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  The walk from the Navy Headquarters holding cell to the courtroom proper was the longest of my life. Everyone kept telling me I had nothing to worry about, including Mr. Wong. He was the high-dollar attorney Uncle Robert had hired to represent me. “If there was even the slightest chance of your being found guilty,” he reassured me over and over, “then your parole would’ve been revoked. Or at least made far more restrictive.” This was true, of course, and only one of many not-so-subtle little omens that hinted at what the Powers-That-Be thought of the case against me. Like, for example, the daily presence of the Royal Herald sitting immediately behind my place at the defendant’s table, taking in every word of testimony in stony silence. He even stayed during the top-secret parts. Or the thermos of chocolate milk mixed by His Majesty's own hands that this same Herald personally delivered to my cell during those times when regulations absolutely demanded that I remain behind bars. So I really shouldn’t have been so worried as I stepped forward to face the court martial that’d been convened to investigate the loss of Beechwood and of Zombie Station under my legal command, plus other unnamed (to the public at least) “high crimes and misdemeanors”. But I was, of course—the penalty for one of said high crimes was to be hung by the neck until I was dead, dead, dead. And no one, no matter how many battles they’ve been through or how many tokens of Royal support are on display, ever faces the verdict of a capital trial without at least a few qualms.


  “Look on the table in front of the Chief Officer of the Court,” Mr. Wong had just explained to me. “Your Sword will be lying there in plain sight. For most Midshipman it’d be their ceremonial dirk, but in this case it’ll be your Sword. Anyway… If the point is aimed at you—which it absolutely, positively will not be!—you’ve been found guilty. In that case, we’ll appeal and His Highness will certainly grant you clemency. It’ll be pointed away, however, which means you’ve been found not guilty and can cease and desist with all this irrational anxiety.”


  The bailiff—a grizzled old marine master-sergeant who'd have treated me with the utmost correctness even if he were certain I was guilty of murdering a dozen children, led me to the little spot in front of the Court where I was supposed to stand and receive the verdict. My eyes rose to seek out the little table I’d been told about...


  …but the courtroom had been set up for humans, not Rabbits. I was too short to see my Sword at all, much less which direction it was pointing in! So I gulped, then stood my ground regardless. In a few more seconds I’d learn my fate from the Chief Officer himself, a certain Admiral Benbow.


  “Acting-Lieutenant David Birkenhead,” he eventually intoned, eyes hard and severe. “It is my sincere pleasure to inform you that the court has absolved you, as the senior surviving officer, of all responsibility for the loss of His Majesty’s Auxiliary Vessel Beechwood. It is the opinion of this court that your actions in regard to said loss were in accordance with the highest traditions of the service.”


  I kept my face impassive. I was being tried in regards to Beechwood only because regulations required that the ranking survivor be court-martialed whenever a ship was lost. By no stretch could I ever have been held culpable. Even at my lowest moments, I’d never feared being held responsible for losing an unarmed to ship to overwhelming force. No one could’ve prevented it.


  “Furthermore, Lieutenant Birkenhead,” he continued, “You’ve also been absolved in regard to the matter of the loss of Zombie Station. Indeed, your tenacious defense of this facility to what amounts to the last round from the last gun was, in the opinion of this Court, not only in accord with the highest traditions of our service but brilliant in both conception and execution. Lieutenant, in this matter you are not merely acquitted but most honorably acquitted.”


  I gulped. While I’d not really been all that afraid of being found guilty on this charge either, the fact was that during the last stages of the battle I’d destroyed an important defensive facility worth billions of credits, and done it in such a way that it could never be rebuilt. Many of our strategists, I knew, were rather vexed with me over that part—already snarky articles on the subject were appearing all over the navy’s professional publications. So while I felt like I’d done at least an okay job overall, well… I hadn’t exactly expected to be “honorably” acquitted either, which carried with it the court’s implied endorsement of my actions. To be “most honorably acquitted” was far more than a negation of the charges—it amounted to a major pat on the back.


  “Unfortunately, Lieutenant,” Admiral Benbow continued, his eyes still locked with mine, “I cannot report that we’ve most honorably acquitted you on the confidential charges. Though I wish to make it very clear for the permanent record that the Court would’ve done so unanimously given the opportunity. However, the Provost Marshall has seen fit to withdraw these charges as inappropriate instead.” He smiled slightly. “Advance, Lieutenant, and retrieve your Sword. Wear it proudly in defense of His Majesty’s realms, and know that I’m proud to call you a brother officer.”


  Then he and the whole Court stood and saluted me.
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  “Most sweeping acquittal in navy history,” Uncle Robert read aloud from his datapad several hours later. He and James and I were sitting in the back of an air-limo, flying in lazy circles while the crowds that’d gathered around our penthouse to greet us thinned down a little. There’d been a near-riot at the Navy Building when the verdict was announced, one severe enough that for a time I’d been asked to return to my cell for my own protection, and as near as we could tell similar celebrations were taking place at every naval installation on the planet. “David, David, David!” the crowds were shouting…


  …and more than half the merrymakers were Rabbits.


  “Birkenhead’s stand at Zombie Station coupled with epic Javelin raid to lead to resounding victory,” James read off of his own screen. The prediction didn’t come from a particularly credible source—the Fleet Intelligencer wasn’t a bonafide professional journal, catering to civilian navy buffs more than anyone else. Still, I looked down at the floorboards and felt myself turning bright red under the fur. Altogether too much was being made of the affair. Yes, I was glad to be acquitted. Yes, I felt that I deserved to be acquitted, at least on the first two charges. But all I’d done was my simple duty, the same as any other officer might’ve done under the circumstances. The real heroes were the Rabbits who’d accomplished so much against such terrible odds, along with Chief Lancrest and his handful of technicians—I’d said so over and over again in my report. So, why didn’t anyone seem to believe me?


  “David Birkenhead,” Uncle Robert continued, this time quoting an actual, real naval journal. “Hero of the age.”


  I gulped and turned redder. “Please… I mean….”


  “Hah!” James laughed, setting aside his reader. “I told you he’d react that way.”


  “And I didn’t argue with you,” Uncle Robert replied, flashing the widest smile I’d ever seen from the normally careworn man. “So let’s take it easy on him… After one more thing.”


  My ears drooped; I couldn’t help it. But the head of the House of Marcus kept right on going. “David…. The Empire is sending out peace feelers. This is very private information. They’ve already agreed to cede Marcus Prime, immediately upon signature of the treaty this time around. And they’ve made other concessions as well. Concessions, David! From the Empire! In exchange for peace! Do you understand what this means?”


  “We’ve finally won a war,” I whispered.


  “Yes!” my adopted uncle agreed. “Exactly! Not a single Imperial invasion succeeded, son. In every last instance we were able to turn them back though in some cases it was a very near-run thing indeed. Why? Because of the logistic logjam that you and Javelin’s captain created. And he’s a big enough man that, quite rightly, he grants you and your ragtag little crew most of the credit. Neither main battle fleet has fired a shot in this conflict, nor are they likely to at this late date. All the key fighting on our side was done by a single battle-cruiser… and you.” He paused. “Now…” He reached out with a single finger and raised my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes. “Try to turn that brilliant strategic mind of yours in another direction for a moment. His Lordship the Earl of Quenton fought his battles while in command of the best, most glamorous ship in our navy. He also fought them professionally and well. The history books will duly recognize him and the critical part he played. But, son…” Uncle Robert shook his head. “What miracles you performed, with practically nothing to work with! After so many lesser men had failed before you when equipped with so much more. Who do you think is going to be remembered for a thousand years?” A single tear rolled down his cheek. “You’ve altered the course of military history, David. There’s no question of that; this is the first time we’ve ever extracted concessions from the Imperials. But, you being who you are, I think that your accomplishments are going to change the very fabric of our society. In a way that’s long, long overdue.” He scowled. “You’re not merely a commoner by birth—you’re a slave. The universe is turning itself upside down, and you’ve become the pivot-point around which it’s all swiveling.” Then he lowered his eyes. “David… The greatest privilege of my life, perhaps even the purpose of my life, is to help you along when and where I can. You’ve long been one of us Marcuses, and we’ve always been proud that this is so. But today… I feel that I sit in the presence of true greatness. And I wanted you to know that.”
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  I spent most of the next few weeks living in a Marcus-owned cabin on the park-like capital world, Earth Secundus, resting deep in the woods and feeling terribly useless. By now I’d accrued more leave-time than I could ever possibly make good use of. First there were the fifty-two days I’d built up due to length of service, then I’d been “shipwrecked” twice as defined by regulations, which entitled me to another sixty days for each occurrence. Above and beyond that, all Javelin crew members had been granted a special thirty-day leave as a reward for their successful cruise, and I was listed on her books as well due to my special assignment in engineering. Plus, well… Near as I could tell, no one really knew what to do with us Zombie defenders regardless. Chief Lancrest and I were still exchanging pleasant notes now and again; he and his entire crew had been given extra-nice quarters at the navy yard and told they weren’t going to be reassigned for the foreseeable future. This was hardly a punishment for most navy men—it was clearly meant as a reward and had been accepted as such. But in my case it grated; I wanted to know where I was going next so that I could study and prepare.


  It grated on the other surviving Zombie Rabbits too, particularly Fremont and Snow. They’d been accorded exactly the same sort of favorable treatment in a relative way, though they were still sleeping on straw sacks and behind a locked door. I made it a point to go visit them regularly—I’d made them marines, damnit, and fully intended to see each and every one of them become a Free Rabbit before it was all said and done. Wherever I went on the base people turned and stared, and even the highest-ranking of officers opened their doors to me. So I was able to get them the best of hay, decks of cards, and all the thousand other luxuries they’d so richly earned. But on the matter of the locked door and slave’s accommodations I found myself unable to make an inch of progress. Standard protocol was apparently to yes me to death to my face, then pretend nothing had been said when it came time for action. Finally I wrote His Majesty himself and asked if he could help, as my personal word of honor was at stake. I didn’t receive a written reply; instead a Royal Herald journeyed all the way out to my cabin to see me in person. “I’ve spoken personally to the Rabbits,” he explained. “And I’ve let them know that the Throne fully backs your promises. Your friends understand that this isn’t as simple an issue as it might appear to be on the surface. Rome wasn’t built in a day, David. His Highness asks that you remain patient.” But he did do me one favor, at least. I’d made even more unfulfilled commitments to Nestor than I had to the rest—he’d never received any of his reading lessons, for example. With the Herald’s help I was able to persuade the navy to release the little Rabbit to serve as my personal sick berth attendant, even though I wasn’t of high enough rank to rate one. The medical types were still deeply concerned about the state of my digestive tract. After shorting myself so badly of hay for so long I was still having all sorts of troubles and while I was definitely stronger I wasn’t putting on half as much weight as I should be. So Nestor continued to serve as my helper, and on my end I went through the “Dick and Jane” books with him one-on-one until soon he could sound things out for himself, do basic math, and all the rest. “Thank you, sir!” he gushed, practically vibrating with excitement after reading his first word. “I never… I mean…” Then he simply hugged me rabbit-fashion and wept for a very long time.


  Up until Nestor’s arrival I’d lived a very simple, nearly monastic life. The cabin was one of Uncle Robert’s favorite retreats, deliberately rustic and primitive. I’d spent most of my days hauling water, preparing my own food, strolling down unimproved trails and admiring the beautiful trout that lay sparkling in the various pools of the nearby stream. My uncle had built the cabin specifically for the pursuit of these fish; the building was decorated with old flyrods and mounted trophies. But once there were two of us, well… Nestor abhorred inactivity as much as I did—it was a common Rabbit trait. So soon he was the one carrying buckets and preparing the food and such, which left me with far too little to do. Finally I dug out my unfinished report on the failure of Javelin’s number eleven control rod. The battlecruiser’s chief engineer and I had worked like the dickens trying to figure out what’d gone wrong with the thing, once I’d recovered enough to help him out. We never did succeed, however. The entire failure sequence, from start to finish, occurred so quickly that the quantum nature of time itself had prevented any data from being recorded. One instant the thing was working perfectly, the next it was gone. This was unacceptable when so many lives and a vessel of such importance were at stake—only a quick reaction by a Field-suited watchstander had saved the ship.


  So I’d taken the approach of examining the other control rod data, to see what slight aberrations their instrumentation might’ve picked up as number eleven shattered. And sure enough I’d found a pattern—there’d been a microscopic rise in both temperature and neutrino flux in each and every rod, directly proportional to its physical distance from the failed unit. This was the first time, so far as I could determine, that evidence of a rod’s failure had ever been detected in adjoining bays. Javelin’s Chief encouraged me to write this discovery up for the professional journals as a separate paper—“It was your idea after all, so why not?” Now that I had time, I did so. And eventually The Fleet Engineer’s Journal ran the thing. It was buried deep in the back, and the byline read “Acting-Lieutenant David Birkenhead, Rated Engineer” instead of the more-prestigious “Serving Engineer”. But just having my name in there at all marked one of the greatest days of my life. Father had read the Journal like the Bible, and I’d always thought of its authors as godlike beings whose minds operated on a different level than those of mere mortals like me. If I were indeed a Serving Engineer, the publication would’ve entitled me to wear little red pins in my specialization badges. It was quite a prestigious thing; maybe one in ten engineers ever earned a set of ‘reds’. But in my case it didn’t matter, I supposed. Not being an engineer, I had nowhere to put the things anyway. Except maybe to glue them to the scabbard of my Sword. Which I actually considered for a moment before, reluctantly, pushing the thought aside. Finally I just bought a nice frame for the magazine itself—someday, maybe I’d find a good wall to hang it on.


  James also came by to visit sometimes, and once or twice I returned the favor. We weren’t children anymore, so we no longer laughed and played and dashed about together. Instead we sat, sipped Nestor’s wonderful tea, and maybe walked the trails for a few hours. Or discussed old times and shared our dreams and ambitions. Sometimes close childhood friendships fall apart later in life. Ours, it was eminently clear, would remain solid. We were more brothers than friends, by virtue of shared background and (perhaps even more importantly) shared traumas. One cold morning out by the trout stream we formalized our relationship via an ancient ritual. First we slit our right hands open with a fillet knife. Then we pressed the wounds together, palm to palm, and became blood brothers. It was something we should’ve done long since, probably while we were still boys. “When I become king," James promised me, “You shall be foremost among my advisors and trusted above all.”


  “When you are king,” I replied, “I’ll offer up my last drop of blood for you. Because you’ll be a good and wise king, which is a gift beyond price to any people.”


  Eventually the current king commanded me to the palace to receive another honor. It’d been almost seven years since I’d last seen the old gentleman face to face—in that regard I was very much looking forward to the ceremony. Even though I’d been a mere child, His Majesty's simple and genuine nature had made a deep impression upon me. In a few short minutes, I’d come to love him. Plus I’d get to see James again. Yet otherwise the whole thing was a royal pain in the kiester. I had to have a special white-silk robe and hood made, allow a makeup expert to doll me up like a mannequin, and even spend most of a morning riding in a wheelchair, for heaven’s sake, to avoid showing up in scuffed slippers. But when I got there it all turned out to be worth it. His Majesty loved his little surprises, and there at last stood the Zombie Rabbits, all as paint-smeared as I was. Snow, who looked especially lost, was wearing a white robe identical to mine. Despite the strict protocol I smiled wide at him as I followed James into the throne room, he once again honoring me by standing in as the representative of the House of Marcus.


  It turned out to be a beautiful ceremony after all, one almost worth all the fussing about. The program began with the lesser awards—every Zombie Station veteran received at least one; His Highness was unstinting indeed. Then Chief Engineer Lancrest was awarded a Staff of Hercules and a field-of-battle promotion. Next it was Snow’s turn in the spotlight. His Majesty saw how frightened he was and took a few extra moments to steady the pure-white rabbit down, asking him simple questions about this and that and pretending enormous interest in the stammered, incomprehensible answers. Finally he presented the Sword, Snow saluted His Majesty even more awkwardly than I’d done as a teenager so long ago, and the whole Court bowed to him just as they’d once done to me.


  Then it was my turn.


  “Lieutenant Birkenhead," King Albert addressed me after a long moment spent staring deep into my eyes. “You've served me so well that I fear I’m experiencing difficulty finding words and symbols to properly express my gratitude. Never before has a second Sword of Orion been awarded to a living hero. And never, may I say, has a second been so richly deserved.”


  Then something unexpected happened. The last time I’d been awarded a Sword, two efficient Court aides had taken care of the actual buckling-on and such. This time, however, His Majesty himself rose to his feet, joints creaking with protest, and hobbled his way in my direction, carrying a little box.


  “Sir!” I protested as the whole Court inhaled in a single loud gasp. “Please, don’t hurt—“


  “Quiet, David!” His Majesty shushed me. “Shut up and be honored, for once.”


  So I bit back my words as His Majesty limped forward, bent painfully over, and snapped a brilliant orange warp-gem into the pre-drilled hole in the hilt of my Sword. My jaw dropped at the sight of the thing; it was the biggest I’d ever heard of, and colored perfectly to match my House’s fire-lily emblem. Warp-gems were the most valuable stones in the universe; about once in ten million running-years they formed on the end of a control-rod in a hyperspace drive. They were made up entirely of juvenile matter, derived from imbalances in the quantum foam and given advanced structure by the action of the engine. Once it was determined that a warp-gem was forming aboard a given vessel, if at all possible her captain by tradition abandoned his mission and made a half-Jump into hyperspace. Then he remained there as long as feasible so that it could grow and grow and grow. The result was usually well worth the diversion in both aesthetic and financial terms.


  Most certainly, this one was.


  “Thank you, David,” King Albert whispered directly into my ear. “You’ve done so much, and what I can offer in return is so little.” Then he smiled. “Will you come and see me in my office again afterwards?”


  “I’d like nothing more,” I replied, speaking the simple truth.


  “Excellent!”


  The rest of the ceremony passed in a sort of blur. His Highness manumitted all the Rabbits, making my word good at last, and awarded them back-pay befitting their respective ranks. Then James accepted them as special charges of the House of Marcus, essentially meaning that we were going to act as their protector in a universe not exactly designed with free Rabbits in mind. It was the best possible outcome, so far as I could see. Then His Majesty awarded me twenty square miles of choice land on Earth Secundus. This also made the assembled courtiers gasp—there were no other individual owners on Secundus, all available real estate being either part of His Majesty's holdings or else parts of grants awarded to the various Noble Houses in exchange for past services to the Crown. But I didn’t think that was what had caused the shockwave.


  The real reason, I suspected, was that as a manumitted Rabbit I wasn’t legally allowed to own land at all. And everyone in the room damned well knew it.
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  “So, David!” King Albert said as he eased himself down into his well-worn office chair. His joints snapped and crackled as he did so; His Highness had been an elderly man when last I’d sat with him, and he’d aged considerably since. “Today you offer me a rare pleasure indeed. It’s not often that I get the chance to meet with someone more famous than myself. May I have your autograph?”


  I felt my face flush as I sat down in my own chair. Already the chocolate milk was sitting there waiting for me. “Sire, I…”


  His Majesty grinned like a little boy. It did good things for his wrinkles. Then he let the smile fade. “Seriously, David. Let me get this out of the way first. You’ve done this kingdom an enormous service, at I can’t even imagine what personal cost. My military staff is still shaking their heads, trying to figure out how you pulled it all off.”


  “Part of it was luck,” I admitted. “We had just the right weapons, and—”


  “Bah!” the old man interrupted, waving my argument away. “Humbug! Your weapon, ultimately, was your mind. Given different tools to work with, you’d simply have found different solutions. This is the mark of the great warrior, and it’s written all over you.”


  I gulped; the words were a near-quote from one of Professor Lambert’s books on strategy. Apparently His Majesty and I had similar tastes in reading material. And, in part because of their source, the praise was so far as I was concerned of the highest grade possible. I felt myself turn even redder. “It was the Rabbits, mostly,” I eventually replied. “Without them—”


  Once again my sovereign waved away my words. “Yes,” he agreed. “They were great heroes— that’s why they were honored so richly. Every time I picture them close-assaulting that cruiser behind a screen of corpses, well…” He closed his eyes and shuddered. “But you led them, David. Even more, you dreamed up an attack that…” He shook his head. “I won’t belabor the point any further, for both of our sakes. But I also won’t accept it when you demean your own role in all of this—not for an instant! Son, have you any idea what a shock wave you sent through Fleet Headquarters? I’m briefed every morning on the military situation, first thing. For weeks no one could figure out why the Imperials weren’t advancing by leaps and bounds. At first they thought it might’ve been to throw us off balance, then maybe it was due to some sort of massive unexpected equipment recall. After that a dozen theories went the rounds, all mutually contradictory. But no one—no one, son!—ever imagined for a moment that somebody was holding fast somewhere and discombobulating things for the enemy. Not a soul! The last thing they ever dreamed was that some upshot junior officer had enough grit in his soul and brains in his head to do what none of them had ever managed—hold the Imperials back with inferior forces and thereby disrupt their entire war plan. And by now our reserves are all in place, while theirs are still in complete disarray.”


  I shook my head. “Forgive me, sire. But… Isn’t that sort of an officer’s job?”


  “Yes!” His Majesty exclaimed, nodding violently. “Quite so! And yet, it’s been so long…” Then he smiled and sipped at his chocolate milk. “The doctors want me to give this stuff up,” he commented after swallowing. “But it’s my last remaining pleasure. I’d rather live a few months less and be happy.”


  I smiled back. “Quite understandable, in my book.”


  “Your… Well, perhaps ‘brother’ is too strong a word. Or perhaps not—he certainly speaks of you as one. Anyway, David… He’s my most likely successor, and I rest easy knowing that this is so. I’ve done everything possible to smooth his way, and will be doing even more to help him in the near future. A monarch’s influence rarely persists long after his or her death, however, and I’m sure there’ll be a powerful effort to crown his elder brother and appoint a Regent instead. So that the graft-flow can be enlarged.”


  I nodded slowly. “Uncle Robert thinks so.”


  “Installing a Regency while the Empire remains such a threat to us would be petty, greedy, short-sighted, and even downright stupid. Exactly what I’ve come to expect of most of my so-called nobility, in other words.” He scowled.


  “David… James is our best possible hope for the future. He might well become a truly great king. Surely you can see it.”


  “Yes,” I answered. “Only a fool wouldn’t.”


  He nodded back. “Sadly, there’s no shortage of those.” Then he leaned back in his chair. “Speaking of nobles… You do realize, don’t you, that in a sense you were cheated this afternoon?”


  My ears perked. “Sir?”


  “At the awards ceremony,” His Majesty continued. “Any other officer in the Fleet would’ve received at least a knighthood for what you accomplished, David. Or even something more. If you were human, you’d very likely be a newly-minted Lord in your own right this very instant. A Peer of the Realm.”


  I gulped. Somehow, I’d never even considered...


  “I hope you’re not too disappointed. Some of my more radical advisors, including a couple Heralds who’ve come to know you personally, argued for exactly that. They felt not only that you deserved it, but that it’d make an important statement about Rabbits and their future place in society as well.” He sighed. “But I put the kibosh to it myself, David. And I wanted you to know that. Because it’s too much too soon, you see. The land grant was meant as a substitute, intended both to soften the blow and open other possibilities instead.” He smiled. “Besides, I just couldn’t imagine you being called ‘Milord’ by your fellow Rabbits for the rest of your life. It just doesn’t fit the David Birkenhead I know and love so well.”


  I looked down at my hindpaws. “Th-th-thank you for not ennobling me, sir. You were right. I’d have hated it!”


  “It would’ve sent the wrong message entirely,” the elderly man agreed. “Or at least it would if done today. Our over-emphasis on the aristocracy lies behind many of our most intransigent problems. Better that you remain outside of that particular snakepit. For the moment, at least.”


  My cheeks burned, and I was unable to meet his eyes.


  “Anyway,” His Majesty continued, moving on to another, more pleasant topic. “The last time we spoke, I made it a point to ask you to pursue a naval career and do your best to succeed at it, as the most promising way to advance the interests of Rabbitkind and of this Kingdom.” He smiled. “For the record, you may consider yourself officially informed that you’re succeeding. So much so, in fact, that I’ve had great difficulty deciding what to do with you next.”


  “I’d like to be an engineer,” I mumbled. “It’s all I ever wanted. Since I was little.”


  His Majesty’s smile faded. “You were designed to want to be an engineer,” he reminded me. “An engineer and a successful leader. Apparently, however, the talents that make for a smooth-running engine-room are applicable in other endeavors as well.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, David. Engineering can be your hobby, if you like. But it can’t be your career. You’ve proven yourself far, far too valuable for that.”


  “But sir! I—”


  He cut me off. “David… I just spoke to you of my hopes and dreams for James, and of how I was doing my best to smooth the way for him. Part of the master plan is to provide him with the best possible circle of allies and advisors. I’m slipping them into place now, while I’m still vigorous and able to do so. You’re one of them, of course.” He shook his head. “Be honest with me. For all the high esteem in which I hold the kingdom’s starship engineers, I don’t think you can best held James ascend to the throne against opposition and then rule effectively from the engine room of a starship. Do you?”


  I gulped. “No, sir.”


  “Neither do I,” he replied. “In an ideal world, you’d be a grizzled old admiral that I could put in charge of the Home Fleet or perhaps even the Palace Guard. But you’re not. You’re still a very new lieutenant. That makes things much more difficult.”


  “Forgive me, sire. But actually I’m just an acting-lieutenant.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Really? Then somehow we’ve overlooked that little detail.” He scribbled himself a note. “Please forgive my staff—we’re quite overworked. You’ll be legally a lieutenant by this time tomorrow, seniority effective back to the date of your acting-appointment.”


  I gulped again. It was that easy?


  “Anyway…” he continued, setting down the pen. “It’s proven quite challenging to find you an appropriate posting. Impossible, in fact. So we created one.” He smiled. “You’re being assigned to create a whole new defensive organization on Marcus Prime, the space fencibles. Have you ever heard the term before?”


  I nodded. “It dates back to the Napoleonic era. The sea fencibles were seagoing reservists. Small boat people, mostly—fishermen, ferrymen and the like. Even Thames River boatmen. They and their vessels were to be conscripted in the event of invasion. In preparation, they trained from time to time and were paid a stipend to maintain their craft to military standards.”


  “Precisely!” His Majesty replied, smiling wide. “You know your history well indeed, David. Your mission will be to set up a similar organization made up of manned satellites, ground-to-orbit vessels, and other small ships and their crews. Back in the old days it was a full captain’s command, but in this instance we’re ignoring precedent. Our goal is to keep the organization small enough that we can justify a mere lieutenant being in charge until we can reasonably promote you again. And in truth, since you’ll be building the whole thing from scratch, it’ll probably be years before it legitimately grows to that point anyway.”


  I gulped. The job was… Huge.


  “You’ll be permitted to choose your key subordinates within reason, and will be allotted a generous budget. We expect this force to eventually become a worthwhile addition to our military capabilities—the idea isn’t exactly new. So we’re not going to starve you for startup funds.”


  I nodded again. “Thank you, sir.”


  He smiled. “I have every confidence in you, son. This position will allow you to develop your organizational skills, learn a little bit about politics, meet key people and solidify your position within the House of Marcus. But most of all, David, it met my number one requirement.”


  “What was that, sir?” I asked.


  He sipped the last of his chocolate milk before replying. “Keeping you safe. I’ll never willingly put you at risk again. Or James either. You’re both now far too important to lose.”
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  Nine long months passed before I was able even to ship out to my new command. During that time the war ended, James turned twenty-one and was elevated to titular leadership of the House of Marcus, and I slaved away at my assigned task of creating the space fencibles out of nothing without most of the information I desperately needed.


  It wasn’t half that bald or simple, of course. James’s elevation ceremony was a thing of majestic grace and beauty. He chose me to stand at his left hand—circumstances of bloodline dictated that Uncle Robert stand at his right, and of course no one begrudged him the honor anyway. This meant that I had to make time to attend rehearsal after rehearsal. The whole process was infernally frustrating, even worse than mastering the basics of drill back at the Academy. And of course I had to get all dolled up again. But it was worth it to see James in his rightful place at last, especially since the realm of Marcus was raised to a dukedom in the process. James had to resign his commission, of course, which was sad. By then he liked the navy very much, and I suspected that his adventures aboard Javelin far behind enemy lines would enliven his conversations for the rest of his days. But Marcus Prime was about to be freed, and returning it to its former state of wealth and beauty would require the full-time attention of its proper owner. Thus James entered the fleet reserve at the age of twenty-one after a ceremonial elevation to the rank of commander. Someday as king he’d become an admiral in much the same way. But it wasn’t the same and he knew it better than anyone.


  During this period I also moved into my own house on my own land. The papers made a huge fuss over it, since legally I wasn’t entitled to own so much as a square inch of real estate. They were on my side, however—the articles pleaded with the House of Lords to make a special one-Rabbit exception for me. This wasn’t at all what either His Majesty or I had in mind, however—at least not in the long term. We wanted property rights for everyone, and so far as I could see the best way to subtly keep pushing for them was to remain in open, gross violation of the law as it stood and dare the authorities to try and enforce the statutes against me. Part of me didn’t like this hero-based strategy very much; late at night I still wondered sometimes if I’d have been found guilty of Captain Holcomb’s murder if my Rabbits and the rest hadn’t gone on to do so much damage to the Imperials. On the one hand I still couldn’t see how I could’ve done anything any differently and still performed my higher duty, but on the other it was clear that I’d at least to a degree been whitewashed simply due to who I was. I didn’t like that I was exploiting my public status in order to subvert the legal system—it seemed to me that if there was a law against Rabbits owning land then I simply shouldn’t have any. But the cold fact was that this was clearly the best way to advance the cause of Rabbits everywhere, whether it was the most ethical course or not. Maybe politics were like war, a special case where the normal rules of right and wrong not only didn’t apply but couldn’t even conceivably be made to apply?


  It was a depressing thought, one that darkened what should’ve been a very happy moving day. After living in Uncle Robert’s cabin for so long I decided that I very much preferred primitive over palatial living. While I could’ve afforded either—the still-free serfs of Marcus, meaning those not under the Imperial yoke, took up a huge interstellar collection to help set me up in my new home—I chose to build a simple cabin very much along the lines of the trout lodge. Being a primary residence it had to be considerably larger, of course; someday I’d be entertaining important guests and the like. And for the same reason I also included indoor plumbing and a hardpoint capable of supporting the launch of small Field-driven spacecraft. But otherwise my new home was rustic in the extreme. Both inner and outer walls were made of genuine dead-tree logs, and the heat came from fireplaces and stoves. I was also forced to try and find an estate manager to take care of the place when I was gone—which would be most of the time, given the nature of my career and next assignment. At first I was perplexed when no one answered my ads—I’d offered what I thought was quite a generous salary for not much work. Then one day the truth struck me and I realized that no human wanted to be employed by a Rabbit, no matter what he’d accomplished for his kingdom. So I visited the Zombie Rabbits and asked them if they’d be willing to take the job on for me. The whole gang volunteered before I could even name the salary—my old friends were going insane with boredom by then. So I installed Fremont and Snow as estate supervisors and put the rest of the Rabbits to work under them, allowing them to build their own homes pretty much wherever they liked.


  “I encourage you to settle in and start families,” I explained to them on the day they arrived. “On the Marcus worlds, Rabbits live free and unsupervised—being owned isn’t much more than a formality for us. And that’s how I want things to be here.” I grinned. “Except that you’re not owned anymore, of course. So maybe things can be even better still.” There was some grumbling about this in the papers when word got out, but nothing serious. After all, people told themselves, I was a both a Marcus and a Rabbit myself. Of course I’d spoil the staff terribly—it was only to be expected. Slowly, bit by bit I withdrew myself from the day-to-day affairs of the property and let my bunny-trust make more and more decisions. Soon flowers—mostly fire-lilies—were blooming everywhere, and I found myself in possession of a beautiful, fragrant mountain meadow home that I wouldn’t trade for any six of the other Marcus palaces. My estate bordered on the mother-House’s grounds—if an emergency arose, my Rabbits knew where to turn for help. Thus I was able to live in a peaceful, worry-free manner, at least in regard to my domestic arrangements.


  So at least I had pleasant surroundings as well as peace and quiet to work in as I planned out the space fencibles. It was just as well, because I needed plenty of both. The problems were staggering in depth as well as in scope. For example, no one had any clear idea of what our mission and purpose was to be. It was obvious enough that a plethora of small craft would be immensely useful to the “real” navy in the event of an invasion. There were always urgent supplies to be shipped and personnel to be shuffled about if nothing else, and only a space neophyte would fail to realize what a continual, annoying drain these essential activities were on a warship of any size. Yes, my fencibles could assist with these matters in time of war, and if we did no more the line-of-battle types would be grateful as could be.


  And yet… Wasn’t there anything else we could do?


  Soon I was listing mission after potential mission for the fencibles, everything from emergency satellite repair under fire to manning listening posts to inserting spies behind enemy lines. In a few hours I had pages and pages of ideas, enough for me to understand that it was impossible for anyone to foresee all the potential situations that might arise. It was sort of liking trying to divide the infinitely unlikely by a limitless number of possibilities. In the end I’d recreated the navy’s mission itself, which was to control space and win wars no matter what circumstances arose. And for all His Majesty’s support and patronage, I doubted that I’d be receiving enough funding for battleships and drydocks! So it was going to have to be all about flexibility, I decided. I’d try to create the most capable, diverse small-craft fleet I could, and let the chips fall where they may. It wasn’t a good plan, perhaps, but as near as I could tell it was the only plan.


  Nor did I have any idea what might await me on Marcus Prime in terms of available equipment. Certainly the Imperials would leave at least some operational spacecraft behind; modern civilization depended upon them as thoroughly as it did on railroads. What they failed to leave would be replaced almost immediately, just as soon as it could possibly be managed. But… Where would things ultimately level off? I had the prewar statistics to work with, but how much had changed since then? What little solid intelligence data leaked out of the Empire these days never trickled down anywhere close to my paygrade, so I was working blind. And yet for my planning to be worth the paper it was scrawled upon I had to be able to estimate how much money His Majesty would have to offer in order to tempt a shipowner to sign up for the fencibles, and how many weekends a year I could demand the loan of his vessel and crew for training. Then I had to calculate how many training session would be the minimum to make said crew actually useful to anyone, and…


  …soon I’d be lost in thought again, my mind spinning out of control as it skidded across columns of uncertain figures and unknowable details.


  The fact was, I soon established, that this job was going to have to be done by the seat of my pants once I arrived home, no matter how much I might wish otherwise. I’d thought it was a huge task back when King Albert had assigned it to me, and now I realized that I’d grossly underestimated it even then. So I gulped, then grasped at the one straw I’d been offered. His Majesty had permitted me the privilege of selecting a few key subordinates. Carefully I set aside my useless musings and began working up a list of names.


  If I could exert no control over “what”, “where”,” why” and “how”, at least I had a good handle on “who”.
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  Marcus Prime had undergone a terrible ordeal under Imperial occupation, and it took only a few seconds for an outsider to begin to appreciate just how awful it must’ve been. Our special shuttle was the first to land on the freshly-liberated planet; both James and Uncle Robert had insisted that this be so regardless of the danger. We set down by the family palace, on practically the same spot that James and I had departed from aboard the Broad Arrow what seemed like forever ago. But the only thing familiar about the place was the taxiway pattern.


  Everything else was ruins, ruins, ruins as far as the eye could see. Milord’s residence was a burned and sacked mess, the neat and efficient little hanger-complex reeked as if it’d been used to house pigs, and the acres of carefully-manicured lawns had transformed themselves into an unkempt mass of weeds. Not a single fire-lily remained—they’d been systematically extirpated. “We will rebuild,” James declared as his foot touched the ground. “Immediately.” He’d intended to say something much more florid and historical-sounding, I knew, for the benefit of the handful of reporters we’d allowed to ride along with us. But my friend always had a knack for finding the right words at the right time, and this time less was definitely more.


  “Wow!” Jean declared as he followed me through the hanger complex. It was the nearest thing I’d ever had to a home, and everywhere I looked I kept finding the ghost of my father. “They’ve really done a job on all this, haven’t they?”


  I nodded wordlessly. Jean le Vorsage was one of the handful of cadets who’d treated me well back during my miserable months at the academy. I’d tutored him in math, as I had several other cadets. Unlike them, however, Jean was genuinely gratefully for my help and never resented that it came from a Rabbit. He’d even shared a lunch table with me whenever the opportunity arose. This was one of four reasons I’d selected him to act as my chief deputy in setting up the space fencibles. The second was that he was Heir to the House of le Vorsage. One caught more flies with honey than with vinegar, and my recent inability to find an estate supervisor willing to work for a Rabbit had taught me much about my true status in the world. Yes, I was a famous hero. But I wouldn’t remain popular very long if I tried to assert my new authority too directly on humans. Within the military, my rank badges and reputation were all I needed. Outside, however… Jean was a lordling in his own right, socially acceptable in every conceivable venue, and I expected things would go more smoothly for everyone if I worked through him as much as possible. Thirdly, Jean was charismatic and personable—I suspected that he could sell a snake shoes if he were ever of a mind to, and I planned to put him to work doing exactly that. And fourth but far from least, I outranked him. This was a rare qualification indeed, considering how terribly junior an officer I was. Jean was a lieutenant too, but my seniority was greater than his. The entire space fencibles, in fact, was perforce going to have to be led by the lowest-ranking officers in the entire navy. I vaguely suspected some sort of underlying purpose in this—His Majesty remained intent on overhauling and reforming his fleet despite his recent victory, and I knew from his own mouth that he thought no more of his officer corps as a group than I did. But the king was operating at a far higher level than I was—in the end I had a job to do and limited resources with which to perform it. That was all that could matter to me, for the foreseeable future at least.


  “Is this where you used to live?” my old friend Heinrich asked. He was still a midshipman, but couldn’t remain one for very much longer now. All of my top-achieving classmates—or most nobly-blooded classmates, in some cases—were being promoted these days. While Heinrich had graduated at the very bottom of our class, it hadn’t been because he lacked potential. Being part of the academy’s wargaming team—or, more precisely, participating in our tournament against the Imperial equivalent-- had changed his whole outlook on life. Where once he’d been slovenly and brilliantly defiant, now his jet-black Royal Marine uniform was always immaculate and his shoes brightly polished. While Heinrich wasn’t the mathematical genius that his father was, he remained the only classmate I could enjoy discussing Field theory with despite his lack of any sort of formal certification. He too had sought to become an engineer and found something very different instead, and perhaps this was part of why I liked him so much. The fencibles could never begin to be as structured and disciplined an organization as the marines—they’d remain civilians at heart, and it’d be best to accept this up front and go with the flow as much as possible. But we’d still need some of Heinrich’s iron discipline here and there in the organization. I planned to tap it in full, along with his hopefully still-fresh memories of what it’d been like to rebel against said discipline. A middle ground needed to be worked out, and I couldn’t think of a better man to help me find it.


  “The next hanger over,” I said, jerking my chin in that general direction. “Dad’s dirtside office was there. He and I lived in back. I… I mean…”


  Fremont sighed. “I’ll go first if you like, David.”


  I smiled at my fellow Rabbit. Fremont might be getting on, but the former slave still had a few good working years left in him. He and Snow—who I’d left in charge of my estate back home for the moment, as he was still recovering from the psychological trauma of leading one of the bloodiest assaults in Royal history—had begun to emerge as leaders back on Zombie. Along of course with poor Devin, who’d died along the way. Both Fremont and Snow were key pieces of the puzzle, though I still wasn’t quite sure how they fit in. Many if not most of the ordinary crewmen aboard the vessels that would someday make up the fencibles would be Rabbits. It was important that I somehow be able to show the others that they could achieve and grow in the navy too, that I wasn’t a special and unique case. Fremont and Snow were just the Rabbits for that. Neither held formal ranks; our society hadn’t yet progressed enough to allow for that. But not having a rank could be made to cut both ways at need, and if worst came to worst, well… God help the human that attempted to abuse Fremont, after all he’d already been through!


  “Or I could go,” Nestor suggested with a big smile. I’d offered him the caretaking job back home on a permanent basis, with the intent that he take over once Snow was fully recovered. But he’d begged me to keep him on as my personal attendant instead. Of all the Zombie Rabbits, Nestor had ultimately proven the most literate and interested in learning. He read constantly these days, and took such formal classes as were available to him. Just on the way out from Earth Secundus alone, he’d earned his high-school equivalency certificate and begun an advanced first-aid class. Heinrich in particular had taken a liking to the little Rabbit and was training him in marksmanship and the martial arts, of all things. He was turning into a regular renaissance-bunny, Nestor was! We freed Rabbits were just full of surprises, apparently, and so far as I was concerned the ex-cabin boy was growing best and fastest of us all. It was a miracle, considering where he’d been and what he’d endured. But it was the happiest one I’d ever witnessed.


  “Let’s all go together,” I declared, though in truth I didn’t want to go at all. The fact was that I’d still not gotten over my father’s death. He’d died heroically, doing his duty to the very end and knowing full well that he’d never make it out of the engine room before all hell broke loose. The last few ergs of power my father nursed from the failing ship’s drive had saved James’s and my lives, though he’d not lived to see it. There’d never been a funeral, I’d never had a chance to mourn, and, well… I was tearing up at just the thought of revisiting my once-happy little home. So I stepped forward briskly, trying not to let the others see how badly affected I was.


  But in the end I was spared. “Lieutenant Birkenhead!” a welcome voice barked out. It was that of Colonel Amaroo, the army officer in charge of re-securing and policing the capital area under martial law. He was currently the ranking officer dirtside. Amaroo was a good and kindly sort of man until crossed, and had without actually out and out saying so made it clear how much he respected me. This wasn’t an easy thing for a senior officer to manage with a junior.


  “Son, that’s area’s still off limits—it hasn’t been swept for booby-traps yet. Please, stay closer to the ship!”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” I responded, turning away from my old home. Then I smiled at my friends. “That’s okay. I can always come back tomorrow.”


  But I didn’t, of course. Or any other day, until finally the whole area was bulldozed for the new, improved spaceport. For I loved my father very, very much. And I wanted to remember the place where I’d spent so many happy hours with him the way he’d left it, not as befouled by marauding Imperials.
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  “…and fourteen Class II ground to orbit shuttles,” I explained to the rest of my little staff at our afternoon meeting a week later. “That’s the whole fleet.”


  “Good lord!” Jean murmured. “There’s not even enough lift capacity left to keep the orbital infrastructure up and running!”


  “The only reason the Imperials left even that much is because it’s all junk,” I answered, scowling. “Only one of the shuttles is certifiable to carry passengers, and its permit is long-expired.” Then I shook my head. “I’ll grant that things look pretty bleak—I mean, no one can create an auxiliary fleet out of nothing. But we can make this into an opportunity. Within weeks you can bet that my House will be bidding for vessels all over Royal space and maybe even beyond, to alleviate the shortage. Plus, once word gets out of what a mess we’re dealing with here independent shipmasters from all over will be dropping out of hyperspace seeking high-value cargo and easy profits. Maybe we can persuade a few of them to sign up?”


  “Maybe,” Heinrich replied, looking out the window. “But… Will they be the ships we really want? I mean… David, they’ll have engines manufactured on a hundred planets, and will require just as many kinds of spare parts. Plus, the independent operators won’t have roots here. Maybe—just maybe!—they’ll sign a contract. But in the event of war, they won’t be fighting for their homes and families like the locally-owned ships. Their hearts won’t be in it. Less-than-fully-committed fighting men are worse than useless and you know it, sir.”


  I nodded back, then sat down in my undersized chair. Our office was a single cramped room with barely enough room for two desks and three spare seats. All of our equipment, right down to our single working data terminal, had been salvaged from the wreckage of the hangers. My desk had a huge crack running down the middle, while Jean’s was scorched and so warped out of true due to a nearby fire that none of the drawers would open. Of all our furnishings only my personal chair could be described as being in good condition, and that was probably because it’d been purpose-built for a Rabbit. I couldn’t see the Imperials—or even most Royals, sadly—making such nice stuff available to their slaves. Therefore it was useless to the invaders and had been tossed on a junkheap. Nestor had found it still brand-new in its crate while exploring the hangars one afternoon, and it’d been mine ever since. Though I had to admit to a qualm or two—I seemed to recall Father requisitioning some furnishings for me in my new role as his apprentice just before our last flight together. There was no way to know if it’d been meant for me all along—the shipping tag was missing. But it was comfortable, and I wasn’t about to let such a treasure go to waste whatever its pedigree. In fact, I planned to take it with me wherever I went.


  “We must work with the tools we have, not the ones we wish for,” Fremont said, meeting my eyes and grinning. I smiled back—it was an old saying of mine that I’d had much occasion to use aboard first the Beechwood, then Zombie Station. And he and I had done exactly that together, over and over again.


  “True enough,” Heinrich agreed. “But still…” He sighed.


  “I spoke to James earlier this afternoon about the ships he’s going to buy,” I replied. My friend had already promised me that every single House-owned ship and crew would be made available to the fencibles—if the Imperials ever tried to occupy Marcus Prime again, he intended to put up a far better fight than his father had been able to. “Jean, you and Heinrich are both going to accompany the purchasing teams when they get rolling. It shouldn’t be more than a few days. We all know what we’d like to see in a fencible ship—ideally it should be fast, modern, low-maintenance, have a standard powerplant, and so on. The Marcus buyers will be instructed to take your advice under the strongest possible advisement, though you’ll have to keep in mind that they’re on a budget too. Do your best for us.” I smiled as their jaws dropped—I’d warned them that they’d be given responsibilities far above their nominal ranks, but until that very moment perhaps they hadn’t realized just how far above. “That’ll be our first priority, along with getting our support infrastructure in place. Which’ll also take time, and lots of it. We Rabbits will work on that little matter.”


  They nodded. “Aye-aye, sir,” Jean replied for them both.


  I looked at the clock. “It’s almost five,” I observed. “And heaven knows we’ve all got our work cut out for us over the next few decades or so. How about we take it easy while we still can and knock off early for the day?”
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  It wasn’t often that I quit work so early—usually I remained at my desk until seven or eight at night. But just this once, it was pleasant to leave the cramped little office before dark and revisit the scenes of my youth. While I’d been offered a power-scooter for my own exclusive use—my rank as a Marcus was the reason why, as otherwise no mere naval lieutenant could aspire to such luxury—I’d declined it and asked the motor-pool people to forward the thing to the relief effort instead. As a child I’d wandered up and down the streets of Rabbit Town all day long without difficulty on my own two feet, and surely I could manage the same as an adult. Nestor had found us an old shotgun house with an intact roof that was occupied only by a single ancient doe. Even before she found out who I was—Nestor told me she’d been certain I was human—old Bethany had been more than willing to rent us her back room. Then, when I finally walked in through the front door carrying my little travel bag, well… Her jaw dropped, then she knelt on the floor and wept. It took me almost twenty minutes to calm her down and convince her that I didn’t want to be treated any differently by her nowadays than back when I was eight and had accidentally flown my toy glider through her front window.


  “That was you?” she whispered from behind wide eyes. “I’d forgotten!”


  At any rate, my fellow Rabbits no longer stared and made a fuss when I passed up and down the streets, now that they knew I liked it that way, and I was starting to feel very much at home again in Rabbit society. Bethany insisted on cooking for me, which I allowed her to do despite the fact that it wasn’t specified in the lease agreement. She was a much better cook than Nestor, though he was learning fast, and the cuisine of my childhood was good for my still-recovering digestive tract. In exchange I made sure she received some extra rations for trade purposes and set up a small shoreside power supply in her back yard. That way she had electricity all the time instead of having to put up with frequent blackouts like the rest. Overall, she was delighted with the arrangement,


  And so were all the other Rabbits I found myself in daily contact with. At first my money wasn't any good—one day I stopped at a produce stand, for example, and the proprietor insisted on giving me the single, solitary orange he’d seen in the last four months. It was terribly embarrassing—the thing was almost beyond price for him, then and there, while just days ago I’d been aboard a luxury liner where I could’ve eaten a dozen of them every morning had I wished. But Pete would’ve been terribly offended had I refused his gift, so I accepted the shriveled, pathetic thing with a bow, ate it on the spot so that I could at least share it with him, and tried to “shut up and be honored” as His Majesty had once put it. Since then all the other merchants had done similar—I’d been given a beat-up datapad that really should’ve been in the hands of a school-attending kit, for example, and a beautifully-finished hand-made Rabbit-style chair for the single overcrowded room I shared with Nestor. It was touching! In return I did what I could to help them, which wasn’t much since I already had an all-consuming, oversized task of my own to perform in setting up the fencibles. If Nestor or Bethany heard about any Rabbit who was having a particularly tough go of it, I made it a point to type up a quick inquiry and send it along to the local authorities, sealed with an impression from my signet ring. If this ever failed to produce results, I never heard about it.


  In some ways it was emotionally difficult for me to have so much contact with the old neighborhood. The Imperial occupation government hadn’t been nearly so open-minded about Rabbits as the Marcuses, and from day one had clamped down upon my home community like a vise. Where my own House preferred to let their Rabbits roam as freely and unencumbered as Royal law allowed, the Imperials had taken one look at Rabbit Town and seen nothing but an untapped resource. Not only was the neighborhood systematically looted of everything of value over and over again, but press-gangs gathered up every last able-bodied Rabbit and sent them off to who knew where. Only the very young, the very old and a tiny handful of the crippled who’d somehow managed to escape euthanasia remained—my entire generation was practically absent, save for Nestor and I. All the kids I’d played and attended school with might as well have evaporated. Including Frieda, the girl I’d once had such a crush on. And her entire family to boot. None of my inquiries led me anywhere.


  I sighed as I tramped past the long-shuttered Sweetgrass Hay Market. The fact was that at a certain level I’d never gotten over Frieda, and broad hints had been dropped that I never would. I was illegally gengineered, His Majesty had informed me long ago, part of a very limited program. Because of this, it’d been arranged that I’d be attracted to a single, preselected mate. It’d worked all too well, so far as I was concerned. Frieda haunted all my fantasies and dreams—deep down, I burned for her in a way that I wondered if the non-gengineered could appreciate. While other does might catch my interest from time to time, only Frieda could ever really matter to me.


  And she was gone, gone, gone! Carried off to who knew where, and mated to…


  I scowled at the thought, then purged the image from my mind as best as I was able. It wasn't Frieda’s fault that she’d been kidnapped; most likely she missed me as badly as I missed her. Besides, contrary to the Master Plan I was locked in a war to the death with the Imperials. I couldn’t afford jealousy, even if it wasn’t really my fault—powerful, unreasoned emotion could be a terrible weakness. There were dozens of Rabbit-does who’d do almost anything to become my mate, I reminded myself. Maybe even hundreds. And for a time, that thought helped tame the blind beast within me.


  But later that night I woke up screaming and lashing out blindly in the darkness. In my nightmare I’d been slashing at a dozen Imperial Rabbit-marines with a highly phallic Sword, trying to rescue Frieda from imminent gang-rape. Nestor was so frightened that he called a navy doctor, and I didn’t get another minute of sleep. It was very powerful stuff indeed, that dream was. Too powerful, I decided. It represented a weakness, one that someday was liable to get me killed and perhaps others along with me.


  So I decided to do something about it.
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  For the next few weeks I was terribly busy. My gengineering and its effect on my personal life was a sensitive issue indeed, one I couldn’t safely broach with anyone except Uncle Robert. Yet due to work overload, it took what felt like forever to set up a meeting. My staff was growing daily as the various personnel I’d requested arrived, and for a while it was all that Nestor and I could do just to keep up with the inflow. Housing was practically unobtainable, and work space more precious still. It was just as well that a Marcus ship-buying expedition left almost immediately. Heinrich left with it, so I was able to set Sergeant Piper, my one-time academy instructor-sergeant, up in his former digs. I’d been hesitant to even so much as ask the sergeant to leave his plum assignment and serve under one of his former snotties; where the others had received out-and-out orders to report to me I’d offered Frederick the option and this was part of why he’d arrived later in the game than the others. But he’d accepted, and his smile when I greeted him at the still-crippled spaceport seemed genuine enough. I’d selected him not only because he was an experienced trainer of raw recruits, but also because long ago he’d let it slip that he’d specifically asked to have me assigned to him. If he was open-minded and diplomatic enough to seek out a Rabbit as a cadet and then support me as he had without patronizing me, well… I was willing to bet that he’d do a good job doing non-traditional training work with civilians and slavebunnies as well. But that was still well down the road during those earliest of days; in practice what I needed most was more space to house my growing operation, and fast! In the next few weeks I was expecting a ground facilities expert and his staff of ten, a ship’s armorer with three assistants and a purser to keep our books and ensure that our indents were kept in proper form. I was looking forward to the arrival of each and every one of them—I wasn’t and couldn’t ever be an expert in all of these fields. But as their commanding officer it was ultimately my responsibility to see that they were provided with decent places to live and work on a planet desperately short of both. In the end it was Fremont who suggested what should’ve been obvious all along. Yes, the traditional office facilities on Marcus Prime were overcrowded to the breaking point. But Rabbit Town’s population remained far below its peak; while many of the buildings were damaged from all of the looting it wouldn’t take all that much to render them at least weatherproof again. Soon we shifted our headquarters to the former Sweetgrass Hay Market, which also had plenty of room in back to billet new arrivals until something better could be found for them. This not only shortened my commute but also gave us the opportunity to hire some local Rabbits and Dogs for wages, as the House treasury advisers were always begging us to do as a way to help restart the economy. So what if we were the only human-staffed enterprise in Rabbit Town? Soon we were taking perverse pride in the fact—Jean even wore fake bunny-ears on the first day. No one else in the navy had it half as good as we did, facility-wise. One day a local Rabbit-entrepreneur even showed up with vending machines! No one else anywhere had those yet, or at least not that I knew of. Clearly, it paid to have friends in low places. Sergeant Piper was instrumental in getting all of this set up and relieving me of the burden of dealing with the day-to-day problems, and I was grateful indeed for his help.


  So, it was a long busy time before Uncle Robert and I could make an opportunity to sit down for a long talk together. But one afternoon we finally met at the old family residence. “David!” he greeted me as I entered his clean but still-unrefurbished office. All the marblework had been ripped away, leaving ugly scars. So had the mahogany bookshelves and most of the ornate, Old Earth floor tiles. His desk was almost as much a mess as the office was—it was supported by four stacks of books instead of proper legs. But Uncle Robert looked better than I’d seen him in years; this was his home, and it showed. “How are you, son? Please, sit down and have some tea!”


  I smiled—it was Nestor’s blend, the one he’d created back on Zombie Station out of whatever had been left lying around. Someone had troubled themselves to find out what I liked. We made small talk for a time and exchanged polite inquiries about how each other’s projects were progressing. Then, when the time was finally right, I came to the point.


  “Uncle,” I said softly, setting my empty cup down on the desk. “We both know that I’m gengineered. Illegally, in fact.”


  “Yes. You were part of a long-term project that’s been short-circuited by the wars.” He sipped at his tea. “Even today, now that the project’s been shut down by the war, we guard that information very closely indeed.”


  I nodded. “Of course; I’m grateful that you do.” Then I met his eyes. “But… Uncle, has it ever occurred to you that for me the project can never be truly shut down?”


  He pressed his lips together and shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I know that you’ve shown little interest in seeking a mate,” he said at length.


  “Heh!” I replied, wincing at his choice of words. “From your point of view, I suppose it must seem that way.” I looked at my feet again. “Did you know that I’m preprogrammed for a specific doe?”


  He blinked. “I’d rather you hadn’t found that out, David. Not that I begrudge you the knowledge, mind you. But I’d hoped that if you never were told, well… It might open up your horizons some. For your own good, you see. Now that the program’s irretrievably ruined.”


  Suddenly it was difficult to find the proper words—I sat in silence for a very long time before continuing. “Trust me. If I’d never met Frieda and never heard the truth about myself, then just maybe I perhaps might’ve been able to love another doe. But even then… Most likely I’d have gone through a whole series of miserable relationships with girls who couldn’t ever measure up to an impossible ideal. Even worse, neither they nor I would’ve ever been able to figure out what was wrong. It would’ve been miserable, not just for me but for who knows how many others.” I sighed. “Better this way. Far better. Even though I yearn for her more than I suspect you can ever know.”


  He nodded. “You’ve written several letters to House Security, trying to find her. The search was costly enough that they requested my approval before proceeding.” He bowed his head. “I’m sorry to have intruded, in that sense. But they were following standing orders. At any rate I authorized the expenditures and… Well, the negative reports you got back were accurate. We’ll keep trying, son. I have to say, though, that you'd be a fool to hold out much hope. Most likely she’s an ag-slave somewhere. And…”


  He didn’t have to finish. “I know, Uncle,” I replied, balling my fists. Ag-slaves didn’t often last long, or at least they didn’t under Imperial overseers. “But… She’s a lot like me, isn’t she? I mean, she’d sort of have to be, one would think.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Perhaps. I’ve never considered the matter before.”


  “And… I mean… With all due respect, I think I’d find a way to survive. Even there.”


  “Perhaps,” Uncle Robert allowed. Then he smiled. “Or get yourself killed rebelling, more likely.”


  I smiled back. If I rebelled, well… A good few smug, holier-than-thou masters might just find themselves dead long before me. Though I’d never say such a thing aloud to a human, especially one who’d been so kind and generous.


  But Uncle Robert read my expression perfectly. “Hah!” he replied with a grin. “That’s my David, the one I’m so proud of!” Then his face softened again. “In all seriousness, son… You’re sure you’ll never get over her? That only she can be the one?”


  I bowed my head. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry.”


  He sighed. “Don’t be sorry—this situation is our fault, not yours. Indeed, I’m the one who should apologize on behalf of the House—you’d think that by now we’d have learned not to monkey around with the natural order of things. It so rarely comes out well in the long run, you see.” Then he leaned his chair back and closed his eyes in concentration for a moment. “I’m going to send you to see someone who might be able to help,” he said eventually. “They’ll be instructed to be frank with you in every way and to withhold nothing. In return, I’ll have to request that you be discreet. Some House secrets are better kept House secrets, and it might for the best if you asked no more questions than you absolutely need answered. That which you don’t know you can’t share, even against your will.”


  I nodded. “Of course, sir.”


  “Excellent, then!” he agreed. Then he pulled out a card, scribbled on it, and added an imprint from his signet ring. “Take this to the Marcus Institute of Genetic Research,” he said, handing it to me. “And show it to Dr. Linda Cunningham. If she leaves a single question unanswered, then call me again and we’ll see what we can do about it. She can be a bit… well, difficult at times.”
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  “Difficult” was indeed a good word to describe Dr. Cunningham. Not only did the woman keep me waiting twenty minutes in her untidy anteroom, but she insisted on talking down to me as if I were a child. At first this enraged me so much that I nearly snapped back at her. Then I saw her do the same to a human and I realized that she perceived everyone around her as mentally deficient, not just us Rabbits. All in all the gengineer was one of the most unpleasant individuals I’d ever encountered.


  She was also, in a very real sense, my creator. For she’d designed not only me, but my father and mother as well.


  “Say ‘ah’ again,” she insisted for the third time, still peering down my throat. I didn’t at first understand why she insisted on starting our meeting with a complete medical evaluation—I offered to forward her the results of my last navy checkup, but she insisted on doing it all herself, employing her own nearly-antique instruments. I felt pretty awkward at disrobing in front of a female doctor—it was an unseemly profession for a woman, and I’d never met another. But I survived the ordeal somehow, including twice as much poking and prodding as I was used to. The process seemed to mollify Dr. Cunningham a bit, too—the longer it went on, the less abrasive she became. In fact, by the time she had me look at pictures and tell her stories about them she’d grown downright smug. “Very good, David!” she praised me as if I were a halfwitted kit. “Very good indeed!”


  Then she retired to her office, as imperious as His Majesty exiting the throne-room. I caught up with her a few short minutes later after putting my uniform back on. “You’re perfect, David!” she said with a smile as soon as I walked in. “Functioning exactly as planned. Except for the bad stomach, of course. I’m sorry about that! How could I foresee that you’d ever be stuck someplace without plenty of nice sweet hay to eat? You’ll recover, though. In fact, you’re well on your way already.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that. So instead I smiled and sat down. “Dr. Cunningham,” I began, trying to be diplomatic despite all I’d been through. “Uncle Robert tells me that you’re the finest gengineer in the universe.”


  Her face brightened. “I have to be,” she explained. “Because if one happens to be a female in our society, merely being very good at something isn’t enough to earn any respect.” Her head cocked to one side. “As a Free Rabbit, perhaps you understand?”


  “Perhaps,” I allowed. Then I changed the subject again, not being particularly comfortable with the current one. “I’ve been wondering. How in the world did you and the rest of the Marcus gengineers survive the Imperial occupation? I mean… This institution is a unique resource. No one else anywhere is half up to your level.”


  “We’re the economic and political heart of the House,” she agreed immodestly. “We designed the slaves, develop new medicines… You name it. That fire-lily you’re wearing on your tunic really ought to be a double-helix, you know.” She smiled. “It was easy, though things got a little hungry sometimes. We simply grabbed all the datacubes and vanished. The remaining House people formed an underground, and they helped us disappear.”


  I nodded back. Glassware and machinery could be replaced. Decades of data and highly-skilled human assets, not so much.


  “Anyway…” she continued, peering at me intently. “I’ve been instructed to answer every question you ask me, as completely and honestly as possible. If you want to know why your ears are bit on the short side compared to those of other Rabbits your size, it’s because the trait is hard-linked to some neuro-chemical processes and structures that amount to what might be loosely termed ‘moral courage’. I wanted for your eyes to be gray to match your fur. But I had to settle for blue because they’re linked in Rabbits to mathematical skills. You’re a whole series of compromises, David. It’s a lot of work to custom-design a being from scratch, I’ll have you know. In fact, it’s so difficult that I doubt we’ll ever attempt it on anything but a tiny handful of embryos. The cost-benefit ratio just isn’t there for gengineering anything but the most special of cases.”


  I gulped. Father’s eyes had been blue, too. So were Frieda’s. But my mother’s were gray, according to the pictures at least. This woman knew so much about me and who I was! I’d have to be careful indeed of what I asked—it’d probably be unhealthy for me to learn too much. “I… That’s not the issue,” I replied. “They told me long ago that I was designed to be a successful ship’s engineer, the first Rabbit to have humans serve under me.”


  “That’s right,” the doctor agreed, smiling again. “That’s why I made you exceptional. Because, as I just said a few moments ago, a merely very good Rabbit would never get any respect. It’s odd, isn’t it, how things work out? Everyone else in the universe is surprised, even shocked, at what you’ve accomplished. But I’m not.”


  I blinked. “Are… Are the rest of the Rabbits limited somehow? Intellectually, perhaps?”


  “They’re extremely easygoing, is all,” the doctor explained. “Dogs and Horses, too. They have practically no ambition. This isn’t an accident— it’s meant to help them accept their lot in life without putting up a fuss. It's far less damaging to a slave in an economic sense than, say, lowering his IQ. In some ways it can even be seen as a kindness. Plus, your brother and sister lapines are designed to make friends easily, and to be highly tolerant of each other. The group-bonds are tighter than in humans, in other words. In practice these social bonds extend to include their overseers and masters, so this also makes them forgiving by nature and willing to overlook abuse from them as well.” She sighed. “We’ve done a wretched thing to them, David. Mostly, that’s where you’re different than they are. Compared to most human males, your drive to Alphahood is still remarkably low. Yet for a Rabbit it’s much higher than average. This is what allows you to function as such an effective leader among your own kind—you’re sort of filling an unnatural vacuum. Of course, you’re also a noted if somewhat less than enthusiastic leader of humans. That’s because you’re likable, decisive, consistent, caring, ethical, and capable of making, articulating and executing good plans.”


  I blinked—this was all so important, and coming so fast! “I… I mean… I came about Frieda.”


  “I knew you would, eventually.” Her smile faded. “David… While I did most of the actual hands-on work on both you and her, the project manager who made all the key decisions was a certain Doctor Hadman. You probably never knew this, but he died in the same accident with your mother. It was a freak thing, really. They were riding in the same aircar when it crashed—he’d just performed a post-partum checkup on her, in fact.” Her face fell. “Things started going wrong for you very young, David. You were never meant to be raised by a single parent. I’ve always wanted to apologize for that, even though it was really no one’s fault. I was raised by my mother, you see. Alone. So I know how it was.”


  I nodded back. “Like you said, it wasn’t anyone’s fault.”


  “Anyway… Dr. Hadman and I had several rather energetic disputes about you, David. I took the position that it was wrong to mate-bond you genetically, or at least to mate-bond you to only one doe. I didn’t think it was ethical then, and I don’t think it’s ethical now. In my view the program should’ve either involved at least a dozen Rabbits of each sex or shouldn’t have been run at all. But the project was seen as too high-risk to expand—it’s still very illegal to create a slave with an urge to improve his situation!—and too important to cancel.” She sighed. “You were supposed to help free your kind, David. Each succeeding generation was to take a step in that direction. And I believe in that deeply, or I’d never have participated at all.”


  “It’s not your fault that I can’t be with Frieda,” I replied. “You tried to do the right thing. It just didn’t work out, was all.”


  She looked a bit relieved. “Thank you for that, David. Very, very much.” Her chair creaked as she shifted slightly in it. “Anyway… There are several options that might help you deal with your condition. I don’t think you’ll like any of them.”


  “Try me,” I suggested. “Something’s got to better than… This.”


  “We could give you drugs,” she explained. “To reduce your libido. But I’ll warn you—they’ll make you more passive as well. More accepting of the status-quo, like the other Rabbits. The two are inextricably linked in your kind.” Her brows knitted. “David… You’ve already done a lot both for the House and for bunnies everywhere. Most Rabbits are actually very happy creatures, deep down where it matters. For the first time, you’d truly be one of your own kind. It’d be quite a change for you, yes. A profound change, even. But—”


  “No,” I replied. “There’s too much at stake. If it were only about me, well… I might consider it. But… No.”


  “All right. Another option is to modify a doe for you. While Frieda was meant to appeal to you on many levels—her intelligence, personality, even her physical appearance—the prime factor involved is one of scent. If we can make a doe smell enough like Frieda, that just might do the trick.”


  I felt the corners of my mouth twist downwards into a scowl. “Are you telling me—“


  “Yes,” she interrupted. “I am. We’re all animals in a sense, David, including we humans. Scent is important to us. I know that this seems a bit demeaning, but—“


  “No,” I replied. “Even if it amounts to pretty much the same thing as… Well, just ‘no’.”


  “I wouldn’t either,” she admitted. “That’s probably why I’m a spinster, or at least part of it.” Her smile faded. “That leaves only one last alternative, David.”


  “And that is?”


  “Tough it out, kiddo. Get a counselor to help you deal with the emotional void, take long, cold showers to help with the physical need… Think of it as an incurable illness, and find ways to minimize your suffering. Because it is an illness in a sense, you see, and one that’s not likely to ever get any better. It won’t be easy, but you can do this if you really try. It won’t break you—I know it won’t!”


  I looked down at the floor. But I needed Frieda so much! “How do you know?” I asked. “Because you’re still single yourself? Or is it because you were the one who designed me?”


  “Neither,” she replied, crossing her arms. “It’s because I knew your father. Who had to deal with exactly the same situation after your mom’s accident, if you think about it. And you know what? If anything, he was the stronger for it.”
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  I spent the next few months wondering if Dr. Cunningham had spoken the magic words on purpose, or if it was merely fortuitous. “If your father could take it, so can you,” she’d as much as said. And that was that; she’d cited the highest authority possible. I didn’t respect anyone or anything like I did my father, and the highest praise anyone could offer was to compare me to him. After that, if anything I took pride in my suffering. It was one more thing I shared in common with the greatest Rabbit I’d ever known.


  The cold showers helped too.


  The psychiatrists of old had been obsessed with sexuality; they claimed that repressed urges always came out somewhere else. In my case I deliberately emulated Dad and threw myself into my work harder than ever. Perhaps the habit made me a bit dull socially, but it certainly got things done! My ground-facilities experts suggested that we take over one corner of a shipyard in Lord Hubert City, and I backed their decision wholeheartedly. Sure, the Imperials had wrecked the place. But then again they’d wrecked everything else on the planet as well, and in this case at least they’d made a less-than-thorough job of it. The drydock was of an obsolete design, but for small improvised warships of the sort we fencibles were interested in the facilities would be more than adequate, once repaired. There was also a hanger complex, three hardpoints and a well-designed taxiway network; even enough open space for us to set up barracks and classrooms for as many as a couple hundred trainees at a time. With luck someday we’d outgrow the facility, but for getting started it was just about perfect. The only drawback was the price—I winced as our purser wrote out the indent, but it was a good investment in the long-term. Land values on Marcus Prime would only rise as the recovery progressed. Uncle Robert suggested that perhaps the House might apply a little pressure on the owner to be more “reasonable”, but I vetoed that from the beginning. If the fencibles were to succeed, they needed the goodwill of the populace behind them. And nothing bred bad feelings more quickly than arm-twisting on financial matters.


  Good will was so important that I decided to go ahead and exploit my own celebrity status as well. While of course I’d already received dozens of offers to endorse products and appear in movies and such, I’d made it a point never to so much as acknowledge any of them. It was deeply wrong, I felt, to cash in on the trail of dead bodies I’d left in my wake. Even the Imperial ones. But here on Marcus, where I was legitimately a member of the ruling House as well as a hero, well… For the fencibles, I made exceptions. Soon I was wandering the planet, appearing at schools and festivals and such. I even gave speeches sometimes, though Uncle Robert was a bit vexed that I kept them short and never said much of substance. Mostly I told them that I considered them heroes for surviving the occupation, assured them that their leaders knew of their suffering and were doing all they could to alleviate it, and that the fencibles along with the regular army and navy were going to their best to prevent such a catastrophe from ever happening again. Furthermore, I added, they could help by supporting the fencibles. Humans and Rabbits alike found plenty to cheer about in these words, and once I found myself being carried about on the shoulders of a dozen mixed Rabbits and humans for half an hour as thousands chanted “David! David! David!” After that, however, I reluctantly accepted the navy’s offer to pay for a squad of Dogs to act as my personal security detachment, separate from the fencible budget and meant to last the rest of my life. Dogs were pleasant enough creatures, if a bit smelly—I had nothing against them. But it grated me deeply that they were necessary whenever I appeared in public. From then on events had to be scheduled and carefully planned; nothing could be spontaneous.


  Fortunately, in my private life things were better. Without even asking me, James and Uncle Robert had warned the local journalists that I was a very private Rabbit who needed a little space. Special favors, they implied, would be few and far between for any media outlet that pestered me in my home range. This worked surprisingly well at first; so long as I offered them a formal interview now and again the local Marcus reporters were wise enough to pretty much leave me alone. Since for a long time access to Marcus Prime was tightly restricted, this allowed me to settle in nicely. But once the travel bans were lifted, the paparazzi flowed in with a vengeance. They were fairly easy to outfox, however, especially since my fellow Rabbits understood perfectly well why I considered them so irritating. Soon I found myself walking to work every day in slave shorts with a shipping box containing my uniform hefted on my shoulder. Sometimes other Rabbits carrying similar containers and gardening tools walked with me, so that it appeared I was part of an ordinary work-gang. It was absolutely amazing how effective this disguise was, and I laughed myself silly every time an off-planet reporter asked the other bunnies about me and they all solemnly pointed in a dozen different directions—“Yes, sir! David was right over there just a few minutes ago!” Once a desperate-looking young man even asked me, and I practically giggled as I pointed. Eventually one of the professional nuisances would get smart enough to look past the fancy Sword and uniform and carefully examine what I really looked like. Among humans, however, the idea of adopting a lower-status identity in public was so repugnant that I didn’t expect them to tumble to my trick anytime soon—even the open-minded Marcuses would never willingly do such a thing. In the meantime I was perfectly safe from annoyance and even having a lot of fun, so long as I was satisfied to enter and leave my office via the loading dock.


  Organizational work is essential to an establishment of any size, military ones more than most. Yet it’s dull, boring, and thankless. Therefore no one was more grateful to Nestor than I was when he, of all people, found us our first actual, honest-to-goodness ship. She was the mining-service vessel Richard, abandoned and placed in a cometary orbit by her crew when the Imperials came. My insatiable reader of a personal aide came across a story in the paper about how she’d still not been recovered, and brought it to my attention. While the fencibles as a rule wouldn’t outright own its own vessels, from the getgo we planned to buy a few. Eventually we’d need our own salvage tug, for example, and at least one full-time gunnery-training ship. Another void we needed filled was for a sort of flagship and general errand-runner, and Richard looked like the perfect vessel for us. Meant to shuttle relatively small cargoes of supplies and high-value ores between asteroids and Kuiper bodies and such, she was also fully capable of planetary landings. I spent hours poring over her specs—her engines were powerful and of modern design, and if her holds were modified a bit she could remain in space for months. Best of all, due to an oddity of the Marcus Prime system she was Field-equipped for hyperspace jumps. My home system, it so happened, had more jump-points than any other. However, for many years it was believed that only one of these led to another star-system—the rest connected only with each other. (The Imperials had proven that a second could somehow be made to lead elsewhere by invading us through it—we still hadn’t figured out how, why, or where.) Therefore, Richard had been equipped with a Field-type drive—jumping was far quicker than thrusting, when things were lined up just so. In short order I was practically drooling over her. Richard’s owners let her go for a song—chasing her down would cost a small fortune if you didn’t happen to have several destroyer captains at your beck and call, all of them eager for a worthwhile mission to break the tedium of garrison-work. I expected her home just about the same time that my freshly-repaired drydock would be ready to receive her, and my barracks-facilities prepared to train her crew.


  After that, all of the tedium and paperwork got a lot easier. For with our first ship, at last the fencibles found its true purpose.
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  "Tench-hut!" Sergeant Piper bellowed three short months later, as Richard's commissioning flag rose up her absurd little mast and burst open at the top. "Hand salute!" Only naval vessels carried masts these days; flags and their related ceremonial were a distinct anachronism aboard vessels that fought in places where there could be no breezes. But they were much-beloved anachronisms as well as legally-required ones; not for a moment did any of us so much as consider dispensing with them aboard fencible vessels.


  Then James stepped forward to the microphone. "It is with great gratitude and honor," he began in his nasal voice, "That I welcome His Majesty's Auxiliary Vessel Richard into the king's service..."


  For all his strengths as an administrator and leader of men James had a rather poor speaking voice, I decided as I stared across our spanking-new barracks complex and at the newly renovated Richard, whose Field was powered up just enough to make her glitter and sparkle in the sun. He wouldn't mind if I let my attention drift, I knew—after all, I'd helped write his speech, just as he had mine. So instead of listening to James enumerate the crimes of the Imperials against our common homeworld and wax eloquent about the future of the fencibles on all Royal worlds once we'd proven the concept, I smiled to myself in satisfaction as I admired Richard's crew, all formed up in neat lines in front of their shiny, freshly-refurbished ship. I was still amazed that we'd come so far so quickly, once we made the decision to purchase her. Part of it was pure luck; even before we could send out a destroyer a Royal revenue cutter had Jumped into the system on a perfect vector to intercept our new purchase and bring her home. That alone had halved the time it should’ve taken us to bring the former mining-service vessel into commission. We'd also been able to streamline the process by borrowing some key personnel from the navy—we could never have come up with a trained engine-room crew on such short notice, for example. And such volunteers we'd been blessed with! We could've easily manned Richard three times over with a skilled, all-human crew if we'd chosen. The fencibles wouldn't always be able to be so choosy, however, and a precedent needed to be set. While I chose a few humans to fill certain of the lowest ranks, for the most part Richard was the first commissioned vessel in history (so far as I knew) whose crew included Rabbits under arms. Certainly, her officers were all human—I was the only qualified Rabbit officer there was, after all. But I hand-selected each and every one of said humans, rejecting them freely at the slightest sign of smugness or self-assurance in my presence. And Snow returned just in time to go through a crash-course on military discipline and take over as sergeant in charge of the tiny marine detachment. My classmate Jean ended up in command, and I was confident that he'd deal with the volatile social problems that were certain to arise as well as anyone could.


  "...someone who of course needs no introduction," James was just finishing up as I returned my attention to the real world around me. "David Birkenhead, the hero of Zombie Station!"


  I took my time stepping up to the podium so as to let the cheering die down. As was our habit at such events, James and I took a moment to embrace like brothers in front of the cameras—we never missed a chance to broadcast the fact of our personal alliance far and wide, so that no one would ever have any doubts that to make an enemy of one of us was to make an enemy of both. Then I stood at the microphone, notes fluttering in the wind.


  "Gentlemen of the press," I began. "My fellow natives of Marcus Prime..." I had to wait for the cheering to cease again after that—emphasizing our common birthplace was something that James had suggested, and sure enough he'd been right. "Today marks the beginning of not just a new branch of the armed forces, but of a new, tighter partnership between the civilian and military spheres of influence..."


  My speech was considerably longer than I'd have liked. But there was so much that simply had to be said! The fencibles, I explained, would be the province of the common man within the military establishment. "We'll soon be in need of far more officers and men than the nobility can possibly provide!" And we'd accept not just every able-bodied human, but Rabbits and eventually Dogs as well. "Marcus Prime has long offered proof that members of the gengineered species can and will be productive, useful citizens when offered the chance. Zombie Station has proven that we can serve as soldiers as well." By the time I was finished, what had begun as a noisy, celebratory crowd had turned quiet and thoughtful.


  After that the band played and sailors marched and there was much more in the way of pomp and ceremony. James and I hosted a banquet, and the highest-ranking officers from the fleet in orbit high above drank toasts to the new armed service far into the night. But there was a muted note to it all, and had been ever since I'd given my big speech. My god! the regular officers and nobles were asking themselves. Where is all this going to lead?


  


  Into the future, I could almost hear His Majesty whispering into his chocolate milk. A bigger, better and stronger future for us all.


  Including even the citizens of the Empire.
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  It was a very pleasant thing, it didn’t take me long to decide, to have a spaceship to order about. Not that I often got the chance—the orbiting fleet needed their errands run and their personnel transferred every bit as much during peacetime as when at war. While I probably could’ve held onto Richard a lot more than I did for our own uses, such as training and publicity, it was even more important that we begin working out the mundane, day-to-day details involved in servicing the fleet. I’d created special fuel indent forms, for example, which the Navy Department had approved in full. But... Would a purser stationed light-years from home actually know what to do with one when he saw it? Almost never, we quickly learned. There were a million such inevitable and unforeseeable bugs to work out, and the more Richard and her crew interacted with the regular fleet the quicker they’d be resolved.


  It was just as well that I’d been able to slide Jean into a command spot so quickly—his ship-purchasing mission with the House buyers had utterly flopped. It wasn’t his fault by any means; the issue was one of sheer economics. The shipbuyers had been instructed to collaborate closely with Jean when and where possible, but no one could’ve foreseen that they’d arrive back home just in time for the largest, most impressive auction of used interstellar vessels in recorded history. These were Javelin’s prizes, or at least those that’d broken through the blockade and made it back home to Royal space in one piece. They were the wildest assortment possible, of varying design, age, and purpose. Even more they were mostly very slow, which was part of why Javelin had been able to run them down and force their surrender to begin with. These traits combined to make them highly uninteresting to the fencibles. I had to admit, however, that in terms of renewing the House’s merchant fleet at a bargain price, well… They buyers couldn’t have done much better. Besides, there were sentimental factors involved as well. A small portion of the proceeds went into James’s pockets, as his share of the prize money. He in turn donated it to the recovery efforts. And I did the same when I learned that the Prize Court had ruled that since Zombie’s successful defense had made most of the captures possible, we were entitled to an equal share. The sum wasn’t all that large, but the newspapers gave our donations prominent headlines indeed. And, I was rather touched when the second-largest of these ships, a bulk-gas tanker, was rechristened the David Birkenhead. (The largest, of course, became the First Duke of Marcus.)


  So Jean was pleased indeed to be rewarded with an independent command after what a less understanding superior officer might’ve considered a complete failure. He did very well indeed; the endless headaches associated with his vessel being the first of its kind seemed to roll off of his back like water from a duck, and his social rank was complete assurance that Richard and its crew would be treated with dignity and respect wherever it went. Best of all, Snow sent me a letter assuring me that he was treating the Rabbits well. In my book, there was no higher authority than that.


  Fortunately for the fencibles, Heinrich’s purchasing mission proved more successful. This one had ordered eighteen brand-new ships, of which a round dozen were mining-support craft and thus near-clones of Richard. We accepted every last one of these latter into the fencibles even before their keels were laid down. These would be the first of the shared-duty ships that would constitute the bulk of our fleet, as we could only justify a single full-time flagship. The House of Marcus bent over backwards cooperating with us on these, up to and including letting us help select their officers and crews long before the ships were delivered. Soon Sergeant Piper was out bellowing and screaming on the parade-ground again, while a mixed platoon of humans and Rabbits stared in slackjawed awe at his mastery of the art of profanity. The plan was for each crew to receive their ship while still in uniform and on active duty, under the orders of her merchant-marine skipper. Then they’d go through a naval-type shakedown until everyone and everything was in full fighting trim. After she passed her final test we’d put her guns in storage and let her serve in her civilian role for two years or so. At that time we’d retrain and requalify everyone all over again. It was the best balance between military necessity and civilian economic need I’d been able to come up with, though because it was based entirely on seat-of-the-pants judgment rather than any kind of actual experience I fully expected to have to make changes in the future. But we had to start somewhere.


  Heinrich also brought back some bad news. “The Imperials are astir,” were the first words out of his mouth when I greeted him upon his return. “They’ve laid down a battlecruiser of their own, sir—maybe she’s even a match for Javelin. And they’re demanding the same trade concessions they just relinquished.” This was hardly unexpected news—our triumph in the last conflict was very much akin to my victory at chess during the war games of so long ago. Yes, I’d beaten my opponent. But by any reasonable measure he remained a far more competent player than I’d ever be, and the ploy I’d used against him would work only once. In any rematch, he’d be far more likely to defeat me than I him. The Imperial forces and even the base Imperial economy were designed to fight a series of short, sharp wars, consuming the Kingdom in small, easy-to-swallow bites. We’d disrupted them this last time not by outfighting them, but rather by jamming up their internal traffic flow so badly that it was impossible for them to prosecute a successful war until the mess was resolved. Well, it was resolved now, though they’d been forced to sue for peace in order to make it happen. And even though we’d taken and swallowed a small bite of their territory for once, the core Imperial forces were still practically undamaged and ready to try again. Near as anyone could tell, their leadership was ready as well. Readier than ever, in fact, after being humiliated. So, in the minds of most of us Royal officers, at least, it wasn’t a matter of if there’d be another war, but when.


  “I see,” I replied with a smile. “Well, we’ll just have to be ready for them then, won’t we?”


  “We will be, sir,” he answered. “Or at least here we’ll be ready. The fencibles, I mean. And the rest of the House of Marcus, for that matter. I’m truly impressed with how much our friend James is accomplishing. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but he ordered two hundred atmospheric-defense fighters. That’s as many as any five other worlds!”


  I nodded, scowling at the memory of how the last remnants of the Marcus fighter squadrons had sacrificed themselves to cover the launch of Broad Arrow so long ago.


  Apparently James hadn’t forgotten either; our fliers had been hopelessly outnumbered, and he clearly didn’t intend to allow that to happen again. The purse-strings had been similarly loosened for the purchase of fleet-support facilities and surface-based defense battalions. It was hoped that some of these latter could be made up of Rabbits, and though Henrich didn’t know it yet his next assignment would involve planning and implementing their training. Ground fencibles, they’d be called, counterparts to the part-time fighting men who’d once manned shore batteries.


  “They caught us by surprise last time, Heinrich. It was one of the saddest, most wretched things I’ve ever seen. But times have changed and the element of surprise is gone. If they attack us here again, they’ll damned well wish they hadn’t.”
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  It came as quite a shock when one day I suddenly realized that I had well over a thousand individuals under my command. Some of them were part-timers, yes—the crews of the eight mining ships we’d so far welcomed into the fencibles, for example, as well as the Rabbits of the single ground-fencible unit that Heinrich was still struggling to bring into service. This last was still a long way from being combat-ready; it was to be scattered out among a dozen of Marcus Prime’s satellites, both natural and artificial, and equipped with old weapons that’d been scavenged from scrapped dreadnoughts. Both the nature of the job itself and the scattered condition of the unit demanded significant initiative and decision-making capabilities far down into the lower ranks—in some locations, there wouldn’t be a human to seek guidance from within many light-minutes.


  My classmate at first had great difficulty replicating my success with the Zombie Rabbits. It wasn’t his fault; he simply couldn’t bond with them in the same way that I could. So I not only sent out Fremont and Nestor to aid and advise him, but finally shucked off all the responsibilities I could manage and gave the matter my personal attention.


  The Rabbits in question, it didn’t take me very long to decide, were made of very good stuff indeed. Though they weren’t graves registration bunnies who perforce had a good grasp of what combat might be like, they were one and all experienced spacehands. No truly stupid individual—human or Rabbit either one—ever lasts long working in vacuum, nor do those deficient in the common sense department. And yet… It was the early days of Beechwood all over again. The Rabbits were too timid even to meet my eyes when I first arrived, much less ask questions, though every last one had begged for the opportunity to serve with the fencibles. I was certain that given time something could be made of them, but the fact was that there was only one of me and I had so many, many other fish to fry. It was a pretty problem indeed, and one that might’ve proven insoluble without Fremont and Nestor’s expert help. “Sir,” Fremont suggested when I held a private Rabbits-only meeting on the subject. “How about if we just show them?”


  So it came to pass that the three of us spent a week in class together with the other Rabbits, learning how to serve as crewmen on obsolete weapons that we’d almost certainly never have cause to operate again. It was fun, really—even though the patient, long-suffering petty officer in charge of the class was “in on the gag”, it was clear by the end of the first day that he was growing weary of the endless questions we three came up with. We even asked for an extra break now and again; the other Rabbits were frozen in shock! (Afterwards, I made sure that these breaks were incorporated into the schedule permanently, even if it did add a couple days to the course. These Rabbits weren’t merely learning how to fire guns. They were being introduced to an entirely new role in life and society, and it was obvious to me that we were attempting to move them along far, far too quickly.) I also turned-to for deck-swabbings and such with the rest of the mob, to demonstrate that one form of work was as important as any other. While they of course didn’t achieve full psychological independence in that single week, it was enough to infect them with the virus and that was what mattered most. While I wasn’t sure I’d ever want to see them in charge of setting the kingdom’s monetary policy or designing new hyperdrive systems, given a little support from their officers and well-written guidelines the best of the group would likely prove able to make good, rational decisions on when to shoot and what to target.


  And who could say? Maybe their grandkids might someday set monetary policy and design hyperdrives after all?


  I left Fremont to act as Heinrich’s consultant, but had to bring Nestor back home with me. I felt guilty sometimes about holding him back by keeping him on as my personal batman and aide; there weren’t half enough Free Rabbits to go around and the more I grew to know my undersized friend the better I appreciated his true capabilities. It would’ve almost certainly been better to send him to some university or another—I’d never even heard of anyone else learning so much so fast solely through independent study. He was obviously officer or executive material in his own right, save for the fact that he remained so painfully shy with everyone but me. Which I couldn’t blame him for, of course, after what’d been done to him for so long. Even more to the point, he absolutely refused to even consider any other career. “You freed me, sir,” he explained once when I broached the subject. “Even more than you did the others, and at far greater risk. I owe you everything, and don’t want any other job.” I kept him on without rank, like Fremont, so that he’d be free to come and go pretty much as he pleased. He served as my runner, butler, cook, aide, servant, and quite often good friend and confidante. Every time I walked past a work-gang of bunnies maintaining flower beds or collecting garbage, I thought of how Nestor’s talents had been squandered as a mere cabin-servant, never mind the continual abuse. How many other Rabbits like him were being wasted as menial laborers? His Majesty had once told me that in his view half of his subject’s talents were being frittered away via the mere fact of slavery. The older I grew, the wiser His Highness became.


  One morning when I arrived at my office, not long after I finished working with the gunner-Rabbits, there was a fancy envelope waiting for me atop the rest of my mail. It was Royal stationery, and while I’d seen it’s like before none of the rest of my staff had. I opened all of my other correspondence before dealing with it, out of sheer sadism I suppose, then broke the fancy seal and opened it up. It was a short, straightforward little note, commanding me to meet with a Royal Herald at the family estate at my convenience. I handed it to the gaping Nestor. “Take care of that for me, will you?” I asked. “Schedule it for either this evening or anytime tomorrow—I can’t get out of today’s inspection tour at this late date.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” he replied, still gaping.


  Someday, I decided, I’d have to find a way to bring Nestor to His Majesty’s personal attention. He worked so hard for so little reward—the least I could do was give him a memory or two.


  Humans, I’d heard, often had great difficulty distinguishing one Herald from another. This was because of their heavy, ritualized makeup, and the effect was quite deliberate. The Heraldry had evolved because no monarch could be in more than one place at once, while his responsibilities often demanded exactly that. Each Herald therefore served as an alter-ego. His Highness chose however many he thought necessary from among the very best and brightest of his subjects, and it was a foolish sovereign indeed who failed to give his fullest attention to the selection process. In many ways no king could be better than his Heraldry. Everything about the group—their effete, overly-foppish court dress, their stylized makeup, the fact that they gave up their own names while in service to the Crown—reflected the fact that their role in life was to subordinate themselves to the needs of their sovereign. It was a Herald’s business to understand not just his king’s policy, but to be intimately familiar with the thought-process and underlying philosophy from which it was derived. That way they could go to the places His Majesty couldn’t and make the on-the-spot decisions that the physical limitations of time and space prevented the monarch from being able to make himself.


  Sometimes, however, a Herald merely represented his monarch socially. I was rather relieved at first when all this particular one seemed to want was to dine with me. I both admired and respected His Majesty on a deep and personal level, and liked to flatter myself that he was rather fond of me as well. So it was reasonable to assume that the Herald was merely making sure that I received a little personal attention out of sheer sentiment. “Please thank whoever’s responsible for the glazed carrots,” I made it a point to whisper to my footbunny just as the meal ended. “And for that wonderful plateful of dandelion greens as well.”


  The Rabbit’s face lit up, then he bowed. “It’s our greatest pleasure, sir, as always. Besides, we get the leftovers.” Then he removed my last plate and disappeared.


  “Heh!” James laughed from directly across from me. He was sitting quite a bit further away than usual, because we were eating at a round table. I didn’t know for sure exactly why that was, but strongly suspected it was due a rather nasty bit of potential social and political awkwardness. Like a Royal Governor, a Herald was the sovereign's direct personal representative and therefore accorded nearly the same level of pomp and ceremony that normally accompanied the corpus of His Majesty himself. But not quite as much— while there were few people who could displace a Herald from the head of a table, one of these happened to be the Royal Heir. Was James the rightful heir, or wasn’t he? That thorny little issue remained yet unsettled, though of course His Majesty was more than eager to make the claim official. It wasn’t yet, however, creating an awkward dilemma that’d been quietly resolved by dispensing with seating precedence altogether. I smiled and shook my head as the footbunnies whisked the last of the dishes away and served coffee and tea. It was a good thing that I’d made my career in the navy instead of the House’s protocol department—the subtle yet vital complexities of it all would’ve driven me mad in no time flat.


  “His Majesty,” the Herald observed after a time, “is quite pleased with the recovery here on Marcus Prime.” He looked around the still-devastated dining room, shorn of its marbles and finery. “He feels that you’ve done a good job of keeping your priorities straight.”


  Both James and Uncle Robert beamed. “This was once a frontier world,” the latter replied. “Our ancestors were pioneers. They lived in a corrugated-steel hut for over twenty years. Compared to them, we have it easy.” He gestured around the room. “I’m merely grateful that His Majesty’s representative is content to dine in such humble surroundings.”


  “You’ve purchased fighters and artillery instead of sculpture and flatware,” the Herald countered. “His Majesty is pleased; you’re in the front lines now. It’s good to see that at least one of the Noble Houses grasps the full implications of this.” He sighed into his coffee, then turned to me. “His Highness also wishes me to convey his specific congratulations to you as well, David. He sent you here to create a working auxiliary fleet out of nothing, and is pleased at the progress you’ve made.” He smiled. “It was my full intent to inspect your brave little Richard, but I understand she’s out on a long mission. So perhaps I might inspect your training facilities instead?”


  I gulped. A Herald's inspection was a great honor, one not to be spurned. “Yes, sir! Of course! At your convenience.”


  His smile widened. “I’m eager to meet more of your Rabbits, of whom so much is asked and who seem so capable of delivering.” Then he scowled slightly. “You know, don’t you, that the Admiralty wants to shut you down?”


  I nodded. It was rapidly becoming an open secret. “They believe His Majesty is foolish to be wasting so many resources on us.”


  “So far, you’re making them look foolish instead.” The Herald produced a sheaf of papers from his puffy sleeve, then slipped on a pair of ridiculously tiny spectacles. “Richard’s efficiency ratings are as good as any vessel of equivalent size in the entire fleet, yet she operates at a fraction of the cost due to the fact that we paid so little for her. The Admiralty emphasizes over and over again that she’s not capable of handling nearly so many missions as a purpose-designed vessel, and that’s true enough. But she’s quite able to deal with many routine matters, thus freeing up a more expensive regular-navy ship for other duties.” He smiled again. “The Admiralty predicted that, given the shattered infrastructure on Marcus Prime and the need to train so many personnel from scratch—above all the Rabbits!—it’d take you at least five years to put an even minimally-functional vessel into service. Certainly, it would’ve taken them that long. Yet you've commissioned a quite worthwhile ship in just over twenty-three months, with many more in the pipeline.” He lowered the papers and met my eyes over the spectacles. “His Majesty has long believed that the navy has become a bloated, bureaucratic top-heavy nightmare. An old-boys club, in other words, where titles matter more than actual fighting capabilities. When an able officer does arise, the others quickly smother him as a threat to the status-quo. You were quite deliberately selected to demonstrate what can be achieved via genuine competence, leadership ability and willingness to work, and placed outside the regular-navy system so that no one could place artificial obstacles in your way. The results speak for themselves.” He tossed the papers down onto the table and crossed his arms. “Your sovereign is more grateful than you probably realize.”


  I didn’t know what to say, really. So instead I just looked down at the tablecloth. “It was the others who did the real work.” I finally whispered. “We could do a lot better now that we’ve got some experience under our belts. In some ways we were just plain lucky.”


  “Your team was indeed the secret to your success,” he agreed. “Or so our sources indicate. But… David, you’re the one who created and led that team, and therefore you’re also the one who must accept the credit for its successes. Most of your luck you made yourself.” He smiled again. “You’ve proven yourself to be a highly competent administrator as well as a superb combat leader, which is a rare combination indeed. One that merits nurture and support.” He reached back into his pocket and pulled out two rather battered rank emblems. “You’ve been promoted, by Royal decree. These badges were once His Majesty's own, and his father’s before him. Congratulations, Commander! His Highness is delighted, and hopes you’ll wear them in good health. You’re to select your own relief, then report to the Academy in time to take part in the next session of the Naval War College. After you’re knighted, of course.”
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  A person is supposed to feel good when they're promoted, and even better when they're knighted. Besides which, being selected for the Naval War College was a major honor in its own right. Perhaps a tenth of all Academy men would eventually be admitted to the War College; and being chosen so young meant that if I lived long enough I was certain to fly my own flag as an admiral someday. But I couldn't say that I was pleased, no matter how happy everyone around me was. Congratulations came pouring in from every direction imaginable—even Captain Blaine sent a costly spacegram once he heard the news.


  "Congratulations, Shipmate!" it read. "I feel so proud every time I read of another of your exploits—perhaps it's best that you didn't end up as my servant after all." I accepted the letter in the spirit in which it was intended—Sir Leslie meant well—and wrote him a nice reply congratulating him on his own accession to the command of the elderly light cruiser Fury. He'd do well, I predicted, in that for all his shortcomings he’d at least proven himself willing to face the enemy and fight him savagely to the death despite whatever odds might obtain. This might be the bare minimal qualification for a naval officer, but Sir Leslie possessed it in full measure and therefore was entitled to my professional respect.


  The problem with my promotion, I decided within a few days, was that it'd been too easy. In order to gain admittance to the Academy and be trained as a midshipman, I'd had to grapple an enemy cruiser and burn myself more than half to death in the process. To earn my lieutenancy, I'd at least adequately improvised a defense of the critical Zombie Station. In my heart, therefore, I'd felt that these ranks were at least arguably earned via solid accomplishments. This time, however, all I'd done was sit at a desk in Rabbit Town, filling out paperwork and arranging my staff so as to take maximum advantage of the available pool of talent. At no point had I even so much as missed a meal, much less been under enemy fire. Indeed, in some ways serving in my old hometown and rubbing elbows with so many of my fellow Rabbits had been the most pleasant duty I'd ever known—it was almost as nice as I’d imagined having my own engine room might be. And yet, here I was being promoted and rewarded again, this step forward mattering every bit as much to my career as the other far more dearly-earned ones. It didn't feel right, somehow; like the whole world was being turned topsy-turvy. In the end I reminded myself that the last time we'd spoken His Majesty had implied that he was going to promote me again as soon as he could regardless. He'd also hinted that some sort of ennoblement was eventually in my future as well. So, rather uneasily, I justified the new honors to myself as sort of a second-stage reward for Zombie rather than for pushing paper.


  "Baloney, sir," Nestor contradicted me when late one night I shared my opinion with him. "How do you think most officers get promoted most of the time, especially when there's no wars being fought? Not everyone can always serve in the front line, sir, and you shouldn't expect to either. There are other worthy accomplishments besides success in combat, and if I were you I'd accept the Herald's explanation at face value. It's not like Heralds tend to be pathological liars."


  I sighed and nodded; he was right, of course. Or at least my head felt that way. Somehow my heart didn’t agree, however, and I grew increasingly depressed as I wound down my command responsibilities and prepared to hand things over to Jean, who I'd tapped to take over. "Just give Fremont his head," I advised. "And I'll transfer Snow back dirtside for you as well, last thing before I leave. That'll still leave you short on training-bunnies. But I just can't spare Nestor."


  "Of course, sir," Jean replied, bowing his head. War College classes were only offered once a year, and several weeks remained before I needed to leave. That gave me plenty of time to assist Jean with what would be a very difficult transition. Still, I felt that he was better suited for the job than anyone else I could name. His personal prestige and endless patience in dealing with Rabbits would prove invaluable. Jean was miserable over losing his command, of course—a ship was every naval officer’s dream. However, Richard was about to be laid up in the dockyard for modifications—we were going to mount torpedo tubes on her as an experimental installation. A vessel in drydock brought far more headaches than joy to her commander, which made the switch at least a little easier for my friend to bear. For now I'd left her in the able hands of her first mate. But eventually the plan was for me to assume command myself and ferry her to Earth Secundus, since I was was going that way anyhow. The Navy Department wanted to formally evaluate her before undertaking another fencible program elsewhere. Besides, I'd never yet commanded a ship. This constituted a gaping hole in the resume of any officer of my rank. It was time to see if I was made of the right stuff.


  "David..." Jean began. Then he tried again. "Sir, I want you to know that no one can ever fill your shoes. What you've accomplished here is—"


  "Nonsense!" I interrupted, my tone sharp. "I made dozens of mistakes, and every last one of them held us all back. You'll be fine."


  "I hope so, sir," he replied doubtfully. "But... This has grown into what by rights ought to be a full post-captain's command. And I'm still just... I mean..."


  "Read your history," I encouraged him, my voice softening. "Once upon a time, you'll find, quite low-ranking officers were assigned daunting tasks indeed. William Bligh of the Royal Navy was a mere lieutenant when he was ordered to sail halfway around the world into seas only recently explored, on an economic mission believed to be of the greatest importance to the British Empire. In the American West, army lieutenants regularly were placed in charge of planning and building forts hundreds of miles from anywhere." I smiled. "We've grown fat and wasteful, imagining that it takes a half a ton of gold braid to make an intelligent decision or to carry any responsibility. We're the future, you and I. Standing at the beginning of a leaner, more flexible navy. In fact, we're proving the concept."


  He nodded. "You're the beginning, sir. It's my privilege to merely follow."
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  I’d met all of Richard’s officers before, of course; most of them more than once. Her first mate was Josiah Parker; I’d interviewed him no less than three times before accepting him into the fencibles. My hesitation hadn’t had anything to do with questionable qualifications—far from it! He’d been Richard’s captain back while she was still a merchant-marine mining-service vessel; in fact it was Parker who’d put her into a cometary orbit and taken to the lifeboats rather than see her captured. He knew every rivet in Richard’s hull, and according to Jean watching him finagle his longtime command into and out of a tight drydock was something to be remembered. Given Parker’s wide experience and skills, he could easily have done better for himself than stepping down to first mate of his former command. Besides, he was over fifty years of age. This was borderline for active space duty in a combat vessel, and I also felt it was reasonable to wonder if he’d resent serving under what must seem to him a mere child. Finally, however, during the third interview he broke down and told me the truth. The Imperials, it seemed, hadn’t taken it kindly when he’d made it so difficult for them to recover his ship. His wife, his eldest son, his youngest daughter and three Rabbits who’d acted as their servants and practically been family members in their own right were all executed in reprisal. “I have plenty of money,” he explained through the tears, once his usual stony reserve finally broke down. “It was banked off-planet. In fact, I could easily buy a freighter of my own. But… I admit it, sir. I want to serve His Majesty, to do everything I can to stop these awful….” Then he broke down entirely, and ended up weeping in my arms.


  Well… Call me a softie if you must. After all, the Imperials had ravaged my own family as well. But I brought him aboard first on a trial basis, then wholeheartedly and for the long-term. He’d forgotten more than I ever expected to know about general shiphandling and good spacemanship, and his years of command experience lent him a sort of quiet authority that few regular-navy officers could match. If he sometimes tended to forget himself and acknowledge his orders with an informal “okay” or failed to salute, well… That was more than counterbalanced by his clear empathy with and high regard for our Rabbit crewmen. In short I considered Josiah Parker worth his weight in gold to an organization like the fencibles, and I knew even if he didn’t that he was penciled in to take command of Richard once again when I stepped down.


  My astrogator was Nathan Wu. Fresh out of college and even younger than I was, Wu was really too immature to make a good officer. He was flamingly gay as well, which evoked more than a few smiles among we Rabbits. While homosexual bunnies weren’t entirely unknown, the trait was far more common among our putative masters and we considered the resulting social hijinks to be, well… a bit amusing at times. I’d signed him on despite his immaturity for what I considered to be several good reasons. One was that he’d been awarded the Resistance Badge of Honor for doing something or other to the Imperials during the Occupation that must’ve been extraordinarily nasty—it was still classified. The second was that he’d not only graduated at the top of his astrogation class with full honors, but had already been published in Skytrails, his profession’s semiofficial publication. And the third was of course that eventually I expected him to grow up. A youth of proven courage and professional ability deserved our investment of time and effort.


  Richard had been commissioned in such a hurry that I’d been forced to accept whatever I could get in the way of an engineering staff; beggars, after all, can’t be choosy and qualified engineers were always in tight supply. Fortunately, however, I was fairly satisfied with the crew the navy had loaned us. Warrant Officer Asweyo had risen up through the ranks the hard way, and the scars he carried were physical as well as mental. His forearms, for example, were a mass of old burns. He’d picked up them up from weld-spatter during his long years as an enlisted man. Similarly, his face and cheeks were pockmarked with dozens of little craters from where something or another had once literally blown up in his face. He was a year older than First Officer Parker, and they’d already become fast friends. He had three certified watchstanders under him, and while they were certainly nothing special I couldn’t find much fault with them either.


  If my crew had a serious weak point, it was my sergeant of marines. Like far too many others of his kind, Sergeant John Petranovich had a serious drinking problem. He’d reported aboard fully sober just minutes before up-ship, and I didn't see him in that state again for weeks. Petranovich was a last-minute replacement for Snow, who was so desperately needed for training duties that I’d been forced to leave him behind. Whoever’d dumped Petranovich on me had to have known exactly what he was doing—transferring a bad egg at the last minute was such a notorious practice that anyone who arrived aboard their new ship during the last day or so before a mission was automatically suspect. But in the navy one had to learn to make do with what one had. Corporal Silk, his chief subordinate, was a perfectly capable and eager-to-please Rabbit, if necessarily still a bit ignorant of his duties and lacking in his understanding of them. I resolved to work through him as much as possible and deal firmly with the sergeant at the first opportunity. In the worst case scenario, when we arrived on Earth Secundus I’d see that Petranovich was forced to confront his own shortcomings. Until then it seemed to me that giving Silk a chance to grow wasn’t entirely a bad thing.


  James and the rest of the Marcus family chose to make a big deal out of my departure, though I would’ve preferred otherwise. A huge feast was held in my honor the night before, while First Officer Parker performed the final inspections that by rights I should’ve taken care of myself. Afterwards I was absolutely festooned with gifts. The bunnies of Rabbit Town took up a collection and commissioned a bronze statuette of me in full dress uniform walking down the street I’d been born on, while the House of Marcus ceded me personal estates on each and every one of their worlds to build a private home on, if I liked. But the gift that meant most of all came from the little core-group of fencibles I’d assembled at the very beginning, though Nestor must’ve been the one who masterminded it. When I’d first clambered aboard Javelin after escaping from Zombie Station what seemed like forever ago, I’d inadvertently carried an Imperial blaster aboard with me. The battlecruiser’s marines had quite properly relieved me of it, and I never thought about the thing again. Apparently, however, someone else had. Because after a long and torturous journey it found its way back into my hand that night, after having along the way been worked over by one of the finest gunsmiths in the universe. I’d always preferred Imperial blasters to our own—like most of our enemy’s weaponry, I considered it better designed and thought-out than its Royal equivalent. Plus the grip was slimmer, a key factor for a Rabbit whose hands were significantly smaller than human. I’d complained several times about the matter while taking mandatory target practice, and now… Well, not only did I have an Imperial weapon of my own, but one that’d been accurized and fitted with a custom high-capacity battery that allowed for more shots without recharging. While it was against regulations to wear the thing on duty, considering its provenance I thought I might be able to get away with it under combat conditions. I fear that I shed a few tears as I looked around at my old staff, who were being left to carry on with such a difficult, oversized job. But if anyone was capable of measuring up, they were.


  “Good-bye,” I told each of them individually that night. “Thank you so much for your hard work. You’ve performed miracles, and everyone with an even halfway-open mind knows it. I’ll never, ever cease being grateful to you.”
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  It took us almost forty days to hit our first Jump point, and by the end of them I considered us to be fairly well settled in. Commanding a recently-overhauled ship during peacetime wasn’t so difficult after all, I soon came to realize, so long as one’s key officers were both capable and willing. Our engines and other subsystems performed without a hitch, Wu kept us dead on course, and belowdecks… Well, things weren’t going quite so smoothly there. Eventually a livid Sergeant Petranovich came to see me in order to lodge a protest regarding how I was bypassing him and dealing directly with his subordinate. “I issued that particular order at fourteen-thirty hours Tuesday,” I pointed out, after leaving him standing at attention just long enough without a reply to make it clear that my rudeness was intentional. “Where exactly were you at that time, Sergeant? I looked all over the barracks-deck.” He gulped, but said nothing. Though he should’ve been on duty, I had in on the best authority possible—the cabin-bunny, via Nestor—that he’d been lying in his bunk suffering from the hangover from hell.


  “I could—and quite possibly should—devote this entire mission to breaking you, Sergeant,” I continued after once more letting the silence drag on just a little bit too long. “But it so happens that I consider alcoholism to be a disease, not a character flaw that can be beaten out of a man through punishment and intimidation. It’s something that the victim has to find the strength to cure from within.” I paused and looked deep into his eyes. “I know that you’ve probably had other captains that’ve let this sort of thing slide so long as everything’s nice and shiny at inspection-time. But I’m warning you—I’m different. I’ve served under a drunk, you see, and have seen where this particular road leads. I absolutely will not tolerate this sort of thing in a ship under my command. So you have a choice, Sergeant. You can either take advantage of this milk-run of a voyage to get your act together on your own, or as sure as space is black I’ll have you hauled off this ship on a stretcher the second we hit dirt on Earth Secundus, on your way to either rehab or a discharge. It’ll be up to you, I suppose—by then it won’t be my affair any longer. Do you understand me?”


  He visibly paled. “Yes, sir!”


  “Good,” I acknowledged. “You can either report to me in my cabin at sixteen-hundred hours with your vacuum still and your stash of bottles, or the next time you’re drunk on duty so help me the last thing you’ll want to complain about is my going directly to your subordinates behind your back. Do you hear me, Sergeant?”


  “Yes, sir!” he repeated. By now he was breaking out in a fine sweat.


  I nodded. “Are you prone to the DT’s?”


  He pressed his lips together for a moment, then answered. “Yes, sir.”


  “Bring me that still,” I allowed, “and I’ll authorize the sick-bay steward to dispense whatever medications he has on hand that might help. I’ll also authorize him to rate you as unfit for duty for a day or two if necessary, though that’s usually considered insufficient cause. So long as you work through him, I’ll adopt an understanding approach.” Then I scowled again. “But never doubt that there’s a limit to my patience.”


  I knew the odds were against me when I gave my little speech—one of the nastiest symptoms of alcoholism is a powerful sense of denial. Rather to my surprise, however, the sergeant knocked on my door at the appointed hour, carrying the tiniest, hardest-to-detect vacuum-still I’d ever seen in an old carton. Alongside it were seven fifths of the worst tequila I’d ever seen. “Sir!” he declared, snapping to attention after depositing the whole mess on my desk.


  For a long moment I just stood and stared at him. “Well,” I said eventually, tilting my head to one side and crossing my arms. “Thank you, Sergeant. You’ll have my support, as promised.” Then I let my curiosity get the best of me. “May I ask why you’ve chosen to do things this way?”


  His lips worked for several seconds before he spoke. “Captain Holcomb, sir,” he explained finally. “Everyone knows you served under him. So did I, about three years before you. And, sir…” His eyes teared. “When you mentioned how you’d been under the command of an alcoholic, I knew right away who you must’ve meant. When you compared me to the likes of him…”


  “I understand,” I replied softly. “Now, go see the pharmacist’s mate. Let’s get on with this, and know that I wish you the very best of luck.”


  In the Royal Navy, it was routine practice to go to full Action Stations at every jump. This was because one could never be quite certain what might be waiting on the other side. The possibilities were as limitless as the universe, and it was better to face them with weapons charged and everyone fully awake and ready to react as part of a team. Astrogator Wu rang the gong twenty minutes before the translation, as per standing orders, and so all of us officers were on the bridge sipping tea and coffee and such as the critical moment drew near. It was just before four in the morning, ship’s time.


  “Sometimes I miss the navy life,” our single passenger declared after a long, languid yawn. “Not at the moment, however.”


  I smiled back at him. “You could’ve stayed warm in bed, Uncle,” I countered. Lord Robert had sought passage back to Earth Secundus with us at almost the last possible moment—it’d been decided that he’d be more valuable to the House representing us on the capital world, a role he’d previously filled for his late brother. Accommodating VIP’s wasn’t a problem for an ex-freighter like Richard. We absorbed him, his two personal footbunnies and all his gear without even noticing the difference; our holds were four-fifths empty. I was more than eager to bring him along with us; his companionship was welcome, and Robert was an ex-captain in his own right. Not only would he know what to expect aboard a king’s ship, but if I needed advice there couldn’t be anyone better to ask. Because of his high social rank and retired-navy status no one questioned his presence on the bridge—it wasn’t like he was liable to get in the way or anything like that. In fact, he perhaps spent more time there than I did.


  “Warm and in bed, maybe,” he replied with a smile. “But not asleep again, after that nasty klaxon. I’ve never heard such a vile one! How cheap was it, anyway?”


  I smiled. In the interest of keeping expenses down to the bare minimum, we’d bought the least expensive annunciator-system capable of complying with navy regs. The result, I had to agree, sounded pretty ragged. In later ships we’d gone ahead and spent a few credits more.


  Then there was no more time for small talk. “Jump in ten seconds,” Wu reported. “Five, four, three, two, one…”


  Richard leapt across the void like the well-tuned machine she was, with hardly a trace of leaked Field effects. I was just reaching down to call the engineer and congratulate him on a job well done when First Officer Parker interrupted me. “Sir! There’s an Imperial corvette dead ahead!”


  For just an instant my mind locked up; we were in Royal space—this wasn’t right! Then I forced myself to think and give orders instead of sitting there like an idiot. “Cameras! Put it on the main display!”


  It took perhaps two or three seconds for Parker to comply with my order. During that time the bridge speaker-system kicked in as we received a transmission. “Heave to, Royal merchantman!” an Imperial voice ordered. “And prepare to be…” Then there was a pause, during which my screen finally came to life…


  …and the Imperial finally troubled himself to read our navy ID squawk. “Well!” he replied, sounding delighted. “Take your choice then, Royal Auxiliary Cruiser! Fight it out or not. It's up to you. We’ll kill you all either way!”


  


  18


  I didn’t like Imperials very much. It wasn’t just because they’d killed my father or turned my life topsy-turvy. That was war, which was mostly impersonal. The problem was that Imperial values and culture offended me to the core, and of all their blatant savageries their refusal to take military prisoners disgusted me the most. It was the macho ethic taken to the nth, most ridiculous extreme. Not only was it sheer barbarism to slaughter men who could no longer fight back, it was militarily contra-productive as well. Sure, in some ways the practice was an effective terror-weapon, and more than once Royal armies and even ships’ crews had mutinied rather than face battle against such an implacable foe. It probably accounted in part for our always-high desertion rate as well. But still… An enemy forced against its will to fight to the death will often inflict at least a few casualties and do damage along the way that might easily have been avoided. Even more, some of history’s greatest triumphs were won via convincing superior forces to surrender. Because of its own limiting traditions, no Imperial army could ever replicate such a victory. Killing prisoners was nothing but wasteful bloodlust for its own sake, a cultural throwback to the days of Genghis Khan.


  So it was with great pleasure that I introduced this particular Imperial and his crew to the new and improved sort of auxiliary cruiser, a development that he couldn’t possibly have anticipated. In the past, auxiliary cruisers had been poorly-armed transports with half-trained ex-civilian crews, competent to do little more than dispatch pirates. We fencibles, however, were a new breed entirely. A fully-armed and well-drilled one, in fact. I was quite certain long before the first round was ever fired that we were more than capable of dealing with his little mosquito of a warship. “Hard aport!” I ordered Mr. Wu, exposing our full broadside. Then I rang up the turrets. “Fire when she bears, Mr. Ghana! Aim for the center of mass—I want her dead, dead, dead!”


  For all the romance that surrounds them, for all the paintings and commemorative medals and stories that've been told, space battles between single vessels rarely require much in the way of tactical genius to fight. In the absence of a nearby fleet or planet or other outside influence, a single-ship duel in open space more closely resembles a husband and wife hurling crockery at each other than anything else. The important factors aren’t position or even vectors. What matters are the ships’ relative weights of metal, the determination and discipline with the weapons are crewed, the thickness of one’s armor, and the strength of the Field. While under the old scheme of things almost any regular-navy vessel could curb-stomp an auxiliary cruiser, Richard was different in many ways. She’d spent weeks in the yard, for example, having warship-grade power-conduits fitted to serve her weapons. Her crew had been through a regular-navy training program, taught by regular-navy instructors, and her marksmanship met regular-navy standards. Our main battery weapons were of the same caliber and capability as those of most light cruisers, though we had only three-quarters as many mountings. And while our armor and Field-strength were almost nothing, those of a mere corvette weren’t any better.


  Our enemy, in short, had no idea of who and what he was up against. At least not at first, certainly, or he’d quite properly have taken to his heels. As it was, our first salvo took out his bridge. Our third took out his engines, and after the fourth we could detect no signs of life whatsoever. In exchange, we suffered a single burn-through into an empty hold.


  “Sir!” Lieutenant Parker declared just after I ordered the cease-fire. “There’s a corvette at Point Three as well, Plus, four destroyers at Point One.” He put them on the screen, complete with vector-arrows.


  I nodded and studied the tactical plot, shifting mental gears as rapidly as I could. We were passing close to the dead, glowing Imperial hull now. Part of me yearned to examine the fencible’s first victim more closely, but there’d be plenty of time to gloat over the films later. “Wu!” I ordered. “Work out the intercept problem from the Imperial’s point of view and make a recommendation. Those destroyers will come after us the instant the lightspeed delay has elapsed and they find out what’s happened.”


  “Sir!” Wu declared almost before I was finished speaking. “I have rough figures for you.”


  My eyebrows rose—for him to react so quickly he must’ve anticipated my order. “Yes?”


  “We’ll never make Point One without a fight, sir. It’s not even close. They’ll be all over us. And Point Two, where we came in, is asymmetrical. So, we can’t just go back.”


  I nodded. Four destroyers were more than we could reasonably hope to defeat. They could both outgun and outrun us. “Suggestions?”


  “There’s only one viable way out, sir, though I haven’t finalized the numbers yet. Point Three. We’ll be able to hit it with more than two days to spare. Though we’ll have to fight the corvette.”


  I nodded, carefully remaining expressionless. Point Three led deep into Imperial space. “I see. Then that’s exactly what we’ll have to do.”


  “Aye-aye, sir,” Wu replied, correctly interpreting my statement as an order.


  “Implement the course change as soon as you’re ready—there’s no point lollygagging about. In the meantime I’m going down below to congratulate our gunners. Every last one of you did an excellent job. Their performance, however, was truly outstanding.”
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  I had almost a month to think things over before we hit Point Three and translated into the innermost realms of the Emperor. During that period I studied up on our intelligence files, spent a lot of time talking things over with Uncle Robert, and of course worrying.


  “It’s war again, of course,” my adopted uncle said the moment we were alone together in my cabin. “They’re trawling for merchantmen, hoping to take a few easy prizes before the real shooting starts. They can gather intelligence from them.”


  I nodded back. The moment the Imperials felt that they had enough preponderance of force to bite off a chunk of Royal space and assimilate it, they’d invariably try to do so. The underlying logic was that each succeeding bite would make them stronger and us weaker, so that in the long term such a policy could lead only to victory. Since they had no interest whatsoever in peaceful coexistence, or at least not that anyone could discern, it was a highly logical approach. By dictating when and (even more significantly) where the wars would be fought, they could arrange things to their own maximum advantage. Usually such rigid consistency was an unfortunate trait in a military strategy, because it could be exploited by an opponents. In this case, however, the only counter anyone could think of was simply to be stronger than them, and able to defeat them anywhere, anytime. This, sadly, was not only impossible but grew more so with every loss of valuable territory. Eventually, the brighter minds of the navy were beginning to grasp, in order to defeat such a threat we’d have to begin taking the offensive and executing surprise attacks of our own. Javelin represented an early manifestation of that sort of thinking. But so far most of the Noble Houses remained too timid and reluctant to spend so much money. Until that changed, well…


  …the Imperials would continue to set up traps and snatch up helpless merchantmen during peacetime, I supposed.


  “It’s war, all right,” I agreed, sipping at my tea. “But that’s someone else’s problem right now. My specific responsibility is getting you back to a safe world. After that, I’ll worry about the war. And, if you haven’t noticed, we’re sort of headed in the wrong direction for that.”


  My uncle frowned. “David, your principal mission should be to do as much damage to the Imperials as possible. My personal presence here has little to do with anything.”


  I shook my head. “Sir, I can’t agree. His Majesty grows older and frailer every day, and you just about have to be an important part of his plans for the Succession.” My eyes narrowed. “This is just a guess, sir. But, tell me you’re not penciled in to take over Marcus’s holdings, once James is crowned. Making you one of the most important noblemen in the entire Kingdom, I’ll add. Then, tell me what other Marcus is groomed and ready for the position.”


  He looked away, just as I’d expected him to do. Then my uncle scowled and faced me once more. “You’re right, of course, as far as it goes. It is important that I get back home in one piece. It’s also important for you, as well. You were given this command solely for the benefit of your resume, it being rather difficult to make an admiral of someone who’s never actually commanded a ship. You’re meant for the Admiralty in the long run, to help set policy and strategy at the highest of levels. Someday, you’re liable to command the entire fleet. Plus there’s the Rabbit problem to think of—you’re a big part of that, too. That makes you at least as irreplaceable as I am, in my judgment. And yet…” He made a fist. “No one is so important that they’re excused from fighting Imperials, David. I’m not implying that you were shrinking from it—no man who knows what you’ve already done would imagine that for a moment. But… You see, I’m not going to shrink from it either.” He stood. “I’m a reserve captain, David, retired. And I once swore the same oath you did. I’m not empowered under regulations to take command, nor would I if I could. But… If you were to find a use for me, I’d be pleased to do my duty in any role you might see fit.”


  My uncle spoke brave words, and I knew that he meant every one of them. And yet… As I sat in my cabin sipping tea and studying star-charts, I found myself seeking the easiest, quickest path possible out of Imperial space. My ship was small and thin-skinned, and my cargo precious. There were times in war when discretion really was the better part of valor—what conceivable losses could we inflict that would be worth the loss to the Kingdom if my uncle were killed? The problem with the safe and sane approach, however, was that the odds against us surviving even the simplest, easiest available course through Imperial space were vanishingly small. Javelin’s epic raid, which many had doubted she’d live to see the end of, had taken her through eight Jumps in hostile space. Given where we were starting from, we’d be forced to make no less than eleven in a far-slower ship of less than a twentieth the battle-cruiser’s force. It’d take us well over a year, as slow as we were. Very likely the war would be fought and over before we arrived back home, in the unlikely event that we lived that long. We didn’t have nearly enough fuel or supplies aboard for such a lengthy cruise. No matter how much tea I drank or how long I spent staring at the charts, every available route led to our inevitable deaths.


  “Sir,” Nestor whispered after my third day spent secreted in the cabin. “The Rabbits are getting worried about you—they never see you anymore. So they’ve asked me to make sure you’re all right.”


  I nodded absently, still entranced by the chart. There were so many possible courses of action, some of which had little to do with what route we chose. Then I pulled myself back to reality. “Right,” I agreed. “Thank you. Tell you what—I’ll inspect the barracks at sixteen-hundred hours. That should make them feel a bit better. Please inform the sergeant.”


  Nestor nodded, but didn’t move. “They’re worried about the mission, as well. They know we can’t complete it, sir.”


  I blinked. “What do you mean, ‘can’t complete it’?” I stood up and thumped on a hull-brace. “With this fine ship and crew? I can’t imagine what you’re talking about!”


  My friend and servant, who’d been through the worst of the worst with me, smiled despite the fact that he knew I was lying through my teeth. “I’ll tell them you said exactly that, sir!”


  “Good!” I replied. “Please do.” Then and only then, I made my final decision. We’d take no unnecessary chances, and fleabites might be all we’d ever inflict, but by god we’d at least make the effort! Uncle Robert was right—it was everyone's duty to fight Imperials. “Take these to engineering for me, please,” I ordered, picking up a sheaf of crude drawings I’d made by hand. “Tell them I want this special gear fabricated as soon as possible, but not to actually mount anything on the outer hull without my approval.”


  Nestor glanced down at the drawings, and his eyes widened. “Sir!” he whispered. “That’s…”


  “Straight out of the history books,” I replied. “Not original at all.” Then I sighed. “Have them get right on it, and tell them to draft as much help from other departments as necessary. Busy hands have less time to worry. Then send Mr. Parker down here to see me at his earliest convenience, please. He’s going to be the key to this whole enterprise, and I need to consult with him right away.”
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  For the next three weeks the ship was abuzz with rumors regarding the strange gear I’d ordered from engineering. While in general I believed that a captain should keep his crew well-apprised of his intentions, this time I left them utterly in the dark. It wasn’t due to security concerns—we were totally incommunicado. But it was better for them to have a mental puzzle to work on, I reckoned, than too much time to worry about what the future might hold.


  “He plans to use this thing to grapple an Imperial,” I overheard a Rabbit steward say while assisting a welder working on the new crane-boom one day. “It’s the only possible solution!”


  “No!” his human partner replied. “He’s going to pick up a vital cargo from a secret base, where they don’t have a crane! That’s what all the containers are for, too!”


  “Maybe,” the Rabbit replied, his nose wriggling furiously. Then they both returned to work as I nodded in satisfaction. The fact was, we just might pick ourselves up a valuable cargo somewhere if we were lucky. That was why I’d specified a functional crane and ordered that the dozens of deck-containers be functional as well as collapsible.


  First Officer Parker was in on the secret, of course; he had to be. Everything depended on his long years of experience as a merchant captain. Besides, I had Nestor fitting him out with uniform after uniform— green for Imperial Cargo Lines, gray for New Geneva Expeditors, sky-blue for Yan Interstellar Logistic Services… Soon he had more changes of costumes than there was room for in his cabin, and we dedicated the corner of a hold just to storing them all. But I didn’t say a word to Uncle Robert, as I wanted to use him as a sort of barometer. If he didn’t tumble to it then perhaps it wouldn’t seem so obvious to the Imperials, either.


  Getting the gear ready in time was difficult enough, but our biggest problem was the Imperial corvette waiting for us at Point Three. No, she hadn’t a prayer of outfighting us. But she was far faster than we were, and could easily follow us wherever we went broadcasting warnings and appealing for any Imperial-navy consorts that might be about to come finish us off. It was certainly what I’d have done in their place. Instead, while we were still a week out, they ducked through the point for a few hours. Then they returned and maneuvered to rejoin the destroyers, who also broke off pursuit. Why, I’d never know—the destroyers might’ve considered their merchantman-bagging operation to be more important to their overall war-effort than chasing us down, or perhaps the corvette was having engine problems or was short on fuel or stores or something. Or maybe there was a huge fleet sitting on the other end of the Jump waiting to ambush us, so that they didn’t need to bother. I could think of a thousand reasons why they might’ve done what they did, and as likely as not all of my guesses would be wrong ones.


  At any rate, the Jump proved totally uneventful. “Clear skies, Captain,” First Officer Parker reported after a minutes-long scan.


  I nodded as my heart slowed down to its normal rate. We were lucky, lucky, lucky! Doubly so, given that there were no settlements at this node. So, we truly had space to ourselves. “Thank you, Mr. Parker.” Then I turned to my astrogator. “Set a course for Point Seven,” I ordered. “Flank speed.”


  He blinked, clearly taken by surprise. If we traversed Point Seven, it’d take at least fifteen Jumps for us to get back into Royal space, instead of the minimal eleven at Point Four. “Aye-aye, sir!” he replied. “Let me calculate—“


  “It’ll take us nineteen days,” I replied, having worked it out long since in my cabin. “Or it would if we remained under full power. Which we’re not going to be able to do, unfortunately. I’m afraid that’s not going to make your job any easier.”


  Wu’s brow wrinkled. “Sir?”


  “We’ll have to power down the Field to work on the hull. Which’ll take days.” I sighed and pressed the little button that connected me with engineering. “Chief,” I ordered. “We’ll begin repainting the ship at oh-eight-hundred hours. Make your plans accordingly. Birkenhead out.”
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  No ship ever heads out into deep space without a little of this and a little of that aboard. This is especially true of warships, which might easily find themselves forced to repair extensive battle-damage light-years from anywhere. It was a good thing for us that this was so; our new cargo-containers, for example, were made largely of hull-patches, and the crane from spare structural members. We carried a fair amount of powder-paint as well, though not even my purser seemed to know exactly why. It took almost three days for my mostly-Rabbit able-spacer crew to first strip off our Royal markings, then paint green stylized Imperial Line “I’s” where they’d once been. Next we unfolded our cargo containers and arranged them in a hollow rectangle over our gunports, cabling them together in the process so that if we had to drop them in a hurry they’d all remain clustered together for an easy pickup. We mounted the crane well aft, in imitation of the usual Imperial practice. The final step was to drape superconducting tarps over the lot, so that the Field would flow easily over the new surface. Yes, the less-efficient shape would slow us down a bit and consume more precious energy. But that was how most merchies did things, after all—for them the extra capacity was well worth the loss. Besides, we could dump the whole mess on thirty-seconds notice and be in full fighting trim once more. Until then, however, it’d take a close examination indeed to perceive us as anything but the Imperial Lines cargo vessel we now seemed to be.


  It was truly entertaining, watching as the crew slowly figured it out. Where once they’d been pensive and nervous, soon humans and Rabbits alike were walking about with oversized grins on their faces. Nothing’s better for morale than a little hope, especially the sort flavored with the promise of fun and games. Hull work in deep space, especially painting, is both dangerous and exhausting work. Yet my little crew set to it with a will once the secret was out, completing the job almost half a day early and forcing poor Wu to perform his lengthy calculations all over again. We were just finishing up with the final tarp-stretching when Uncle Robert asked for a word in private. He didn’t look happy, and I thought I knew why. “David,” he began as soon as the cabin door closed behind him. “I know we’re in a tough spot. But… Do you really intend to resort to piracy?”


  I blinked, pretending innocence. “I’m not a pirate, Uncle. I’m a legally-sworn, uniformed king’s officer, and this is a king’s ship.”


  He scowled. “You know what I mean, David! You’re preparing to imitate a noncombatant. Sailing under a false flag is illegal, son! Forbidden under the laws of war!”


  “Are we actually flying a false flag?” I asked him gently, raising my eyebrows.


  “Well…” He sputtered for a moment.


  “False colors have been illegal since the Concordat of Boston in 2384,” I replied with a smile, having done my homework long since. “Though I’ll mention in passing that before then they were considered an entirely legitimate and honorable ruse de’ guerre for centuries. And I’ll also point out that almost every other provision of the Concordat has fallen out of effect, mostly due to having been trampled by the Imperials.” I smiled, then stepped over to my desk and flipped on my datascreen. With the touch of a single key—I’d anticipated this conversation—I brought up the external camera view I wanted. “See, Uncle? We’re perfectly legal!”


  He blinked, then leaned forward squinting at the display. It showed a closeup of our bridge and the ridiculous little mast we’d erected there for the ship’s colors. At the top was a teensy, tiny replica of the Royal flag, less than a square foot in area. “The Concordat,” I amplified, “speaks specifically of flags. Not of hull-markings or radio beacons. Nor does it specify a minimum size.”


  Uncle Robert stiffened in rage. “David! How can you make such a deliberate mock—”


  But I wasn’t having any of it. “What exactly are the Imperials going to do about it if they catch us, Uncle?” I interrupted. “Execute us, like they’re going to anyway? Or maybe use it as a pretext the next time they attack without warning?” I crossed my arms and faced the angry nobleman. “Sneak attacks and prisoner executions are against the Concordat too, the last I heard. Or would you rather keep your hands nice and clean, die with a pure heart, and let the Emperor set the agenda for everyone’s future?”


  “Laws in warfare are important, David!” my uncle replied, though I’d clearly taken the steam out of him. “We shouldn’t descend to the level of our enemy.”


  I smiled and shook my head. “We’ve got a long, long way to go before we sink to the Imperial level, sir. Besides, you’re the one who insisted that we should try to put up an effective fight. Do you see any other way for us to do that? Right here and now, I mean, with what we have on-hand. Offer me a viable plan, and I promise I’ll consider it.”


  My uncle winced, then scowled and stormed out of my cabin. But the next night he invited me to dine with him. We didn’t speak again of the issue until the meal was finished. Then he ordered a bottle of rum uncorked. “To piracy,” he said softly, lifting his glass.


  “Ahrrr!” I agreed, clinking mine against his.


  And that was all that was necessary.
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  We were about as ready as we could be by the time we made our next Jump. First Officer Parker had been wearing his Imperial Lines uniform for over a week, so that it wouldn’t have that stiff, brand new look if he had to go on camera. The marines were about as practiced as could be expected in the art of suddenly bursting through a hatchway, and Corporal Silk was well on his way to mastering the arcane art of plundering. Three times we’d dropped our cargo containers, manned the guns, and then recovered and redeployed our camouflage as quickly as possible. All that was left as we approached Point Seven was to reconfigure our beacon. “Alter the squawk,” I ordered as we closed in.


  “Aye-aye, sir!” Parker replied—it was strange how well he still fit in with the rest of us despite the unconventional uniform. He looked far more comfortable in it than regular-issue navy gear. This was only to be expected, I supposed, given his many years of service as an actual merchant captain. “Now we’re the Pennsdale Courier II.”


  I nodded and smiled. The original mining-service ship that Richard had once been was part of a class of twenty-eight. Three had been taken prize in the last war. Unfortunately the only squawk-code we had on file from any of these was that of the Pennsdale Courier. But one was plenty, or at least enough to get started. And in truth there were so many merchantmen roughly of Richard’s size and general appearance that we’d probably turn old and gray before we ran out of potential identities to assume. That was part of the fun of it all.


  “Five,” Wu counted. “Four, three, two, one…”


  …and instantly we were in the Nagus Three system, which was far busier than the one we’d left behind us. It was held by the Imperial House of Nagus, the second-largest of the breakaway Houses. Nagus Three was one of the centerpieces of their economy. The system contained a major industrialized colony world, an inhabited satellite that supported a significant vacuum-product industry, and an asteroid-mining network that extended all the way out into the Oort. One would expect at least a dozen ships to be flitting about local space at any given moment in such a busy place. And sure enough, our final count was fourteen. Sadly, however, that total included three Imperial light cruisers.


  One of which was preparing to exit the system via the Point we’d just cleared, and was about to come uncomfortably close by.


  “Prepare to render passing honors, Mr. Parker,” I ordered the moment the situation became clear.


  “Aye-aye sir,” he replied, not shifting a millimeter.


  I scowled and drummed my fingers on the arm of the command chair. My first officer had warned me to expect deliberately slow reactions and slovenly spacemanship on his part whenever we were passing ourselves off as a merchie—cargo vessels carried crews a fraction the size of ours, and tended not to prioritize little tasks like scanning surrounding space nearly so highly as did a warship. Besides which, he’d specifically mentioned, passing honors were generally a considered a pointless pain in the butt among merchant spacers. Unless they actually needed something, a merchie would usually put them off as long as possible in the hope that maybe the other ship didn’t give a damn either.


  But that wasn’t likely when said other ship was an Imperial cruiser. Her beacon blinked three times in the traditional underway greeting, then the radio crackled to life. “Hello, Pennsdale Courier!” her commander greeted us in a friendly fashion. “This is Captain Barkely, of His Imperial Majesty’s Ship Lively Cannonade. What’s it like on the other side?”


  By that he meant the other side of the Jump point, of course. Parker waited, and waited, and waited, until I wanted to leap across the bridge and throttle him. Then, at long last, he hit the toggle and blinked our own beacon in return. “I’m Captain Kevin Turner,” he replied. “And space on the other side is as clear as can be, captain! Not a ship in sight. Sorry about the delay—you startled me.”


  I blinked—was typical merchie spacemanship so bad that they wouldn’t yet have noticed an Imperial cruiser sitting virtually in their lap? If so, maybe this pirating business was going to be easier than I’d imagined!


  “No worries, Captain,” the Imperial replied. Apparently he was accustomed to this sort of glacial progress. “Where are you bound, and what is your cargo?”


  “Imperius Prime,” Parker replied. “With imports from Vorsage Secundus. Machine parts, mostly.”


  “Ah!” Captain Barkely replied-you could almost hear the smile in his voice. “Goods from the Royal planets will be in short supply soon enough, I reckon. The word is that the Royals plan to attack again within weeks. Your owners are going to make a pretty penny indeed.”


  “Not that I’ll be seeing any of it,” Parker replied with a very authentic sigh. “I’m just glad that I won’t be caught in the middle.”


  “You won’t be,” the Imperial reassured us. “Space is secure all the way back home. That pirate Javelin is in drydock for a new engine installation. So you shouldn’t have anything to worry about.” There was a long pause. “Safe journeys, Captain Turner.”


  “Victory to the Cannonade,” my first officer replied, sounding as sincere as could be. “Long live the Emperor!”


  “And the Empire,” the Imperial officer responded. Then he cut off the channel, and that was that.
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  “It’s too bad we’re not the Javelin, sir,” Astrogator Wu opined once the Imperial cruiser had safely translated herself away. “If we were, we could've blown her out of the sky and then raided the entire system at our leisure.”


  I nodded and smiled back. If we’d been Javelin, it would’ve been as if a fox were loose in the henhouse. All the chickens would’ve been fluttering about like mad things, corpses would be strewn everywhere, and the survivors would be screaming for the farmer and his shotgun. As things were, however, everyone was continuing placidly about their routine business. Javelin’s methods were an inefficient way to make war, or so I was beginning to think; while thunderous salvoes and ships blasted from the sky might appeal to a youngster like Wu, well… Once you’d cleaned up a few hundred long-dead corpses, you came to appreciate that a truly intelligent fox would go about things differently.


  I turned to Parker. “Good work, Josiah.” Then I grinned again. “You’re unbelievably convincing.”


  He smiled and nodded back. “I can’t say I wasn’t plenty nervous, sir.”


  “It didn’t show at all,” I reassured him. Then I nodded at the main screen. “You see that big ore-hauler heading this way to make her Jump? She’s an Imperial Lines ship too.”


  Parker nodded, catching my drift. We’d held several long talks in private. Many of them had centered around the most plausible reasons why one merchantman might ask another for a rendezvous in deep space. “New company codebooks, sir?”


  “That’s a nice one to begin with,” I agreed. “Ring her up, and let’s get started.”


  Three days later, we made our first capture. It went off without a hitch, so simply and easily that the tale is hardly worth the telling. New Perth Transporter Four’s captain never even considered that we might be lying to him about how Imperial Lines was revamping the codebooks in preparation for the upcoming conflict—it was after all standard procedure. She actually hove to and waited for over twelve hours, so we wouldn’t have to overstrain our engines in catching up. How polite of her! By the time we came to a relative halt just a few hundred meters away Captain Broke and our own ‘Captain Turner’ were exchanging sea stories by the hour and eagerly looking forward to dinner and a game of chess in Transporter’s wardroom. Space is both wide and deep, so that once an excuse is found for making an unscheduled rendezvous it doesn’t take much for the affair to become a major social event as well. Indeed, some ship owner’s believed that their captains made far too many such halts, damaging the bottom line along the way. Or so Lieutenant Parker had assured me. And, he added, they were absolutely correct. “We get lonely,” he explained. “It’s human nature to seek company. In the long run, even the beancounters can’t fight it.”


  Certainly the captain of New Perth Transporter Four didn’t make much of a fuss. “I have two flash-frozen lobsters fresh-caught from the Imperium sea,” he gushed in one typical exchange. “We’ll eat like royalty.”


  “And drink like them as well,” Josiah reassured him. “I have three bottles of white wine that you simply will not believe!”


  “Excellent!” Captain Broke replied. “I can hardly wait!”


  Indeed, Josiah looked rather downhearted as our main ship’s boat zipped across the tiny distance that separated us. I was nervous about using a boat instead of an open cargo sled, as most spacers would’ve found the latter much more convenient for such a short hop. This wasn’t an option for us; our boat was so jammed with marines and such that the interior must’ve resembled that of a clown car. But my first officer had assured us that no one would take notice, and they didn’t. “I know this must be hard on you,” I offered at last.


  He shook his head and sighed before replying. “In another time and place, I’d greatly enjoy sharing a lobster dinner and game of chess with Captain Broke. He and I, well…”


  I nodded back. “Your loyalties are conflicted. It’s understandable enough; in a kingdom where most Rabbits are held as property, I can empathize more than you perhaps imagine.”


  We stood together on the bridge in silence as our boat locked on. There was no external sign of the struggle that must’ve followed; while I hoped the takeover would be sudden and bloodless there could be no such assurances. If good men were killed, the responsibility was all mine. The silence went on and on and on…


  …until finally Transporter’s running lights blinked four times in the irregular pattern that meant “We’ve taken her, and everything is perfectly in hand.” I felt a deep sense of relief, but Josiah sighed and sort of deflated.


  “Tell you what,” I suggested. “You’ve been on duty for a long time without a break, and I’m sure there are stretches lying ahead that are going to be even harder on you. So why don’t you take the rest of the watch below and help see that Captain Broke and his men are settled in properly? Then, afterwards…” I smiled as inspiration struck. “My uncle has quite a personal larder aboard. Though I doubt that his private stores include fresh lobsters from the Imperium, I’m sure he’d be glad to spare you the makings of a truly excellent meal. And he has a chessboard I’m sure he’d let you borrow as well. Captain Broke is a noncombatant, and he sounds like a perfectly pleasant gentleman to me as well. Since he’s going to be our guest for a good long to come with any luck, we should treat him with what dignity the situation allows.” I paused. “And, he is expecting to dine well tonight.”


  Parker’s eyes widened, then he smiled. “I think I could arrange that, sir. Thank you! And who knows? He may let something important spill by accident, once he lets his guard down.”


  My eyebrows rose. I hadn’t suggested the dinner with the gathering of intelligence in mind, but he was absolutely right. It was far too valuable an opportunity to miss—now that I thought about it, we were practically obliged to pump the man for everything he was worth. Decent treatment where cruelty was expected, capped by an unexpected thoughtful gesture, would almost certainly constitute the most promising approach. So I reluctantly ordered that every moment of the meal be recorded with a hidden camera.


  Though I’d have been far happier had the affair remained nothing more than the genuine gesture of respect I’d originally meant for it to be.
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  Captain Broke ended up telling us far more than he ever intended to, and so did all the other captains who followed him. Their advice and wisdom—all offered freely, during informal conversation they thought was about harmless subjects—guided us steadily deeper and deeper into Imperial space. Behind us we left an ever-growing legacy of missing ships and vanished crews.


  Richard took two more cargo ships in the Nagus Three system—we could’ve snatched several more by pushing our luck, but that didn’t seem to me like a good risk so early in the game. The Imperial Lines vessel Vargus Relay also stopped for new code books, while we kindly offered the services of a doctor to the tramp bulk-gas transporter Argon when the captain’s wife experienced difficulty in childbirth. The little one was delivered successfully in our sick bay, offering Argon’s captain at least a little solace. He’d owned his own ship, and while there was insurance it wouldn’t cover all of his loss. Still, he was a good sport about it all once we delivered him a healthy son, and didn’t bear us too much of a grudge. In fact, he named the boy Richard.


  All in all, our crew had a very pleasant cruise during those early months. We made it a point whenever feasible to allow our prisoners to bring all the luggage and private stores they could carry, allowing them to preserve many valuable and sentimental objects that otherwise would’ve been lost. Sometimes we even helped them bring more. We had plenty of room in the holds after all, and neither family jewels nor holograph albums massed enough to amount to anything. Besides, the personal food-stores helped us eke out our own limited supplies as long as possible. Because we did these small things for them, they were amazingly tranquil and easy to work with. Our prisoners were a merry bunch of merchies, all things considered. We left them mostly to their own devices, listening eagerly with hidden microphones as they swapped sea-stories by the endless hour and along the way spilled rivers of vital intelligence about traffic patterns, busy cargo centers, and the operational patterns of Imperial Navy vessels deep in the Empire.


  Their slaves were another problem entirely, one that I lost considerable sleep over. From the very beginning of things it became obvious that there was simply no way to insulate them from our relatively free and fully armed lapine crew members or, eventually, from finding out who was in command. Indeed, more than half the marines who took them prisoner in the first place were bunnies. Within mere hours of being taken aboard, the Rabbits and Dogs almost invariably became delirious with joy and broke out in celebrations that bordered on riots. In the end there was nothing for it but to enlist and train as many as would volunteer. We didn’t really need that many crewmen, but otherwise those not permitted to serve would sulk and complain. Besides, one of the darker aspects of our situation was that the Imperials would never permit them to remain alive after being exposed to such an egalitarian society. Or, more especially, after being exposed to me. So we made it a point when looting our victims to raid the arms chest as well as the ship’s safe, codes, and log book. Soon we had a veritable arsenal of raggedy, mismatched small arms, and I put Silk and Sergeant Petranovich to work making raggedy, mismatched marines out of our volunteers to carry them. The rest I meted out here and there according to their skills and abilities. The largest single batch, including all the does, were put in charge of feeding and caring for their former owners, an assignment they accepted with good humor once Nestor had a little talk with them. While I never out and out promised my volunteers freedom should we make it back to Royal space, it was clear they expected it. My reputation, as always seemed to be the case, preceded me.


  It was obvious from the first that disposing of the looted ships was a much more difficult and even dangerous proposition than effecting their capture. In the old days, raiders and pirates had either carried enough extra officers and men to sail the prizes home, or else in extremis had taken them to isolated places where they might be stripped of everything useful and then burned or sunk at leisure. In space, however, this was impossible because every ship was in sight of all the rest, all the time. Not one but two Imperial cruisers were watching us every second of our rendezvous with New Perth Transporter Four, for example, and one of them was in a favorable position to intercept. While they wouldn’t be alarmed by a few boats zipping back and forth, a dazzling explosion or imploded drive was sure to attract unwelcome attention. So long before we ever captured a prize Wu always worked out a pre-programmed course for our victim’s navigation system. It took the abandoned ship directly to the Jump node the vessel was already headed for—we never attacked anyone on course for any local destination—and then initiated a Jump. The beauty of this was that without an actual astrogator at the helm the translation was almost certain to misfire, so that the vessel Jumped… nowhere! It was a most convenient method of disposal, which my astrogator later refined by adding in half a pre-programmed radio conversation or two, so that we could “converse” with the empty vessel at pre-set times. Sure, there was risk—anyone else who tried to speak to one of our victims, for example, would get nothing but static back. But so long as we were careful to only attack ships not more than a week or so from a Jump, the risk was minimal. And even when we could’ve been caught out, as when a ship we’d just plundered was offered passing honors by an unexpected arrival in the system, the merchies tended to attribute the silence to rudeness, incompetence, or both. A suddenly-appearing Imperial warship, like the cruiser we’d encountered that first time, would of course be another story. But, hey! You place your bets, and you take your chances. Nothing is certain in life, and doubly so in war!


  Our biggest problem was that, unlike the raiders of old, we couldn’t resupply from our victims in a meaningful way. While we could and did snatch the “top drawer” food and such from every capture, and took the time to search for, say, a special tool if we needed it and had reason to believe that one might be aboard, it just wasn’t possible to transfer anything of any size or bulk (much less refuel) without arousing the suspicion of the ever-present watchers. The enemy was always in sight. Even worse, the more prisoners we took the quicker our supplies evaporated. Finally, about fifteen captures in, Lieutenant Parker had a brainwave. He was still spending as much of his very limited free time as possible socializing with the captives, and one day one of these mentioned that his former posting had been captaining a mining-services vessel much like Richard. Of course that was exactly what Parker’s old job had been as well, and they smiled and laughed as they compared tales of what an awful, miserable job it was. “Yes, Marcus Prime’s a spread-out system,” the Imperial retorted at one point. “And you probably did end up making a lot of long runs to nowhere. But at least you’re got the internal Jump points there for shortcuts, and plenty of commercial traffic to relieve the boredom.” He leaned forward and grinned. “Now Vargus Seven; that’s a bloody awful setup. Most miserable place to run a ship in the known universe.”


  “Really?” my first officer replied.


  At that point the river of intelligence turned to pure gold. Literally in part, because gold was one of the metals mined by the lonely, unfortunate men slaving away there. They were only two Jumps away, and once we heard about their pitiful situation we decided it was only right that we bring them some much-needed company. This necessitated repainting the hull and moving the crane again so that we transformed ourselves into a credible copy of Canton Lines Mineral Service Ship Number Seven, which we’d taken a few weeks before. We accomplished this by waiting until just a day or so before Jumping into the Vargus Seven system to repaint the side of the hull away from all the prying eyes, then playing the same game on the other side immediately after the translation. It worked like a charm.


  The reason the Vargus Seven system was such a miserable place to work, it seemed, was because no other economic activity except mining was viable there, and the ores were all of a high-value low-volume nature. Therefore only one ore-carrier every ten months or so came to visit, and that single ship constituted their entire contact with the outside world. We advised the superintendent that the crew of the last ship to visit might have carried a nasty new disease, and they were thrilled to hear that we were delivering vaccine so as to avoid a potential outbreak. Instead of sending boats we docked directly to the main retort-station, and the pleasant little amateur brass band they’d assembled to greet us about peed their pants when my much-enhanced force of marines poured through the hatch and then surged through their administrative headquarters. First we established that another ship wasn’t due for almost half a year, then we really went to town. There were fourteen mining-service ships servicing the various lode-asteroids. We called all of them in one by one to be inoculated, then sent the vessels back out again empty in all directions with recordings to simulate conversations. We ended up spending almost ninety days docked to that retort station, refueling from the facility that served the other service-vessels, raiding their spare parts inventories, and reloading Richard to the gills with food and other stores. It was a wonderful little interlude, and for all intents and purposes constituted a full refit. Best of all we were able to debark our passengers there with the full assurance that they’d not be able to blow our cover for months to come. Plus, we filled up our still-empty containers and much of the hold with the rarest and most precious of the available metals on the off-chance that we might actually make it home alive. Then we not only scattered the rest into space but blew up the most delicate and valuable-looking equipment we could find. Given how long we had to work on the project I reckoned at the time that the Imperials wouldn’t get another ounce of metal out that particular system for two or perhaps even three years.


  And guess what? The busy, economically-vital Nagus Three system and all its industries were at least in part dependent on those very same metals! While the interruption of supply wouldn’t stop them cold, it’d sure discombobulate things all to heck. What a tragedy, eh?


  Once we tired of the mining business, Richard returned to raiding with a vengeance. Or we tried to, at least. But there were far fewer ships about than there’d once been. Wu was convinced it was just bad luck, but I had a sick feeling in my gut that somehow or another our enemies had finally put two and two together. We still took a few ships, but more and more often the Imperial captains got all surly and demanded that we keep our distance instead of welcoming a mid-journey tete-a-tete. Even worse, while passing through the Nanter Five system—which was many Jumps indeed from Royal space and therefore as safe as anywhere could ever be for an Imperial vessel—we encountered a convoy of forty-five Imperial merchies escorted by two destroyers. The size of the escort told me all I needed to know, even before they warned us of a “Royal pirate” ship. While we’d likely defeat the pair of guardians in what I’d make damned certain would be a highly unfair fight, the battle would probably leave us so damaged that we could never effectively attack another transport. It was a bare-minimum escort, clearly formulated specifically to deal with a threat of exactly our own nature. The bad news was that the days of easy pickings were clearly over. But, of course, the good news came when I performed a few calculations and reckoned up what an awesome percentage of the Imperial Fleet’s strength must be scattered about their own supposedly-safe trade routes, guarding against an invisible threat they couldn’t even be completely certain was really there.


  “Well, sir,” Astrogator Wu said once the Imperial escort commander had warned us about ourselves and wished us a safe voyage. “What now?”


  I thought about it for a long moment, then sighed. “You know, we haven’t fired a single shot this whole voyage. Not since we took out that corvette, at least.”


  “That’s true,” Uncle Robert agreed. “Amazing, but true.”


  “I think it’s high time. So let’s see what we can do about that.” Then I smiled. “Make our course for Point Five, Mr. Wu. That should track us well away from the convoy.


  Wu’s chin dropped. “But, sir! That’s…


  “I know,” I replied evenly. “The last place they’ll be looking for us. No?”


  Wu paled, then turned to his console and obeyed his orders. “Aye-aye, sir!” was his only comment.


  There was a long, cold silence on the bridge before Uncle Robert spoke up. “David… I admit that I haven’t been following the charts as closely as I perhaps should. Where does Point Five lead?”


  “Imperius Prime!” I replied with a big, sappy smile. “I’ve never been there before. Have you?”
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  Uncle Robert had been there before, it turned out, as part of a trade delegation. Between his memories and the bits and pieces that our captives had shared with us and our excellent Admiralty charts, I felt that we had a pretty good idea of the setup before we made the Jump into the core of Imperial space. The system was a relatively “tight” one in the parlance of spacemen, meaning that the Jump points were all packed close together near the sun. This was both good and bad news for a raider; while on the one hand an escape route would always be relatively nearby, the warships would also be closer together as well.


  It’s in the nature of hyperspace Jumps, however, that you simply cannot make detailed plans before leaping through and seeing what’s on the far side. Imperious Prime was the homeport to the entire main battle fleet of the Imperial Navy. It was quite possible that we might’ve found every last one of the Emperor’s ships of the line waiting there for us, though in wartime I considered it highly unlikely. Another possibility was that we might’ve run into an actual, physical checkpoint where we we’d be required to halt for inspection under the guns of a heavy warship before leaving the Jump node area; this was the countermeasure I feared most and one I expected the Imperials to resort to eventually (though it’d cost them dearly in lost time and efficiency). Most probably, based on what we knew, we’d find ourselves confronted with a typical rear-area planetary system at war, one fortified with an extraordinary number of defensive guns and installations but otherwise mostly barren of the fighting ships that were so badly needed on the front lines so many Jumps away. Especially now that they were being asked to escort merchantmen in rear areas as well as the more exposed ones…


  “We have two convoys, sir,” First Officer Parker reported as he projected the symbols up on the main screen. It was pretty crowded already, what with the fixed batteries and such. “One of twenty-seven vessels, escorted by two destroyers, and the other of thirty-one with an old light cruiser. In addition we have a heavy cruiser with severe battle damage and a single destroyer keeping her company making for the yards at dead-slow speed.”


  I nodded. “What’s in the docks?”


  “I’m still working on that, sir.” There was a long, long pause. “An incomplete capital ship of some kind; she’s not in the recognition books. From the size of her turrets and engineering spaces, I’d rate her a battlecruiser.”


  My ears pricked. The Imperials were rumored to be working on an antidote for Javelin; it was entirely possible that this was it. “Put it on the screen.”


  Sure enough, I decided as I stared at the image, it was a battlecruiser of some sort. The engine layout was identical to that of Javelin’s setup; apparently the Imperials too had finally worked out how to make so many cores function smoothly together. And the main turrets… I shuddered—they were a third larger than those of our finest ship! I estimated that she was four months or so from being launched.


  Just then a shore battery hailed us, but I only half-listened as “Captain Borger” of Jack Strafford Lines reassured the Imperial that we were exactly what we appeared to be, a harmless bulk-carrier in transit to Vargus Nine. A destination which, quite conveniently, required passing very near Imperius. Instead I stared and stared and stared at the brand-new battlecruiser, then switched back to the main chart and stared at it as well. Until, finally, I came to a decision. “Mr. Wu,” I ordered as I rose to my feet. “Call your relief and meet me in my cabin in ten minutes.” Then I scowled and corrected myself. “No, make that twenty minutes. You may want to stop by the dispensary and pick up a king-sized bottle of aspirin on the way.”
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  I’d chosen Wu as Richard’s chief pilot because he was both smart and brave. No other astrogator in the fleet, I suspect, would’ve been capable of the task I demanded of him. It wasn’t just that the math was extraordinarily complex—many others could’ve handled that. But, what I needed was for him to grasp what I sought to achieve in tactical terms, then come up with a flight plan that allowed it all to happen. This meant that while I might’ve conceived the operation, he in essence had to design it based on the known capabilities of the vessels involved, the locations of the orbiting batteries, etcetera etcetera etcetera. It was a heartbreakingly difficult task, which I understood well since I sat with him the whole time helping him deal with those equations I was capable of solving and sometimes finding holes in his assumptions that drove him nearly to tears. We remained awake for thirty-six hours straight at one point, and another forty immediately after resting up from that. Indeed, by the time that we’d developed a working plan we were so exhausted that I called in Mr. Parker and Uncle Robert to look things over and make sure we hadn’t hallucinated one figure or another. They did indeed find a couple of minor flaws while we slept the sleep of the dead, but nothing fatal. Quite properly they remedied them, then Mr. Parker took it upon himself to slow us down a tiny bit in order to account for the revisions. I take particular note of this because not just any first officer would have both the confidence and common sense to do such a thing without awakening his captain—if he had, the fact was that I’d have been in no condition to make such a finely-reasoned decision anyway and he knew it. It was merchant marine-style common sense as opposed to the blind regulation-worship so common in the navy, and his decision improved our odds materially.


  We didn’t have much time for drill; it’d been quite awhile since we’d had the opportunity to be the ship of war that we really were. I rang for action stations again and again during the three days that were all that was left to us once Wu and I were fully recovered, and spent long hours working out detailed plans with Sergeant Petranovich. Frankly, I spent that much time with him when I had none to spare because I was still worried about his drinking. He’d fallen off the wagon twice during our overly-long, unplanned voyage, once in deep space and a second time while we were docked at the mining station. Immediately after each slipup he’d felt an overwhelming sense of guilt and turned himself in for punishment; the second time he actually shed tears. “Sir, I didn’t want to drink the vodka we found! But it was right there, and somehow before I knew it…”


  What could one do with a man like that, anyway? He was clearly making a good hard effort; giving his best, even. The fact that he’d turned himself in spoke volumes; the second time in particular I’d never have caught him out and we both knew it. In the absence of specialized treatment, what more could I reasonably ask? And yet… So far this cruise had been a joyride for the marines, relatively speaking. Except for training our unexpectedly swollen force (which I had to admit he’d done a remarkably good job at given the inherent limitations of the situation) all the ship’s soldiers had done so far was to board unprepared ships, intimidate unarmed civilians, and loot and pillage. We hadn’t lost a single man! But now we were taking on something much more stressful and dangerous. It’d be far more demanding of the sergeant’s department than anything we’d attempted to date, and I’d be amazed if there weren’t numerous casualties before all was said and done. Could Petranovich remain sober under such a strain? In the end, I held a closed-door meeting with him on the subject. “My word of honor, sir!” he assured me. “I don’t intend to take another drink, ever! But most especially, not until our phase of this mission is complete and over with.” He looked into my eyes. “It’s been an honor to serve under you, sir. I never expected… I mean, I didn’t think that this late in my career…” His jaw worked for a time. “You were made an honorary marine after grappling that cruiser, sir. And I won’t let a fellow marine down. Not ever!”


  That was good enough, I decided. Or at any rate it had to be good enough; it wasn’t like there was a substitute ready to hand. The only thing I could think of in the way of a backup plan was to make sure that Silk was present at all the key briefings. But I didn’t kid myself. For all his efforts and promise the Rabbit-corporal wasn’t ready to be in charge yet. So, very quietly, I set things up so that I’d not be too far away at all the key moments.


  Then, almost before I knew it we were at Phase One minus twelve hours. I ordered minimal watches so that everyone could get as much rest as possible, except down in engineering where everyone was still busy fabricating demolition charges. At first I tried to catch a nap myself, but there was far too much adrenaline in the air for that. So I wandered around the darkened ship for a time, reassuring myself that all was as ready as it could be. Then I climbed my weary way to the bridge, plopped myself down in the captain’s seat, and told Josiah to go get some shuteye. “You’ve done all the really hard work so far,” I explained. “Now it’s my turn.”
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  In space, nothing is ever truly at rest. Every single bit of matter is constantly in motion; revolving, rotating, precessing… Thus it is and thus it shall ever be unto the end of time itself. While this might be great stuff for would-be poets, it’s an eternal nightmare for defensive strategists. Simply put, it’s impossible to base an effective planetary defensive on fixed gun batteries when nothing will hold still. Or at least it’s impossible in terms of cost-effectiveness. There’s also the nasty little issue of concentration of fire; where a place like Zombie Station or New Geneva is relatively small and compact, a planet is huge. The best that could reasonably be managed was a chain of guns in fixed orbits, and even then multiple installations were required to maintain one over the horizon at all times. Since it cost very nearly as much to maintain such a station as it did to keep a powered vessel in service, most of the time governments opted to build true warships instead. Then, of course, they sent such ships off to where there was actual fighting to be done rather than have the expensive things languish in quiet rear areas…


  It was an eternal dilemma, one that up until recently I’d been facing myself in terms of setting up the shore fencibles to defend Marcus Prime. How much should we spend on batteries versus ships? In our case we’d decided to mount guns mostly in places that were already manned and had power available, even if tactically they were less than ideal. Our logic was based at least as much on our budget as it was on combat effectiveness. Whoever had designed Imperious Prime’s defenses cut costs less aggressively than we had, but the design was a compromise nonetheless. Four batteries orbited the capital’s equator. Another circled the poles; we could easily arrange to strike while its fire was masked. Three of the four equatorial installations were purpose-built, but the fourth had been glommed onto the orbiting dockyard in order to share its support facilities and save money. In theory, this shouldn’t have impaired the integrity of the system in any way whatsoever.


  But it did tend to present a very interesting concentration of targets.


  “Approaching Point Alpha,” Wu said as we crawled inexorably towards our target. A purpose-designed warship would’ve been racing in at top speed, dodging intense fire and pouring out her own salvoes for all she was worth. There was no hiding such a thing; the Imperials would’ve known long ahead of time that they were in danger of attack. Our enemies knew that, too, and presumably their attitudes and procedures were predicated accordingly. As things were we practically idled along, approaching a target whose precise position was predictable years in advance.


  “Hello, Alabama Maru!” a long-anticipated voice called out as we crossed into restricted space. “Watch your position there!”


  “Watch my position where?” Lieutenant Parker replied in a more-than-slightly sozzled tone. “Whassa matter?”


  “You’re in a red zone,” the youthful-sounding Imperial replied. “Alter course immediately!”


  “Red zone? I don’t see no red zone! Lemme check my chart…”


  In theory the Imperials should've blasted us out of the sky the moment we crossed the line. In practice, Josiah had assured me, red zones and busy shipping lanes and execrable merchie navigational skills were an untenable combination. If every ship that crossed into illegal space were destroyed, soon there’d be no hulls left to carry goods from planet to planet. We cut in obliquely at first, as if genuinely by accident. Then just as the junior officer was beginning to scream threats about seizing “Captain Borger’s” license we turned hard to starboard and bored in for real, switching over to our Royal beacon.


  “Holy shit!” the officer screamed as we opened fire.


  These were very likely his last words. Our torpedoes had been armed and active for hours; we fired four of the nuclear-tipped beasties into the drydock complex. One was directed at the defensive turret and the other three at the still-unfinished and conveniently-nearby battlecruiser. The explosions were blinding flashes, and both enemy weapon-systems dissolved into useless, rapidly-expanding clouds of spanking-new junk.


  “Magnificent!” Uncle Robert muttered.


  For once I took issue with my uncle. There wasn’t anything in the least magnificent about what we’d just done, in my book at least. We’d slaughtered several thousand men and wrecked a beautiful ship beyond all salvage by sneaking up and catching them unawares. It was efficient, certainly. Effective, too. But hardly what one might call ‘magnificent’. “Execute Phase Two,” I ordered Wu, trying to keep the distaste out of my voice.


  “Phase Two, aye-aye!” he responded with a smile. This was the hard part, what he I and had labored so long and hard to make enough time for. Our cargo-containers went flying, unmasking our guns and allowing us full speed at long last.


  Then we raced at flank speed towards Imperious’s atmosphere.
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  Wars aren’t just about battles and destruction; there’s a huge emotional element involved as well. During the American Civil War, for example, Union forces had guarded Washington to the point of near-paranoia because its loss might well have meant complete defeat. There was no significant industry based in Washington, nor were there any huge arsenals or food stores. There were some naval facilities, but their destruction would hardly have been critical. The government happened to meet in a big white building there, of course, but the business of running the country could’ve easily been relocated to, say, Boston or New York City on a few day’s notice. So on a purely military level the loss of Washington would at first seem to be unimportant and the city’s defense not worth much effort. Yet as a symbol it was paramount. Its fall would be seen as a huge setback both at home and overseas. Enough confidence might be lost that people would quit believing in victory, which was often a self-fulfilling prophecy. And so it was quite correct to fortify the place tooth and nail despite its awkward, exposed location, even at the expense of weakening other campaigns that were of genuine military significance. Similarly, Jimmy Doolittle’s fleabite of a raid on Tokyo caused the Japanese Empire to make ultimately disastrous alterations in their war plan, and John Paul Jones’s burning of an insignificant English costal town had raised shipping insurance rates over the entire planet. People are not by any stretch rational creatures, perhaps even less so that we Rabbits. Oftentimes, therefore, it pays large dividends for military commanders to behave irrationally as well. Though, I had to admit, I’d have preferred to ask His Majesty’s blessing before undertaking this particular operation. If everything went well, or perhaps even if things went badly, there were liable to be huge repercussions down the road. Uncle Robert had approved, however, which was as close as I could get under current circumstances. So that had to be good enough.


  My choice of targets had been severely limited due to time-and-distance issues associated with the positions of the orbiting batteries and nearby airfields. We had just enough time to land (if we were willing to completely slag our heat-shielding in the process), destroy something in the immediate vicinity of the ship, then bug out just as quickly as our Field would lift us. Also, our target had to be located somewhere in a misshapen oval about a hundred miles long and fifty wide, much of which was ocean and most of the rest farmland. This didn’t leave us much in the way of options—while I wouldn’t have tried for a well-defended target like the Imperial Palace in any event, it would’ve been nice to have more entrees on the menu. In the end I was forced to settle for a large grain elevator complex situated right on the coast, where it could be conveniently accessed by both land and sea transport. Under the laws of war food-related targets were a gray area. Had there been anything else whatsoever available to hit I’d have chosen it instead. But there simply wasn’t, short of outright suicide. And if we actually got away, the sting would be twice as severe for the Emperor and his navy. So I resolved to level the thing regardless—along with a couple associated food-processing plants located right next door—and trust the Royal propagandists to spin things the right way.


  Half of Imperious Prime’s population must’ve been watching as we made our much-too-fast descent through the atmosphere behind an immense white-hot shock wave—most of the fireworks took place in dark skies, and by then space-raid warnings were probably in effect all over the planet. A single alert battery commander got off two anti-air missiles at us, but they were designed to shoot down invading aerospace fighters and even the one that hit us did no significant damage. Then we were down alongside the silo and my much-enhanced marine force was pouring out into the pre-dawn darkness. I went with them, even though it was against regulations for me to leave my ship under combat conditions. This was a special case, I reckoned, and Sergeant Petranovich needed watching.


  Or at least I’d thought he did—in the event he performed like a machine. I looked on silently as he first sent out his best men—the real marines—to secure a perimeter, then ordered the volunteer Rabbits from the merchant fleet to take out the targets. “You, you, and you! Get over there and set your charges on that silo. You, you, and you—the next one!” And so forth and so on, until I had to admit that he had things well in hand after all. Meanwhile, Richard’s loudspeaker was warning everyone with range of the sound to run for their lives.


  “This is a cakewalk,” Nestor muttered as we stood and looked on, useless as a fifth wheel.


  I smiled back at him, then had an idea. We’d frightened away an overnight repair crew while landing, it seemed—the sidewalk we were standing on was neatly sawhorsed-off and safety-taped, and the cement in the next section down was still wet. Rather boyishly I pulled off my sandals and stepped delicately out onto the semisolid surface. My feet sank in just enough to leave a pair of perfect bunnyprints. “Come on,” I urged Nestor. “Your turn!” He did the same. Then I found a little stick nearby and we signed our names underneath. It was too good an opportunity to pass up. War, after all, was war. Even when it was purely psychological.


  Nestor was just finishing up when the shooting began. The first round creased me in the right upper arm, then the second took off most of the meat behind my left calf. And just that suddenly all the fun and games were over with.
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  I’ve been interviewed by the media more times than I can remember—they have an insatiable appetite for my time, and if I’m ever to have any privacy at all it’s necessary that I slice them off a few hours now and again. Over and over, they ask one question above all others—“To what do you owe your success?”


  “Dumb luck” is my standard answer, and it isn’t too far from the truth. I’ve been incredibly fortunate over and over again in my life—first to have had a berth aboard the last ship off of Marcus Prime before the Occupation, then to be one of the two survivors of the wreck of that same ship, then for the Royal Heir to be the other survivor… The list goes on and on, and the more I think about it the more dumbfounded I grow at the odds I’ve beaten merely in having survived so long in such a hostile universe, much less accomplishing anything of note along the way. No galactic lottery winner in history has anything on me! So I wasn’t terribly surprised when, standing on the surface of Imperious Prime at the height of my success, my luck finally broke and things suddenly started to go badly.


  I didn’t find out until later that the men firing at Nestor and I were a group of night watchmen. Confronted with the opportunity of their lives, they reacted with bravery and discipline. In our endless planning, I’ll pause to note, we took into account the possibility of interference from heavily-armed troops, enraged mobs of civilians, bad weather, policemen on patrol, even potentially cheering masses of Rabbits. But never once did we even consider that we might face spirited opposition from simple, chronically-underpaid night watchmen. They shot well indeed—the third round took me in the left shoulder—and for the first time in my life I wasn’t able to force myself to keep on functioning despite my wounds. Instead of remaining clear-headed and able to make decisions, my body went into shock and took my mind with it.


  Perhaps I shouldn’t be so hard on myself regarding what took place over the next few minutes; certainly if one of my men had been similarly injured I’d not have faulted them for being unable to continue. Indeed, I’d have given my all to evacuate them safely from the battlefield and then called them a wounded hero afterwards. But it was different, somehow, when it was me.


  I don’t remember anything at all for a little bit after being shot the third time—when consciousness returned I’d been dragged behind the cement worker’s toolcart and Nestor was frantically doing something to my leg. The real pain, oddly enough, emanated from the minor crease in my upper arm; it burned like hellfire! “Wrong place!” I muttered, trying to make myself understood through the fog and dark clouds that were suddenly everywhere. “Wrong place!”


  Nestor, who I later learned was applying a tourniquet to what was absolutely the right place, both mistook my meaning and agreed with the result. “Yes, sir! We’ve got to get you out of here, and right now!”


  “No!” I replied. “I mean…” Then somehow I couldn’t find words anymore and blacked out again. Eventually an explosion awakened me, then there was another and another and another. When I opened my eyes there was a veritable vortex of blaster-fire crisscrossing above my head, and a desperate-looking Nestor had my Imperial blaster in his hands. But he was as pinned-down as I was.


  “Shoot me,” I muttered—that was clearly Nestor’s last hope, as the schedule called for Richard to up-ship mere seconds after the charges went off whether there were still crewman stranded dirtside or not. My instructions had been very strict indeed. “Get out. That’s… Order.”


  “No, sir!” he replied angrily. “Not a chance!”


  I tried to sit up and grab the blaster to do the job myself, but it seemed that my chest was covered with invisible lead weights. It was the darnedest thing—I don’t know how long I pawed at myself trying to remove them. “Run for it!” I finally tried again.


  “No!” he countered. “I’ll stay right here with you until—“


  Then, something happened. I’m still not quite sure how it got started, but suddenly a cheer echoed across the ruins of the harmless little granary that’d somehow become the focus of so much violence. A high-pitched, lapine cheer, raised by dozens of throats.


  Nestor’s eyes went wide—somehow I remember that quite clearly. Then the firing rose to a crescendo. But there weren’t any more bolts flying overhead!


  The cheer went on and on, punctuated by screams of pain and terror. “Da-vid!” I soon realized they were chanting. “Da-vid! Da-vid!” And it was getting louder! Were they coming to take me alive?


  Then Nestor raised his head to look, and his eyes widened further still. “Holy mother of god!” he whispered, one of the few times I ever heard him so much as border on the profane. Then he bent down and tried to lift me. “Come on, sir! It’s time! We’re getting you out of here!”


  It hurt like hell, and despite every effort my limbs simply wouldn’t function properly. I couldn’t hold myself upright to save my life, which was of course exactly what was at stake. Little Nestor, who massed not much more than half what I did, struggled for us both. We took one step, then a second. At that rate, it’d only take half an hour or so to reach Richard’s hatch.


  “Run!” I muttered again. “Please! I’m begging you!” But this time Nestor didn’t even dignify my request with a reply; instead he gritted his teeth and dragged me forward a third step, the cheers meanwhile growing louder and louder. And, even more menacingly, blaster-bolts were sizzling by once more. Just as we were setting up for a fourth step, the chanting mob came swirling past and around us…


  …and suddenly I was being carried by three, four, a dozen work-hardened Rabbits!


  “Da-vid! Da-vid!” they cried as they raced for the ship, carrying Nestor and I along with them and shielding us from fire through sheer numbers. And all the while, a rapid staccato of shots seared home into soft fur and living flesh as our escorts absorbed the laser-bolts for us. Between the shock and the sheer scale of the sacrifice, I was weeping by the time we surged past the marines who were doing their level best to provide covering fire, then through the gaping cargo-hatch and into the empty hold beyond. “No!” I was still protesting as they carried me on past the bulkhead to where it was relatively safe. “Leave me! Nothing’s worth this!” But it was too late by then; I was back aboard, Richard was behind schedule…


  …and a thick trail of dead and bleeding Rabbit-slaves in various postures of agony led all the three hundred yards back to the wet cement where Nestor and I had left our foolish footprints.
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  I continued to weep as the pharmacist’s mate prepared a very large syringe. It was an anesthetic, I had the presence of mind to realize, which meant that I had only seconds left before the blackness closed in. There were other Rabbits being rolled in all around me, so far as I could tell all were local slaves who’d been wounded getting us back aboard in one piece. Some were missing limbs, others were bleeding by the bucketful. They must all have helped carry each other too, I realized, not just Nestor and I. “Thank you!” I cried out. “Thank you all!”


  “David!” the nearest replied with a grin. He was a huge buck with a gaping ruin where his eyes had once been, and an ear was missing as well. He bounced up and down slightly. “Da-vid! Da-vid! Da-vid!”


  Then they were all chanting again, so that the corpsmen had to shout in order to make themselves heard. Nestor was still standing by my side, not sure what to do. “Did they all make it aboard?” I demanded. “The Rabbits, I mean? The ones who helped us!”


  “Yes, sir!” he snapped. "All the living ones, at least."


  “Are you sure?”


  “Of course!” There was a pause. “If someone had ordered they be left, sir, no one would’ve obeyed. It was like that. We took losses helping the last ones aboard. How could we possibly leave a living Rabbit behind, after… after…”


  I scowled and laid my head back down on the too-soft pillow. So that much at least was in order among all the wreckage. If we’d left any surviving Rabbits behind god only knew what the Imperials would’ve done to them. As it was I feared deeply for their families. My god, what they’d just sacrificed! Did they yet appreciate the enormity?


  “Da-vid! Da-vid!” they were still chanting as the pharmacist’s mate turned to me with his hypodermic and smiled.


  “Everything’s going to be all right, sir!” he reassured me. “I’ve patched up far worse!”


  I nodded back, knowing it was the truth. My suffering was almost over, while that of my fellow Rabbits was just beginning. “Just enough to get me back to the bridge,” I ordered.


  “Of course,” he replied. “But I’ll have to put you under. I’m afraid it’s not optional, sir.”


  My mouth opened, then closed again. “How long?” I demanded.


  “About eight hours,” he replied. “When you come around, you’ll probably be in good enough shape to exercise command again.”


  Which meant I’d already been deemed temporarily unfit, I realized, leaving Josiah in charge for the moment. So there was no point in arguing. Besides, he was an able man indeed. He’d make no more of a hash of things than I just had, by getting myself shot up for no good reason. “I won’t argue anymore,” I promised the technician. “In fact, I’ll be a model patient.” Then I turned to Nestor. “When I come back around, I’ll want a complete situation report ready and waiting for me.”


  He nodded. “Understood, sir.”


  I smiled at him as the doctor finally sank his needle home. Then, with my last conscious effort I reached out with my good arm and clapped him on the shoulder. “And thank you, too. No one could ask for a better friend.”
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  It was in fact fourteen hours before I returned to the bridge. This was because there was nothing going on anyway, so the decision was made to allow me a little extra rest. Though Richard had traded a few ineffectual salvoes with an orbital battery—part of the price of running late—while escaping from Imperious’s immediate vicinity, once that little bit of excitement was behind us there was nothing to do but hold our course for the system’s Number Eight Point and wait to see what happened next.


  Everyone smiled and seemed pleased when Nestor wheeled me up onto the bridge-deck proper, and First Officer Parker (looking very odd back in his regular navy uniform) helped Nestor transfer me into my usual seat. The sick-bay types had promised to “patch me up”, and that was a pretty fair description of what they and their gadgets had accomplished. Nothing had been properly healed; rather scar tissue was rapid-grown in all the appropriate places so that I didn’t leak anymore, and transfusions and interesting chemicals had done the rest. While I could use one leg and one arm pretty well and hobble around a bit on crutches, physically I was still a wreck. But at least I was an alert wreck, which was all that really mattered under the circumstances. “We’re very glad to have you back, sir!” Josiah announced as he stood up straight and saluted after getting me settled in.


  “Thank you all for your concern,” I replied, nodding to everyone. “You’ve done a fine, fine job. Let’s walk this last mile, then we can take a nice long rest.” I turned to Wu. “We’re behind schedule, Astrogator.”


  “Yes, sir!” he agreed. “Sixteen minutes worth, though we were eighteen behind at our worst.”


  “I’ve been overdriving the engines, trying to make up some of the lost time,” Parker interrupted. “She should handle it just fine, so long as it doesn’t go on too long.”


  I nodded—no one knew precisely how far Richard could be pushed better than Parker. Some captains might resent this in a subordinate, but I was grateful as could be for his wealth of experience and willingness to apply it as needed. “Yes. Of course.”


  “As a result,” Wu continued, even though I already knew from reading the situation report, “we’re subject to interception from two forces. The light cruiser escort from the smaller convoy, and the crippled heavy and her destroyer. The other escort—the two destroyers—are totally out of the picture.”


  I nodded again. In other words, our situation was very bad indeed. “Options, anyone?”


  “If we just blunder on ahead, sir, we’ll have to fight them both,” Wu offered. “But they’ll only have about a quarter of an hour to destroy us before we translate out. Perhaps we can hold out that long?”


  With a tissue-paper hull? I didn’t reply. The light cruiser was the old Whiff of Grape, sister-ship to the Sword of the People which I’d grappled so long ago. As an old, nearly obsolete ship Sword had been poorly officered, manned and fought. We would never have taken her otherwise. And now the class was that many years more ancient and undesirable to serve aboard. Hardly the sort of ship to attract top-level personnel! Plus the entire series was known to be terribly prone to engineering failures due to overeager adoption of what back then had been bleeding-edge technology. This resulted in deep design flaws that were avoided in later cruisers, but proved impossible to remedy in the Swords. The story was in all the engineering training manuals, where it served as a cautionary tale. “How many hours ahead of those destroyers from the second convoy are we, Wu?”


  “Over twenty, sir. They haven’t even tried to come after us. So our lead is steadily growing.”


  I smiled. That gave us all the time in the world. “Work out a course to intercept the smaller convoy. Just as if we’d decided to take as many ships with us as possible on our way down to Davy Jones’s locker. Got it?”


  He blinked. “Aye-aye, sir!”


  “Cut our acceleration down to nominal flank, and aim us for the tail of the line. Like we’re trying to sneak by.”


  “We can’t, you know,” Josiah pointed out. “The geometry’s all wrong.”


  “Right,” I agreed. “As soon as she comes about, I’m going to aim for the head of the convoy. Then the tail, the head, the tail… It’s a miniscule correction, but I want to force them to make it over and over again.”


  “So that they’re constantly fiddling with the engines,” Uncle Robert observed.


  “Yep,” I agreed. “Let’s see how well their control rods hold up to the strain. I bet ours do a lot better! And who knows? If worse comes to worse, we’ll get to see how many merchies we can take down with us after all.”
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  After that I sat back in my comfortable chair and drank tea for a few hours. Sometimes a pharmacist’s mate appeared and gave me an injection or changed a dressing. I asked Nestor to circulate among the Imperious Rabbits whenever he got a chance, helping them settle in and deal with what must be a million problems. Two had already died under our care, but the good news was that we had enough Tanks to accept all the remaining critical cases. The blind bunny—whose name I’d learned was Clem—was in a Tank as well, and would surely be able to see again. On that front, at least, the news was as good as could be expected.


  I also spent as much time studying the damaged heavy cruiser as I could. The Seventh of November, named after the date of Imperial Secession, had lost her bows to a torpedo. All by itself this was a blow she’d been lucky to survive. In addition she’d also taken two medium or perhaps even heavy bolts to the stern half of the ship, both of which had burned through deep into her guts. Clearly, other Royal Navy men besides ourselves were earning their paychecks. The destroyer was of the conventional sort, equipped with a medium-light battery plus torpedoes and very, very fast, while the damaged ship was barely capable of crawling along. How much of that cruiser’s armament is still on-line? I asked myself over and over. The answer was terribly important, or would be if we proved able to deal with Whiff of Grape. It was Zombie all over again, except this time I was on the outside looking in. I couldn’t be certain of anything any more than my enemies had been back then. The only hint I had was the presence of the destroyer itself—if the cruiser were capable of defending itself, would it have been provided with a valuable escort that was in high demand for other assignments? In the end I just couldn’t know.


  Our engine room staff complained mightily at first about our continuous course changes, especially when they grew larger and larger in scope as we closed on our enemy. It was sheer misery for them; the rods were heating up, their readings were growing erratic as a result, and the system was generally growing less and less stable. I knew from personal experience what it must be like, and grew a bit irritable on the bridge out of pure sympathy. They took it in good spirits, however, once I explained what the game was and why I was abusing them so. Our engines were tame, simple beasts compared to the complex (not to mention defective) high-output system our enemy was burdened with—what sorts of flow-spikes and temperatures they might be experiencing, I didn’t even want to think about. On the other hand, the Imperials had decades of experience in dealing with the balky things; perhaps they might actually be well-prepared for this sort of situation? I was no more certain about what was going on in their engine room than I was about how many workable guns November still possessed. All I could do was assume the worst, sip at my tea, and make them keep turning. In any sort of contest or conflict it’s always best to hold the initiative; to be able through one’s own actions to control what must come next. Richard had managed this trick through almost her entire cruise by virtue of being effectively invisible. Now, however, that advantage had been cast away. It was up to the Imperials now to step forward and execute, to perform their mission and blot us out of the sky. In the absence of the initiative, the next best thing a commander can do is to make it as difficult as possible for the enemy to accomplish his own goals. To make them execute under the most difficult conditions possible, in other words, and not give the enemy a single inch for free. It’s an inferior strategy—almost always a losing one, in fact. But making things difficult was all that Richard could do, so I was determined to keep straining Whiff of Grape’s powerplant right up until the bitter end. After all, sometimes the Imperials tripped over their own feet just like everyone else.


  In the end it came to blows. She hit us twice fair and square, the medium-caliber weapons rending great gaping holes in our unprotected hull. One of the rounds struck a hold we’d filled with tungsten from the mine we’d robbed. It was lucky for us that this was so; the metal ingots served as a very satisfactory armor-substitute and prevented further damage. The other, however, struck us directly on Mount Three and not only silenced that weapon, but overloaded the main trunks and shut down the rest as well. And just that quickly, we lost the ability to fire back.


  “Three hours, sir!” engineering reported. “That’s for One and Two. Three is toast, and the whole crew’s lost as well.”


  I slowly closed my eyes. I knew Three’s crew well—every single face. They invariably won all the intraship gunnery contests, and so even before taking command I’d often had reason to stop in and congratulate them during inspections and such. I’d made smalltalk with them as well on these occasions. And now they… They…


  I knew exactly what a gun crew looked like after a direct hit. All too well, I knew. And now all we had left online were the remaining pair of torps, which were short-range weapons indeed. “Come about, Mr. Wu,” I began, working out the angles in my mind. We’d close as best we could, then fire whatever we had left if we lived long enough. “To course—”


  But I never completed the order. Because instead Whiff of Grape stopped practically dead in her tracks. The vessel’s Field was still intact, rendering her inertialess. But her propulsion systems had finally failed under the stress of combat after so much previous abuse, leaving her to drift along the leftover vector she still carried from when her Field was last energized. Which amounted to practically nothing. And best of all, the expected next salvo never came. Nor the one after that. The continuity between her cores had broken down. It was the least destructive systemic catastrophe that could befall an engine room, but getting her underway again would take hours nonetheless.


  “Run for it!” I ordered instantly. “Make for Point Eight, now! Flank speed plus!”


  “You’re not going to finish her, sir?” Josiah asked.


  “Let her finish herself,” I replied. “That’s ship’s a deathtrap! Besides, we have bigger fish to fry and only so long to do it in.”
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  Brave words aside, the real reason I let Whiff of Grape live was that we had only two torpedoes left and no other functional weapons available. A sharp stick in the hand is always worth several dozen blasters back home in the closet. While engineering had promised me four of our six main guns back within a few hours, I’d turned far too many wrenches myself to bet everyone’s lives on the estimate. A thousand things could go wrong with the repair— further undetected damage might be found, for example, or perhaps we’d experience an unforeseen software glitch. Yes, the ship’s engineering staff always made their best estimate. But it was just that—an estimate. Only fools take estimates as gospel; it’s in the very nature of things that more can go wrong than right. Someday a self-appointed expert on naval strategy was certain to take me to task for letting the light cruiser go; I could almost picture the smug head-shaking as he typed up his disapproving article. But this way everyone aboard Richard had a much better chance to live to read it.


  The only thing I could see that we really had going for us was the “tightness” of the system. Yes, we were going to have to sail right past our remaining enemies, practically at point-blank range. But just beyond was Point Eight, which led not to more Imperial space but rather to New Geneva, the heavily-armed neutral trading-station that lay just between Imperious and Earth Secundus. The Genevans would not—could not!—tolerate enemy warships in her space. Indeed, the whole establishment was an artificial construct designed specifically to force the two eternally-warring parties to fight elsewhere. If we could but Jump through, the Genevans would forcibly intern us. Which also implied that they’d defend us, if they had to. The responsibilities and obligations of neutrals in time of war had been clearly defined for centuries, and for once the rules actually made sense in the real world.


  I kept us at full speed despite the fact that Whiff of Grape still showed no signs of life; while I expected her to be hors de combat for hours, who could know for sure that she might not surprise us? “That destroyer is certainly sticking close to home,” I observed eventually, referring to the cruiser’s single escort. It was the last fully-functional warship between us and safety.


  “Yes, sir,” First Officer Parker replied. “I’ve been wondering about that myself. Why isn’t she charging in, so that she can engage us for a longer period of time?”


  I scowled into my empty cup. My tactical choices were simple, but the enemy’s remained complex. Nothing they could ever do would give them their spanking-new battlecruiser back, or spare them the ignominy of having their capital world’s soil violated. It was too late for all that now. All they could hope for at this point was to kill us in revenge and parade the trophies, which was at most a miserable second-best. By any reasonable standard I’d already won my engagement a dozen times over—Richard’s loss would be as nothing to the harm we’d already done. The enemy therefore had little left to fear from us at this point. Yet, their actions seemed overly-cautious to me.


  Did they still have something else to lose, that I’d somehow overlooked?


  “Cruisers don’t grow on trees,” I observed. “Especially the heavy variety.”


  “Indeed, sir,” Parker agreed, nodding at the screen. “Look at how much effort they’ve put into salvaging that one! I’ve never seen such a patched-up Field—see all the superconducting tarps thrown over the shrapnel holes? And… I bet it took weeks to get her powerplant up and running again. Maybe even a couple-three months.”


  “At least,” Uncle Robert agreed.


  I wriggled my nose in concentration. Indeed, they were just barely staggering along with a Field of such inefficient geometry that I was surprised it functioned at all. Then another thought struck me. “Her bridge is slagged. I bet her captain was killed in action.”


  “Almost certainly,” my uncle agreed. “All the rest of her line-of-command officers, too. The butcher’s bill must be downright awful. Most likely they towed her into a portable dock to render her at least marginally spaceworthy, then sent her home with a maintenance-heavy scratch-crew.” His eyes widened. “In fact…”


  “Yeah,” I agreed, wishing for more tea. I didn’t know how the Imperial Navy did things, but in ours a ship as damaged as The Seventh of November would’ve been stripped of all its most highly-skilled ratings before being sent home for such extensive repairs. Experienced men were always in terrible demand at the front during wartime. Not the engineering staff—they’d be needed more than ever. But the signalmen, medical people, any surviving line officers, the marines and gunners… All would be welcomed with open arms into the rest of the ever-hungry fleet. There probably weren’t more than a handful of true fighting men left aboard, under the command of either a salvage specialist or, more likely, an otherwise unemployable nobleman with a long-since-demonstrated inability to cut the mustard where it really mattered.


  What I was looking at, in other words, wasn’t the menacing if badly damaged existential threat I’d been so worried about having to face, a ship that if in good health might’ve been of perhaps ten times Richard’s force. Rather, what now lay revealed before clearer eyes was just another target of considerable value, nearly as inert and helpless as the incomplete battlecruiser. And the reason the destroyer was displaying such a lack of aggressiveness was because her captain had known the truth all along, and was terrified we’d see through the false front!


  I toyed with the empty teacup a while longer. The last time I’d pushed the limits of sanity, I reminded myself, I’d gotten myself shot, a lot of civilian bunnies killed, and put Richard herself at risk due to falling behind schedule. And yet… This was war, and the day I quit pushing the limits was the day I’d serve His Majesty best by tendering my resignation. War is risk and risk is war. Anyone who ever lost sight of that equation was better off staying home by the nice warm fire. “Call Sergeant Petanovich to the bridge,” I ordered eventually. “I think I’ve got one last job for him.”
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  Destroyers are designed with nothing but all-out attack in mind. Certainly, they’re employed in strategically defensive roles far more often than offensive ones. But these ships best accomplish even defensive missions via immoderate aggression on the tactical scale. A destroyer’s function is to charge in and attack regardless of the odds, and the finest commanders of these vessels tend to be young and have dangerously-exciting hobbies like parasailing into hurricanes on gas giants or setting new depth records for scuba-diving in lakes of liquid nitrogen. A destroyer’s guns were only of secondary importance; they provided just enough firepower to drive away even smaller and faster vessels or shoot up either merchantmen or each other at need. But even though most “tin cans” go through their entire careers without ever actually firing them, their signature weapon is the torpedo. These are capable of dealing sledgehammer blows and offer a mortal threat to any ship in the sky. Their mere existence is why a destroyer is always a threat to be taken seriously no matter what the circumstances. These weapons were of very short range, however, and didn’t move much faster than their potential targets. So a destroyer captain’s dream, his entire raison de etre, is to rush in close and then blast away with all tubes. Everything about his ship is designed to optimize his chances of success at this one maneuver—it's why speed is paramount over armor, for example, and why just-enough conventional firepower is provided and no more.


  But, of course, actual wars aren’t fought in theoretical universes. Though designed originally to mass together and make swarm-attacks on line-of-battleships, destroyers had proven to be just the thing to take care of dozens of other far more mundane tasks as well. Destroyers made near-perfect escorts, for example, because they were both cheap and potentially powerful threats. They also made pretty decent reconnaissance ships; though specialized higher-performance spacecraft were more effective, they also cost a lot more to build and operate as well, and were useless for anything else. In their way, destroyers had come to fill a similar niche to that which Richard herself had been intended for—general fleet workhorses suitable for carrying out a dozen inglamorous routine missions as well as the primary one of directly attacking heavies. Because of this both the Royal and Imperial fleets contained dozens of the things. Indeed, The Seventh of November’s escort’s actual name, I-234, spoke volumes about the commonness of the breed. 


  So… Where was all the aggression, I kept asking myself as we closed in hour after hour and the Imperials remained clustered up tight next to each other. Where was the reckless charge, the bold head-on assault that was his best chance of success? He couldn’t stand up to our guns at long range, or at least not the six he’d seen in action against Whiff of Grape. I doubted that anyone else realized that we’d permanently lost a turret; the hit was so clean that almost no external damage was visible. While our weaponry was still under repair—and already overdue to be back online!—we’d long since swung all the turrets including the damaged one into a nice, spacemanlike fore-and-aft configuration that revealed nothing about the massive destruction inside the rearmost one. So, what was he waiting for? While I had good grounds for assuming that the cruiser-captain wasn’t an effective combat leader, I’d be a fool to imagine the same of the destroyer’s chief officer.


  “I just don’t get it,” I sighed, leaning back in my command chair as once again my dressings were changed. I’d been on the bridge for a long time now without a break, and the medical types were clearly unhappy about it. But I was in command, we remained at action stations, and that was that. “Why isn’t she attacking?”


  “They’re exchanging signals with their naval headquarters every few minutes, sir,” Wu observed. “The cruiser, too. Something’s going on. But what?”


  I sighed again and rubbed my throbbing head. What with all the painkillers coursing through my veins, it was amazing that I could still suffer from something so trivial as a headache. But, there it was. “Are they refusing orders?” I wondered aloud. “Or maybe begging their superiors for permission to attack, which is being denied for some reason?” I checked the secondary screen; Whiff of Grape still floated there, inert and harmless. For the moment, at least.


  “I don’t understand it either,” Josiah admitted. “Of course I haven’t been part of the fighting navy all that long, but back in the merchant service when the owners were burning up the frequencies like this it was usually because they couldn’t make a decision. People were over-ruling each other, in other words.”


  Uncle Robert nodded. “Perhaps they find themselves faced with some sort of dilemma?”


  “They surely know we’re headed for New Geneva,” I mused, wishing I could pace back and forth as I usually did at times like these. Perhaps that was why my head was aching, because my body was denied its normal stress-outlet? “Maybe that has something to do with it?”


  “This whole affair is going to become a major diplomatic issue almost immediately,” my uncle agreed. “If you want to inject indecisiveness and hesitancy into a perfectly straightforward situation, the best way I know of is to consult a diplomat.”


  I smiled, but the explanation still didn’t feel quite right. “There’s something odd about that cruiser,” I muttered. Then I tilted my head to one side. Earlier I’d been speculating about her captain having been killed and being replaced, most likely with either a salvage expert or an incompetent nobleman everyone wanted out of the way. I wondered…


  “Ship’s boat, sir!” Wu alerted me. “Casting off from the cruiser!”


  “Maximum magnification!” I ordered, leaning forward eagerly. Sure enough a boat was just getting underway, headed for the destroyer. A rather large boat, far bigger than anything we carried aboard Richard. So large, in fact, that it must’ve been a real pain in the behind to deal with, given that an engagement was imminent.


  A boat chock-full of advisors, aides, servants, hairdressers, expensive furnishings, and Noble House trappings, I was willing to bet my incisors! It wasn’t just the cruiser they were afraid of losing, oh no! There was far more at stake than just that! I punched the button for engineering. “Damnit!” I raged. “When will we have our guns back?”


  “Right now, sir!” the chief replied. “My hand was on the switch to tell you.”


  “Thank god!” I answered. I’d slowed us down a bit, to give him and his men more time to work. “Ahead flank! Let’s show these so-called destroyermen that Richard knows how to deliver a proper attack, even if they don’t!”
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  Someday, I suspected, whether we won or lost some famous painter of battles was going to immortalize this last poignant moment before the shooting began again. The sky was absolutely filled with picturesque ships. There was the lean greyhound of the destroyer trembling with eagerness, the horribly battle-scarred cruiser, the big cyndrilical ship’s boat racing for her life across the gap, Whiff of Grape’s exquisitely-sculpted hull off in the distance…


  …and right there, front and center, Richard’s shapeless merchant hull waddling along for all she was worth like a fat old woman with her skirts gathered up in both hands. We must’ve looked utterly ridiculous. None of the other fencible ships had torpedo tubes, and I’d frankly opposed mounting them even on Richard at first, because it seemed so unlikely that such a slow vessel would ever find herself in a decent firing position. But the navy yards had a bunch of them they were trying to get rid of, left over from an obsolete class of destroyers. Since they were basically free and there was considerable pressure to put them back into service somewhere, I’d let them mount six as an experiment despite thinking it was all a waste of effort and manpower that’d be better employed elsewhere. How wrong I’d been!


  We could never hope to torpedo the destroyer—it was much too agile for that. So I set course to intercept the cruiser and engaged the tin can with our primary weapons. The range was still very long, but our ammunition supply was effectively unlimited. Besides, I didn’t expect to hit her—I just needed to force her to maneuver so that the boat couldn’t dock.


  Our first four salvos failed to connect, and I cursed at the miserable luck that’d taken my best marksmen out of the fight so early. All this time the destroyer sat nice and still for us, waiting for the boat. Then, finally on salvo five we found the range and bracketed her. Salvo six scored not one but two hits, both of which penetrated the weak Field and burned through the thin, unarmored hull below. One caught her forward, probably on the stores deck or thereabouts. The other took out her number-one gun mounting, which had never even had a chance to fire. Salvo seven scored another deep hull hit…


  …and that was all the punishment our enemies chose to take lying down. They raced towards us like a hunting dog unleashed late in the day, all pent-up and eager.


  Leaving the boat adrift, all by itself.


  I scowled as our hit ratio suddenly went down the toilet; it was much harder to hit a ducking and weaving target than one sitting stock still. But we were doing all we could do, and that was that. Nor was the cruiser firing yet, though in theory we'd entered the range of her weapons long before she came into ours. That left me with some personal free time, so I rang up Sergeant Petranovich. “The raid is off,” I explained—our original plan had been to try and raid the cruiser for code books and other valuable intelligence before torpedoing it. “But… Do you see that ship’s boat headed back towards the cruiser?”


  “Yes, sir!” he replied, voice cool and calm.


  “I’ll very likely be calling upon you to capture it intact. I suspect it’s full of VIP’s. Use the same force we told-off for the other thing.”


  There was a short pause—I was asking him to reorganize everything on very short notice. But, in the end there was only one answer he could give. “Aye-aye, sir!”


  “Very good,” I replied. “Stand by and be ready.”


  Now Richard and the destroyer were like two old-style motor-cars playing chicken, racing headlong at one another. Or sort of headlong—both of us had rotated our Fields ninety-degrees to normal so as to thrust us sideways through space and allow all of our guns to bear. We’d scored another hit while I spoke to the sergeant, and now were receiving incoming mail ourselves. The bridge shuddered, and for an instant the lights dimmed. “Deck three, sector nine,” Josiah replied. That was just two levels directly beneath us—no wonder we’d been rattled. “Main galley, sir. Wiped out.”


  So we were going to eat uncooked rations for the rest of the trip; that was unpleasant but hardly critical. Then there was another hit, this time further away. Ominously, though, I felt a wave of nausea at the impact. “Engineering spaces, sir! We’ve lost a core! And there are numerous casualties.”


  I scowled—being essentially a merchantman we only had three of the things. The good news was that our speed would only drop about twenty percent; the more cores you tied together, the greater the efficiency loss. The bad news was that our rate of fire would slow as well, unless we voluntarily cut our speed even further. “Half-ahead,” I ordered. The remaining guns would either carry the day or not for us, and that was that.


  “Half-ahead, aye-aye!” Wu replied. He remained very cool and calm under fire, I noted. Astrogators, like engineers, were specialists and therefore not line-of-command officers. Yet, I thought, this one probably should be. “Sir, the boat’s almost back to the cruiser!”


  I blinked. What we really wanted was the VIP alive, whoever he was. He had to be terribly important, or else the Imperials wouldn’t have broken tradition by having him abandon his command the moment it was endangered. It must’ve been a gutwrenchingly difficult decision for them, they way they’d delayed it until the last minute. My guess was that he’d been ordered away in just enough time to escape, the decision having been kicked around and avoided as long as possible. Then, being a fool, he’d tried to save too much dunnage. The whole affair was going to send shockwaves through their entire navy, especially among those still expected to die at their stations. “Fire torp five,” I ordered.


  “We’re still out of range,” the first officer reminded me.


  “Noted,” I replied, not wanting to take time to explain. Then the weapon raced away, and I turned back to Wu. “What’s the boat doing?”


  “Turning again, sir!” he replied. “Running for Point Eight, now!”


  I smiled. “Good.”


  Then the hull bucked again, and Josiah winced before he spoke. “Hold Five, sir. Where we put the Rabbits from Imperious. Heavy casualties.”


  I winced too, trying not to picture the chaos among the landlubbers as first there was a searing explosion, then the air began rushing out. And Nestor was probably down there, too… I wrenched my mind away from the wretched images. “How’s the Field, Wu?”


  “Seventy-three percent and wobbling all over the place,” he replied. “Engineering’s doing their best, but..”


  “Right,” I agreed. Our enemy was getting the better of us. The more holes we picked up in our hull, the less efficient the Field became. Somewhere around fifty-eight or sixty percent, it’d fail entirely. Then we’d merely drift until we patched things up with replacement plating and superconducting tarps. That took time, and required the drive-system to be powered down entirely. Tarping wasn’t exactly the sort of job one wanted to take on with a nearby destroyer blasting merrily away. We had to kill the thing soon, or we’d be all be dead. It was just that simple. But what more effort could we make than we were already making? We were closing just as quickly as we could, letting fly with everything we had… Suddenly I felt a hard, cold lump of fear forming in my belly. The odds had favored us defeating a single destroyer, and by a fair margin at that. And yet, we weren’t getting enough hits. I was the captain; it was my job, my duty to come up with a way out. Any way out! Some sort of trick or maneuver or subterfuge. But… But…


  I was fresh out of ideas. Professor Lambert had warned me back at the Academy after a particularly thrilling game-session that war wasn’t just about strategy and who could come up with the best plans. “It’s also about toughness, David. Discipline, too. And being bull-headed enough to keep right on doing your job until you either catch a break or die trying. Never forget that eventually, if you fight long enough, you will most assuredly die trying. No one lives forever in wartime.” So Wu held us on course, the engineers muttered curses and twisted their knobs, the gunners served their pieces, and for lack of anything else constructive to do I sat and tried to look brave for the sake of everyone else. We should beat the destroyer, I kept muttering to myself. We should! The math says so!


  Just about then another hit slammed home. We were almost in torpedo range now, at which point we’d be totally at the destroyer’s mercy. “Turret One, sir,” Josiah reported. “Total loss, heavy casualties.”


  And that was that. We were done. Finshed! Kaput! I raised my hand to press the button that’d put me on the shipwide circuit, to make the traditional speech thanking the crew in the name of their sovereign for their sacrifice before the Imperials slaughtered them all like animals. But before I could press it there was a bright flash on the screen. A sudden, terrible explosion had engulfed I-234!


  “Report!” I demanded, using the breath I’d taken to begin my speech with.


  “Sir!” Wu replied, grinning like a kid. “We hit one of their torpedoes! It must’ve been armed and ready to launch!”


  Slowly—very slowly—I forced myself to relax a bit as I watched the several major sections of the Imperial destroyer begin to drift away from each other, still glowing and sparking. “Well,” I said eventually. “What do you think of that?”


  “I think we need to exercise the guns more often, sir!” Josiah replied. He was white as a sheet, I realized, and also understood precisely what a close call we’d just had.


  “Absolutely,” I agreed. “Though it’s not easy when they’re buried under containers for months at a time.” Far too casually, well aware that I was fooling no one, I stretched those of my limbs that still worked.


  “We could go around the cruiser, sir,” Wu offered hopefully. “Avoid it entirely. At this point we’re home free if we do.”


  “We can’t stand another fight, David,” Uncle Robert warned.


  But I was having nothing of it. Especially not after my nerve had come so close to cracking. There were important targets nearly within our grasp; what kind of officer would shrink from seeing things the rest of the way through? Besides, when you’re thrown from a horse, the best thing to do is climb right back into the saddle and ride some more! “Fight?” I asked. “What fight? We haven’t yet begun to fight!” Then I turned to Wu. “Close in on that damned cruiser, best available speed. Let’s kill her and be done with this whole rotten business.”
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  It didn’t make sense to reserve power for our single functional turret anymore, so we diverted everything to the Field. There were two reasons for this. One was that with only two guns firing, hits were so unlikely at the current range that shooting was almost a waste of time. The second was that even if we did strike the heavily-armored Seventh of November, it wouldn’t do any good anyway unless we landed a bolt in an already damaged spot. Then, even if we managed that little trick, pretty much everything that could be ruined in such areas probably already was. Besides, the big cruiser was practically dead already; she still hadn’t so much as fired a shot in her own defense. So instead I focused on lining up our last torpedo shot just so, and making damned sure it was a hit. There was no way the devastated Imperial could absorb another nuke.


  Still, I observed the proprieties first. “Strike your colors,” Josiah invited the Imperials over the interstellar distress channel. “Your situation is hopeless—certainly you must be aware of this. We’ll accept your surrender and treat you well.” But there was no response, of course—there rarely was under such circumstances from an Imperial. Not that the Royal Navy often had the opportunity to make the offer in the first place. Usually it was our side on the losing end of things.


  I didn’t like the silence one little bit. “Well,” Josiah observed at last. “At least we’ll have time to pick up the lifeboat with the VIP’s in it.”


  I nodded back. Had the cruiser’s captain, whoever that might be at this point, accepted my offer I’d have had to let the lifeboat go. Our schedule was too tight for both. But, as things were… “All right, Wu. They’ve had plenty of time to be reasonable. How’s the range?”


  “Optimal in two and a half minutes, sir.”


  I nodded, then sighed. “This is slaughter, not war. And yet we must do this thing regardless. Make your run and fire at will, Astrogator.”


  “Aye-aye, sir.” To his credit, the young man who’d once been so excited at the prospect of blowing every ship in sight out of the sky had matured quite a bit on this unexpectedly long and stressful mission. He too looked genuinely saddened at what had to come next. First he pressed the little ‘arm’ button, then he switched to manual and stopped our continual jinking and dodging for the best possible accuracy…


  …and, just a second too late, I saw it coming. “No!” I cried out. “Don’t—”


  But, it was too late. The entire stern half of The Seventh of November lit up in one huge muzzle-flash as every functional weapon opened up on us. Her marksmanship was terrible; there probably wasn’t a trained gunner in the bunch, and only a very few batteries got off a second shot before the torp struck home and sealed their vessel’s fate. In fact, they only scored one single hit. But what a dreadful hit it was! One of her main-battery bolts struck us near the stem and, not encountering anything solid, burned all the way through our hull from end to end. Half of Richard’s compartments catastrophically depressurized, and most of the rest sprung slow leaks. There were casualties everywhere. While the bridge held its air, we were all thrown to the deck and it was several long minutes before even battery power could be restored.


  “…surprisingly light casualties,” Parker was reporting a few minutes later, as unflappable as if this sort of thing happened to Richard every week. “But life support’s trashed—we’ve canned air for a week or so. All the main frames are distorted, all the cores are down…” It was a litany of destruction. And it was all my fault, for letting my guard down and seeing what I wanted to see, instead of what was really there.


  “It’s all right, David,” Uncle Robert whispered softly, so that no one else could hear. “We all thought she was dead, too.”


  I shook my head angrily. “I was a fool!”


  “You made a mistake,” Josiah corrected me. “A very human mistake, one that we all made right along with you. After a long, long run of good decisions, I’ll add. Some of them downright brilliant. And you’re still in command. So… What are your orders, sir?”


  I blinked, then scowled. Had I fallen so low that my first officer had to remind me of my duty? “Let’s see a schematic on the main screen,” I demanded, extra-gruff due to my anger at myself. For as long as I lived, I’d never, ever for a moment forget what a fool I’d been!


  Then the diagram I’d asked for appeared on the screen, and I winced at the wide swaths of blinking red and yellow. “Poor Richard,” I heard Josiah mutter under his breath. “Poor, poor Richard!”


  “Sir!” Wu interrupted. “Whiff of Grape is underway, and working up to full speed!”


  I nodded, not having to ask which way she was headed. “When will she be in range?”


  “Three hours and forty-three minutes, more or less.”


  I looked at Josiah. “Better get busy with the tarps,” I suggested. In an instant he was off the bridge, on his way to supervise the damage-control work. Then I rang up engineering. “An hour or two, sir,” I was informed even before I could ask how long it’d be before we had power. “We didn’t unseat the rods, just burned out the primary leads.”


  “Good,” I replied. That was one less worry, at least.


  Then a new light appeared on my console—a red one, from the boat deck. “Sir!” Sergeant Petranovich reported. “We’re ready to go after that VIP boat.”


  “I’m sorry, Sergeant,” I replied. “It appears you didn’t get the word. We’re dead in the water. The boat’ll be gone before we can catch it.”


  “No it won’t, sir!” he replied. “We can use the yacht!”


  I blinked. The “yacht” was a luxuriously-appointed ship’s boat with an oversized drive that we’d requisitioned back at the mine. It’d been assigned to the supervisor, and was meant for high-speed inspection runs and the like. We’d shipped it as an extra lifeboat, since we so often found ourselves with so many unplanned guests. “Are you sure?” I asked. “It’ll only hold six men.”


  “Seven, if they’re all Rabbits except me. We’ve already checked that out. And the math’s all in the green too. Sir… I’d hate to see ‘em get away after all this trouble. I plan to grapple and hold them. Then when Richard is operational again, you can bring us all back aboard.”


  My eyebrows rose. It sounded workable. And Petranovich was certainly demonstrating plenty of initiative and ability, considering that he’d originally been dumped on me as a hopeless alcoholic. In fact, I had to admit, he’d been doing so for some time now. At least there was one happy ending today. “Execute,” I ordered. “Godspeed! And Sergeant?”


  “Yes sir?”


  “You’ve made me proud.”
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  There was little to do except watch the clock while Josiah and the able spacers tarped our wounds over. Normally I’d have taken advantage of the interlude to visit the wounded, inspect our damage with my own eyes, and generally make myself visible in every corner of the ship in order to help sustain morale. That was a ship captain’s traditional role under such circumstances, and it was a good and honorable one. But because of my own wounds, if I tried moving about all I’d accomplish would be to get in the way. So I did what I could over the intercom instead, ringing up every communications node on the ship and talking to as many crewmen as time allowed. Morale was excellent, considering our losses. “Such a wonderful a crew Richard’s been blessed with,” I commented to Uncle Robert at one point. “They’re absolutely magnificent.”


  He looked at me oddly. “You’ve led them to victory after victory on this cruise, David. When in the beginning all seemed lost. Not another officer in the Fleet would’ve shown such panache. By now not only would they follow you to the gates of Hell, they’d march right in, slaughter all of the demons with big grins on their faces and install you as the new Lucifer-in-residence. They’re not stupid—they know that they’re winning still, despite their sacrifices. If you don’t understand how much they love you and why, then you’re not the officer I thought you were.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that, so I licked my nose and turned back to the intercom. I hadn’t seen Nestor since we’d taken the hit in the hold where the Imperious Rabbits were quartered—indeed, he was long overdue on the bridge. It wasn’t right for a captain to play favorites; I’d quite deliberately never inquired specifically about him while so many of our shipmates were fighting and dying in the lowest sorts of misery. But now I’d caught up with my duties enough that it was appropriate for me to ask around. The bad news was that it didn’t take me long to find him—he was down in sick bay sure enough, being treated for vacuum exposure. The instant the atmosphere in the compartment started to vent, he’d begun stuffing landlubber-bunnies into survival bubbles and had kept right on doing so until there were none left to stuff. Only then had he climbed into one himself. The good news was that the damage wasn’t too terribly awful—his lungs and throat were in bad shape but would recover, and the same was true of his eyes. The pharmacist mate I was speaking to held his headset up close to my aide’s ear, so that I could wish him well directly and congratulate him on being so brave. There was a sort of dull croak in reply, and I was assured that my friend had smiled. It wasn’t the sort of sickbed visitation he deserved, but under the circumstances it had to do.


  I was just finishing up my call when Sergeant Petranovich intercepted the VIP boat and attempted his grapple; it held, though the Imperials counterattacked with great vigor. Only four of them emerged from the lifeboat to try and cut our cable, but they fought with enormous skill and verve despite their disadvantage. Tentatively I labeled them as an elite bodyguard detachment, and revised my estimate of the unknown VIP’s importance higher still. As planned, our marines made no attempt to force the airlock—they were far too few for that. So they merely waited for the rest of us to catch up, and I went half-mad wondering exactly who and what our prize was.


  “I think we’ve got it,” Josiah finally reported just over three hours after that last catastrophic hit. I was very glad indeed to hear from him, as Whiff of Grape was closing fast. He sounded terribly old and tired; sometimes it was easy for us youngsters to forget that he was no spring chicken. “Wu, could I trouble you to make a low-power continuity test?”


  The astrogator looked at me for permission; I nodded. “All hands clear of the hull!” he warned on the vacuum-suit frequency. “Powering up in thirty seconds!” The repairs proved good, by rush-job standards at least. “Sixty-four percent,” Wu replied with a grin. “That’s enough for a Jump, sir!”


  I nodded back. It was indeed enough—barely. “Bring in your crew, Josiah! And move, move, move!”
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  We were already under extreme-range fire from Whiff of Grape’s main battery by the time we stopped to secure the VIP’s. There wasn’t any time to spare for niceties. So we simply transmitted a warning to the boat’s occupants to prepare for hard vacuum, then blew a twenty-foot-long gash right through the hull of the Imperial boat. There was no way we could afford to dilly-dally around waiting for our enemies to don pressure suits at their leisure; if they didn’t want to be taken prisoner conveniently and efficiently, then they’d simply have to settle for being dead instead. Rather to our surprise there was another brief exchange of blaster-fire before the Imperials submitted, then half a dozen spanking-new prisoners appeared outside the hull-breach with their hands on their heads in the universal gesture of surrender. I examined their suits carefully. One was wearing a naval captain’s epaulettes, sure enough, and the rest seemed to defer to him to the point of excess. We’d lost a man during that last frenetic exchange of fire; some poor wretch was sealed up in a standard-issue bodybag. Our marines transferred the lot over to Richard in commendably short order, then looted the boat of everything that looked important as well. “There’s so much expensive furniture and junk in here that we can hardly move, Captain!” Silk reported.


  “Leave it,” I ordered. “It’s useless to us. Just grab everything that looks like it might be capable of storing data. And if you see anything that seems like it might be a diary, snatch that up too. Forget everything else and get back here as quick as you can!”


  “Aye-aye, sir! Silk replied, sounding far more confident and marine-like than he had so many months back when we’d first left home. “Awright, youse guys!” I heard him begin before our circuit cut off, as he amplified and explained my orders to his own men. The rest was too profane to repeat.


  Even though we scuttled both the Imperial boat and our yacht rather than take the time to bring them aboard, the enemy got several good salvos off at us before we hit Point Eight. One round actually struck home in an already-shattered hold, and for a long sick moment I thought that the game might be up after all. “H-how bad is it?” I finally choked out.


  “Fifty-eight percent Field stability,” Wu reported. “But steady.”


  “Get us through no matter what,” I ordered. “At any cost. Jump us the first possible second.”


  “Aye-aye,” he replied, sounding distracted as he performed his final calculations.


  The main-screen was reading off of our rear-facing camera, and I watched as Whiff’s final salvo roared across space towards us. It was going to hit, I was sickly certain, at least one of the bolts. The spread was perfectly aligned, and had us dead to rights. “Wu…” I muttered, my voice still gentle. “Any time now would be just fine by me. Any time at all.”


  Instead of answering, he stabbed his red button. All space everywhen went insane for a moment as the imperfectly set-up Jump and damaged Field half-twisted our engineering plant out of reality. Then we switched to the view ahead...


  …and there was the armored colossus of New Geneva hanging in the middle distance like a misshapen balloon.
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  I was long past the point of exhaustion; the analgesic and alertness shots weren’t working nearly so well anymore as they had a few hours back. My body was beginning to remember that it was badly wounded after all, and was no longer so easily fooled on that score. But at least I’d gotten a few hours of rest while undergoing surgery. Except for some too-brief moments of personal relief, the rest of the bridge crew had been at their posts ever since a few hours before the attack on the battlecruiser. They not only looked it, they smelled it—the odor of dirty, exhausted and frightened humanity filled the air. Sadly, I couldn’t dismiss them below quite yet. There were still critical moments ahead of us.


  The New Genevans were nothing if not prompt—I’d heard that their military was top notch if small, and their watchkeeping certainly proved to be up to snuff. They maintained a small fleet of revenue cutters in order to patrol local space; one of these, unsurprisingly, was sitting just on their side of Point Eight to keep an eye on things. “Royal Auxiliary Cruiser,” it signaled us within two minutes of completing our Jump. “This is Capain Akeno Watanabe, of the New Genevan Republic cutter Bodensee. You are in violation of our neutrality. Go about immediately.”


  I smiled, and for once used video to reply. “Greetings, Captain Watanabe!” I replied from amidst the many bandages swathing me. “This is Captain David Birkenhead, of HMS Richard. I regret that this is impossible; we’ve sustained severe battle damage, and while I’m not quite certain yet I suspect that our engines have made their last Jump without a complete overhaul. Therefore, I regret to inform you that as much as we’d like to return to Imperial space, we’re incapable of doing so.”


  There was a pause as Watanabe’s eyes widened. “You’re dead!” he answered at last. “Missing for over a year! Though there have been rumors…”


  I smiled again, for once pleased that my fame had preceded me. “Not quite yet,” I replied. Then I let my expression fade. “We accept voluntary internment. My men and I won’t put up a fight— in fact, I’m not sure that we could if we tried. Send a boarding party, if you like. But we’re done and we know it.”


  There was another pause; Watanabe had to know the rules at least as well as I did, yet to my knowledge no other warship had ever accepted internment at New Geneva. “Understood,” he replied eventually. “Your word is sufficient—a boarding party won’t be necessary at this time. Come under my stern, Captain, and follow directly in my wake.”


  I made a sort of ridiculous bow from the command chair. “Thank you, Captain. We’ll comply as best we’re able. Once more, I remind you we have serious engineering problems.”


  “Obviously,” Watanabe agreed. “We’ll go nice and slow for you.” There was another long pause. “And, if I may be so bold Captain Birkenhead… Once things are squared away back the Station, and of course if circumstances and your wounds allow, would you and your first officer do me the honor of dining with my command staff?”


  My smile widened, and for the first time I began to relax a little. Exchanging dinners was a long-hallowed peacetime tradition among naval officers regardless of nationality. Unless the man was totally duplicitous, which I had no reason to suspect, he was making a sincere attempt to ease the sting of losing my ship. “At the first opportunity, sir!” I replied, half-bowing again. “You might also be interested to know that just on the other side of the node there’s an Imperial light cruiser of the Sword of the People class in hot pursuit of me. I don’t expect they’ll be nearly so happy to see you as I was. They’ll be about another thirty-five minutes or so, if they come at all.”


  He smiled. “Given what I know of you, Captain, I’m amazed that it’s just a light cruiser and not half the Imperial Fleet.” Then his features hardened. “We’ll be ready for them. Thank you. Watanabe out.”


  “Sir,” Wu said the instant the New Genevan’s image faded. “The Station’s main batteries are traversing towards us.”


  I nodded. “That’s only to be expected.” Then I sighed. “We’re prisoners now, more or less. While it remains the best possible outcome, I suppose we ought to start getting used to having guns pointed at us. It’s liable to be more the rule than the exception from here on in.”


  “It was worth it, sir,” Parker opined.


  “Well worth it!” Uncle Robert agreed. “This cruise has been absolutely unforgettable. For the Imperials no less than ourselves, I’d imagine.”


  I felt my face redden under the fur. There were a thousand ways we could’ve—should’ve!—done a better job. Most especially that I could’ve done a better job. “Are there any Royal despatch-vessels in-system?” I demanded. “How come I don’t have a full traffic report yet? We’re slipping, people! Slipping!”


  Wu smiled, and within two minutes Richard was tight-beaming all but the last few paragraphs of my after-action report to HMS Swift, which would rush the document on to navy headquarters via the quickest possible route. “We're being interned at New Geneva,” I concluded in a verbal appendix to what I’d prewritten days before. “Our final detailed report will follow from there via diplomatic pouch.”


  “Acknowledged,” Swift's captain replied when the long transmission was finally completed. “Please accept my most sincere congratulations for an epic voyage. Hooray for Richard, and confusion to the Emperor! And hooray for our David Birkenhead, come back to us from the dead!”


  Then it was time to destroy the codebooks, signal logs and other classified materials. Mostly this was a simple matter of button-pushing, though in a couple of cases we had to use the small sledgehammer that’d been gathering dust on the bridge ever since Richard was first commissioned. In the middle of the confusion Silk appeared on the bridge. “Sir!” he declared with his back ramrod straight. “Permission to speak?”


  I nodded; as physically nonfunctional as I was there was very little else for me to do anyway. “Certainly, Silk.”


  “Sir!” he said, holding out his right hand. In it was a small, elegantly-sculpted crown. A large green warp-gem was mounted over the brow. “We found this aboard the lifeboat. Someone had stuffed it in a trash bin.”


  “My god!” Uncle Robert declared, stepping across to examine the thing more carefully. “That’s an Imperial crown!”


  “Which means?” I asked, not being as up to date on such mumbo-jumbo as perhaps I should’ve been.


  “We’ve bagged one of the Emperor’s own sons,” he cried in delight, bouncing on his toes as if he were a bunny too. “A Prince of the Realm! Not the Crown Prince, sadly. But, still!”


  I smiled back, pleased that Uncle Robert was so happy. “Why don’t you go down and have a nice little chat with him then?” I suggested. “It’s unfortunate, but we won’t have His Highness aboard with us for very long. The New Genevans will take him into separate custody. Those are the rules.”


  “But we have all his correspondence and such!” Uncle Robert replied, still practically dancing. “I’ll list that as part of my personal luggage—I’m a fully-credentialed diplomat, so they won’t so much as lay a finger on my things. And… They’ll never be able to hide the fact that he surrendered to start with, David! I bet it’ll do as much harm to their war effort as those cement pawprints you left behind!”


  I blushed again—how had Uncle Robert found out about those? “I leave the whole affair in your capable hands,” I replied. All too soon I’d be back in sick bay anyway, so it was best to delegate something so sensitive. “Handle it however you choose, and I’ll back your decision.”


  “Aye-aye, sir,” my uncle replied. Then he turned and vanished, still carrying the priceless crown. I blinked—had the man actually forgotten that he outranked me? Or was he just tired too?


  Then I noticed that Silk was still waiting patiently in front of me. “Yes?” I asked again.


  “Sir…” He looked down at his feet for a long moment, then met my eyes. “I’m speaking for the entire marine detachment, sir. And most of the swabbies as well, though of course with things being as they are right now we couldn’t exactly hold a formal meeting.”


  Something tensed inside of me. We’d taken terrible losses, right at the end. In many cases they were the direct result of mistakes I’d made. Was I about to be taken to task? If so, I decided, I could hardly blame the survivors of my incompetence. “Yes?”


  He smiled and produced a bundle from under his tunic, then a broom from behind his back. “We’ve been getting this ready for over a week now, sir,” he explained as he tied the bundle to the broom, creating a crude swallowtail pennant. “HMS Richard,” it read in big print. There were thirty-eight miniature ships sewn onto it, each with “X”’s struck through them and their own name recorded below. Four of these miniatures were red, which by long tradition denoted a warship, and one was much larger than the rest though its name was missing—we’d never been able to identify the battlecruiser. Below that was a pile of metal ingots, representing the mine and its loot, and then last and biggest of all the footprints that Nestor and I had left on Imperious herself, shown in front of a broken grain silo. “We’d like permission to fly this under our regular colors, sir. From the mainmast. Until the New Genevans by god make us take it down!”


  I thought about it for a long, long time. It wasn’t seemly to brag about one’s exploits, especially when they’d left so many good men so thoroughly dead. And the broom… That was an even purer form of swagger. Since ancient times, a broom at the masthead was a boast that one had swept the sea—or space—clean. No one had sailed into harbor under a broom since… since…


  …since an equally fine crew had performed their duties equally well, I decided at last. If this was what they wanted, then it was no more than they deserved. “With my blessings,” I replied. “And while you’re at it, replace that teensy-tiny ensign with our largest, if you please. The one Richard commissioned under. And hang a few more, wherever you find appropriate.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” Silk replied, snapping off the sharpest salute I’d seen in ages.


  “By the way,” I asked before he left. “Shouldn’t Sergeant Petranovich be reporting to me, instead of you?”


  Suddenly all the starch disappeared. “He’s dead, sir. Shot while boarding the lifeboat. But the pennant was his idea.”


  “I see,” I replied, the moment ruined for us both. “Carry on, then.”


  


  Whiff of Grape never did Jump into neutral space, which was just as well for her as it would’ve done her no good whatsoever. She was totally outclassed by the New Genevan firepower and though I couldn’t be certain I thought I was detecting more than a trace of anti-Imperial sentiment in the air. For example, no one ever asked that we lower our colors. As a result we locked-on with a dozen flags and the broom-pendant all still flying just as if we were being received by a Royal dockyard back home. Our hosts sent no more than a minimal neutrality-enforcement crew aboard, released Uncle Robert immediately, and offered all of our officers parole. They also loaned us a dozen doctors and opened up their hospitals to our wounded. Under the circumstances, we could ask for nothing more. Though no one could know what the future might hold, all the portents looked very favorable indeed.


  And then, at long last, it was time to power everything down and go to anchor-watches. As was traditional, I gave the order myself last thing before reporting to sick-bay. “All hands,” I ordered over the intercom. “Attention all hands! Prepare to unseat all control rods and switch over to shore power. Our long cruise is over at last, and you’ve made it one for the history books. I’m proud to call each and every one of you shipmates. We’re about to be placed in detention, but for us this is no mark of shame. Not a man-jack in the entire navy will ever be able to claim that he’s served his kingdom better than you. Not one!


  “We’ve fought and we’ve suffered and we’ve bled together. Far too many of us have died. But the Kingdom lives on. The House of Marcus lives on! And Richard will live on as well, in the hearts of us all until the very last of us is dead and gone. Hooray for Richard!”


  “Hip, hip, hooray!” the crew cried out three times, so loud the bulkheads shook.


  “Hooray for His Majesty!”


  “Hip, hip, hooray!”


  “And hooray for David Birkenhead!” Wu interjected without orders and very much against my will.


  “Hooray!” the crew screamed like madmen, over and over again until all order broke down. “Hooray!” And they kept it up, so that as I was wheeled down to sickbay for a long rest and then a second round of surgery I was surrounded by bouncing bunnies and cavorting humans, all still screaming themselves silly. Even the New Genevan midshipman assigned as my personal jailor smiled and cheered, he was so caught up in the moment. Then we passed through the sickbay doors and the tumult faded to a dull roar. They rolled me up next to Nestor’s bed, and he too smiled and waved mutely from inside his oxygen tent. Then he held up a little card. “Hooray for Captain Birkenhead,” it read.


  I smiled back and made a little card of my own. “Hooray for Richard! And her crew of heroes. From the largest to the smallest.”


  Then the pharmacist’s mate used his needle, and I slept again at last.
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