes in the Hall don't represent our true influence. We've grown and grown, while the rest have progressed far more slowly. Grant us the crown and its influence as well, and in some ways we become the Kingdom." My eyes narrowed. "Perhaps someone fears us more than they fear the Emperor?"


  "But why?" the chief Marcus strategist replied, throwing up his hands. "We've always been on the up-and-up with everyone."


  "Perhaps," I muttered, staring at the chart. While Marcus might be supreme among the ruling families, another had attempted in recent decades to offer us at least a limited degree of competition. They'd built universities, funded extensive research and attracted academic talent from all over human space. Indeed, my good friend Heinrich's father, possibly the top Field theory man alive, worked for them. While they'd made a late start and still weren't nearly as good at innovation as we were, their House had made considerable progress in building their economy beyond the bulk minerals and cargo shipping that'd been their stock in trade for practically forever. "But others may not agree that we're so benevolent." I sighed and shook my head. All I had was a gut feeling, one which had first come to me for the entirely silly reason that their Lord sat next to the Emperor's old seat in the Hall of Nobles. And yet… Everything lined up! Everything! "It's Wilkes," I whispered, shaking my head. "They've cut a deal with the Empire. Nothing else makes sense."


  


  14


  It was one thing to make an accusation of treason in private. It was another entirely to do so in public, where nasty little complications such as being required to substantiate one's charges rapidly come into play. On the surface the House of Wilkes was nothing less than fully supportive of His Majesty. They paid their taxes on time and bowed and scraped in all the right places just like everyone else. The fact that they wanted to end the war meant nothing— there was plenty of precedent for that. Our kingdom had ended lots of wars while we were losing. In fact, it was practically standard practice to end the fighting after losing a handful of worlds. This current conflict had already gone on far longer than any other in the series; indeed, we'd already been at hammers and tongs with the Empire for almost twice as long as average. The economy was growing distorted, we'd been at it so long. Luxuries were running short, and investments were doing unpredictable and unprecedented things. It was high time for an intermission, in other words, from a certain point of view. Past time, even. The fact that Wilkes and the other allied Houses gave voice to the matter was, well… Hardly unpatriotic, by past standards.


  And yet…


  One of the traditional social obligations of an incoming Commandant of the Academy was to dine individually with each and every professor, so that they could make their wants and needs known in an informal setting. While I hadn't yet taken charge officially, I considered it proper to go ahead and get the process started right away. Though I admit that perhaps I might not've been so eager except for the fact that my old friend Professor Lambert, who'd instructed me in basic strategy back when I'd been a snotty myself, could be placed first on my list. Since I hadn't moved into the Commandant's quarters yet, I had to entertain him out at my estate. This was hardly a problem, however; he seemed delighted when I gave him the grand tour.


  "This is wonderful, David!" he gushed, looking around at all the flowers and greenery and neat, well-maintained little houses. "Simply wonderful! And you say that the entire staff is made up of Rabbits?"


  I smiled back and explained about how I'd been unable to hire a human to oversee things. "We still can't find a willing human; my chief-of-staff Nestor is in terrible need of an assistant and we haven't a single qualified applicant. But as you can see, it's mostly worked out well so far. With all the Zombie Station and Richard bunnies building their own places and having families, well… It's turning into a little Rabbit Town, just like back home on Marcus Prime. Plus we're accepting any other manumitted Rabbits who can get here, at least until things start getting crowded." The Professor was an avid abolitionist, I'd been unsurprised to learn after graduating, and since instructing me he'd taken an active interest in the difficulties of introducing Rabbits into society as equals. Every Tuesday and Thursday he ran an off-campus literacy class for the various slave-species.


  He shook his head. "It's very nice, David—I'll certainly grant you that. Nor can I imagine how you could've accomplished anything more under the circumstances. Certainly it's better than anything you Rabbits ever had before. But it's still essentially a ghetto, no matter how pleasant. Not true integration."


  "One step at a time, Professor," I replied. "That's all anyone can take. One step at a time."


  It was also inevitable that the subject of His Majesty's health would come up during the Professor's visit; had it not I'd have made it a point to raise the matter. King Alfred had been an avid reader of my former instructor's books on strategy; indeed, he'd been fond of quoting them at the slightest provocation. "Have you been to his bedside yet?" I asked, after we'd discussed the latest dismal update on his health.


  "No," the Professor replied. "They won't allow me in."


  I shook my head. It was, we both knew, because he was a commoner. Which His Majesty would've hated. "I'll fix that first thing tomorrow," I promised. "If it's the last thing I do. I know a Herald that I'm sure will see things our way."


  "Thank you," he replied, with a slight bow. "It'd mean a lot to me, David."


  I nodded and chewed on my lima beans for moment before replying. "Did you ever write each other?" I asked.


  His face lit up. "Oh, yes! We corresponded extensively on every single book I ever wrote. Though he had to go back and search out the earlier ones. His observations were very acute. In fact, a lot of them tended to find their way into the next book." He sighed and shook his head. "He'd have made a fine general."


  I nodded. "So, you were in regular contact?"


  "Fairly," he answered. Then he shifted awkwardly in his seat. "David… Some of our correspondence was of a classified nature. I know that you're a serving officer, but I've sworn to discuss it with no one in detail."


  My head tilted. His Majesty had often angered the military professionals, I knew, by ignoring their advice and doing things his own way. My own fencibles were an example of throne-driven defense policy, launched against official opposition. I'd have considered His Highness's behavior in these matters to be both irresponsible and egocentric, save for the indisputable fact that we'd finally started winning wars about the same time he'd grown so notoriously bull-headed. "What was the first book of yours he read?" I finally asked.


  He blushed. "No Holds Barred—A Comprehensive Guide to Hitting Your Enemy Where it Hurts. It's still my best-seller."


  I blinked. "That was published about fifteen years ago, wasn't it?" Just about the time His Majesty had begun rebelling against his advisors, I didn't say aloud. And the professor's appointment to the Academy to infect future officers with his own version of strategic insight… That'd been accomplished via Royal 'meddling' as well, hadn't it?


  "About," he agreed with a smile. "His Majesty particularly enjoyed that one. More than any of the others, I suspect."


  My smile faded as I suddenly came to understand many, many things. "You've always felt that fighting brief wars against the Imperials was foolish, haven't you?"


  "Always," he confirmed. "Their whole setup is geared for a series of short, high-intensity conflicts—it's reflected in their military planning, their economic structure, their internal administrative policies… Even their warships are designed to such high performance levels that they require refits after a relatively brief period of service. We insist on fighting by their rulebook, so it's not difficult to understand why we keep losing. Over and over again, we match our weaknesses to their strengths. In all honesty, David, so far your personal exploits are the only real exception to the rule in that regard. We're still ultimately the stronger in a thousand different ways, if we'd but bite the bullet and fully mobilize our resources. But we never get the chance because peace keeps breaking out before we're ready begin fighting in earnest. Just about the time, in fact, that the Empire is showing signs of severe internal stress."


  "So," I asked. "Why does peace keep breaking out?"


  "Because the Noble Houses fear losing their power and influence," he replied. "Or most of them, at least. Full mobilization for war of the sort I'm advocating requires doing things they absolutely hate, you see. Like empowering a strong central government to make tough decisions and redirect resources in a manner that might not benefit the current power-holders, for example. Full mobilization would require a draft as well, and that's especially problematic."


  "Why?" I asked. I'd long wondered why we hadn't implemented conscription; while the fencibles had attracted plenty of recruits, I knew it wasn't nearly such a simple matter for the regular armed forces.


  "Because drafts mainly draw from the lower classes," he explained. "That's where the numbers are, you see. You can't get enough conscripts to matter otherwise. And putting people under arms always empowers them eventually, by one means or another. They have to be taught pride and self-discipline, for example, or they can't function as combat troops. And that's just the beginning." He smiled gently. "In today's society, Rabbits mostly make up the bottom rungs. So in our situation enacting a draft means radical social change." His smile faded. "Given the alternative, perhaps from where most of the House-Lords sit eventual assimilation into the Empire doesn't look so bad after all."
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  I'd given the Professor my word that I'd get him permission to visit His Majesty's sickbed first thing in the morning, and I did literally that. Before I'd so much as touched a brush to myself or swabbed my ears I was on the phone, demanding to speak to a Herald. I didn't have to wait long; in seconds a familiar voice was on the line. "Yes, David?"


  It was Martijn, whom I'd gotten to know a little during my own first visit to the Royal Sickbed. Suddenly I felt a little guilty. "It's not the end of the world, sir," I explained. "Perhaps I was too strident. But someone who I know for fact was close to His Majesty's heart has been denied access to visit, and I'm trying to make things right. I'm speaking of Professor Lambert, sir. One of His Highness's favorite authors. And a frequent correspondent."


  "That's odd," Martijn replied. "I put him on the list myself. Because you're quite correct, you see; His Majesty did indeed hold Dr. Lambert's books in the highest of esteem." There was a long pause. "Apparently some sort of error has been made."


  "Perhaps an error rooted in petty jealousies?" I demanded. "By someone who resented the Professor's influence?"


  There was a long pause. "As much as I'd like to claim otherwise," he finally said, "you're probably right." He sighed. "A monarch is all-powerful while he lives and rules. But once he's dead or infirm, his influence fades almost immediately to nothing. Even within his own household, it would appear. Where he should be most beloved of all." There was a long pause. "I'm putting Dr. Lambert's name down again, this time with my personal seal affixed alongside it. If that doesn't do the trick, David, I fear that I don't know what will."


  Suddenly all the anger melted away inside of me. Martijn was doing his best to cope with an impossible situation, it was clear. "Thank you, my friend."


  "No worries," he answered. There was a pause during which I overheard papers shuffling, then the stamp of a ring-seal. "Things are getting crazier and crazier every day here, David. It's almost as if there's no king at all. I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it, but… Some of the palace fixtures are vanishing."


  "You mean that… that… that…" I stammered, unable to find words. "I mean…"


  "Oh, yes!" he replied, his voice flat and cold. "Bit by bit the Royal Palace is being pillaged. The lion has lost his bite, you see, so the jackals come out in full daylight." He sighed again. "David, my line is secure. Is yours?"


  "Yes," I replied. All House lines were always secure. Uncle Robert was a fanatic on the subject, and with good reason. "What is it, Martijn?"


  "Perhaps I'm a jackal too, because I'm not supposed to be giving advice or taking sides. But… You and your uncle had best move quickly, if you're going to move at all. Because at the rate things are going, I fear that the Royal Final Testament isn't going to be worth the paper it's written on by the time it's finally read."


  ***


  "A source," was all I could say to Uncle Robert when we met later that day in his apartment. "A most excellent and well-placed source indeed told me that. But I can't tell you who. It'd be dishonorable."


  My uncle looked out his window at the distant outer wall of the palace. "If things really are that bad over there," he muttered, "then..." But he never finished the sentence. Instead he lapsed off into silence.


  "Can they disregard the Royal Testament?" I asked. "I mean, is it even possible?"


  "Of course!" he replied. "It'd be totally against tradition and all the rules. But then, so was the founding of the Empire. And so far that little project seems to have come along rather well." He turned to face me. "Don't let your military background blind you, David. In the mind of a legislator, laws are for everyone else. From his point of view, they're mutable things that can be and usually are altered as a matter of convenience, not rock-solid statements of morality." Then he turned back to the window. "For the first time, I begin to seriously wonder if you're right about them attempting to crown one of the cousins."


  I clenched my fists, feeling totally powerless. "What would we do if they did?" I demanded. "The House, I mean?"


  "I haven't even begun to think that through," he replied. Then he began to pace slowly. "And of course it'd be James's decision, ultimately."


  I closed my eyes and sighed. "But what would you advise?"


  "As I said, David. I'd have to think it through. However, there's obviously only two approaches. Well, three really. But the last one isn't a viable option, so I'll toss it aside up front." He crossed his arms behind his back, which somehow made his Lordly robes appear even more dignified. "The first is to accept the inevitable and cut the best deal we can. I mean, it's clear now that we're unlikely to ever get enough votes to crown James. So we could accept the cousin with a smile and play the long game as is our tradition. I can tell you right now that this is what Wilkes and Hashimoto will expect of us. Indeed, they'd see anything else as utter madness." He smiled, though the expression didn't reach his eyes. "And what a fine deal we could make, I assure you! If we play ball there'll be trade concessions, cash payments, desirable slots in the government... James would very likely even emerge as foremost amongst the House-Lords, like his father before him. After all, once we acquiesced on the key issue there'd be little left to squabble about. All the interests of the Houses would be aligned once more, and it'd be back to business as usual."


  "Their interests would be aligned upon fattening themselves and fiddling while Rome burns!" I countered. "The Imperials will win for sure if we do that!"


  "Eventually," my uncle agreed with a pleasant nod. "In a few decades, at the rate they're going. By that time the sitting emperor will be dead. Who knows—perhaps his son might be easier to get along with? And even if we succumbed… We'd hold no more real power—none of the Houses would. But so long as we cooperated, based on what we've seen, we'd be allowed to maintain the wealth and trappings in exchange for serving as regional administrators. His Imperial Majesty has taken a few heads, yes. But only from those House-Lords who were foolish enough to believe they still had the right to think for themselves. James is smart enough to know better—he'd be fine, and one may safely assume his son probably would be as well."


  My lips curled in disgust. "And the second choice?"


  His smile vanished. "Fight," he replied. "Crown James in an independent ceremony and declare him the One True Monarch despite lacking enough votes to make it stick. There'd be an immediate civil war, naturally—the other Houses could never accept such a mortal insult without resorting to war." He turned to me again. "Our partner-Houses would stand with us, I think. If they did, then… We'd do well, I suspect. In theory the Wilkes-Hashimoto faction isn't far short of a match for us—indeed, they probably imagine that they're the stronger. But they're not, because we'd be unified and decisive while they're the same old stick-in-the-mud curmudgeons that keep preventing us from defeating what should be an overmatched Empire."


  "And what about the Empire?" I asked. "What might they do if a civil war breaks out?"


  "Normally they'd wait until the right moment and come flooding in to clean up the exhausted remnants. But just now they're exhausted themselves. It'd take them at least two or three years to put together a new offensive worthy of the name." His brow furrowed. "It's just possible that we could defeat the Wilkes-Hashimoto faction before the Empire can intervene in any more than a symbolic way. If we fought hard and dirty, that is. We're the real military heart of the kingdom. In some ways we'd actually be stronger without our brother Houses' continual interfering nonsense." He looked at me. "Plus we'd have some truly effective leaders on our side. I doubt they'd be able to say the same."


  I gulped, then changed the subject. "You said there was a third option? Which you rejected out of hand?"


  He smiled. "Break away ourselves and ally ourselves with the Empire," he replied. "But we'd never even consider that."


  "Of course not," I replied. "That'd be unthinkable." Just like ignoring His Highness's final will and testament in the first place would be unthinkable, I didn't add aloud.


  


  16


  I was supposed to dine with Professor Li of the Academy that evening, but the poor man fell down his back stairs late in the afternoon and had to cancel. This was especially ironic, given that he was the Academy's ballroom dancing master. "I'm terribly sorry!" he repeated over and over again from the emergency room where his fractured ankle was being treated. "I was so looking forward to seeing you again!"


  This made me smile—he certainly hadn't appreciated my company very much back when I was a snotty with two oversized left feet. Yet I had to give the man credit for trying to put things right. "Of course!" I answered. "We'll reschedule another time. I hope you heal up both quickly and well!"


  That left me with one of the rarest of all gifts; free time that I didn't have to feel guilty about. It felt so wonderful that Nestor and I decided to remain in our city rooms instead of heading home, so as not to waste any of it. And it was wonderful! Instead of being forced to eat overly rich human-style food and listen to someone complain about trivialities, as was usually the case with professorial dinners, Nestor and I sat around in the living room munching hay and raw veggies, each of us with a reader plopped in our laps. How much better could it get? I was just losing myself in the rosy glow of a particularly nasty third-order Field equation exercise when Nestor finally broke the silence.


  "So," he asked. "About when do you expect all hell to break loose?"


  I winced, though I didn't let my friend see it. In truth, politics was what I least wanted to think about just then. Yet Nestor had a right to know. He was as thoroughly invested in the ongoing struggle as I was, and carried all the same clearances. Besides, he was my friend. So I owed him my truthful opinion on the matter. "At any of several potential flashpoints," I answered. "His Majesty has already hung on far longer than expected. His death, for example, could precipitate a crisis at any moment."


  Nestor nodded and put his reader down. "Because then the Final Testament will either be read or suppressed," he agreed. "And there must be an immediate successor."


  "Exactly," I agreed. "Another danger-point would be if a peace-vote were mooted in the House of Lords." My hands formed little half-fists. "We'd lose that one, if it were held tomorrow. Suing for peace requires only a simple majority. The main reason it hasn't happened yet is because our opponents understand how deeply we Marcuses feel about the matter, and aren't willing to provoke us while so much else is at stake." I looked Nestor directly in the eyes. "Uncle Robert has business all locked up until James arrives anyway. My guess is that they'll push the peace proposal within a week or two after he gets here, though. After enough time has passed for him to settle in and then for them to realize we're still not yielding them an inch on anything."


  "We're not?" Nestor asked, his ears pricking. "Or we won't, I mean?"


  "Not if I know James," I answered with a sigh. "Or for that matter Uncle Robert." I told him about the conversation my uncle and I had earlier in the day, in which he'd laid out our House's three viable alternatives. "You should've seen his face while he was considering the implications of backing down and accepting a royal cousin on the throne." I shook my head. "No. It just won't happen. Hashimoto and Wilkes are misreading us; they're perceiving the situation through their own lenses, and don't have enough imagination to appreciate how different our viewpoint has become. There's no way Uncle Robert's going to kowtow—he'd resign in protest first. It's even worse than a Regency." I shook my head again. "Not that he'll have to—James won't accept such an outcome either. It's not just about him, you see. If it was, he'd bow out to save the bloodshed—he'd probably even feel a little relieved at ducking the burden of the Crown, deep down inside. But he understands that it's about the future. Everyone's future!"


  Nestor met my gaze calmly. "You don't seem to think much of going down the reconciliation path either," he observed.


  "Not on the Wilkes-Hashimoto terms, I don't." I sighed and leaned back in my chair—suddenly my head was pounding. "I mean… It's not just about me, either. Sure, if James is crowned it's good for you and I; there's no point in even trying to deny the fact. But it's better for everyone else, as well. His Majesty had a vision, you see, one that James and Uncle Robert share. A vision of a better future for us all. That future includes things like doing whatever it takes to defeat the Imperials once and for all, so that all men can live without fear. Of eroding, if not downright terminating, the special privileges of the nobility. And freeing the slave-species as well." I sighed and lowered my ears. "My friend, our kind makes up almost half the sentient population of the universe. Yet all but a tiny handful of us are slaves! Owned! Bought and sold, kept ignorant and submissive and laboring our precious lives away in order to serve the needs and interests of others! It's easy to forget just how awful that fact is; even we forget sometimes! Our stolen lives are the end result of the most evil and morally corrosive practice in the entire universe; the institution's only credible rival for sheer blackheartedness is the Empire. James is dead-set in opposition to both of these abominations to everything that's just, and as far as I can see crowning him is the only real hope of doing anything meaningful towards ending either of them."


  Nestor nodded. "David… A lot of good people are liable to die if there isn't some sort of compromise. Rather horribly, many of them."


  "A lot of good people are liable to die if we do compromise!" I countered. "At least on anything even faintly resembling the terms offered. Probably even more of them, though over a much longer period of time. And we'll be just as much to blame for the one as the other, though most people won't see it that way. Because the choice to fight or not for what's right belongs solely to us, this time around. There won't be any frightened old men terrified of change holding us back at the best point of decision."


  Nestor nodded slowly. "So… You're saying our hands can't be clean, no matter what."


  I shook my head. "Sadly, no. I fear that's the dilemma of holding power in a universe peopled by beings capable of war. Even the mere threat of violence skews all moral rationality so badly out of true that there aren't any good answers anymore. Everything turns gray—there's never any pure white left to be found."


  My friend turned away. "I'm very sorry that this is happening to you, David."


  "It's the nature of power," I answered, though I wasn't very enthused and my voice showed it. "I told you recently that it was time for us to grow up and take our true places in the grand order of things. Dirty hands, at least in this sort of situation, are part of the cost. For it seems we Rabbits are pretty good at making war too. Therefore our souls can never be truly clean either. Once we cease being slaves and accept responsibility for ourselves, that is."


  "So," Nestor said eventually, his voice very soft. "You think that we must fight? That's there's no other likely outcome?"


  "We should fight," I answered, nodding. "And when James asks me for my opinion that's exactly what I'm going to tell him. As I suspect His Majesty would've advised him as well. Even more, I fully expect him to agree. It won't take him long at all to come to the decision." I turned away. "I'd welcome another outcome, Nestor. So long as it meant real progress towards the larger goals, that is. But I just can't see how any other course can take us to where we need to be."


  Nestor's ears drooped. "I see. And for what it's worth, I'm with you all the way to the very end. But I hope you already knew that."


  I smiled, then got up and walked all the way across the room to hug my friend in the long, slow Rabbit fashion common between close friends. "Of course," I replied. "I've never doubted you for a moment."


  "Thank you," he replied as we wrapped our arms around each other. "For that, and many, many other things." Then, when we were finally finished he stepped back and looked me directly in the eye. "David?" he asked.


  "Yes, Nestor?"


  "Now that you've decided there's liable to be an insurrection and civil war, well… Shouldn't you and I be figuring out how to win it in the best, least-bloody way possible? Instead of just sitting around the living room reading books, I mean?"
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  Nestor was right, of course. I'd had my priorities wrong for some time now, and it was time to get them straight. My first step was to make another appointment with Admiral Panetta. One cannot win wars without warships, and warships are controlled by the men who command them. Men, in turn, were controlled by the Second Space Lord. Besides, I needed a small favor in the short term as well. "The last time we met," I said gently once we got down to business, "you told me that the navy didn't support a regency. You were very firm on the subject. And supportive, as well."


  The admiral nodded. "Yes, David. We're absolutely opposed. Privately, of course—it's not the sort of thing that we can be open about."


  I nodded back, choosing my words most carefully. It wasn't an easy thing, feeling out a superior officer regarding a proposed act of treason. "Because you feel that it'd impair the war effort," I continued.


  He nodded again. "In theory, it's not our place as officers to make decisions about when and where to fight. On the other hand, it's us and our men who are doing the suffering and dying. And the army too, of course." His scowl intensified. "We're forced to fight with one hand tied behind our back. Then, just about the time we're about to make some genuine progress despite the handicaps, the House Lords shut us down and give the Imperials a chance to regroup and recover. His Majesty's interventions were criticized in some circles, but never by me. Or for that matter by the brighter, more effective officers. The real combat leaders, in other words." He paused and stared coldly into my eyes. "Surely you of all people can see this; I should hardly have to explain."


  "In that case," I continued, my voice low and calm, "I suppose that you'd consider it an even less desirable outcome if Lord Juri Hashimoto were to be crowned? Or perhaps Lord Donald of the House of Wilkes?"


  He paled noticeably. "No!" he gasped. "I mean…"


  I looked down at his smooth, clean desktop. "There are those," I said carefully, "who suspect that this is exactly what's being attempted. Solid, responsible men. But we lack hard information." I reached into my breast pocket and removed two official navy forms, then slid them wordlessly across the desk. The less actually said out loud, the better.


  The admiral picked up the paperwork and studied it carefully, then once more met my eyes. "You don't ask for much, do you?" he observed.


  I shrugged. "Would you trust anyone else with this sort of business?"


  "No," he replied. "That I wouldn't. I never told you this, mind you. But their career has, in its way, proven as extraordinary so far as your own. I'll never like them, but I've come to respect them tremendously." He pulled out a pen and signed the forms, then stamped them with his ring of office. Finally, he moved them to his out-basket for immediate action. "They happen to be on-world and immediately available, David. I expect they'll report to you sometime tomorrow."


  I nodded back. "Thank you, sir."


  He shook his head and sighed. "No, David. Please don't do that. Because the last time someone in my position made a decision even faintly resembling this one, well… He retired soon after, you see. Deep inside the Empire. As a wealthy nobleman with his own private planet."


  "It's all a terrible mess," I agreed. "And a most regrettable one, as well. No one wants this to come to pass, I assure you. And yet, it's appearing more and more likely." Then I met his eyes one last time. "Sir?"


  "Yes, David?" he replied.


  "Just so you know, I fear that I'm going to be back for more special favors. I won't unless I absolutely have to. But… You might start thinking ahead and making your own plans. Because if I'm reading things correctly, your future decisions are going to be even more difficult than this one was."
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  Sure enough, the next day proved to be the bringer of many happy meetings. The first was the most unexpected, however. Nestor knocked softly at my door just as I was almost finished dressing. "Yes?"


  "Sir," he said softly. "I know that you're booked up solid until noon, and, well… There's someone out here that I'd like you to meet."


  "All right," I agreed, smiling in the privacy of my bedroom. This was certainly unusual, Nestor introducing someone to me instead of the other way around. Refreshing, almost. And probably good for his ego as well. Indeed, I was still smiling as I stepped out into the hall. "Yes?"


  My aide was standing in the living room with a well dressed young man next to him. "Sir,"


  Nestor continued, "This is Henry Lambert. Henry, Commander Birkenhead."


  Henry was certainly an early-riser, I decided as I reached out to shake his hand, whoever he was. "Pleased to meet you," I said, looking up at him. "What brings you this way so early in the morning?"


  He started to speak, but Nestor cut him off. "He's your ex-professor's son," my aide explained. "The one you think so highly of. And, he's really here to see me. But I thought you ought to meet him too."


  I blinked, a bit confused. Then I turned back to Henry. "I admire your father enormously."


  He bowed. "He thinks even more of you, sir. As do I."


  "Henry's here about a job, sir," Nestor interrupted. "As my assistant."


  I'm afraid my jaw dropped a bit, though I covered the fact as well as I could. "Indeed, Henry?"


  "Yes, sir," he replied.


  "He's just finished his law degree and been admitted to the bar," Nestor explained. "I think that makes him qualified."


  I nodded, but didn't commit myself. "But why, Henry?" I asked. "I mean… The job would involve some paperwork, yes. But there'll also be bed-making, dinner-cooking, phone-answering…" I sighed. "I'm not offering half what you could earn as a lawyer, either."


  "It's simple," he answered. "Father told me that no human would apply because you're a Rabbit. I think that's wrong, sir, you being of the stature that you are. So I put in for the job myself, hoping to help set an important precedent. Besides…" He smiled. "I'll tell you up front, open and honest. My true passion is history, which you have a habit of making. Someday many years from now I want to write a book about you. With luck, more than one."


  "He's a member of all the major abolitionist societies," Nestor added. "I checked."


  "Well…" I said, rather caught off guard. Then the correct answer came to me. "It'll be Nestor's decision of course, assuming you can pass all the security checks. That's who you'll really be working for. But… I approve, Henry. Insofar as my opinion matters, that is. And… I also applaud you for being willing to be the first, whatever happens."


  He smiled and blushed. "You're very welcome, sir."


  A little later in the day, at the small temporary office I'd set up for myself down the hall from that of the sitting Dean of the Academy, a second knock interrupted my routine. "Sir," Nestor said, sticking his head in. "There are two navy commanders here to see you. They seem to be identical twins, and they asked me to invite you to play poker with them."


  Suddenly I was grinning from ear to ear. "Not on your life!" I replied. "Those are the Yan brothers, and they'll skin you for every cent you have and more." Then I was on my feet and out the door to greet them in the reception area. They tried to salute my Sword, but before they could I was hugging each of them in turn, half laughing and half crying at how wonderful it was to see them again after so long.


  We spent quite a while talking about old times and our cadet days before getting down to business. Though the Yans had a reputation for being a bit frigid and taciturn with most people, that wasn't and probably wouldn't ever be the case among we old Strategy Team veterans. We'd fought and won a unique struggle together, the three of us had—along with James and Heinrich, of course—and the experience would bond us for the rest of our days as thoroughly as if we'd shared a real battlefield. No one else ever quite trusted the Yans, probably because they were known to be such massively capable liars and cheats. But we Strategy Team members, well… All of us were liars and cheats to lesser or greater extents. Certainly I'd lied and cheated my own way through two successful real-life campaigns against the Imperials and been decorated handsomely for it. So we were all scoundrels together; and the greater our sins the more successful we grew in service to our kingdom.


  We were still sharing happy stories and catching up when Nestor knocked a second time. "Sir," he said, sticking his head around the door. "I have important news for you." He eyed the Yans, then turned back to me. "News that you asked me to pass on to you the moment I got word."


  I smiled; there was, as Nestor well knew, only one item currently in that category. "James has arrived, then?" I asked.


  "Yes, sir," he answered. "Though it's still not public knowledge. His ship arrived via Point One, which is orbiting very close by just now. His Lordship will be dirtside by evening."


  "Excellent!" I replied, rising to my feet. Then I turned back to the Yans. "I'm certain that James and I will be dining together this evening. Would you like to come as well? It'll be sort of a team reunion, minus Heinrich. I'm sure he'd love to see you."


  "Of course," Yan Ho replied, bowing slightly.


  "We'd be honored," Yan Chang amplified. "But… We were informed you had urgent work for us?"


  "I do," I replied. "Most definitely. And there's not a minute to waste. But James should approve the operation as well, since he's here now and able to speak for himself. With you two being such close friends of his as well…" I shrugged. "It's probably best that we all make sure we understand one another clearly, eh? That way fewer difficulties will arise later. Leave your contact information with Nestor; someone will call you this afternoon. In the meantime, well… You might want to spend any spare moments researching the Houses of Hashimoto and Wilkes, and their claims to the Crown."
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  Our little reunion should've been a happy affair, and it actually was for perhaps the first twenty minutes or so. James's eyes even regained some of the happy glow that'd been there when Uncle Robert and I greeted him at the spaceport, though it didn't—couldn't!—last long under the circumstances. Soon he was eating the delicious food as dully and mechanically as the rest of us, distracted by the endless spinning of power-wheels in his head. And what a shame it was. The broccoli was superb!


  "…have come to agree with David," Uncle Robert was saying just as I finished up my greens. "Even though at first I thought that perhaps he was being a bit alarmist." He sighed. "I can't argue with him anymore, as much as I'd like to. His is the only interpretation that makes overall sense."


  James sighed and gazed down at his half-eaten steak, while the Yans as always in the presence of strangers remained silent and inscrutable down at the foot of the table. In this case Uncle Robert was the stranger in question. At first he hadn't wanted to allow the twins in on private matters, but then I'd explained not only how well they knew James but also what superb undercover agents they were. In the end James backed me and Uncle Robert relented. Even so, from time to time he gazed malevolently in their direction. I couldn't blame him, really. This was the deepest, most sensitive of House business. We weren't accustomed to admitting outsiders to this sort of discussion.


  "The problem is," I said next, "that we lack any form of solid proof. If we knew ahead of time that they planned to disregard the King's Last Testament, then we could make solid preparations. As things are…" I turned to the Yans. "Just asking for your services was pushing the envelope."


  Yan Ho nodded, while Chang kept right on eating as if I'd never spoken.


  "Our own House resources haven't unearthed anything?" James asked.


  "Nothing useful," Uncle Robert replied. "The Wilkes bank accounts took a serious hit about three months back, but they're blaming that on war losses. They might even be telling the truth."


  A footbunny brought me a cup of tea, something I always enjoyed immediately after dinner. It aided the digestion. "Thank you," I muttered, smiling at her. Already I could smell the nice, fresh mint leaf she'd added for me. I'd only just started drinking it that way—Nestor must've spread the word already.


  "So…" Yan Chang asked hesitantly. "You wouldn't consider the record of a financial transaction to be sufficient proof of intent?"


  "No," Uncle Robert replied. "It'd have to be something more." Then he smiled and unbent a little. "I know we're asking an awful lot of you two."


  Ho waved the apology away. "Not to worry." Then he turned to me. "You believe this must lead to civil war, David? If you're correct, I mean."


  I nodded once, very slowly. "I do."


  "So do I," Ho agreed. "Therefore it's crucial that we handle this situation with great care." Then he frowned thoughtfully. "The Hashimotos and the Wilkes—they've had even more time to think things through than your House has. So even though you say they probably consider armed resistance unlikely, they're bound to have made contingency plans for the possibility."


  "Probably," Uncle Robert agreed.


  "Such plans must leave traces," he continued thoughtfully. "Especially the bolder ones." Then he and his twin brother turned and stared at each other for a long moment. "We have an idea," he said eventually. "Give us a week, and we'll let you know how it works out."


  James and I smiled at each other as Uncle Robert's jaw dropped—he wasn't accustomed to the Yans' little idiosyncrasies. "I… Uh…" he spluttered.


  Then James, as befitted the Lord of our House, turned to the Yans and made it official. "I'd trust you two with my life," he said. "Do whatever you must, and you'll have my full support as well as my gratitude. But keep one thing in mind at all times."


  "What's that, sir?" Yan Chang asked.


  His eyes fell back to his mostly-uneaten meal. "My grandfather is dying," he whispered. "You may well not have a week."
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  The next few days passed rapidly, almost in a blur. I spent my mornings making at least a half-hearted attempt at preparing to take over the Academy—studying budgets, meeting key personnel, all that sort of nonsense. While my head understood that my appointment there was a sham intended to give me free time to deal with far more important matters, well… Somehow my heart didn't quite agree. Taking over as Commandant was still my formal assignment and I found that I couldn't bring myself to neglect it as entirely as the Second Space Lord and perhaps others would've liked. In particular I found time in the mornings to wander the grounds before dawn, startling sleepy cadet-sentries and renewing old friendships with the groundskeeper Rabbits. Sometimes I shared breakfast with the latter. One morning just at daybreak I found myself standing before the Mast. Then I grinned and almost gave in to the urge to once again watch the sun rise from atop the masthead. I even walked up to the base, meaning to make the climb despite being in full uniform. But at the last minute I changed my mind. As much as I craved the experience the Academy grounds were a place of sacred honor, and no place moreso than the Mast itself. I was sick at heart over the political machinations I'd suddenly found myself not just entangled in but at the very center of. For the moment at least I was more of a politician than an officer, and the Mast was a place for uncorrupted hearts only. Once again my head was telling me one thing and my heart another—James needed to be crowned for the good of all; I'd settled that internal debate long since. But the means I was finding myself forced to employ in order to make things come out right were so disgusting that, well… I touched the rough-hewn, centuries-old wood with my hand and sighed, hoping that someday I'd feel clean enough inside to climb again. Not soon, perhaps. But someday.


  Then I sighed and returned to my filthy scheming.


  Our family meeting had continued long after the Yan brothers excused themselves and set off about their skullduggery. The remaining three of us talked long into the night, and we'd tentatively agreed on how best to divide our efforts. Uncle Robert, knowing full well that this would likely not turn out to be the case, was placed in charge of assuming that we'd all made a terrible mistake and that James was about to be crowned with the full consent of the other Houses. Even this most optimistic of all scenarios required an enormous amount of work and planning, plenty enough to keep him busy. Much of his effort would prove useful under any conceivable circumstances. Even more importantly, his activities along these lines would reassure the Wilkes-Hashimoto group that their secrets were still their own and serve as a smokescreen for our real preparations…


  …which were being handled by James and I, along with our closest, most reliable staff members. We were laying the groundwork for what amounted to a coup, and doing everything we possibly could to ensure that we succeeded no matter what was thrown at us. It would've been great fun had it been a game; indeed at times we forgot ourselves and laughed like the boys we'd so recently been at a particularly nasty trap we were laying at the feet of our foes. Then one or the other of us would remember that the final outcome was most likely going to involve a significant numbers of hangings, and that who would occupy the nooses was still very much in question. Then all the fun would disappear and we'd sober up once more.


  There was one unanswerable question at the heart of things, and that was the matter of timing. Coordination was impossible without it, yet perfect coordination was the key to controlling the flow of events. James and I agonized long and hard on the matter, and we almost consulted the Yans again. They were already fully engaged on an equally important mission, however, so we had to settle the matter on our own. "I'll take care of it," I croaked at last, not wanting to speak the awful words. "I'm pretty sure I can make it happen."


  My blood brother nodded soberly. "It's right and proper, David. A good thing. We both know it." Then he hugged me tight, and we wept for a long time in each other's arms.


  Other aspects of the plan weren't nearly so soul-rending. Captain Hess had practically begged me to address the Academy's student-body; he was thrilled when I asked him if it would be okay if James preceded me on the podium. After all, he was an alumnus too. "We don't give many speeches together anymore," I found myself explaining to Admiral Panetta from behind carefully blank eyes. "And you and others are always encouraging me to address my fellow officers more often. Perhaps we can kill two birds with one stone?" I let my eyes narrow slightly. "Or maybe even more than two birds?"


  The Second Space Lord blinked, and for a moment I read nothing but stark terror on his features. For the first time the reality of it all was coming home to roost in his heart. "Exactly what other birds," he asked slowly, "do you propose to kill? I mean… Do you have solid proof that these other birds exist at all?"


  "Not yet," I answered softly. "But soon, I hope. Very soon."


  He shook his head. "I'm sorry, David. Truly I am. But—"


  "His Lordship the Duke of Marcus is expecting to address the cadets of the Academy next Wednesday at three in the afternoon," I interrupted. "The Commandant has already approved. His Lordship wishes to invite all available serving officers of the fleet—I'd like to invite them as well, but of course my feelings on the matter are of miniscule importance compared to his." I smiled tightly, then rose to leave without having been invited to do so. "This speech may or may not be noteworthy in the greater scheme of things; who can know for sure in times of such uncertainty? And it'll be difficult to arrange on such short notice; I grant you that. But it's of the greatest imaginable importance to the Duke; of this I assure you." Then I bowed formally. "I advise you to make your decision accordingly, sir."
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  We were down to forty-eight hours before the big speeches and growing very nervous indeed when the Yans finally came through for us. It was about one in the morning. James and I were scowling over our drafts in my apartment office when Nestor knocked respectfully on the door. "They're here, sirs," was all he had to say. "With a prisoner."


  Instantly we were on our feet and moving; the success or failure of the Yans's mission was central to everything and we'd been sweating bullets over it for days. Sure enough the twins were waiting for us in the living room, and with them was a middle aged man whose eyes continually sought out the floor. All three were dressed in garish nightclub clothing of the sort favored by the lower classes. The prisoner had been roughed up some, though not excessively; the scent of blood and bruising was heavy in the air. He'd have looked far worse if the Yans had really wanted him to. Therefore I assumed the man's injuries derived from his capture rather than spirited interrogation. "Well!" James was the first to ask. "What do we have here?"


  "Proof," Yan Ho replied. "Or the closest you're going to come to it."


  "Captain Gunderson. He's a smuggler-pilot," Chang amplified. "His sort mostly transports illegal luxuries into the Empire. That's not a crime as far as our laws are concerned, so we generally don't pay too much attention to them on our side of the border. But, every once in a while..."


  "They all hang out at the same places," Ho continued, taking up after his brother so seamlessly that I sometimes wondered if telepathy was involved. "Once we figured out that the Wilkes and Hashimotos would just about have to hire someone like him if our suspicions were correct, well... There aren't all that many to choose from. And we knew just where to look."


  I nodded, then stepped a bit closer. "What was his cargo going to be?"


  "Information," Ho replied. He grabbed the smuggler's arm and shook it. "Wasn't it?"


  "I keep telling you," he muttered, jerking the limb away and still not looking up. "I have no idea why the Wilkes people hired me. It's an honest, legal contract."


  Ho met my eyes, then turned back to the prisoner. "Maybe this particular commission is legal. I'll grant you that. But tell me something. Are you by chance the same Jerome Gunderson wanted for breaking the quarantine on Marcus Three? How about transporting stolen goods from Dunbar Prime? And then there's the little matter of your forged ship's registration…"


  He stood mute, still staring at the floor.


  "You were willing to take on a second commission for your next cruise, so you could make twice as much. A commission consisting of cargo that all by itself would've loaded your ship to the gills!" he continued, his tone angry and aggressive. "As long as it was headed to your pre-planned destination, that is, and wouldn't slow you down any. Our load wouldn't have left you a single spare cubic foot in your holds. So what was the initial shipment, if not information?"


  He shook his head. "Yes! I've already admitted that I was to carry a message; there's nothing illegal about that. Plenty of people commission fast ships to carry news."


  Chang smiled. "To Marcus Prime? For the House of Wilkes?"


  James's eyebrows rose. "To Marcus Prime?"


  "Oh, yes!" Chang agreed, nodding. "To Marcus Prime. And... Refresh my memory, Mr. Gunderson. What was your stand-by alert to be? The indicator that you should keep your engines warm and running from then on, I mean. So that you could leave on a second's notice."


  "It's not illegal to carry a message," he repeated. "And you know it."


  "What was your alert?" Chang asked again. "Let me help you remember—you warned me to have my shipment aboard before it happened, because afterwards you weren't even going to so much as open the cargo lock."


  Mr. Gunderson scowled mightily, then sighed and lowered his head again. "The death of His Majesty," he replied softly.


  Then Chang turned to James, fire burning bright in his eyes. "Do you understand the import of this, my lord?" he asked.


  James paled. "Yes, I think I do." Then he turned to the smuggler. "Legal cargo or not, sir... Don't expect me to show a lot of compassion towards someone standing by to pass on the order to assassinate my elder brother."
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  "Of course it's flimsy," James replied to his uncle later that evening. Or early the next morning, rather. "But in the real world smoking-gun evidence isn't exactly easy to come by. Especially on short notice."


  I nodded, thinking of how I'd once reasoned out that the battle-cruiser Javelin was being pursued by heavy Imperial ships based on nothing but circumstantial evidence. If I'd gotten it wrong, Nestor and I and many others would all have died. Yet the available evidence had been thin indeed and all the wishful thinking in the universe hadn't provided any more. "You have to work with what you've got," I observed. "Not what you might wish for."


  Uncle Robert sighed so deeply that his shoulders heaved under his nightshirt. "I'll grant that it helps the picture come together," he agreed with a reluctant nod. "But… What if we're wrong!"


  I nodded again; his point was entirely valid. If we were right, so far as I could tell our proposed actions would be fully justified in the eyes of history. Or at least we certainly thought they would be. But oh! If we were wrong…


  In that case hell had no fires hot enough.


  "Perhaps we ought to wait a few hours," my uncle suggested. "Maybe once that Gunderson character has sat in a Marcus cell a little longer he'll feel more inclined to talk."


  I shook my head. "The Yans think he's already spilled all he knows. And so do I. After all, there's no reason for the Wilkes's to have told him any more."


  "And David has to see the Second Space Lord this morning, if this whole thing is to come together," James added, glancing at the clock. "He has to leave in about three hours."


  "Then there's my other little errand as well," I added, unable to meet their eyes.


  "Right," James agreed, nodding and looking away as well. Then he turned back to Uncle Robert. "It's make or break time," he explained. "Do we do this or not? I say again, it must be unanimous. Either we all agree, or we don't make the attempt."


  Uncle Robert's lips worked for many long seconds before he replied, then very reluctantly he nodded. "I don't like it," he explained. "Not one bit! But where there's this much smoke there must be fire!"


  "And you, David?" he asked me gently. "I won't blame you if you don't want to go through with this. It's… Ugly."


  Dawn was just breaking in the window beyond James's shoulder, I noticed. I liked dawn; it was my favorite time of day. Perhaps I'd have time to go look at the Mast I couldn't allow myself to climb anymore before my appointment at the navy office? Then I shook my head a bit to clear it. "I'm a Marcus," I replied. "And a Rabbit. And a naval officer as well. As near as I can tell, this is right and proper from all three perspectives." Then I sighed. "But you're right, James. I've done some ugly things in my time, and been some ugly places. This, however, in its way is the nastiest of them all."
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  My little visit to the Second Space Lord went exactly as anticipated; it concluded with terrified acquiescence. Admiral Panetta was a good man, I decided, but once this little affair was over he needed to be gently put out to pasture. His instincts had been in the right place all along, or else he'd never have placed me in a position to accomplish as much on behalf of James as I had. On the other hand, he clearly lacked the nerve to actually carry through with this sort of thing. He'd have chickened out early on without my continual prodding. Then I paused and thought the matter the rest of the way through. No, once we were in power ourselves we'd need a man just exactly like him in that slot. Capable, yet weak-willed. Which was why he was there to begin with. The older I grew and the more I learned about real-world politics, the smarter His Majesty grew. And, of course, it was he who'd hand-picked the admiral for that specific slot. Now I understood why. It was someone like me who'd be a genuine threat in such a powerful posting…


  I sighed at that, and wondered if I'd ever be clean and decent again.


  My next major stop was at the Palace. First I dropped in to visit His Majesty's sickbed—the poor old man looked wearier and tireder and more broken than ever. He was even beginning to smell dead. Then my favorite Herald and I sat down to enjoy lunch together in the back room of a very exclusive restaurant indeed. More exclusive, in fact, than almost anyone knew. It was secretly run by our House security department and guaranteed to be one of the most bug-free places on the planet. Well… Free of non-Marcus bugs, at least. His Majesty had never known, and I suspected he'd have been saddened if he had. It was a very popular place with the House Lords, and even His Highness had been known to break bread there now and again.


  "…so awful, him just lying there like that," Martijn said with a sigh as he ate his green beans. He'd insisted on ordering a vegetarian meal for my sake, even though I'd urged him to enjoy whatever he liked. "Both living and dead at the same time."


  "Yes," I agreed, not having to fake my melancholy expression in the slightest. I'd loved the man too, after all. Despite what was coming next, my affection was very, very real. It was vital that I never forget that, lest my soul be utterly forfeit. "It's terrible they way they're prolonging his agony."


  "You haven't seen the half of it," Martijn sighed. Even through the heavy Herald's makeup, I could see that his face was decorated with at least a dozen new wrinkles. Royal Heralds were trained—even hypnotized and conditioned—to identify themselves with their monarch. To partially submerge their inner selves, in other words, and adopt the sovereign's persona as their own. The bond was far deeper than most people knew—every once in a great while, a Herald went mad over it. It could be argued, therefore, that Martijn was suffering even more than His Majesty. And it was going on and on and on, with no end in sight. "When they change his diaper sometimes, I… I…" He looked away from the table to mask the tears in his eyes.


  "It'll end soon," I promised him.


  He shook his head. "No, David, it won't. Not unless he dies suddenly—he could any time, you know. But… You know as well as I do that the House of Lords is all locked up." He closed his eyes for a moment in pain. "And there's talk of crowning a different Heir. He'd have hated that, David. Simply hated it. Everyone knows what his true wishes were. I certainly hope your House isn't planning on capitulating."


  I blinked at that—the Palace was hearing rumors too? How interesting… "What would you have us do, if that were true?" I asked.


  He frowned so hard his makeup cracked. "Fight them!" he said. "I don't know how or when or with what. But… Fight them! What they want for the future is all wrong. We're on the brink of a historical cusp, David. If we turn back now, who knows when we'll be able to move forward again? His Majesty devoted his entire life to setting things up so we could progress as a species, But now…" He turned away again.


  This was difficult—so very, very difficult! And yet, what choice was there? "Is that the opinion of His Majesty?" I asked. "Or that of Sir Martijn Tjin, once one of the leading intellectuals of the House of Vorsage?"


  His eyes flared with anger. One did not ask a Herald that question, not ever. It just wasn't done. "David," he replied. "I don't know what—"


  "Because," I interrupted, speaking over his next words. "Very soon there will be a new king and this generation of Heraldry will be honorably retired. The future belongs to Sir Martijn, therefore it's his opinion I must have."


  "Sir Martijn!" he replied, smiling through the now free-flowing tears. No one should be asked to live under such stress for so long, I decided. It was tough enough just to be a Herald; being a Herald whose patron teetered endlessly on the edge of death must've been intolerable. He wasn't far from going mad himself. "Have you any idea of how long it's been since I've thought entirely as Sir Martijn?" He leaned back and hung his head. "I'm not even sure if it's possible anymore."


  "You must try," I replied, keeping my voice calm and even. "Because I'm about to ask something of Martijn, you see. Not of His Majesty's loyal Herald, but of Martijn Tjin. Because it's Martijn who will have to live with it afterwards."


  He smiled; Heralds were selected in part for their superior intellectual capacities. So I wasn't surprised at all to learn that he'd already guessed. "I've considered doing it a thousand times already," he whispered. "How could I not, with him lying there suffering like that?"


  "Can you?" I asked. "Emotionally, I mean. There's a limit to what I'll ask of any man, Martijn."


  "I'll be the one to pull the plug when the time comes regardless," he replied. "Decorum requires it. Currently, I'm the only Herald on-planet, you see. The others have all found urgent Royal business elsewhere that needs attending to." He frowned again. "So yes, I've been steeling myself to do it for weeks. I'll even admit that I've considered not waiting as well, for His Highness's sake. Therefore, I already have a plan."


  I nodded, having counted on exactly that. It was predictable enough. "Will you do it, then?"


  "For you and James, of course. I… He loved you like sons; I know this better than anyone." He smiled. "Especially you, David. At the end."


  I nodded again. "Do you have an escape plan worked out?" I asked. "If not, I have access to—"


  "It's all taken care of," he interrupted, still smiling. "Planned in advance and better than anything anyone outside the Palace could work out for me. We have our little secrets too, you see. And as I said, I've been thinking along these lines for quite some time. Though now I'm glad I waited."


  I nodded, then reached into my breast pocket and pulled out a single piece of folded paper, then slid it across the table. He picked it up, read it, then slid it back. "No problem. You can count on it."


  "Good," I replied. "Martijn… For what it's worth, I think future generations will be deeply grateful to you."


  "Perhaps," he replied. "Or perhaps not. I’m content that it’s the right thing to do for the present. The future will have to see to itself." Then he smiled again and wiped away the last of his tears with a ridiculous lace handkerchief. "All I need is to be able to live with myself. And for the first time in weeks, I'm beginning to think that just maybe it might be possible for me to finally find a little peace." His smile faded. "There's only one thing I ask, David. If you'd be so kind, that is."


  My ears perked—I hadn't expected him to want anything in return. It seemed very much out of character. "What's that?"


  "Let me hug you, David. For His Highness, you see. Because he always wanted to, but never worked up the nerve to ask."
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  It’s one of the oddities of the art of intrigue that certain tasks must be undertaken by certain individuals in a certain order at certain times; no one else can help with another conspirator's work. Therefore I found myself entirely at loose ends during that last day before everything was scheduled to come to a head. Uncle Robert and James were both frantically busy setting things up behind the scenes; they had so many personal connections to make and old allies to warn that I don’t think either slept for almost two full days. But as a relative outsider, well… My part was crucial, yes. But my work was done, and there was nothing more I could do to help. So I spent that last day busily engaged the activity I hated worst—worrying. It was pointless; by then the wheels were irrevocably in motion and what would be would be. Yet worry I did.


  Not that I allowed it to show any more than I could help. I took another day of leave and withdrew to my estate—there was nothing more calming for me than to be surrounded by my fellow Rabbits in a beautiful green setting. I was most amused to encounter Henry Lambert there, being run to a frazzle by his Rabbit instructors. In the long run, I expected that Nestor would find Henry far more useful for dealing with paperwork and other “brainy” type functions, but here he was chasing linens and setting tables with the rest while Nestor pointed and gestured impatiently. It was good for both him and the other Rabbits, who gathered about in little knots as their free time allowed and gawked at the previously unknown sight of a human doing lapine work. Everyone was good natured about it, most of all Henry who had of course volunteered when no one else would. When this was over, he’d have a thousand new Rabbit-friends. Still, there was a sort of triumphant electricity in the air the whole time, and the scent of change hung heavy in the air. I smiled as I sat back in my easy chair and tried to relax; the little spectacle made the risks that James and Uncle Robert and I were running seem far more worthwhile. Indeed, I could almost feel His Majesty smiling and nodding happily alongside me.


  ***


  It was inevitable that I’d get no more sleep than my co-conspirators even though I had nothing constructive to do. So I didn’t even try. That night I stayed up late polishing my speech while Nestor brewed me cup after of cup of tea without even trying to persuade me to try and get a little rest. Being in on the secret he was crackling with excitement himself, and in the morning he personally helped me dress even though when at my estate the task usually fell on someone else. “You look great, sir,” he declared with shining eyes when we finished. “Almost as great as you truly are.”


  I blushed and looked away; for the most part Nestor and I were far beyond such nonsense. “Don’t forget that I never can beat you at gin rummy,” I reminded him, and as I’d hoped he smiled. “I certainly never forget, try though I might.”


  Then, quite unexpectedly he handed me my ex-Imperial blaster and holster. “Please, sir. I’d feel better if you wore this.”


  I blinked. “It’s not regulation, Nestor.”


  “No one will care, sir,” he countered. “For you that sort of thing doesn’t matter anymore. And… anything could happen, sir. Anything.”


  I nodded; perhaps he was right. “Strap it on, then, and let’s get moving. I don’t want to keep our driver waiting.”


  My heart was racing at about a thousand beats a second as we raced across the still-dark skies and then burst through a glorious high-speed dawn on the way to the Academy. Our landing facilities were grossly overloaded with all the naval people converging from everywhere at once, and it was a good thing that I’d made private arrangements for James and I at the Commandant’s personal landing pad. Otherwise we’d have had to divert to the Palace hardpoint, like most of the rest of my brother officers. We’d made arrangements for shuttles and warned people to be early; it was the best that could be done.


  Commandant Hess had the Corps of Cadets all drawn up on the parade ground to greet me when we finally set down, which of course necessitated that I inspect them before going about my further business. It was all right; my speech was already as perfect as I could make it and there wasn’t anything else productive to be done. So I took my time about it, smiling and chatting with the wide-eyed cadets. “I’m no one special,” I told them again and again. “Anyone could’ve done the things I’ve done; the trick is to evaluate the situation you’re in, decide upon a productive course of action, then implement it no matter what stands in your way. It really is just that simple.” The First Classman thanked me when I was finished, and I shook his hand by way of saying “You’re welcome”. He was a young lordling of the House of Wilkes, and by the end of the day would almost certainly be under arrest until his true loyalties could be ascertained. Knowing this spoiled what should’ve been a wonderful moment. And yet, as I’d already asked myself many times over, what else was there to be done?


  James arrived about two hours after I did and chose to inspect the Corps of Cadets as well; I watched as he smiled and nodded and socialized with them in a manner far easier and more natural than my own. He was going to become a wonderful king, I reminded myself. Perhaps the greatest ever. Which was why all of this was worthwhile.


  When he finished we hugged like brothers in front of the Corps, as was our habit. They gave us three hearty cheers as we did so, with far more enthusiasm than mere orders could ever have generated. Even the First Classman, the Wilkes lordling, cheered himself hoarse; I made a mental noted of this in the hope that perhaps he might be among the first won back to the Crown. Then the Commandant marched his charges into the auditorium, which the Second Space Lord had done his best to fill to capacity and beyond with every available officer in the fleet. The place was filled to the rafters with eager, excited, and curious space-warriors, Nestor had already informed me.


  Now it was time for James and I to knock ‘em dead.
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  "Normally," James began his speech, "social precedence dictates that a Duke would speak after a Rabbit. And in all honesty, that's the way David and I normally do things." He rolled his eyes theatrically and sighed. "But I know who ranks higher with this particular crowd, you see, and…"


  I couldn't help but smile as James's next words were drowned out by a thunderous wave of applause. Despite his poor speaking voice, my blood-brother could be a powerful orator indeed whenever he chose to make the effort. In roughly twenty words he already had the crowd eating out of the palm of his hand. Having such a high-ranking nobleman speak first had to be explained somehow; our timing required that I be on stage at the most critical of all moments. As usual, he'd transformed an awkward necessity into one of the cornerstones of success.


  James and I made it a habit to be both direct and brief in our comments, and today was to be no exception. "You men are the heart of the kingdom," James declared less than a minute into his speech, "and I'm prouder to have been your shipmate than of anything else in my life."


  I smiled again as James moved on to the real point of the matter. "…for we navy men know in our hearts that the Empire is evil. We've listened to their boasts, witnessed their bloody handiwork, wept over the corpses they've left in their wake. And counted our best friends and loved ones among the corpses, as well." Suddenly he stood straight and tall; up until then he'd been hunched over the podium. "Well, I say that enough is enough! No more mamby-pambying, no more respites, no more negotiated peaces just as we're about to gain our stride! The Empire boasts that it was born in blood and thrives best on blood. Well, then! Let us end all half-measures! Let us fight in earnest; if they want blood, then they shall have their bellyful of it! Our kingdom loves peace, yes. But we love justice even more, and the time is long past for the breakaway Houses to face the consequences of their crimes." He placed his hands on his hips and raised his chin. "When I am king," he declared, "there shall be peace. But first there shall be victory, sweet and complete. For no other end to war can hold true meaning."


  Wild cheering erupted, and there it was out in the open at last. I looked around the arena at those faces near enough to see how people were reacting to James's first-ever out and out claim to the crown. A few of the older, higher-ranking officers were sitting silent, in obvious shock. Given a little time to think things through, some of them might well guess what was coming next. But most were standing and waving their hats and cheering themselves hoarse at the promise of victory and undivided governmental support for the war effort. A few years back they might've shown less enthusiasm. But now they knew that victory was possible, and like all fighting men they'd found the taste sweet indeed.


  Sweeter, we were betting everything we had, than even their loyalty to their own Houses.


  "We shall not hold back," James continued once the uproar died down. "We shall not falter, we shall not spare ourselves. All the various Houses will contribute to the war effort based on what they can best offer, and none shall be required to carry more than their fair share of the burden. We shall pull together as one, in other words, instead of permitting a favored few to feather their nests at the expense of others." He smiled. "You've sacrificed much in service to your kingdom, as have all who serve beneath you." Then, suddenly, he wasn't smiling anymore. "When I am king the Emperor will die, and his Empire will die with him. Unified, with selfish considerations put aside at long last, nothing can stop us. And then at long last we shall again know true peace!"


  "Death to the Emperor!" the Second Space Lord declared from his front-row seat, right on cue. "Death to the Emperor!"


  "Death!" the officers began chanting, led by a handful of deeply-trusted Marcus-born officers carefully scattered throughout the auditorium. "Death! Death! Death!"
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  James and I usually embraced as we traded places at the podium, but this time we made an exception. From this point forward we had to move, move, move; we were trying to create a highly specific emotional state in our audience. If people were given a chance to reflect on what was really going on, everything could yet fall apart. So I paused only long enough for the little square of floor at the base of the rostrum to rise so that I wouldn't appear as short as I actually was. Normally it was the sort of thing I joked about, but today wasn't at all the time for that sort of thing.


  "Death to the Emperor!" I agreed, shaking an angry fist and drawing a sort of savage growl of approval from the officers and cadets. "Death, death, death!" Then I lowered my fist and tilted my head to one side. "But how exactly shall we accomplish this?"


  I let my question hang in the air until there was near-silence in the hall. "It's one thing to make savage threats," I said softly. "And another entirely to bring them to fruition." I paused and scanned the auditorium, meeting every eye I could among the thousands present.


  "You'd know how if anyone would, David!" a voice roared out from about the third row, catching me totally by surprise. This one wasn't a plant, or at least not that I knew of.


  "I've killed a few Imperials," I admitted with a nod, departing slightly from my planned text. "Many others present have killed even more. And yet… the fact is that so far we've lost a lot more battles than we've won."


  "Only fools," I began again after a long, thoughtful pause, "take refuge in self-serving lies. The fact of the matter is that not only have we lost battle after battle, but war after war. This despite the fact that even after ceding so much territory we're still larger and should be stronger than our enemies." I looked around again. "There are no cowards in this room, I would submit. Like his Lordship the Duke of Marcus, I'm prouder to be part of this fraternity of heroes than of anything else in my life. And yet…" I sighed audibly. "We all know in our hearts that changes need to be made. Big ones."


  A slight murmur rose in the room; I raised my voice and spoke over it. "For example, there's the matter of our equipment." On the spur of the moment I held up my Imperial blaster, where I'd planned to use another example entirely. "This is better than our own personal weapons in every conceivable way. It's smaller, lighter, more powerful, fires more times without a recharge, is easier to maintain… I could go on and on. This is no secret to anyone here; we've all known about it for ages. And yet, we've done nothing to improve our own weapons to match it." I tilted my head again. "Why is that, I wonder? Is it perhaps because one of our Noble Houses by ancient tradition holds the unquestioned right to produce all of our small arms?"


  A nasty mutter developed again; I'd hit a sore spot. "It's the same for our ships. They're slower, with less efficient Fields and poorer armor than those of our foes. All in the name of cost-cutting, with no thought whatsoever given to the notion that few things in this universe are more expensive than a lost war or a hero's life." I allowed my features to harden. "Haven't we wasted enough lives?"


  "When James is king," I continued after another long pause to let my words sink in, "we'll spend whatever it takes to not only match but better the Imperial standard in every equipment category from battleships to blasters. We won't ask our officers and men to bleed out their lives into cold space because a certain Noble House insists that ancient, high-profit prerogatives be honored." I smiled, but it was an icy one. "And most of all we'll take the initiative and carry the war into the enemy's homeland, all the way to Imperious itself!"


  "You know the way there, David!" another unplanted voice roared out. "We'll all leave footprints next time!"


  Just then, Nestor leaned forward far enough to catch the corner of my eye and raised his left hand with one finger extended. The signal meant that Lord Robert had just moved in the Hall of Nobles that James be named the Royal Heir. We'd lose the vote, of course, but it'd serve as yet one more attention-drawing diversion. Our enemies were strongest among the nobility, and so it was among these privileged few that they'd placed their primary focus. But this was a mistake. For it wasn't the nobility that ultimately controlled the kingdom. It was the navy that was truly important. Without their blessing not a ship could come or go, nor a single word be communicated between the stars. And, I desperately hoped, the leaders of the navy were seeing things our way at this the most crucial of all moments.


  "We'll all leave footprints," I agreed with a smile, half-nodding at Nestor so that he'd know I understood. "Each and every one of us, by heaven! But…" I continued over the renewed cheers. "It'll be a long, hard slog to get there. Long and hard in every way—we'll have to learn new ways to fight, even new ways to think about war." I paused and met their eyes again. "And, we'll have to do new things. Like, for example, arming those who've never fought before." Suddenly the hall was silent once more. "I'm a Rabbit," I continued, voice confident despite the echoing emptiness. "Both I and many other Rabbits have fought hard and well for king and kingdom. Is this not true?"


  The silence continued.


  "When James is king," I continued, "more Rabbits will be armed, and more Rabbits will fight. Many, many more. You must be prepared for this, as it is the way to victory at many levels. The Academy will be expanded, and more future officers trained there. Some of these trainees will be Rabbits, or Dogs, or even Horses if a practical way can be found for them to serve and they should wish to do so. This has many implications indeed for our society; I'll not enumerate them here." Once more I looked around and, with back straight and proud, met every eye in the place. "Who here," I asked, "will stand up to face me and claim that this is not just and right?" I waited a moment, ears raised expectantly. But no one dared openly contradict me, as I'd expected all along.


  "Free them!" Sir Leslie Blaine declared, rising to his feet. "Free them all, you fools! Can't you see that we're harming no one but ourselves? Denying ourselves a powerful resource? If I can figure it out and put the ways of the past behind me, then so can the rest of you. Besides…" He pointed at me. "If they all fight like this one, the Empire will be on its knees in a week!"


  Just then, Nestor edged forward again. This time, he raised one finger on his right hand. I felt a catch in my throat, and tears began to form in my eyes. But I couldn't shed them, not quite yet. "When James is king," I continued, "We brothers in arms will know victory and peace, both in distant space and the deepest recesses of our own hearts. Our children's children will thank us forever after for what we're going to win for them." Then I turned to Nestor and made a show of focusing my ears on him. "What's that?" I demanded.


  "It's His Majesty!" my aide cried out in a half-wail. "The king is dead!"


  I hung my head for a long moment, and let the half-formed tears flow. Now both Martijn and he were free at last. Then, very slowly, I turned to face James and bowed as deeply as I knew how. "Long live the king!" I declared.


  "Long live the king!" the chant went up, thin and scattered at first. We hadn't dared plant this part. But soon it grew more confident and full-throated. "Long live the king! Long live the king!"


  "Long live the navy!" James replied, standing with arms outspread and thereby accepting the officers’ acclamation. How many Caesars had come to power in exactly the same way? "Long live victory!"


  Then he turned and hugged me, and we wept together in front of our cheering brothers for a very, very long time. There was much conflict yet to come, we both knew. Probably even bloodshed. But with video of practically the entire officer corps of the navy standing vociferously behind James's claim streaming all over the capitol world, the final outcome could no longer be in doubt.
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  Both the Hall of Nobles and the Palace proper were running amuck by the time that James and I arrived at the main government buildings. Part of the chaos was carefully planned and pre-arranged; the wildest rumors imaginable were circulating about how the Houses of Wilkes and Hashimoto were attempting to sell out the entire realm to the Imperials in order to line their own pockets. While they weren't entirely true, well… It wasn't exactly our fault that they fell on such fertile ground. We had agents everywhere spreading this line. Between the rumors and the presence of dozens upon dozens of the highest-ranking officers in the navy arriving via our parking-shuttle system to find out for themselves what was going on, well…


  "Commander Birkenhead!" the First Space Lord demanded at one point, waving at me from down a long corridor. "Report to me this instant!"


  I glanced over and met James's eyes; we were on our way to a secure headquarters we'd quietly established in an easily-defended anteroom. Our plan called for us to remain together there at all times ready to personally deal with any emergency, but an order was an order. Besides, the First Lord was an issue that had to be dealt with sooner or later anyway, and the sooner the better in my book. My friend nodded slightly, and I was off. "Yes, sir?" I asked after racing over.


  "What on earth… I mean, who do…" The old man was sputtering like a nearly-dead blaster, sure of his target but not quite able to let fly. "I see what you've done!" he roared at last. "It's treason, all of it!"


  My eyebrows rose. The First Space Lord was a Hashimoto as well as a cold, colorless officer whose sole distinction was having led a fleet into a series of indecisive, long-range battles. In the end he'd gotten far too many men killed while accomplishing precisely nothing. Presumably his family had assumed that they could control the fleet through him. What a pity that it hadn't worked out quite that way! "The true Royal Heir doesn't agree, sir," I pointed out. His face reddened as he prepared another barrage, then a dozen security Dogs appeared out of nowhere and surrounded me. James must have sent them—they were my usual personal bodyguard when I was out and about in public, wearing new uniforms that had been rather hastily issued without what some might consider adequate authorization. "Nor, it seems, do the palace guards." I let my eyes narrow slightly. "This is how things were meant to be, sir. And you well know it. How hard are you and your families going to push the matter? So far all the fences are still mendable. They'll remain that way, if your side is willing."


  "By god!" he roared. "Treason and mutiny both!" Then he turned and looked down a side-tunnel. "Marines! Arrest Commander Birkenhead this instant!"


  I gulped as the unexpected reinforcements came running up and then skidded to a stop mere feet away; the Dogs were no match for the heavily-armed marines and both sides knew it. Yet my protectors were intensely loyal and wouldn't willingly give me up. Bloodshed seemed inevitable.


  "Well!" the First Space Lord demanded. "What are you waiting for? Arrest him!"


  "Don't so much as lift a finger!" a familiar voice declared from somewhere behind me. It was Lord Quenton, head of the House of Quenton. While still captain of the Javelin, he'd once extracted my surviving men and I from a rather nasty situation at Zombie Station. His Lordship was dressed in his full ceremonial makeup and regalia, clearly having come directly from his seat in the Hall of Nobles. Then he was standing alongside me, panting from his long jog. "How dare you attempt to arrest this hero, sir!"


  The First Space Lord remained expressionless as he faced Lord Quenton. "He's engaged in high treason," the most senior officer in the fleet declared. "And I suspect him of far worse. As you must of course know, being up to the neck in it yourself." Then he turned once more to the marines. "Arrest them both!" he snapped.


  I glared at the first sergeant, who flinched from my eye. "Stand your ground," I ordered. "If you don't, you'll have cause to regret it."


  "Arrest them!" the admiral countered. "Or by god I'll see you hang as well!"


  "Sir!" the sergeant moaned. He was caught in a wretched situation, one not in the least of his own making. "I… I…"


  "I'm a sitting House Lord!" Lord Quenton roared. "How dare you threaten me in this sacred Hall?"


  "You're a captain and I'm an admiral!" the First Space Lord countered. "And I'll have you arrested whenever and wherever it suits me, traitor!"


  And that was that; I'd seen enough, and the situation was escalating beyond all reason. Half measures would sink us more certainly than anything else ever could; it was time to take decisive action for its own sake. "You're under arrest!" I screamed in a feral half-growl, drawing my Imperial blaster and pointing it square at the Fleet Commandant's face. Then I turned to the marines. "Take him to the brig and hold him incommunicado until you receive my personal orders to the contrary."


  First the sergeant's jaw worked. Then he looked back and forth from his admiral to me.


  "Do it, son," Lord Quenton advised. "I've seen David angry before, and you don't want to be around when he's like that. Believe me, you don't."


  "Aye-aye, sir," he finally responded, pointing his weapon at the admiral. "I've heard the stories myself."


  "You miserable flea-bitten cur-slave!" the admiral shrieked at the betrayal. "You low-down—"


  "All of that and more, sir," the sergeant interrupted, confident again now that his decision was made. "Now come quietly—we wouldn't want to have to frog-march you, now would we?"
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  All in all things went far more smoothly than we'd feared. Our enemies seemed paralyzed by the sudden, decisive and high-risk strategy we'd employed, a course of action so alien to their own thought processes that they were still numb with shock hours later. None of the Hashimoto-Wilkes bigwigs resisted to the point of violence, though one minor functionary managed to get two of his own bodyguards killed by the marine squad sent to bring him in. There were also shots fired in orbit, as three destroyers and a fast dispatch vessel captained by members of the opposition Houses made a break for Point One, which was making a very near approach to the capitol world just then. But they were brought to heel without damage by a veritable storm of fire from the rest of the fleet, which was already in the process of deploying to enforce the brand-new quarantine James ordered as his very first Royal Decree. Not a ship was to leave local space until we were one hundred percent secure and in charge. I passed on the word to the Second Space Lord personally just after attending the backroom coronation. Another far more elaborate public event would be held when time allowed, but James was now legally King of the Realm. Or at least as legally King of the Realm as he'd ever be. "You've done a wonderful job so far, sir," I found myself reassuring my immeasurably senior officer. "All the right personnel were in precisely the right places. His Highness is most grateful, and I assure you that your assistance won't be forgotten."


  Our little headquarters was growing awfully crowded by then, so much so that Uncle Robert suggested relocating to somewhere in the palace proper; after all, it was James's legal residence now. I didn't like the idea, however, and said so. "Feelings are running too strong. If I had my way, His Majesty would sleep aboard a dreadnought tonight. If our enemies are to strike back, their best shot will come while we're still settling in."


  "I agree, David," James confirmed with a nod. His youthful face was deeply lined from stress and lack of sleep, yet somehow he found the energy to smile at me. "About not moving into the Palace at least; it'd look like a sign of weakness if I retreated to a warship, I think. So we'll spend at least another twenty-four hours right here. And please! Never call me anything but James again, in private at least." His smile widened. "I owe you everything, David."


  I nodded back, unable to relax enough to smile with so much unsettled business on my mind. While we had the Wilkes-Hashimoto leadership all safely brigged up and guarded by politically reliable marines, there was no reason to doubt that they employed at least as many shadowy operatives as we Marcuses did. And every last one of them was probably still skulking about, looking for a chance to be a hero.


  Uncle Robert nodded and gave in easily—he was doing that more and more often these days, I noticed. Gracefully as well, to give the old man credit. Slowly but surely he was stepping aside as James grew ever more confident and capable. It might not have been an easy thing for some, but Uncle Robert made it look like a cakewalk. "Very well, then. But…" He frowned. "Despite everything, there's still decorum and ritual to consider." He sighed. "You haven't yet made your final call upon His Majesty."


  Suddenly we were all glum again—there was no questioning which His Majesty our patriarch was referring to. James was utterly done in, yet he unquestionably had an important duty to perform. It was traditional that the Heir kiss the former sovereign on both cheeks before he was taken away and prepared for burial.


  "Yes," James replied, sighing. He looked absolutely awful, mostly for lack of sleep. "Of course."


  "Let me take care of it on your behalf," I urged. "Heirs have sent representatives before, when they were ill or off-planet or something. It's still too dangerous for you out in the corridors. Where will the kingdom be if some two-bit assassin gets lucky?"


  "David's right," Uncle Robert agreed. "Under the circumstances, people will understand. Certainly His Majesty would."


  At first James put on his 'stubborn' face, the same one he'd worn when required to eat asparagus as a boy. Then he sort of slumped over and nodded. "I must rest," he observed at last. "I'm not sure if I'm still making good decisions."


  "You just made your best of the evening," I reassured him with a smile, standing and buckling on my Sword. "Go to bed, both of you. Get some good healthy sleep. I'll take the night watch, then snore all day tomorrow."
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  The universe was swathed in a mist of unreality as I made my way back into the palace proper, accompanied by Nestor and my usual escort. I was nearly as exhausted as James; nothing but pure willpower was propelling me down the endless corridors. Everything seemed to be happening to someone else. "We're going to go in, do what must be done, and then leave as quickly as is decent," I explained to my aide as the hallways grew both wider and grander. "There's no profit at all in anything else."


  "Yes, sir," Nestor agreed with a nod. He must've been exhausted as well, yet he never uttered so much as a single syllable of complaint. We'd at least be able to sneak in a catnap once this last little job was done, and I suspected my aide craved the shuteye as much as I did.


  This late in the evening the Palace wasn't nearly as crowded as it'd been earlier in the day. Part of it, I supposed, was that there was currently no king in residence. Normally power-transitions went much more smoothly than this one, so that the incoming monarch had plenty of time to ask certain key personnel to remain or have replacements pre-selected and ready to hand for those not staying on. This time, however, everything was a total mess. Uncle Robert, who should've done most of the grunt work on personnel and such, had instead been forced to devote his limited work-hours to endless politicking. And James hadn't even had time to unpack before the coup itself demanded all of his full-time exertions and more. So the palace infrastructure, I had to assume, was pretty much operating on autopilot. The only figures I encountered were dozens of furtive Rabbits scurrying here and about, all frightened out of their wits by half-true backstairs rumors about the death of their sovereign and everyone in authority arresting each other so that they couldn't be sure who was in charge anymore. Rabbits weren't political, I reminded myself, or at least the wise ones weren't. We couldn't afford to be, in our servile situation. So even as tired as I was, I somehow found time and energy to stop here and there to reassure my fellows that all was well, that James was their true king, and that there was nothing for any of them to fear.


  "I'm so glad to hear it from you of all people, sir," one liveried old bun declared. "Now I can rest easy."


  "You and James are friends, aren't you?" another asked. She worked in the kitchen.


  I smiled and nodded. "Yes, the very best."


  The doe smiled from ear to ear. "A king who has a Rabbit-friend! It makes it all worthwhile, somehow. Thank you so much, sir!" Then the expression faded. "Sir… It's not for me to say. But don't you think you ought to get some rest? You look terrible!"


  What could I do but agree? "Soon," I promised her. "I have just one last job to take care of first."


  She nodded back. "You should take better care of yourself, David. Where would the rest of us be if something were to happen to you?" I nodded in agreement, then smiled again and hugged her before continuing on my errand.


  At least His Majesty's household staff were all still working, I noted as Nestor and I were approved for entry into the Royal Chambers. I had standing permission, and of course recent events had only raised my personal stock in regard to such matters. "Greetings, Commander Birkenhead," the old marine sergeant at the front desk said after running us through the scanner. Then he turned to Nestor. "Sir, you'll have to surrender your blaster."


  "Sorry," my aide muttered, laying the weapon on the desk. I was one of only a tiny handful permitted in the Royal Presence armed, dating back to my first Sword investiture. Sadly, Nestor didn't have such authorization. He must've been exhausted indeed to have forgotten.


  "No worries," the sergeant reassured him, taking in his red eyes and droopy ears. "It's been an anxious time for us all." Then he waved us in.


  I had to admit that all afternoon and evening long whenever I'd had a second or two to spare I'd worried about Martijn. But every time the question had so much as formulated itself in my head someone had tried to arrest me or something and I'd never been able to act upon it. According to the news networks His Majesty had died of natural causes, and the story had to have originated from inner Palace staff. I knew my favorite Herald to be an exceptionally intelligent man, and he'd had months to plan things out. But… Had he actually gotten away with euthanizing his monarch?


  My question was answered almost instantly when I rounded the last corner to His Majesty's sick room, where the royal corpus was laid out in full ceremonial regalia on his former sickbed. At his sovereign's foot stood Martijn with his rarely-seen ceremonial spear of office, standing final guard over the man he'd loved enough to kill. The Herald looked sick unto death, his until-recently youthful face wrinkled and worn like that of a man decades older. Under the makeup, I expected he was probably as pale as a ghost. All of his peers had fled off-planet, he'd told me a few days before, leaving him to carry the entire burden of His Majesty's final days upon his own shoulders. As was so often the case I didn't know proper Court ceremonial for such an occasion—that was normally James's department. So I improvised by bowing deeply before Martijn in his role as his master's representative. "We grieve together," I said.


  "Yes," Martijn replied, nodding gravely. If I was behaving improperly, at least I was being forgiven. "And deeply. He was a great man indeed."


  "None greater." Security was intense in the Royal Chambers, so I couldn't ask Martijn if he needed to be spirited away and made to disappear before someone figured out what he'd done. So instead I chose to be indirect. "James is most grateful to you for your exceptionally kind services to his grandfather during his final days," I explained. "He'd do anything for you in return. You have but to ask."


  Martijn smiled faintly and returned my bow. "It was my pleasure as well as my duty," he explained. "A proper Herald need not be rewarded for doing what is obviously the right thing."


  "There is duty, and there is beyond duty," I replied. "James will have great need of a man of such proven value, if I'm any judge. The people of this realm deserve no less. Though perhaps you might serve in a less personally-demanding role—one can ask only so much of anyone."


  Martijn smiled and bowed again, but said nothing.


  "I'm here," I continued, "to represent James in saying goodbye to His Highness."


  The Herald nodded. "Of course. The halls must be very dangerous for the Heir just now. So it's entirely proper." Then, robes rustling, he raised his spear-butt and took one large sideways step…


  …leaving me gazing into the cold, still features of the human I'd admired most in all the universe.
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  The departure of the spirit, I'd often heard, was supposed to bring peace to the abandoned husk that remained behind. But this was a lie more often than not, and His Majesty's corpse was no exception. I'd thought during his coma that he couldn't possibly look any worse, but death proved me wrong. In most ways nothing had changed—indeed, someone had applied his ceremonial court makeup to hide the awful sallowness of his skin. Despite this he looked worse than ever, denied even the illusion of peace at the end of his stress-filled existence. What lay before me seemed smaller and frailer than even the comatose version of my sovereign, as if some sort of macabre vampire had sucked the last shred of joy of joy and merriment out of him, and the responsibilities of his crown had extinguished his spirit at long, long last. "Goodbye, old man," I muttered with tears pouring down my cheeks. "I'll never know better. James would truly be here if he could." On the verge of bawling like a kit, I bent over and kissed first one cheek, then the other. And it was done.


  I wasn't really sure what to do next; if there was a protocol for such things nobody'd ever found the time to educate me. So I improvised by executing a formal salute with my Sword and holding the blade aloft until my muscles trembled with fatigue. The gesture felt right and proper, since His Highness was after all who'd given it to me along with so much more. Then finally I fear I did break down and sob for a time, and to hell with the ever-watchful cameras recording the ceremony for posterity. "Oh my king!" I wept. "Oh my beloved and wise king! How much I loved you!"


  Then it was time to go, and I backed out of the chamber as reverently as I knew how. Martijn was there waiting for me; suddenly my knees buckled, and if he hadn't caught me I'd have collapsed all the way to the floor. "It's all right, David," he whispered. "I fear that it had the same effect on me."


  I was terribly moved—perhaps in some twisted way only now could I mourn my father as well as His Majesty, and all the deeply-submerged emotions were pouring out all at once. Still…


  …it wasn't until I vomited both deeply and very completely that anyone including me realized there was more to my sudden weakness than mere grief.


  "What in the world?" Martijn sputtered as he flinched from the sudden mess I'd made of his beautiful black mourning robe. "I mean…"


  Then Nestor was hovering over me, teeth bared in fierce concentration as he began unbuttoning my dress uniform jacket. "It's poison!" he hissed. "Probably in the makeup, and meant for James!" Then he turned to face Martijn. "We've got to find help for him, right now!"
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  Rabbits are incapable of pouring out large volumes of sweat, but other than that our reactions to poisons are pretty much the same as those of humans—we're brother mammals, after all. So the first thing I did after trying to sit up and failing was to begin trembling all over. "I…" I tried to say, but my lips were too numb and suddenly swelling as well. "Urgh!"


  "Be quiet, sir!" Nestor urged, looking every bit as terrified as he had the night I'd rescued him from Captain Holcomb's bed. That did more to make me appreciate how serious my situation was than everything else combined—my aide did not frighten easily these days! Then, scowling intently, he ripped off his shirt and dabbed at my lips, attempting to remove what residue he could. "Hold still!"


  I submitted meekly, then tried to speak again when he was finished. "Kh-kh'all 'ames!" I directed.


  "Martijn's calling someone," Nestor reassured me. "I don't know quite who, but he's looking for help." Then he frowned and levered me upright just as the marine from the front desk entered the room, blaster drawn.


  "What's going on here?" he demanded.


  "Someone's tried to assassinate David," Nestor answered. "And he's damned likely to succeed, too." His eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Holster that blaster!"


  The sergeant scowled, then pivoted to fire at me. We Marcuses weren't the only ones with connections in His Majesty's inner circle, it seemed. But before he could get off the shot Nestor practically levitated up off of the ground and slammed into his groin, hard. The weapon went flying…


  …and then the sergeant was standing gaping at the tip of a ceremonial spear protruding outward from his chest. Without another word he collapsed in a heap and died.


  "I…" I said, reaching up towards Martijn. "I…"


  "Shut up," he ordered bluntly. "Try not to move a muscle." Then, with surprising strength he lifted me up and flung me over his shoulder in a fireman's carry. "His Majesty's personal clinic is just down the hall," he told Nestor. "Even as things are, it should be manned around the clock in case of staff emergencies."


  "Right," Nestor agreed with a nod. He opened the door and stepped out—


  —into a hail of blaster fire!


  "Damn!" he cursed, ducking back in minus the tip of his right ear. "It's an ambush! They’ve already driven away David's personal guard. We're cut off!"


  "We don't have time to wait for the cavalry!" Martijn raged.


  Nestor frowned. "Is there any other way out?"


  "The throne room exit. But they'll have that covered too—it's one of the most famous doorways in the galaxy. Beyond that… Just the servant's entrance." I felt him nod towards it. "They'd have major problems trying to block that—only Rabbits use it. Anyone else sort of stands out in the crowd."


  Nestor yanked my blaster from its holster, then dashed over and opened a Rabbit-sized door. "Where does it lead?" he demanded.


  "The kitchen, the linen closets, the cupboard, the—"


  "Not to the clinic?" my aide demanded.


  "No," Martijn answered. "Exactly the opposite direction, in fact. But… Have you a better alternative?"


  Nestor argued no more. "Let's move, then!"


  The servant's area was remarkably plain and simple compared to the ornate splendor of His Majesty's living quarters. I liked it rather better. Perhaps if I died in such a plain, ordinary place my body wouldn't end up looking all shrunken, as His Majesty's had. Soon I vomited again. It showed up even worse on Martijn's robe than the original stain, seeing as how what I expelled this time consisted largely of blood. The sputum I was coughing up was bloody, too; with my head upended the crimson mixture flowed almost continually from my nostrils. I had to sort of gasp for every breath; my guess was that I'd inhaled a bit of the poison and maybe swallowed a trace as well, and this was why my lungs and stomach were complaining so much. Heaven only knew what havoc the dose I'd absorbed directly into my bloodstream was raising. It was growing harder and harder to turn my head enough to see anything but Martijn's black mourning robe. I probably shouldn't have tried at all, and conserved my energy. But the longer things went on the more I felt in my bones that I wasn't going to make it and, well… If things went badly I'd be seeing nothing but black for a very long time to come. So perhaps I couldn't be blamed for taking in the scenery while I still could.


  Soon Martijn picked the pace up to a rapid jog; either he was convinced by now that there was no ambush awaiting us or else he decided it was worth the risk regardless. Nestor must've been running ahead of him, because once I heard him cry out. "We're still going the wrong way! When does this turn around?"


  "I have no idea," Martijn answered. "I've never been back here before."


  Then we moved into the servant's quarters and began to encounter Rabbits by the ones and twos. It was late, so the few that were out and about were all night-shift types either going on or coming off shift, half-dressed in many cases. From my awkward position all I could see of them seemed to be pairs of oversized frightened eyes looking after us. I tried once or twice to reassure them, to smile and wave. It wasn't of any use, however; all I managed was to spill more crimson drool down Martijn's back.


  "Wait!" I heard a Rabbit plead from behind. "Please!" But neither Martijn nor Nestor paid any heed.


  "There's got to be a side entrance soon!" Nestor complained. "I've never seen anything like this setup in my life!"


  "There'd better be," Martijn replied, huffing and puffing slightly. "David's not moving anymore. I think we're losing him."


  "Urgh!" I tried to protest; that Rabbit behind us sounded as if he knew what he was about. But just then the corridor finally made a right-angle turn to the left. "Thank heavens!" Nestor declared, thrilled at the change in our fortunes. But soon he was more despondent than ever. "There's still no doors into the main building! I can't believe it!"


  "I don't know," Martijn answered, stopping at last. "We could be at this for hours and still not—"


  Just then, a Rabbit came dashing around the corner at a full sprint, moving many times faster than poor hunched-over Martijn could carry me. "Please!" he gasped. "Let me help David!"


  Martijn finally turned around. "How do we get out?" he demanded.


  "How can we get to the Royal Clinic?" Nestor echoed.


  "You passed the nearest way out a long time back," he replied. "But—"


  "Where does it exit to?" he demanded.


  "The main hall," he replied. "Almost a mile from here. But—"


  "No!" Martijn moaned. "We'll never make it!"


  "B-b-b-but…" the Rabbit stammered. Then, moving like lightning he dodged around the Herald and jabbed an autoinjector into my left thigh.


  "You bastard!" Nestor screamed, raising my Imperial blaster and taking aim. "You're with them too!"


  "No!" the Rabbit replied, terrified beyond all measure. "That's the antidote!"


  For an endless moment Nestor stared at the slavebunny over his weapon. Then, very slowly, he lowered it. "Excuse me?"


  "David's been exposed to claricidin," the Rabbit replied, a stream of urine flowing down one leg. "It's an insecticide we use here in the Palace all the time. It's perfectly safe after drying to a powder, but you don't want to so much as touch the stuff until it's set up. I don't know how David could've possibly come across any of it still wet, especially at this hour. The stuff dries almost instantly and we're extra-careful because it's even more deadly for masters. But it's so effective and the risk is so small that, well…" He shrugged and held up the autoinjector. "We exterminators keep these handy, you see. Just in case. And we're trained to recognize the smell when someone gets dosed. David absolutely reeks of the stuff."


  Nestor relaxed ever so slightly. "I see."


  The Rabbit lowered his head even further, then turned towards Martijn. "I'm so sorry I stepped out of my place, Master! Honest and truly, I am!"


  There was a long silence, during which I realized I was feeling distinctly better. "T-T-ank ou," I managed to mutter.


  "He still needs urgent treatment, Master," the exterminator-bunny who'd just saved my life continued. "I… I… I know I'll be punished for speaking without permission, but it'd be really, really bad for everyone if David died, you see. There's a vet's office about two hundred yards back the way we came. There's no sign on it or anything, but I know exactly where it's at and the vet's assistant takes emergency calls all night. He's just a Rabbit, but he knows his stuff regardless. For sure, he'll know what to do about claricidin. The medical staff gets special training too, you see."


  "I'm a fool," Nestor finally muttered.


  "No," the Herald replied. "You've just been around us masters too much of late, is all. It's natural enough that our mindsets and subconscious prejudices have begun to rub off on you. Though I fear it's all to your loss in this particular matter." He sighed, then looked down at the exterminator. "What's your name, Rabbit?"


  "H-H-Hank, sir."


  Martijn smiled. "Well then, Hank. First of all, of course you won't be punished for helping us. If I have my way, in fact, you'll never be punished again. And secondly… Yes, we'd very much like to visit this vet's assistant of yours, if you'd be so kind as to lead us to him. Somehow, I have a feeling that we couldn't find a more trustworthy medical professional anywhere on the planet to treat David for us tonight."
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  Recovering from a bad case of claricidin poisoning wasn't exactly a cakewalk, I soon learned. Even though I received the finest care available, it was almost three weeks before I was able to clamber out of bed and stagger around my sickroom with the aid of a walker. During all that time I was prone to skull-splitting headaches, sudden and uncontrollable bouts of deep sleep, and vertigo so severe that when I closed my eyes I imagined I was lying in a centrifuge. Worst of all, the stuff re-injured my recently-healed stomach, so that I could consume little but hay and plain water. But I survived regardless, even though at times I felt that it might've been more merciful if I'd not.


  Predictably, there was no shortage of visitors lined up outside to see me whenever I felt up to receiving them. It could be a bit frightening, actually—the Second Space Lord, for example, sat outside my door with a bouquet in his hands for nineteen hours spread over three separate days before I was up to seeing him, instead of performing any one of the thousand duties that his august position should've demanded in the midst of inner turmoil and external war. Nor did he complain, when finally admitted, that Nestor had allowed several delegations of Rabbits in ahead of him. At the time I was still muzzy-headed enough not to really think much about that, except that perhaps he and my doctors had wanted to keep my stress level down and see to it that I was surrounded only by fuzzy, smiling faces and pure, simple hearts. I finally got to hug Hank the exterminator and thank him for saving my life, as well as congratulate him for the manumission Martijn had been able to engineer for him as a more substantial reward. And I was also able to thank Debra, the vet's-assistant who'd pumped me even fuller of antitoxin and stabilized me so that I could be moved to the Academy hospital where I was now. But then dozens and dozens more Rabbits I didn't even know had followed, all quiet and respectful and even a bit worshipful until I was able to convince them that my feet were just as oversized and furry as theirs were. This continued until I finally complained that the stress of making them feel at home was wearing me down, which was really remarkable since I spent far too little time with Rabbits as a rule and in general much preferred their company to that of humans. Then the flow was cut off as if a switch had been thrown, leaving me to wonder why I'd been subjected to such a flood of unfamiliar lapines.


  It wasn't until James arrived amidst what seemed like half a battalion of marines that I was finally visited by a human I truly wanted to see. The moment we were alone he smiled his crooked little half-smile and I felt my ears relax the way they usually did only when I was alone with my fellow Rabbits. "Howdy," he greeted me. "I'm sorry I couldn't get here any sooner."


  "No worries," I replied with a sweeping gesture. "I understand entirely, and always will. Besides, I haven't exactly been what you might call a hundred percent 'here' myself."


  He nodded back. "So I've been told. Though they say you're growing stronger every day now."


  "The stuff's all out of my system, finally," I agreed. "I'll recover fully, though it'll take some time to get my strength back. Except for my stomach, that is."


  "Yes," James replied. "I'm sorry about that. Even there, the long-term prospects are good."


  I nodded back. "It's hardly worth losing months in a Tank over. Besides, I can drink tea without problems. So long as I'm able to keep on doing that, all will be well."


  James smiled back; we both knew I was mildly addicted to the stuff. "We'll be extra-kind to you at family banquets from now on. No more forcing human food on you in order to help you fit in better."


  I nodded back—this had always been one of the greatest crosses I'd had to bear. Then I changed the subject. "They haven't told me much of anything, James. About what's going on in the outside world, I mean. Will you?"


  "They didn't want you stressed any more than necessary," my blood-brother replied. "You very nearly died, you know. But I've been cleared to bring you up to date personally." He smiled again. "It's the damnedest thing, it is! Practically nobody seems to want to tell me 'no' these days! Not even doctors!"


  "Heh!" I chuckled back. It was the first time I'd laughed in days, I suddenly realized. Then my expression sobered. "How was His Majesty's funeral?"


  "It was… Dignified," James allowed after taking a moment to consider his answer. "We left a seat empty in the front row to represent you, with your hat and Sword in it. Right next to my own. We did something similar at the Coronation."


  I nodded—it was perfectly suitable, and a higher honor than I'd aspired to. "Thank you."


  James shook his head. "Thank you, David. For everything. I don't have to enumerate it all. We offered to let some of the Wilkes-Hashimoto people out of prison so they could attend the funeral, but none accepted the offer. They assumed it was a trap. Which it wasn't, of course." He sighed and looked down. "It's funny, how life works. For years now I've thought about being seated on the Throne, but never once in all that time did I even begin to imagine under what awful circumstances I'd begin my reign. Our prisons are chock-full, David. With political prisoners, of all things! You know how much I hate even the idea of that. And yet here we are, involved in wars both internal and external, threatened by a slave mutiny…"


  My eyes opened wide. "A… A slave mutiny?"


  He titled his head to one side. "My god, man! Have they kept you that isolated?"


  My dangling jaw was all the reply he needed.


  "Well… It began at the palace proper, the morning after you were poisoned. Then it spread across the entire planet in an eyeblink." He looked away. "It wasn't anything violent, mind you. But first all the Rabbits and then the Dogs and Horses refused to work. Very politely, I'll add—none of them so much as raised their voice that I've heard about."


  "But…" I stuttered. "Why? Over what?"


  "You, of course," he answered, still not meeting my eyes. "You see, word spread that you'd been poisoned but none of your fellows understood by who or why. Nor did they care, really. As near as anyone can tell, all they wanted was to know that you were getting proper care and weren't in any further danger." He sighed. "I gave a speech explaining everything in the simplest terms I could, with Nestor standing alongside me swearing it was all true. That, along with allowing as many Rabbits as we could manage from all over the planet to see firsthand that you were safe and recovering, did the trick. Everything's back to normal again, or at least as normal as they'll ever get. A lot of us humans won't ever forget the first time a Rabbit looked them in the eye and said 'no', you see." He shook his head. "I can't believe nobody told you!"


  "I was pretty sick," I admitted. "Even delusional at times. They probably figured it was best if I was spared the worry." Suddenly I felt very small and pathetic. "You're going to have to free them, James. Sooner rather than later. It's the only way there can ever be any justice in the realm."


  "Yes," he agreed. "Of course. I've always believed that, as you well know. But…" He sighed, still not meeting my eyes. "I hadn't thought I'd have to come to grips with it right off the bat, with so much else on my plate."


  I nodded back. Theory was one thing, practicality quite another. James had a million excellent reasons to put the matter on the back burner. And yet… "I'll help wherever and however I can," I promised. "You know that."


  "I'm absolutely counting on it," he agreed. Then he turned to face me again. "David… The doctors tell me you'll be fit for duty in about a month. Do you agree?"


  "More like a week! In fact," I replied, throwing back my bedsheet as if to get up, "if you really need me I can—"


  "In a month," James replied, grabbing the sheet and firmly patting it back down over me, "I'll need you very badly indeed." He sighed. "I've had no time to reconstitute the Heraldry yet, though it's a top priority. And yet I must immediately send someone who understands my mindset and can negotiate in my name out to deal with the Wilkes-Hashimoto situation."


  I blinked. "I'm a naval officer, James. Not a diplomat."


  "Exactly." His face hardened. "I don't intend for you to negotiate terms, David. I intend for you to dictate them. Which calls for another mindset entirely. That's the proper way to end a civil war. Unless of course they capitulate unconditionally, in which case you're to offer them generous terms, welcome them back, and promise a full restitution of their House's respective positions. Nothing in-between will do. My crown will be recognized, and the kingdom will be reunited."


  I nodded in agreement. While I was hardly an expert on interplanetary reconciliations, it was good common sense.


  "You'll require an appropriate force to accomplish your mission, of course," James continued. "I won't compromise your chances of success for lack of a few ships. Yes, they're urgently needed elsewhere. But this mission is most important of all." He stood up and began to pace. "First things first. You're not to risk yourself in any way, period. This isn't just because I'm personally attached to you; it's become a life-and-death matter for us all. Next time the Rabbits and the rest might not be so polite, and none of us want to even imagine where that might lead. While they're far more likely to accept your death in combat, well… Let's not run the experiment."


  No, I most certainly did not want to learn what horrors a violent slave rebellion would lead to. So I merely nodded.


  "That in turn requires that I assign you to a capital ship, one that's likely to survive practically any disaster." He smiled. "Once I framed the question to myself in those terms, the answer became obvious. Javelin will complete her refit in six weeks. What she can't outgun she can easily outrun. She's yours, David."


  My jaw dropped again; commanding our sole battlecruiser was the plum job in the entire navy! "I… I…"


  "That's a captain's berth, of course." He reached into a pocket and pulled out two rank emblems. "So we'll have to make you a captain to fit it. These are from Uncle Robert, with his blessings and good wishes. He asks you to accept them because you've still not worn any of his old insignias and, well…" He grinned. "Captain was as high as he ever got, you see. So this is his last chance."


  My jaw was still working, though no words came out.


  "My grandfather promised you a knighthood as well," James continued. "But… Under the circumstances, I don't feel it's wise to create a Rabbit-noble just now. Would you… I mean…"


  "Of course," I replied. "Besides, I've always thought that 'Sir David' sounds silly anyway."


  "I'll make it up to you in other ways," he promised. "I swear it. And…" He smiled. "Keep in mind that I don't think 'Lord David' sounds silly at all."


  All I could do was to look at the floor.


  "You're the most junior captain in the fleet, naturally enough," James continued. "Which will make finding subordinate commanders for your squadron difficult. But I imagine the Second Space Lord will prove accommodating. If he's not, of course…"


  I nodded. "I know where to turn for help."


  "Absolutely," my best friend and blood brother agreed. Then he held out his hand. "We're in this together, David, and have been for a very long time now. I won't be forgetting that any time soon."


  "Nor will I," I promised, taking it in my paw so that the scars that'd once bonded us as blood-brothers rubbed firmly against one another. "Ever."


  Then we hugged bunny-style, and once again everything in the universe was possible.


  


  David Birkenhead’s adventures continue in Book 6: Commodore
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