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  1


  "This lime pudding is simply wonderful!" my old friend Jean le Vorsage declared. It was Tuesday night in Javelin's wardroom, where I traditionally hosted our weekly commanding officer's dinners. "Sheer heaven! Could you pass the dish, David?"


  "Of course," I replied, sliding the bowl down the table. I still wasn't sure exactly how it was that the very nastiest of the human-style food kept ending up parked directly in front of me. But somehow it always did. So far, however, this was the only serious drawback I'd found to "family-style" dining. It was all the rage everywhere these days, ever since James had begun dispensing with strict precedent and protocol at all but his most formal functions. Nestor had first suggested it to him, I wasn't supposed to know, as a means by which His Majesty could have personal interactions with the lowly free Rabbits whenever he came and visited my estate. The rest was history. And quite beneficial history at that, so far as I was concerned. Not only was it probably good for James, but dispensing with formal ceremonial and switching seatmates every week allowed me to get to know all my subordinate captains better, not just the same two or three that I'd ordinarily partner with again and again. The better we all knew each other, the more effectively we could work together as a team. Which was precisely why I held the weekly dinners to begin with, of course.


  "Here you go, sir," my personal servant and chief aide muttered as he placed a cup of after-dinner tea in front of me. I smiled as he then immediately vanished back into the kitchen. My friend Nestor didn't have to function as a cabin boy anymore; Javelin was a big enough ship and my current assignment dictated a large enough staff that there was no need for him to make beds and brew tea. "No, sir," he'd replied when I'd offered him a formal berth as a temporary-duty naval officer. "I wouldn't know how to function aboard a king's ship if I didn't have informal access to the galley and the other bunnies. What would they think of me, sir, if I wore a fancy uniform like yours?" To be fair, Nestor only acted as my valet these days when his other duties permitted; we'd had a nice long talk on the subject, and he well understood what I wanted and needed his priorities to be. Still… I had to smile as I watched him darting back and forth into the galley with the other cabin-bunnies. He seemed happiest doing such work, in a perverse sort of way, and I wondered sometimes if he wasn't the wise one after all.


  "…going to be a wonderful time when we arrive at Hashimoto Prime, sir!" a new voice to my right was gushing. It was that of Captain Harlowe, in command of my troop transports. "We'll kick their traitorous asses, by god!" He raised his goblet of wine. "To a bloody reckoning, sir!"


  "Yes," I muttered, meeting my old friend Heinrich's eyes across the table as I raised my teacup in acknowledgement. We went back a long, long way, and I was pleased indeed that he'd been available to lead my landing force. His eyes were cold and expressionless as his commanding officer made a complete fool of himself—Sir Thomas Harlowe was my weakest link and both Heinrich and I knew it without a word needing to be said. A troop transport squadron rated a full captain to command it, no matter how far we twisted the rules. So I'd been obliged to ask the Second Space Lord to promote a brand new one into the slot because that was the only way to for there to be anyone junior to me on the seniority list. In many ways Harlowe was a superior choice; he was of the bluest of blood and his mother was a Wilkes, which might prove useful in dealing with the breakaway House. He was also an officer of proven personal courage. Still… Try though I might, I just couldn't force myself to either like or approve of him. Sir Thomas was a blind hammerer of nails, capable of pound-pound-pounding away at a job until the cows came home without ever imagining that there might be another, better approach. If an attack failed, his solution would inevitably be to try again with more troops. If it failed again, he could be counted on to attack once more in exactly the same place with even more men and material, and so on and so forth until he either bulled his way through by main force or ran out of bodybags. It was crucial that a man in his position on a mission as delicate as ours—he was my second in command, after all—understand the need for a flexible approach. Indeed, I spent uncounted hours meeting with him one-on-one in an attempt to help him grasp the unpleasant truth that from our enemy's point of view we were arguably the usurpers. It all came to nothing, however; every attempt ended in baffled incomprehension. But one had to work with one had, not what one might wish for. He'd been the best of a miserable bunch of prospects, and that was that. All I could do was hope that Heinrich, who'd be in local command of any landing force, might at least in part find a way to help compensate for his shortcomings.


  If a landing on Hashimoto Prime was required at all, of course. Which pretty much everyone except Captain Harlowe doubted, if the problem were approached properly. The real difficulty, most likely, would be the House of Wilkes.


  "To a reunited kingdom," Jean toasted next, and this time as I acknowledged him my smile was genuine. Jean was still a mere commander, but via the careful jugging of assignments and a few discreet transfers he was now also senior officer among all the escorts. I'd not asked for Jean—rather, I'd demanded him as a precondition of success. Not only was he a solid, capable officer who'd proven his worth as one of the founders of the fencibles, Jean was also Heir to the House of Vorsage, which also might count for much in days to come. In some ways I'd paid a price in order to secure him such a lofty role—I'd been offered three cruisers as part of my force, for example, but had to turn them down because they were captain's commands and their chief officers would therefore have outranked Jean even if we appointed brand spanking new ones. The true cost, however, was lower than it seemed. No Royal cruiser could hope to match Javelin's speed, so in the event of battle they'd have served as a tactical ball and chain as much as anything. No currently in-service destroyer could keep up with her either, though there were new designs on the drawing boards that'd eventually set new standards. But at least the race would be a close one, so we'd gone with an all-destroyer escort. To me the largely-theoretical loss of force was well worth having someone I knew I could work well with in charge of the rest of the space-fighting ships. Besides, his vessel and three others in the escort were fencible-manned craft, which meant their crews were largely made up of slave-species. Indeed, his own command included the first three Dogs to join the fleet. Jean was accustomed to the unique challenge of working with we furry types, and somehow I felt that might become a factor as well before all was said and done.


  "To a completely reunited kingdom," Heinrich offered as the next after-dinner toast, which raised some eyebrows. He was referring to the Empire, of course, which also had once been a loyal part of the realm. He'd been born and spent much of his childhood there, until his famous Field-theorist father had found a way out. Indeed, Heinrich's speech still reflected his Imperial past; his accent was quite noticeable. My friend's loyalty was beyond question—if anything he hated the Empire even more than I did. Still, the toast sounded a bit odd coming from him.


  "Amen!" I agreed, raising my own cup once again to help cover the awkwardness. Then I sat quietly for a time to see if any more toasts were offered. We might be dining family-style, but that didn't mean there wasn't any formal structure to our meal. Over time we'd worked out a sort of standard agenda. After dessert came the toasts, and after the toasts came business. Clearly, it was time for business.


  "Well," I began as Nestor whisked my final plate away, "I suppose this will be our last gathering for quite some time, since we're jumping into Hashimoto space in..." I checked the time. "Twenty-two hours."


  "Yes, sir!" Harlowe replied with a big grin. "I can hardly wait!" It was his duty as second-in-command to support me, but I might've wished for him to be a bit more subtle about it.


  "Er… Yes. At any rate, I thought I'd outline the situation one last time." I let my face harden. "Our fundamental objective is to reunify the kingdom by whatever means necessary." I'd been given virtual carte-blanche and could at need produce written orders with the Royal Seal on them to that effect, but having to show them would probably mean I'd already failed. "His Majesty's position is that this is all a terrible misunderstanding, something that we can hopefully work through without shedding additional blood." I looked around the table at the suddenly serious faces. "While we must be prepared to use force if necessary, both His Majesty and myself hope that things won't escalate to that level." I turned to Jean. "What are your orders?"


  "In the event that no immediate resistance is offered," he replied, "I am to disperse my force to cover all four Jump points, maintaining a central three-ship reserve. However, no merchantmen are to be interfered with in any manner whatsoever unless further orders to that effect are issued."


  "And yours?" I asked Captain Harlowe.


  "To maintain formation in echelon off Javelin's starboard bow," he replied, clearly unhappy. "We're to be prepared to conduct either landing drills or an actual landing on a moment's notice, and Montgolfier is to maintain her check-flight schedule. Only into higher orbit, however. Never lower."


  I nodded; Montgolfier was our aerospace-fighter carrier. Because the vessel was part of the surface strike group, she too was under Sir Thomas's immediate command. "Very well," I agreed. Harlowe had made it clear many times over that he'd prefer a more aggressive stance, but at least he'd been discreet enough not to disagree in public. "And Javelin herself along with the destroyer reserve will enter standard orbit, just as if it were peacetime. Though we'll remain in Condition Two readiness."


  Everyone nodded again. Condition Two meant that all engines were to remain fully powered-up and all turrets kept partially manned at all times. This would be a terrible stress on both equipment and crew if it went on for any length of time, as both sleep and maintenance would have to be deferred. "Of course," I continued, "if opposition is offered…" I looked around the table at the suddenly glum and grim faces. All except Harlowe's, that was. Opposition would be the worst imaginable tragedy for the kingdom, even perhaps for humanity as a whole. Any delay in re-engaging the Empire played directly into the Emperor's hands. Yet my second in command seemed unable to grasp even this most obvious of strategic facts. "…then, we'll have to do what we have to do." Once again I looked around the table, meeting every eye. "So," I said after I was finished. "Does anyone else have business?"


  There was nothing but silence.


  "Good," I answered, carefully wiping my whiskers on a nicely-starched napkin. Then I turned to my right. "Mr. Vice?" I asked.


  Commander Josiah Parker smiled and stood up to perform the traditional duty of the junior officer present. "To His Majesty King James," he declared, raising his glass for the final toast of the evening. "Long may he reign!" It was a bit odd to see a wrinkled old man performing this particular duty, but I knew Josiah didn't mind. In fact, he'd been rather taken aback when I'd asked him if he'd be willing to ship out as my number two a second time. "S-s-sir!" he'd sputtered over the telephone. "I mean… It's a great honor! But isn't Javelin a regular navy ship?"


  It was, of course. And as a mere fencibles officer Josiah theoretically had no business serving in any capacity whatsoever aboard her, much less as my chief lieutenant. But James had big plans for the fencibles; they were the key to manning the hugely-expanded navy whose many keels he was on the verge of lying down. "Josiah is a good officer," he'd scribbled on a little piece of paper for me. "And he did wonderful work aboard Richard, as we all know. So, why should my finest warship be denied the services of such an obviously capable man simply because he never attended the Academy? It seems rather silly to me. How about you?" Then he signed it, stamped his seal on it, authorized me to personally hand it to the Second Space Lord…


  …and yet another inflexible tradition of the service passed into history. Josiah was as capable a spacer as ever lived, and given the martial seasoning he'd acquired during our extended cruise through Imperial territory I hadn't the slightest doubt of his ability to manage a ship of the line, or even to command it were something unfortunate to happen to me. His only real liability was his age; this would certainly be his last cruise in uniform. He had enough energy to out-work a dozen younger men, however, and probably a more flexible mind than the average twenty-year-old as well. Age is as age does; if only I could've placed him in Harlowe's job! But that would've been too much change, too fast; even James could nudge things along just so quickly. Besides, commanding landing ships was a subspecialty in and of itself. This was part of why I'd had such a small pool of qualified officers to choose from. "Long may he reign!" I agreed, completing the formula as senior officer. Then I clinked glasses with Sir Thomas, who was seated opposite me. This was a damned difficult mission I'd found myself assigned to; one of the touchiest in the history of the fleet, I suspected. As a naval officer, I understood that this was the price of success—the easy jobs went to those who could be entrusted with nothing more challenging. And if I succeeded… Well, in that case it'd be awfully difficult for anyone to deny that a Rabbit was capable of dealing with affairs of state. Or so Nestor kept pointing out.


  That last night before entering what might or might not prove to be enemy space, I slept well. I'd done my best to set things up for success. Now, very soon, it'd be time to see what happened when my plans encountered reality.
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  Our Jump into Hashimoto space was uneventful, as well it should've been. Normal Fleet protocol would've been to send a destroyer or two through first to spy things out before committing the valuable capital ship and transports. Javelin wasn't any ordinary warship, however, and it was a long way to Imperial space, which was the only place a bonafide threat to her was likely to be encountered. Therefore this time I went for political effect instead of tactical advantage. When engaged in gunboat diplomacy, one employs one's gunboats a bit differently than in all-out war.


  So it was that Javelin came bursting unannounced into the Hashimoto Prime system at flank speed and with her main battery fully energized. The rest of my little fleet would wait twelve hours before coming through, which would allow plenty of time for discussions to begin before the presence of the marine landing force was revealed. I'd have had an oversized battle ensign fluttering at every masthead and a band playing patriotic music on the maindeck as well, if the realities of space travel allowed for such elaborate stage-setting. But they didn't, so I had to make do by putting on a show via other means.


  "Greetings to Hashimoto Prime and the Lord Hashimoto," I signaled from my comfortable command chair. In point of fact the Lord Hashimoto had still been en route to Earth Secundus when I'd left, and faced a very high probability of velvet-gloved arrest the moment he set foot on Royal soil. But there was no need to dwell upon what everyone hoped would be remembered merely as a momentary downtick in inter-House relations. "This is Captain David Birkenhead, in command of HMS Javelin and Task Force Nineteen, the rest of which will be following me into the system shortly." I nodded at my communications officer; this was a prearranged signal for him to zoom out and take in a wider field of view. While I normally preferred to communicate by text so as not to remind others of my Rabbithood or reveal more than I desired, this particular message was a special exception. "I bring both sad and joyous news," I continued as whoever was on the receiving end took in the presence of a fully-robed Herald standing on one side of me, and an equally regally-attired Royal Governor on the other. The Herald was my old friend Martijn, who'd agreed to stay on for one last special mission, while the Governor was one of Jean's cousins and therefore a stalwart of the House of Vorsage. The implication would be clear to anyone receiving the message—I had all the legal and institutional force I'd ever need at my back should I choose to exercise it, in addition to plenty of physical firepower. The rest of the kingdom, in other words, was already marching along in perfect time under its new monarch, which happened not to be either of the Hashimoto/Wilkes candidates. You've lost already, I was trying to say without insulting them outright. We're in firm control of everything of importance. Give up while you can still do so gracefully, and accept the genuinely excellent offer we're about to make you. "The sad news is that our good and gracious King Albert has died, while the joyous news is that His Majesty King James of the House of Marcus has risen to the throne in his place, as was his grandfather's most sincere desire. Long may he reign!" Then I looked directly into the camera. "His Majesty has instructed me to personally reassure his subjects of the House of Hashimoto that he loves and values them as much as any other, and that he's absolutely certain of your trust and loyalty." I gestured at the Herald and Governor. "These are His Majesty's ears. They've come to listen to any grievances you might have and convey them back to the palace, where they'll receive top priority." I smiled, carefully not mentioning that I was also empowered to place the Royal Governor in custodial charge of the entire House by force if I felt it necessary. They'd figure that part out on their own just fine, if they possessed half a brain between them. A governor didn't normally act as a King's agent when dealing with the Houses. Instead, his function was to govern territory in the name of his sovereign. There could be one reason, and one reason only, why I just happened to have a spare one along with me. "In the meantime, I'm requesting formal permission to take up standard orbit. Our ships' pursers will soon be indenting for the usual stores and supplies. Perhaps some of us might be interested in a spot of shore leave, as well." I smiled again. Things can go right on as before, I was saying. We can still be friends just like always. Or not, if you so choose. It's up to you. But if not then I'm the one you'll have to deal with, so think long and hard first. "Captain Birkenhead out." 
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  Little took place for several hours once I was finished sending my little message. As everyone had anticipated, we at first received only the barest of official acknowledgements. After all, what minor functionary would risk anything more? The local revenue cutters acknowledged our presence as well. This even bordered on the encouraging, since although the quick little vessels were technically ships of His Majesty's fleet they'd long since effectively become part of the Hashimoto's private navy. This was understandable enough, as like everyone else naval officers preferred to be based on their homeworlds and so the officers of these vessels were practically all Hashimotos. I was particularly concerned about the cutters because, being fast, nimble and manned by fully-trained and qualified crews, they'd be essential to any Hashimoto opposition. Scattered all over the system as the ships were, for example, if fighting broke out they'd be the ones who carried the word to other systems and there'd be nothing we loyalists could do to prevent it. So I was more than a little relieved to see that they were behaving themselves… for the moment at least.


  Since no one could've known for certain that such a lull would develop after my little presentation, I hadn't scheduled anything for many hours after our Jump. As more and more time passed on the bridge, however, it soon became evident that nothing much was going to happen anytime soon. So I turned things over to Josiah and headed down to my cabin to strip off my uncomfortable full-dress uniform and maybe get some paperwork done. A battlecruiser, I'd already learned, carried strictly limited quantities of fuel, stores, and men. Yet, somewhere aboard the vessel a magical storage locker containing an infinite amount of red tape clearly had to exist. Someday, I promised myself, I'd make time to investigate the mystery more thoroughly. Once I was caught up on my paperwork, that was…


  "You shouldn't fret so much, sir," Nestor advised me over the top of his reader as I sat and signed the daily fuel consumption report, the daily weapons-availability report, the daily maintenance report… "Everything's going to be all right. Hashimoto will capitulate. They're in too poor a position not to. It's Wilkes we have to worry about."


  I nodded in agreement. Before leaving on this mission I'd been briefed by dozens of experts on various aspects of the situation, and virtually all of them were of the same opinion. Which Nestor well knew, as I'd insisted on bringing him along with me. "Leave them a graceful way out," Uncle Robert had declared, "and they'll trip all over each other to bow down to the new sovereign. I've been dealing with them for decades—the big mystery is how they got involved in such a high-stakes game in the first place. It's grossly out of character for them."


  "They'll test you," Nestor predicted. "Once and only once, if you respond assertively enough. Then they'll come fawning to eat out of your hand and swear the whole affair was a huge misunderstanding. It's how humans do things. They're obsessed by power and status games, but they also know how to back down when they've lost. Or at least the sane ones do. Relatively sane, that is."


  I smiled as I ring-stamped a form blessing the advancement of a certain Jacob Arlens to Able Spacer due to especially meritorious performance. Promoting people was a much more pleasant than dealing with Javelin's disciplinary cases, which fortunately were so few as to be almost non-existent. Everyone wanted to serve aboard the most famous and romantic active vessel in the navy, so for the most part my department heads were free to pick and choose from an ocean of volunteers. The results spoke for themselves. "You don't seem to think much of humans," I observed eventually.


  Nestor shrugged. "They're all different, of course. So some are a lot better than others. His Majesty, for example…" He smiled. "James would've made a fine Rabbit indeed, sir."


  "Heh!" I replied. "Don't say that in public, even though of course I understand that you mean well by it. Some might take is as lese majeste."


  I expected my aide to grin ever wider at that, but instead his smile faded. "That's just what I mean, sir," he explained. "Can you even imagine any Rabbit declaring it a crime merely to insult his dignity?"


  "Well…" I temporized, thinking back over my relationships with my fellow bunnies. They seemed to think pretty highly of me, and yet… Back at the Academy, one night while I was eating dinner with the maintenance Rabbits someone had exchanged a filthy old tar-covered work-cap for my uniform hat. It'd been a good joke, and we'd all had fun together as I marched ramrod-erect up and down the slave quarters with it perched atop the rest of my immaculate cadet's uniform. In fact, it was one of the happiest memories of my life. As was the time when, back at my estate, my household staff had taken advantage of the fact that I was such a sound sleeper to paint my nose bright pink. I'd left it that way all day long, pretending not to notice while my fellow Rabbits convulsed over and over again with laughter at the sight. There was nothing innately wrong with having a pink nose, of course. But on me it looked silly indeed, sort of like a clown-nose on a human since it was so clearly a mismatch for the rest of my coloration. That'd been another fine day as well— in fact, I rather suspected that Nestor had been the brushman-in-chief. "No," I had to admit finally. "I can't."


  He nodded again, then turned his reader to face me. He was reading "The Prince", by Machiavelli. "This," he declared, "is sickening. And quintessentially human."


  I nodded back, if a bit reluctantly. The old classic had been required reading for my strategy class. "I agree."


  "Any self-respecting Rabbit would declare it a kind of pornography," he continued. "And yet, I find myself agreeing with the author over and over again, in regards to humans at least." He waved the reader at me. "If you want to understand our masters, this is the best instruction manual I've found so far." His lowered the book and his face fell. "Sir… You and I… We're being dragged into a cesspool."


  I nodded again, remembering how I'd visited the Mast at the Academy one last time before upping ship to take command of Javelin. Yet again, I hadn't been able to find it in my heart to climb it. "I won't argue with you, Nestor," I replied eventually. "The older I've grown and the more responsibilities I've taken on, the worse things I've been forced to do in the name of pursuing worthy goals." I sighed. "King Albert…. He seemed to feel the same way, for what it's worth. He wanted more than anything else to do what was good for humanity, and yet in practice he too was forced to resort to that monstrosity—" I pointed at the reader—"as his guide as well. Why? Because it's accurate."


  Nestor sighed. "You know," he said. "This isn't going at all as I expected. You were supposed to reassure me that humans are good creatures, you see, and that I must be extra-prejudiced against them because of… Of…"


  I nodded and spared my friend the pain of reminding him how badly and for how long he'd been abused by a human. "I fear that I can't do that, old friend. Or at least not in good faith. Instead, I have to offer you an even more depressing thought. For I fear this line of reasoning isn't anything new to me."


  Nestor's ears perked, though he said nothing.


  "Consider this," I said as I rose to return the bridge. "We're part human ourselves, though we and they both tend to carefully ignore the fact. The freer we Rabbits become, and the more power and responsibilities we take on for ourselves, the more powerful the human elements within us seem to grow." I sighed. "Or at least that's been my personal experience so far. Not a happy one either, I'll add."
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  In the end the Hashimotos behaved exactly as Nestor predicted, and perhaps as Machiavelli might've foreseen as well. They did indeed challenge us directly, in a manner worthy of my own double-entendre filled message to them. Only the once, however. And when I faced them down without blinking they folded up like a cheap card table. "Sir," my chief navigator reported a few seconds after my return to the bridge. "We've received permission to orbit. But…"


  I scowled. Lieutenant Clarke had an annoying tendency of not completing his reports without encouragement. He was otherwise highly competent, but needed to be broken of his bad habit before his hesitancy cost lives in a battle. Or, conceivably, cost us the battle itself. "But an African bull elephant wearing a yellow sweater sat on your console and shattered the monitor before you could read the entire message?" I demanded.


  His skin was very dark, but not so much so that you couldn't tell he was blushing. "No, sir. They, uh…"


  "Traffic Central demanded that we entertain them by making funny noises over the emergency frequency before they'd send us the specifics?"


  Clearly I wasn't helping matters; now he was stammering worse than ever. "I… Uh…"


  "They instructed us to take up an orbit just yards away from their main orbital battery, sir," Josiah interjected, defending the navigator. "Right under their guns, so to speak."


  I nodded back and held Josiah's gaze for an extra second or two; he and I had worked together long enough that we read each other perfectly. He understood as well as I did why I'd just been so cruel to Lieutenant Clarke; after all, my first officer had lived through Richard's last battle just the same as I had. Therefore he too understood from firsthand experience just how vital split-seconds could become under combat conditions. This was after all the bridge of His Majesty's proudest battlecruiser, not a speech therapist's office. But by interjecting himself, my first officer had also made an implicit promise to deal with the situation on his own. Which was fine by me, so long as the matter was indeed addressed and put to bed. So I moved back to the subject at hand. "That's unacceptable," I replied. Then I turned once more to the still-blushing Lieutenant Clarke. "Make your course to take up standard orbit in the absolute least optimal position for their batteries," I ordered. "As far away from them on the average as possible."


  "Aye-aye sir," he replied. "Should I inform their controllers right away, or wait until the last minute?"


  "You shouldn't inform them at all," I replied, smiling. "Just do it, and let them shuffle traffic out of our way as necessary. Don't worry about your piloting license; I'll see to it that the order is properly logged to protect you." Then I turned to Josiah. "I'll bet you five credits they never say another word on the subject."


  "No bet, sir," he replied, shaking his head. "By then, they ought to be finally getting the message."

  


  And sure enough, get the message they did. Not long after the ground-attack echelon Jumped into the system with us, we began receiving increasingly frantic assurances of loyalty and friendship. As Machiavelli advised, it was indeed far better to be feared than loved. Three transports worth of marines was a large force indeed, more than enough to seize and hold the key points on almost any planet for long enough to cause the whole economy to grind to a halt. From there things grew very ugly very quickly in the absence of a surrender. Drugs grew short, fuel grew short, food grew short, potable water grew short… It wasn't a pretty way to make war. But it was effective as hell, and the Hashimotos were quite correct to assume that if push had come to shove I'd have inflicted every single one of these horrors on them and as many others as I could think of to boot.


  Given that the House of Hashimoto had figured out that they couldn't possibly come out on top, it was perhaps inevitable that they took another page out of Machiavelli's book by flattering us in the hope of currying favor and gaining influence. Soon the airwaves were alive with messages praising James, congratulating me on past victories, and declaring how lucky the House of Hashimoto was to be visited by both a Herald and a Royal Governor at one and the same time. I was awarded a large forested estate of my very own, and even Josiah was granted acreage right next door. Nestor rolled his eyes when he heard about it, then shook his head at his reader (which was still loaded with "The Prince"). While I was able to avoid most of the ensuing round of ceremonial dinners and tearful tributes to the goodness and wisdom of the new King James, I still had to get all dressed up six or seven times and try to keep a straight face as award after gaudy award was bestowed on the kind, merciful… Me. Meanwhile a little meaningful business was somehow squeezed in here and there among all the nonsense; it was agreed that Martijn would remain behind, for example, to serve as James's personal representative for a time. Still, it bordered on the hilarious to watch Lord Ise, the ranking noble currently in residence, thank Martijn with tears of gratitude running down his cheeks for promising to 'assist' the Hashimoto clan in instituting precisely the same military and economic reforms that they'd resisted James's accession to the throne and thus endangered the entire kingdom over in the first place. "Now we're free to pull our weight against the Empire at last," His Lordship declared at the largest state dinner, while Nestor and I nearly lapsed into a giggling fit. In fairness, it was just barely possible that Lord Ise might've been a secret supporter of Marcus's fight-to-the-finish proposals all along, and therefore an entirely sincere man. But…


  It wasn't very darned likely.


  Still, that particular dinner did produce something of real value, which made it unique among the series. Lord Juri, the Hashimoto pretender to the throne, was still on-planet. Though his House kept him mostly hidden away and out of the public eye, one of the few things we knew about him personally was that he loved warp gems and had even authored a scholarly book theorizing about their formation. "Dear Captain Birkenhead," he wrote me in a note hand-delivered by his personal footbunny just before I returned to Javelin. "I'm well aware of the recent frictions between your House and my own, and I ask you to believe me when I inform you that no one wishes James a longer and more successful reign than do I. Long live His Majesty King James! Also, please accept that I'm equally sincere in my admiration for your own most astounding accomplishments.


  "At any rate, the true purpose of this note is to invite you to my private rooms for a short visit tomorrow afternoon during which we might perhaps get to know one another a little. I'll also confess that I have a personal agenda to pursue. The warp-gem in your Sword of Orion, the one awarded for your defense of Zombie Station, is thought to be the third-largest extant. The second-largest is mounted atop His Majesty's crown, while the biggest of all sadly adorns His Imperial Majesty's brow. Since I'm most unlikely to ever have the opportunity to study either of these gems in detail, I was rather hoping that I might obtain permission to dismount yours, take certain measurements, and then return your well-earned Sword to you cleaned and polished as a token of my thanks. It'll only take an hour or so for my assistants to obtain the data I need for my research. Indeed, the cleaning and polishing will take longer than the measurements. Your Sword will be returned to you, better than ever, after our meeting."


  "I can't see anything wrong with it," Martijn opined at the conference I immediately called to discuss the matter.


  "Nor I," Sir Nicholas agreed. He was the Royal Governor I'd brought out with us but hadn't needed yet; in the meantime it made sense to pick his brain. "Your Sword, sir… Everyone in the galaxy is aware that it was fairly earned." He smiled. "I think even the Emperor himself might object if someone damaged or defiled it by underhanded means. Lord Juri certainly wouldn't dare do anything to it."


  I nodded and looked at Nestor, who should've been totally out of place at such a meeting but somehow wasn't. "That thing's a real pain in the tail to polish, sir," he replied with a smile. "If anyone ought to know, it's me. Please, take him up on the offer for my sake!" Everyone laughed, then the smile faded. "It's a pretext. He wants to speak to you in private, I bet. Though I don't doubt that he honestly wants the data as well."


  "That's how I read things too," I agreed. "So, that's how we'll proceed." I rose to my feet. "Besides," I continued. "I sort of think he and I might actually get along; apparently we're both interested in Fields, though perhaps from completely different directions." Then I shook my head. "I don't know about you guys, but this feels to me like the first honest and sincere communication we've received from a Hashimoto since we got here."
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  "It's so good to meet you, David!" Lord Juri, as he preferred to be called, greeted me as I was led back into the depths of his personal quarters. While he hadn't quite answered his own door at my knock, the nobleman had clearly been waiting in the anteroom for my arrival.


  I smiled and nodded, then extended my right hand. "And you as well," I replied, looking around. Juri Hashimoto was practically an unknown quantity outside of his own family, and from what we'd been able to learn he was nearly as much of a mystery to most of his own kin. Thanks to the twisted intricacies of the laws of genealogy, he stood far closer to the Royal throne than to the leadership of his own House. So, within the Hashimoto world he was a relatively small fish. Apparently he lived like one, too—by noble standards Juri's lodgings were modest indeed. I sniffed the air discreetly, but could detect no olfactory evidence of his relationship to the Royal family. He was a distant cousin, which apparently wasn't enough to affect body odor. Nor could I see any facial resemblance.


  "Come in," he urged, clasping me across the shoulders like an old friend. "And let me show you my treasures!"


  I was a bit surprised at how quickly Lord Juri came to the point of his visit until we finally came to a long wall display loaded to the gills with warp gems. This was a working scientific collection, he was quick to point out, not a representation of the best and brightest. He smiled as he waxed eloquent about the various structural deformities and colors represented on his shelves; it was if he'd memorized everything there was to know about each and every individual sample. "This one," he'd say, pointing to a brick-red twinned gem with a dull, porous surface, "is known as a ruby butterfly. They're incredibly rare; only four are known to have formed to date. And each formed in an old-style quad-injected core. Whether this is significant data or a statistical fluke, no one can be certain. The gems occur too infrequently for us to infer much."


  I nodded and smiled. Juri's book had been in Javelin's library, and while I hadn't had enough time to read it through I'd seen enough to be impressed. Clearly it wasn't the work of a mere dilettante. His Lordship had taken the time to study Field theory in some depth, which was no picnic for anyone. "And I suppose," I said when we finally came to the end of the display and I had enough time to work in a word edgewise, "that you're eager to see this one, too?" Then I unbuckled my sword and held it up so that he could examine the gem at eye-level.


  "Oh, yes!" he replied, gazing at it with a childlike smile. Which didn't surprise me; he'd been stealing glances from the moment I walked in. Lord Juri, Martijn had whispered in my ear, was rumored in palace circles to belong somewhere on the autism spectrum. No one was certain because the Hashimotos hid him away so thoroughly. Juri had never married and almost never left his modest home for any reason whatsoever. But I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that the rumor was true.


  "That's an orange dodecahedron," he explained quite unnecessarily. "One of the most common varieties, though of course yours is magnificent for its sheer size. And the color is amazingly pure as well!" He shook his head in wonder. "It's absolutely perfect, David. A worthy reward for what you've done for us all." Juri smiled, suddenly very childlike. "I'm glad it went to such a worthy soul."


  I nodded again, then extended the scabbarded weapon further. "You wished to examine it in your lab?"


  He smiled again. "Yes, but… Are you certain it's quite all right? I mean…"


  "Please," I replied. "You're a scholar, sir, and warp gems are mysterious artifacts of a process none of us completely understand. I won't stand in the way of the furthering of science."


  He accepted the Sword, then bowed deeply in a way that nobles almost never did. "Your trust honors me, sir." A footbunny appeared almost as if by magic, then scurried off with my ceremonial weapon. I made sure to exchange a smile with him as he passed. "Come," Juri continued as the Rabbit vanished. "There are refreshments waiting for us in the next room."


  The 'next room' turned out to be Juri's office, which was clearly ill-kept and seldom used except to study warp gems. His Lordship served me a cup of not-too-bad tea with his own hands, then poured himself plain water. "Everyone always drinks whiskey," he complained. "Or gin, or sake, or cognac… It's a relief to have a visitor who's content to remain sober."


  I smiled back, but said nothing. That was my planned strategy, to say as little as possible while keeping my ears open wide. But it didn't work out that way; Juri was knowledgeable enough about Field theory and asked sufficiently intelligent questions that soon we were chattering away like old hens. It wasn't something I could help—perhaps I was a bit obsessive on the subject myself?


  "…still convinced that it's basically a matter of sustained resonance," he observed well into my third refill. "On the third or fourth order, or perhaps even higher. That'd account for the rarity. And for the observed fact that more often than not stones form in especially well-managed engines."


  "Well…" I hesitated. Then I went ahead and spoke the truth, even though I really shouldn't have. "We're deliberately resonating the control rods in certain ships now," I explained, not adding that so far Javelin was the only one. I wouldn't have told him this, except that we had reason to believe the Imperials were already aware of it. Or at least I don't think I would've. "Please, don't repeat this. It's still sensitive information. But, well… in less than a million hours of operation, we've detected traces of the beginnings of crystalline deposition at teardown."


  "Really?" Juri demanded, his mouth dropping open in shock. This was far too unlikely to be a mere coincidence. "I'm… I'm…"


  I nodded back. "Your theory is correct, I suspect. Of course it's not proven yet, and it'll be years before we can release anything into the public database. But I think you just may've beaten the eggheads to the punch on this one."


  His smile lit up the room like a second sun, and I could certainly understand why. Unless I was very mistaken, this shy old nobleman had without benefit of formal technical training achieved his dream of contributing something important to the sum total of human knowledge. By any objective measure, that made him a far more successful person than me. Ah, if only I'd been able to stick with engineering!


  "That's… That's…" he sputtered. Then with a smile he stood and practically danced, he was so pleased. "Ah, David!" he declared. "I'm so glad to have met you at last!"


  "And I you," I replied, meaning it. It was sort of strange, how I kept making friends in the most unexpected of places. Then I leaned back in my chair and sighed. "I just wish everyone here was as genuine and open as you've turned out to be."


  He shook his head and frowned, his moment clearly ruined. Then he turned and looked away. "I signed away my claim to the throne," he said eventually. "Because I'm too open and genuine, I guess. And because I like studying warp gems better than being in charge of stuff."


  My ears perked. He'd renounced his claim? That was certainly important news! "I've always seen doctors, as long as I can remember." he continued. "They say I don't understand other people very well. And I guess they're right, sort of. But…" He shook his head and scowled again, his hands now two fists. "I don't like people, mostly. They're nasty."


  "Me either," I agreed, noting yet another thing we shared in common. Then I reminded myself of my mission. "Who asked you to give up your claim?"


  "Uncle Hiro," he replied. By which he certainly meant Lord Hiro, head of the House. Who was probably under arrest back on Earth Secundus by now. "And Baron Munchen."


  I nodded again. Munchen was a Wilkes high-ranker I'd been briefed about. So, that was part of the deal—the Hashimoto and Wilkes Royal heirs both had claims so perfectly matched in terms of legitimacy that no one could honestly judge which was the better. So Hashimoto, the weaker of the two Houses, had given theirs up in exchange for… Something. Probably promises of preferential treatment later. Or… Had the Hashimotos been bullied somehow? That would explain how quickly they'd folded to what must've seemed an even greater threat, sure enough. But if so, how? And… Maybe they were still afraid? "Thank you for telling me that, Juri. It was very important indeed."


  He waved it off. "It's silly political nonsense. The less of it I have to waste my time on, the better." He sighed. "Though Lord Ise told me to be make absolutely certain that I told you." He looked down at his feet. "He always treats me like a child!"


  "I'm sorry," I answered. So that was why this meeting was taking place—everything else was clearly mere pretext. Lord Ise had wanted me to find out about the deal, but also hadn't wanted to betray an oath of confidentially made to a fellow nobleman. Now the slip could be blamed on the hapless Juri, who everyone involved knew couldn't help himself. Wheels within wheels within wheels… "You don't deserve it, in my book. No one who can untangle part of the warp-gem mystery is exactly a child, Juri."


  He smiled again, and once more it was if the sun had emerged from behind a cloud. "Thank you for letting me examine your orange dodecahedron, David. And thank you for one of the nicest conversations I've ever had. But most of all…" The smile intensified.


  "Thank you for trusting me."
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  And trust Juri I did, essentially. Or, rather I trusted the Hashimoto clan as a whole by leaving them in Martijn's capable hands without so much as a single marine left behind to back him up. It wasn't that I didn't want to leave my old friend a little help, but the truth was the more I thought about the Wilkes situation the more spooked I grew. The Hashimotos seemed almost relieved to have been confronted with such uncompromising and overwhelming force that they'd been forced to back down without a fight. This implied to me that Wilkes had strong-armed them into their near-coup to begin with. Yet… What was Wilkes's leverage?


  I feared that I already knew.


  Wilkes Prime and most of the Wilkes worlds were far nearer the Empire than Hashimoto's. Even worse, they were richer in Jump nodes than any other House's territory. This was in part why Wilkes and Hashimoto—whose dominions many of the Wilkes hyperspace links intersected with—had chosen to base their economies on interstellar transport. The numerous Points gave them a significant natural advantage. While in recent years Wilkes had diversified into more advanced fields, the repeated wars were terrible for commerce. Far too many fleet engagements were fought in Wilkes space, four of her former worlds were now realms of the Emperor, and three more had been held only after terrible, destructive defensive battles on the planetary surfaces. It took a world a long time to recover from that sort of abuse—if the damage was severe enough, it might never recover at all.


  Perhaps the confidence of the House leadership had taken an equally terrible pounding? A pounding severe enough to, say, cause them to lose faith in ultimate victory and play both sides of the fence? No one outside of the Wilkes nobility could know for certain except the Hashimotos, and despite my most pointed questions they still hadn't been talking when I'd left. Cooperating in every other conceivable way, yes, or I'd not have left Martijn in such an exposed position without support. But the nobility took their blood-oaths seriously, and I suspected that more than one had been sworn in regards to this little affair. All the Hashimotos had volunteered was Juri's statement that he'd renounced his claim to the Royal Throne, which I considered one-hundred percent credible. Apparently the Hashimotos felt that this was all the information I really needed, and if anyone knew they would.


  So I sighed and paced and thought ahead as we spent the next nine weeks racing as quickly as the surface assault group would allow towards Wilkes Prime. We could've done it in seven, but I was worried enough to take an indirect approach whose final Point let out within two hours thrusting time of standard orbit around Wilkes Prime. "What if the Wilkes's are conniving with the Imperials?" I asked Nestor as I wore a hole through Javelin's deckplates with the soles of my sandals. "How will I be able to tell? And what should I do about it if they are?"


  He lowered his reader and shook his head. "You can't know until you know," he replied. "And you won't be able to figure out what to do about it until you have far more details in hand than you do now. This is a complex situation; no matter how many variables you plan ahead for there'll be factors involved you never dreamed of." He sighed. "I shouldn’t have to be telling you this, David. You're supposed to be the master strategist and tactician. Not me."


  I sighed and lowered my head. He was right, of course—in fact, he was practically quoting a lecture on flexibility in decision-making that I'd once given to the Rabbits of the fencibles when they were first forming up, oh so long ago. Back in the good old days…"


  Then I shook my head and commenced pacing again. The good old days? Now I was sounding like an old fuddy-duddy, and that was something new to worry about! "I'm a bundle of nerves, Nestor," I admitted.


  "I know," my friend replied, shutting down the reader entirely and setting it aside. "I've never seen you like this before, sir. Not even on Zombie Station."


  I nodded. "Back then it was all so simple," I explained. "I knew who the bad guys were, and wasn't afraid of dying. Everything was black and white, especially once the Rabbits volunteered and I didn't have to worry anymore about how to turn them over safely. All I had to do was fight. And commanding Richard—that was mostly a piece of cake too, except for when the local Rabbits came forward and saved us on Imperious. That was…" I let my voice trail off; neither Nestor nor I spoke about that very much. The memory was just too awful.


  "I know," Nestor replied softly.


  "But this," I continued, shaking my head. "It's not something at least relatively clean, like a battle. Instead everything's all backstabbing and grayness." I looked down at the ground. "Even worse, I'm as filthy as they are. So this time I'm not sure who the good and bad guys are anymore, at a certain level. I mean… We needed James on the throne, yes. For the greater good of all. I'm still quite certain about that, and I'd do it all over again. But…"


  He nodded and looked down as well. "I feel dirty too. It's why I read that Machiavelli book, you see. To try and understand all this against a broader backdrop, and make some sense out of it all. But… There just isn't any genuine sense to be made, I fear."


  I nodded and sighed. "When this is all over… Nestor, I'm thinking really hard about retiring. Just giving it all up and going back to my little estate filled with happy, smiling Rabbits." I scowled. "No one—not even James—will be able to claim I haven't done enough. No one!"


  There was a long, long silence. "You're wrong," Nestor replied at last. "I can think of someone."


  I spun on my heel. "Who would dare?"


  "You," he replied. "About a week after you hung up your Sword and realized how empty your future suddenly was and how much remains yet to be done."


  "Heh!" I laughed, shaking my head and sitting down in my desk chair. "You know me too well."


  "Maybe it's just that you don't know yourself well enough," he countered. "At any rate… Like I said, I read that Machiavelli book hoping it'd help me understand the world a little better." He lowered his ears. "I do that sort of thing a lot, you see. Because I know full well just how little I comprehend outside the kitchen and the little backstairs world of we Rabbits."


  "There are those who'd say you're adjusting extraordinarily well," I observed. "Including a lot of humans."


  "Maybe," he answered with a shrug. "But they've never seen me go rushing off in confusion to find a new book because it turned out that I was completely off-base about something I thought I'd mastered." He shook his head. "Sometimes, David, I fear giving you advice. Because of how ignorant and backwards I truly am."


  "It's worked out," I countered.


  "Maybe," he agreed with a shrug. "Anyway… Like I said, I've been reading Machiavelli to try and understand all of this better. But it seems to me that there's some things he didn't understand about politics, either."


  "Like?" I asked.


  "Like… Well, he never even so much as mentioned altruism as a motivator that I can recall. Or even just the pleasure that comes from doing the right thing. He assumes that everyone's ultimate goals are power and riches for themselves, and to hell with everyone and everything else." My aide sighed. "Maybe the masters really are all like that; I can't say for sure, though it seems to me that neither James nor his grandfather nor even Uncle Robert fit that mold. But…" He looked up and met my eyes. "We Rabbits are better, sir. Or at least at this point in our development we still are—based on what I've seen in myself and others I fear that it may be only temporary. Still, for the moment we're better." He smiled. "Which means that to the humans we're unpredictable. So… My advice is not to worry, sir, and do what's right when the time comes for action. Instead of what's merely expedient, I mean. They'll never see it coming."
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  Do what's right. I reminded myself of Nestor's suggestion over and over again during the last nervous half-hour before we made our last Jump into Wilkes space. Just do what's right, and all will be well. It sounded so simple; wistful, even. And heaven knew that after crawling through the filth for so long my heart ached for moral simplicity and certitude. I'd felt a bit lost ever since returning from my enforced exile at New Geneva; surely following Nestor's advice couldn't lead me any further astray than I already was.


  "Final permission to translate, sir?" Lieutenant Clarke asked from behind his oversized navigational console.


  "Yes," I agreed. Javelin was leading the way again, as in theory at least Wilkes Prime was located in friendly space. "Thank you, Charles."


  He smiled by way of acknowledgement, and I felt at least part of the little knot inside me relax a bit. Josiah had indeed taken Lieutenant Clarke under his wing and explained to him why I was so dissatisfied with his annoying manner of making reports on the bridge, and ever since then the man had been a model officer. Which he'd always been, I should've noticed beforehand, save for that one irritating habit. My first officer shouldn't have had to do my job for me and I felt more than a little guilty about it; part of a captain's duty was to fine-tune his bridge crew until it hummed like a machine. Sure, I had plenty of distractions—there was the rest of my little fleet to manage, for example, and the endless worries that went hand-in-hand with the political aspects of my mission. The Second Space Lord had gone so far as to suggest to James that my workload was impossible and that I should either be made a commodore with a captain under me to command Javelin so that I could focus on the larger mission, or that I should be given a suitable civilian title and honorably retired from the navy altogether. But His Majesty had rejected both of these proposed solutions, and in my opinion with good reason. James's throne hung by a thread—for the moment at least—and what legitimate claim to power he had was largely based on the enthusiastic support of the navy. And there was no denying reality; the navy supported him largely because of me. So I could neither retire nor be promoted too meteorically, though it was universally taken for granted in the fleet these days that barring some sort of terrible mishap I was destined to someday command first the Main Battle Squadron and then the entire service as First Space Lord. In the meantime I had to walk a very narrow line indeed; my fellow officers would understand why I was getting so many of the career-advancing key missions and plum commands, but if I ascended too quickly or stepped on too many toes seniority-wise their feelings would be hurt.


  The final result was that I had to lean far too heavily on people like Josiah, who did so much for me while receiving relatively little professional recognition. In many ways Commander Parker was the true captain of Javelin these days, and were he not the elderly, modest and pragmatic man that he was there might've been much friction over the fact. Eventually I was forced to task him with half of my paperwork on top of his own while I was so busy ashore on Hashimoto Prime. In order to make my gratitude a bit more substantial I wrote a letter to James and Uncle Robert seeking special recognition for him. Since he was already a Marcus subject I asked that he be named a Friend of the House and suggested that given his key role aboard Richard he might deserve a knighthood as well. In some ways this was rather cheeky of me, since formally my own House standing was fuzzy at best. But unless I missed my guess he'd receive word of both honors just as soon as the return mail caught up with us.


  The thought of the look on his face the first time I called him Sir Josiah made me smile wide as Javelin leapt like a well-bred racehorse across over a hundred light-years of void, then rematerialized not far from Wilkes Prime. Indeed, I was still smiling as the bridge screen updated itself…


  …and revealed an Imperial light cruiser orbiting placidly around Wilkes Prime.
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  "Evasive action," I ordered instantly. At such short range Javelin's thin armor was terribly vulnerable to rapidly-worked medium-caliber weapons. Plus, light cruisers were sometimes armed with torpedoes. "Hard a-port, Lieutenant Clarke!" Then I turned to the weapons officer. "Open fire when your weap—"


  "Sir!" Josiah interrupted. "Her beacon indicates a flag of truce."


  My mouth froze in mid-word. "Repeat!" I demanded. "Amplify!"


  "She's under a flag of truce, sir. And look! She's hove to right next to a planetary defense battery."


  I blinked and looked closer; sure enough, the Imperial was positioned so as to be at the shore battery's mercy. Suddenly I realized that my fists were bunched and my ears and tail stood stiffly erect; with an effort of will I forced myself to relax a little. "Well," I said. "That was certainly exciting!" A nervous ripple of laughter spread across the bridge as I pondered our next move. My original plan had been to send a greeting message much like the one that had proven so effective at Hashimoto Prime; indeed, I was wearing my full-dress uniform with that very purpose in mind. That, however, was clearly no longer the proper approach. "Seek permission to orbit, Lieutenant," I instructed my navigator. "But also inform traffic control that we'll be holding our current position until the rest of our squadron comes through. It'll help keep anyone from getting too trigger-happy."


  "Aye-aye, sir," Clarke replied with a nod.


  Then I turned to Josiah. "Offer the Imperial passing honors," I directed. We weren't quite 'passing' in the technical sense, but considering that we'd maneuvered so threateningly and that our turrets had actually begun to swing in their direction, at least a minimal level of courtesy seemed in order.


  "Aye-aye," my first officer replied, reaching down to flash our running lights in the traditional underway greeting. Our enemy replied promptly, then signaled. "Captain Sir Jason Tallsdale of the Imperial Cruiser Will of the People to Captain of Royal Battlecruiser Javelin," Josiah read aloud. "Greetings!"


  I scowled. While it wasn't enshrined in any specific regulation, navy tradition frowned heavily on making unnecessary contact with an enemy, especially during wartime. Then again, I admitted to myself, I was the one who'd rather thoughtlessly offered passing honors to begin with. And circumstances were hardly what one might call normal. Then my heart froze. "Jason Tallsdale?" I asked.


  "Yes, sir," Josiah replied, his grey eyebrows rising. "Is the name familiar to you?"


  "Very!" I replied with a nod. Then I pressed the 'audio only' button on the arm of my command chair. "Captain Tallsdale!" I replied, my voice filled with something that bordered on genuine good cheer. "This is David Birkenhead, commanding Javelin."


  "Ha!" the reply came back. "And I feared we'd never meet again, David! Drawn any erotic bunnies lately?"


  Suddenly everyone on the bridge was looking at me as if I were a madman. "We've run afoul of one another before," I explained. "At a wargaming contest. He and I ended up personally tied, one to one. Neither of us were particularly happy about it. And yet… I must say that in some ways he impressed me." Then I pressed my button again. "No, I fear not. And I don't suppose you've lost any more Gibraltars, or else you'd not hold your current command."


  "Not likely," he agreed. There was another long pause. "I should officially inform you that I'm here under a flag of truce, for the purpose of negotiating an exchange of Wilkes and Imperial civilians who were caught in enemy territory when the fighting began."


  I nodded to myself; not only was this a perfectly legitimate pretext but there was precedent for the various Houses to work such things out with the Empire individually. Marcus had done precisely the same during the last war. Though under current circumstances I of course didn't believe a word of it. "Your flag will be honored," I replied. "As a further courtesy, I'll also inform you that a considerable force is following two hours behind me. Don't be surprised when they translate through."


  "Thank you, David," Sir Jason replied. There was another long pause. "Would you be willing to dine with us tonight aboard Will of the People? Ambassador Kiril can't make it—he's too busy with negotiations. But my officers and I… Honestly, David, I'd enjoy it very much."


  My mind raced, and I decided to play for time. "Another member of the gaming team is with the rest of my squadron," I replied. "Heinrich Von Schtolen, who played three times as well. If we're going to hold a reunion, let's do it properly and include him as well. Which I fear means waiting until tomorrow."


  There was another long pause. "Tomorrow it is, then," Sir Jason agreed. "We'll be in communication regarding details later. In the meantime, Captain Birkenhead… Farewell!"
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  Nestor and I spent the next hours furiously scouring the databanks for everything we could learn about Sir Jason Tallsdale and Ambassador Kiril. Or Nestor did, more correctly speaking. I had to remain on the bridge. First I officially informed the Wilkes people about their new sovereign (they seemed remarkably unsurprised at the news of James's accession) and then sat through tedious hours of overly-fulsome welcomes and long-winded justifications for why an Imperial cruiser just so happened to be parked in their system right then. "The negotiations have been in the works for months," Lord Randolph Wilkes assured me over a full three-dimensional videolink from his sumptuous office. The walls were paneled with Earthgrown teak, the furnishings were beautifully-preserved antiques, and every painting an original masterpiece. "His Majesty was kept fully informed, even though strictly speaking it's a purely an internal House affair. Perhaps the paperwork was lost in the succession?"


  "Perhaps," I replied from behind my most sincere smile. I was going to be forced to invade this world, I was already beginning to suspect. Which might kill millions and lay waste to entire continents, for I was in no position to employ risky half-measures. And all of this would unfold right in front of the cameras of a legally-protected Imperial, who'd record it all and make propaganda movies that'd be replayed for who know how long to come. Unless I arranged somehow for the obnoxious cruiser to disappear without a trace… Then I sighed and shook my head. Thoughts like that were side-effects of too much exposure to Machiavelli, I reassured myself. That was where such bloody-minded ideas came from!


  It was a great relief when dinnertime finally rolled around and I was able to leave the bridge. While there would be formal briefings and meetings later that evening and throughout the course of the day tomorrow—indeed, most likely my life was about to transform itself into nothing but a long series of briefings and meetings punctuated by vital decisions that had to be made far too quickly on the basis of insufficient information—I knew from experience that I'd benefit more from dining with Nestor than from all the rest combined. A certain chemistry and trust had developed between us that knew no equal in my life, and I'd come to respect his spongelike brain more than that of any other. Excepting only that of His Majesty King James, of course, who happened to be a genius as well.


  "…begin with Sir Jason," he was saying as he tossed up a very nice salad for us. We both preferred plain fare in private, in part because we were constantly force-fed the fancy stuff at formal events. He looked up and met my eyes. "You've never spoken much about him, sir. Perhaps it'd be most constructive if you told me what you already know?"


  "Sure," I agreed. "He and I were both part of our respective academy's gaming teams, at the big match on Geneva Station. We played each other twice, and won one game each."


  "Then he was the one who beat you in the Roman game and lost in the finale," he replied thoughtfully as he carried our plates over to my small, private table. Meanwhile I'd been filling our glasses with icewater. Nestor didn't like it, but sometimes I took care of the drinks myself just to prove that I wasn't helpless. After all, I'd once been a fully-qualified ship's boy myself. So I had as much right to fetch and carry as he did, even if I didn't do it quite so often these days. "I seem to recall that you felt Sir Jason was more, well… is humane the right word?" I nodded. "More humane, then, than most of the other Imperials."


  I smiled as we sat down and began eating. "That's what impressed me about him. From his last name and the way he was treated we all figured that he was a member of the Emperor's family, and yet…" I shook my head. "Not only was there a general atmosphere of civility about him, but he resigned gracefully after I beat him in that last game. Even while he had a coach screaming in his ear not to give in." I sighed and shook my head. "Don't get me wrong—he was hardly a weak competitor. In the Roman game…" I winced at the memory, even after all these years. "Well, when it was over he gloated in a most painful manner. Not that I didn't have it coming, mind you—it was right and proper for him to do so, then and there. But…" I shook my head and sighed again.


  Nestor nodded. "There was something about an erotic doebunny drawing?"


  I grinned. "Yes. I drew one myself during the chess match, of course. You've heard all about that. Well… He sketched another and handed it to me after winning the Roman game. I still have it somewhere, I think."


  My aide nodded again. "It's in one of your drawers, sir. I came across it by accident once, and wondered what it was." His nose wriggled thoughtfully. "It was remarkably well rendered, wouldn't you say?"


  "Yes," I agreed. "Add that to his resume; he can sketch very nicely when he puts his mind to it."


  "It was very detailed," Nestor replied. Then he scowled and went silent for a time.


  "Anyway," I continued. "That's pretty much all I know about him. The truth is that I didn't have much free time to worry about such things back then, so I never got around to looking up his actual relationship to the Emperor. Though I'll admit I've wondered what happened to him more than once during idle moments." I tilted my head. "So…. Who is he?"


  "The Emperor's eldest nephew," he replied as I speared another bit of lettuce and chewed on it. My, but it was good stuff! "By his next-eldest brother Croyle, who died at Marcus Nine not long after Jason was born."


  I nodded; Marcus Nine had been a major battlefleet engagement, another of the long series of them that had killed far too many good men but accomplished little else.


  "His mother also died around that same time," Nestor continued. "Though we don't know how or of what. So, Sir Jason is an orphan. It appears that he was raised in the Imperial Palace, though not in the Emperor's familial wing. Nor was he educated alongside the Emperor's own children."


  I nodded slowly. This was interesting! "So… His uncle stepped in and adopted him, but not co-equally with his own kids."


  Nestor nodded back. "He was probably handed off from one tutor to another every year as he grew up, sir. That's the Imperial tradition. It dates back to even before the breakaway."


  "He never had any real parental support, then," I mused with a sigh, feeling the sympathy that only a fellow orphan like myself could experience for someone even worse off. "Nor any meaningful continuity in his upbringing. Just cold, temporary tutors."


  "Except for the domestic staff, one might assume. His nurse and the like. But of course they were just Rabbits." Nestor shook his head. "I expect they were extra-kind to him as a result."


  "Probably," I agreed, remembering how well the Marcus footbunnies had cared for and about me during my own difficult teen years. "Anyway… How about his professional career?"


  "Fairly straightforward, sir. He's followed the standard nobility-path, though his climb has been a bit quicker than most. It's hard to tell if that's because of his bloodline or if he's a genuinely competent and able officer. We don't have many specifics to go on—while he's known been to have been present at several victories, it's always been as a subordinate so far. Never as the ultimate commander. From our side his performance looks adequate, but in fairness he's never found himself in circumstances where it was possible for him to really stand out and be noticed. The way that you have, for example. I'd frankly suspect that it's all bloodline, sir, except that you think so highly of him."


  I nodded and took a long sip of water. "He's achieved more than we can see, then," I decided eventually. "Otherwise, he'd never have been given this particular mission. It's practically as independent and responsible a command as my own."


  Nestor blinked; obviously he hadn't considered that angle. "Quite possibly, sir. Or…" His nose wriggled thoughtfully. "Prince Neville has proven rather a disappointment, sir. Maybe we should keep that in mind."


  My eyebrows rose. Neville was the Imperial Prince we'd taken prisoner aboard Richard. He was still rotting away on Geneva Station, though we knew from confidential sources that the New Genevans had offered his release as a form of apology for my "tragic" escape. Apparently, his Imperial father had decided, he was doing the family cause more good right where he was at. While we hadn't had enough time to locate and snatch all his personal papers during the capture, we'd gotten enough to be fairly certain that dear little Neville, who'd once been such an attractive and winning child, had grown up into an incompetent autocrat of epic proportions. At the time I'd surmised that the Imperial Navy had put him in command of a nearly-wrecked heavy cruiser crawling back home for repairs because that was the best way to get rid of him for the longest time possible without him losing face, and it turned out I'd hit the nail directly on the head. His diary was a long series of whines and complaints about the absence of luxuries, high society and leave-time in naval life, punctuated by sullen jabs against those superior officers who dared order him to keep better formation and the like. This was one of the key shortcomings of any hereditary leadership system—while some noble families such as that of Marcus seemed to produce an endless series of capable, effective men, they were the exception rather than the rule. Dukes and Lords gave birth to hopeless incompetents too, it seemed. Based on what we knew Neville wasn't capable of running a hamburger stand, much less a warship or (in the event of the death of his two elder brothers) an Empire. While his Imperial Majesty hadn't been able to bring himself to allow his beloved son to die when he frankly should've, well… That didn't mean he had faith in him as a potential heir, either. "Sir Jason is number four in line for the Imperial throne, then?" I asked.


  "Yes, sir," Nestor confirmed. "And given recent events on our side of things, well… You can bet His Imperial Majesty has given considerable though to the matter of his own bench-depth. He's probably all in favor of more of it."


  I nodded back. "So," I mused, leaning back in my chair. "This could be Jason's big chance to shine, eh?"


  "To prove he's every bit as good as his cousins," Nestor agreed. "Who he just about has to be intensely jealous of. Seeing as how he was given such short shrift as a child, I mean."


  I shook my head and sighed. Somehow that didn't seem entirely right. Yes, Jason had every right to be angry. But I'd met him when he was still young, and he hadn't struck me that way at all. Perhaps he was too intelligent to allow his emotions to rule him, was all? If that was the case, then he was even more formidable a foe than I'd given him credit for. "Perhaps," I replied. "But… It doesn't seem to fit what I remember."


  Nestor shrugged. "I'm sorry, sir. It's the best that I can do with what I have."


  "Of course," I replied with a smile. "Don't worry—you've done a truly excellent job. Now… How about Ambassador Kiril?"


  My aide's eyes narrowed and his ears folded back flat. "He's a beast, sir. Pure and simple."


  "How so?" I asked, somehow unsurprised. If one was going to send an inexperienced young officer off on an important independent mission, then from the Imperial point of view it'd be best to match him with a proven civil-service performer. And by Imperial standards, pretty much all "proven performers" would appear to us to be beasts.


  "Lord Kiril is His Imperial Majesty's second cousin, sir. And, incidentally, third-cousin to the sitting Head of the House of Wilkes. He's actually in line for the job himself, though in the eleventh slot. Were he not disqualified by being an Imperial, I mean."


  I blinked. "What an amazing coincidence, that he'd be the one sent out to negotiate for a prisoner exchange with the same House he's so closely linked to by blood!"


  Nestor grinned. "Yes, sir! In any event, such negotiations are far below Kiril's paygrade. He's always served as an Imperial Governor before this, dating all the way back to when he was a young man." The little bunny looked down at the ground. "His specialty was pacifying newly-captured worlds, sir. Before the Emperor turned them over to their new Houses. He was most recently in charge of the occupation of Marcus Prime."


  Suddenly my ears were down and my eyes narrow as well. "Really?"


  Nestor nodded. "Yes, sir. It's the only world he's ever been in charge of that we've eventually gotten back. But he was the one who issued the worst of the occupational decrees, sir."


  Up until this moment, I'd been having an all too rare pleasant evening despite the importance of the matters under discussion. But now… "All the hostages that were executed, all the pillaging, all the Rabbits shipped away as slaves…" Freida, I didn't add aloud.


  "All under his orders, sir," Nestor agreed. "He'd have been declared a war criminal, but we last made peace on negotiated terms as you may recall. Terms that included both sides renouncing all claims of criminality against each other."


  I nodded. Because the Empire had protested the legality of some of my own actions at Zombie Station I was more than passingly familiar with this provision of the treaty. Supposedly His Majesty had only agreed for pragmatic reasons—he was well aware that it was unlikely he'd ever be able to get his hands on Kiril and his ilk regardless. "But he's still a beast."


  "Absolutely, sir." Nestor licked his nose. "Personally, I suspect that his record as a governor is yet another implied threat to the Wilkes people. Sort of a good cop-bad cop thing."


  I nodded. It made sense enough. "So, the Imperials may actually be scarier than I am."


  Nestor shrugged. "You have a squadron right here, right now. But that's today, sir. What about tomorrow? Can we hold Wilkes space, in the long run?"


  "In the long run, absolutely," I replied. "Once our new offensive-style war-plan kicks in, that is. When we begin deep-raiding Imperial space on a massive scale and set the times and places for the battles by attacking them, for a change, we won't even be worried about 'holding' anymore. We'll be actively expanding. In the short run, however… It depends on how badly the Empire wants the systems, I suppose."


  "Yes, sir," Nestor agreed. "Though I don't pretend to be an expert I believe you—an offensive plan makes such perfect sense that I'm shocked no one's ever implemented one before. But…" He shook his head. "For many decades now, we've been slowly losing. You can't blame a front-line House like that of Wilkes for noticing that sort of little detail, sir. Not at all!"
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  From the very beginning our little dinner date with the Imperials was planned as an all-military affair; not only was this traditional in such matters but it freed up Sir Nicholas, our Royal Governor-without-portfolio, to go dirtside and begin undertaking our business with the House of Wilkes. We'd decided to keep his Governor's appointment up our sleeve for the moment; it'd only just been publicly revealed for the first time at Hashimoto Prime, and since my task force was almost certainly the fastest thing moving between here and there, well… It could remain our little secret for several weeks to come. Nicholas had been issued duplicate credentials as a special envoy with just this situation in mind, so it was "Ambassador" Vorsage who dined that night with Lord Randolph, the sitting Lord of the House of Wilkes.


  I must say that it felt distinctly strange to find myself serenely floating across space towards an unresisting Imperial cruiser in Javelin's largest and best-appointed boat. Apparently, so did Heinrich. "I've never been so close to an Imperial ship, sir."


  "Me either," I agreed. "Or at least not without them shooting at me."


  "We ought to ignore the white flag and blow them out of the sky," Captain Harlowe muttered. "Not break bread with them." I scowled and met Jean's eye; he merely shrugged slightly. I didn't like bringing my entire upper command echelon into enemy territory with me, but circumstances had rendered it unavoidable. Heinrich had to come because he too was a past acquaintance of Sir Jason, and Jean's social rank dictated that he be included as well. Captain Harlowe could—and ordinarily should—have been left behind as my second-in-command, ready to carry on the mission in the event of treachery. But the fact was that I had so little trust in the man that I'd sooner have him captured with the rest of us and let things devolve to Commander Mane of the destroyer Cataract than leave him in charge. At least Mane would have the sense to realize that he was out of his league and obey his orders to fall back and preserve the force intact for another day. Or so I fervently hoped!


  Since this was a military dinner, rank-precedence trumped social-precedence and therefore I was the first to step out of Will of the People's lock and onto her main receiving deck. "Tench…. Hut!" an Imperial sergeant of marines rasped out, and with a sound like thunder fifty or so pairs of booted heels crashed together as one. It was impressive even though I was expecting it—while shipboard marines were always capable fighters, it was in the nature of things that drill and parade-style discipline suffered aboard ship. This was no one's fault—scandalized sergeants had been decrying the tendency for millennia. The root problem was that there wasn't sufficient space aboard a typical man-of-war for enough in the way of square-bashing to keep everyone sharp. These men, however… I raised my Sword in salute by way of returning the courtesy. "Two!" the sergeant barked, and again there was thunder as half a hundred blaster-butts struck the deck a single blow. Javelin was the darling of the Royal Fleet; in some regards she could even be considered its flagship. And yet, I had to admit to myself, my own command couldn't hope to match such a display of rigid discipline.


  "Greetings, Captain Birkenhead!" Sir Jason declared, his dozens of medals jangling as he stepped forward to grip my hand. I had to smile at that; by tradition the bearer of a Sword of Orion wore no lesser decorations, so my chest was completely bare save for the fire-lily emblem of the House of Marcus. In my opinion this was by far the more impressive look, and the fact made me feel at least a little better about the marines. Then one by one the others stepped through and were greeted, until last of all Nestor emerged blinking out into the bright lights, nose wriggling and carrying what for him was a rather large insulated box. No one paid him any attention, however, as he was wearing formal Marcus footbunny livery and had dyed himself coal-black for the occasion. He was also wearing black contact lenses, which were a special rush-job from sick-bay, and had teased his ear-fur for hours to make the appendages appear much fuller and longer than they actually were. The result was that even I wouldn't have recognized him save for the dead giveaway of his personal scent. "Ah!" Sir Jason said when he finally noticed my aide cowering behind Jean's legs. "This must be your personal chef?"


  I nodded and smiled. "His name is Patrick. It's very kind of you to be so hospitable as to allow him to share your galley, sir," I said with a little bow. Then I clasped my stomach, frowned, and shook my head. "But ever since Zombie Station…"


  He smiled and nodded, then grinned down at little Nestor. "Regardless of what form they might take, war wounds are always badges of honor in the Empire. I'm sure our own Rabbits will be glad to offer Patrick any assistance he may require."


  It was unusually nice, I decided about two hours later, to sit and openly eat so much Rabbit-style cuisine at a table full of humans. Back in my early days as a youth with the House of Marcus and then at the Academy, I'd been required to force down as much "normal" food as possible so as to fit in better, and in retrospect it was amazing how little fuss I'd made about it. No one had been so cruel as to try and ram a pork chop down my throat; it was understood that there were natural limits. But if everyone else was eating heavily-buttered peas or cheesy corn soufflé, well… in those days I'd been expected to make whatever effort it took to down my full portion no matter how awful it was for me. If I suffered endless stomach-cramps later, well… Antacids and laxatives were always available. I'd been trying my best to fit in at human-dominated dinner tables ever since, I suddenly realized as I chomped my delicious hay and downed a second helping of gently-steamed turnip greens. Even at my weekly captain's dinners, where I was the master of all I surveyed, I forced myself to eat all sorts of things I didn't like in order to cater to human social whims. Why was I still doing that, I asked myself as for once I downed nothing but delicious, healthy food in the company of humans? I looked furtively around the table; everyone else was totally absorbed in their lobsters, which apparently grew extra-large and tender in the clean seas of Imperious. They didn't seem to care that I wasn't downing what still looked to me like giant red spiders along with them. In fact, so far as I could tell it didn't matter to them in the least what I ate, though I supposed that once upon a time when I'd had more to prove it probably had. So who was I kidding, anyway? Why was I so ashamed to eat what Rabbits ate? Why had I never brought my own food along to one of these events before? Maybe next time I should abandon all pretext and openly do so again?


  At any rate, so far as I could tell everything was going swimmingly. Nestor was acting as my personal footbunny on the pretext that only he knew how to properly serve Rabbit-dishes at a formal dinner, and my aide was mixing in beautifully with the rest of Will of the People's stewards and ship's boys. I allowed myself a slight smile at this—I'd spent enough time backstairs myself to be certain that my friend was going to come back home chock-full of juicy local bunny-gossip. Meanwhile, I was studying my dining companions and coming to my own conclusions. It was eminently clear that Captain Harlowe wasn't the only one who felt our little dinner was a terrible idea. Every last one of Sir Jason's officers seemed to agree with him, judging by their pinched expressions and clipped, monosyllabic conversation. There couldn't have been a sharper contrast between them and Jean, who was clearly relishing every moment of the unusual experience. Heinrich too was enjoying himself, though you had to know him well to realize it because he'd become such an introvert. He was consuming plate after plate of food, and I suddenly realized that for him this was a rare opportunity to enjoy the cuisine of his childhood. He'd been raised in upper-class Imperial circles to the age of eleven, so in some ways this was old-home week for him. It was affecting him more than he probably realized—on those rare occasions when he did speak, his vowels were every bit as broad as those of the Imperials sitting to his left and right. Indeed, from time to time our hosts exchanged odd glances after he spoke, though none were so gauche as to ask questions openly.


  One of the things I'd worried most about regarding dinner—other than being taken prisoner and executed, of course!—was conversation. Eating in sullen silence would've been rude in the extreme, yet what would it be safe to discuss? We'd debated the matter extensively among ourselves during the ride over, and had decided to avoid politics and anything about the current war insofar as we could without being obvious about it. On the other hand, since we were all professional naval officers it wasn't credible to imagine that we'd somehow manage to sit in each other company for a period of several hours and—short of dead silence—avoid the subject of battles and tactics entirely. So we'd agreed to try and focus on the past, the further back the better. And, of course, we'd be free to discuss the wargames that'd first brought Heinrich and Sir Jason and I together.


  I was pleased to discover that Sir Jason had independently formulated the same strategy. No one spoke a word about Zombie Station or Richard's famous cruise or even the rape and pillage of Marcus Prime. Instead Jason opened the after-dinner conversation by telling the story of how, from his point of view, I'd come out of nowhere to take Gibraltar in our final gaming session. He did it so well that soon everyone else was laughing sympathetically, and I replied in kind by being painfully honest about how thoroughly he'd kicked my butt at Pharsalus. The men of both navies were keenly interested in the stories, and they went a long way towards breaking the ice. "There was never any doubt in my mind that David was going to become one of our worthiest enemies," Sir Jason declared as our dessert plates were cleared away and cocktails served. Nestor gave me a cup of my favorite tea instead. "After all, he'd already won a Sword by then in fair fight. And, well…" His smile widened, then he rose and raised his glass. "To Captain David Birkenhead, always an enemy to be reckoned with!"


  The Imperials had clearly been coached to expect this—they were on their feet a good half-second before my own men were. There was only one way to respond, of course, which was to sit and look down at my cup until all the cheering was over with. Then it was my own turn to stand. "To Sir Jason Tallsdale," I replied in kind with my own cup raised. "Great gamer, great captain, great warrior, great host. And perhaps someday, good friend." There was more cheering. I raised the cup to my lips, drained it as required by decorum, then dabbed at my lips with my napkin. I almost missed it, partly because the tea was so fragrant and partly because of Nestor's own scent. But…


  …somebunny had scent-marked the napkin in my hands. Somebunny whose personal odor I'd last encountered while transferring a high-level codebook to a person identified to me at the time only as a very valuable and high-placed Royal spy. Carefully I raised the napkin a second time and, while wiping again, I sniffed deep and hard. Yes, it was certain; this napkin had indeed been chin-rubbed by that same Rabbit, whoever he was. There could be no doubt at all.


  And when I raised my eyes, Captain Sir Jason Tallsdale, fourth in line for the Imperial Crown, nodded ever so slightly to me.
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  I don't recall a lot about the rest of our visit to The Will of the People, though in fairness there wasn't that much left to remember. This was because my head was spinning much too rapidly, re-analyzing everything I'd thought I'd known about our current situation. There could be no question whatsoever that Sir Jason was a Royal sympathizer—it fit in too well with everything else I knew about him to be a lie, and the scent-mark so far as I knew was impossible to counterfeit. But beyond that… Suddenly I was faced with first a thousand, then a million brand-spanking-new questions. What were his goals? How far could I trust him? How much could he do to help us without compromising his own position? His true identity would be crucial information for anyone trying to work out the Wilkes mess, yet… Could I trust even my own closest advisors with such sensitive data? After all, even I had never been told. What greater and larger plans did Royal Intelligence have for Sir Jason, that I might upset totally with a single mis-step? My dinner-host's secret might well be so important to the larger picture that it'd be preferable allow the entire House of Wilkes to defect rather than take a chance on unmasking him!


  But if so… Then why had he told me? It was the age-old intelligence dilemma; if you made use of information unearthed by a spy, you risked unmasking him. Yet if you didn't, what point was there in having him on your side to begin with?


  In the end, I was uncharacteristically silent during the long after-dinner debriefing session back on board Javelin. Jean commented on the fact that the lower-ranking officers had been so hostile at first—"They thought the whole affair was a bad idea, I suspect," he observed. "But they did their best to make it work regardless, which tells me that Sir Jason has their respect. In turn, this implies he's considered a good, competent captain overall."


  "They're short on supplies," Nestor added. "Three-quarters of the pantries are empty, and the ship's Rabbits are on tight hay-rations. Will of the People was diverted here at the last moment, sir; the Rabbits say she was escorting a homeward-bound convoy until the ambassador arrived. They've never been out so long before without hitting port. I'd guess that this means the Imperials are at least as short on ships as we are, and that Will is probably long overdue for maintenance."


  "Those lobsters…" Heinrich contributed. "Sir, Imperial lobsters grow huge. But those were bigger and better than any I've ever known before. My father once ate at the Emperor's own table, and he told me of how incredibly massive the claws and legs were." He shook his head. "Only the inner family has access to lobsters like those, sir. I'd wager my rank on it. Our host is no longer being treated like a mere cousin."


  "What a marine detachment!" Captain Harlowe added. "My god—such perfect discipline!" He shook his head. "With ten thousand men like them under my command, I'd not fear the wrath of god himself!"


  Then everyone looked at me, waiting for me to offer my own observations. But I had to disappoint them. "Magnificent work, gentlemen," I murmured, mind still a thousand miles away. "You kept your eyes wide open indeed. Excellent reports, all of you." Then I rose to my feet, indicating the meeting was over. "Good night. And thank you!"


  ***


  It wasn't until much later that I finally came to my first really important decision. "Nestor," I called from my desk, where I'd been catching up on what reports I could. "Are you still up and about?"


  "Yes, sir!" he replied, scurrying in from the smaller aide's cabin attached to my own. Formerly this had been known as the servant's cabin, but I refused to allow Nestor to be considered a mere servant and so had renamed it. "Can I help you?"


  "Pour us both some tea," I said, sighing and turning my chair around to face the bed, where my friend habitually sat whenever we had a long discussion. "We've got some talking to do."


  About an hour later, after hearing the entire uncensored story of the code books and the scent marks, Nestor's eyes were huge. "I think I know which bunny it was, sir," he said finally. "Sir Jason's chief personal servant is gray, just like the Rabbit you saw disappearing down the corridor on Geneva Station. All the others treat him almost like a master. His name is Cloud."


  I nodded. "Is he old enough to have been an adult back when Sir Jason was still a child?"


  "I think so," Nestor answered. "He didn't do any actual work himself—just told everyone else what to do." His ears lowered. "Usually an overseer-Rabbit isn't very popular. But they seemed to like Cloud." Then he shook his head. "If only I'd known, sir! I'd have introduced myself and—"


  "You couldn't have known," I interrupted him. "For that matter, neither did I."


  "Maybe not, sir. But still… Wow!"


  "Yeah," I agreed, draining my last sip of tea as I let my aide's marvelous brain work through all the new angles and possibilities. "The more you think about it, the more tremendous the implications."


  "I won't sleep a wink tonight after hearing this," Nestor agreed. Then he looked up at me. "Neither of us will, I suppose."


  "Not a chance." I sighed, then turned back to my desk. "I've decided not to tell anyone else, for the moment at least. But… I simply must bounce ideas off of someone."


  "Yes sir," Nestor agreed.


  "I'm going to write it up, though, and put it in the captain's safe next to my sealed orders. The envelope will be addressed to His Highness, personally. No one else is to open it, Nestor. If worst comes to worst, I want you to instruct Josiah to destroy the thing unread rather than allow anyone else to see it. At all costs, if necessary."


  Nestor blinked. "What about Captain Harlowe, sir? Doesn't he need to know?"


  "No," I replied. "He doesn't. Because I'm also about to write up a new set of written orders for him. He's to immediately sail this entire task force back to Earth Secundus if command devolves upon him, no matter what. Even more, I'm forwarding private copies of these orders to Jean and Josiah. The price of poker just went up, Nestor, and I'm damned if I'll see the likes of Captain Harlowe play out such an important hand for us. Officers like him are half of how we got into this mess to begin with."
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  The next few days were grueling indeed. My first priority had to be bringing myself up to date on Ambassador Vorsage's negotiations with the Wilkes people. I was rather unsurprised to learn that while everyone had been unfailingly polite and proper—the presence of Javelin and our powerful landing force dictated nothing else—they'd refused to discuss anything of substance.


  "It's not looking good, David," His Excellency reported over his secure link to my cabin. "All they're doing is yes-ing me to death on trivialities and herding me back and forth from one dignitary to another. It's a complete waste of time, even by ordinary diplomatic standards. They profess their loyalty over and over again, yet when it comes time for a specific action to be taken or a document to be signed nothing ever actually happens." He sighed. "It's a runaround, son. Pure and complete. I'm getting nowhere."


  "Thank you for your honesty," was the only reply I could make.


  "You're welcome," Ambassador Vorsage replied with a sigh. "I only wish my news were better." Then he frowned slightly. "You've been invited to dine Thursday with all the leading nobles of Wilkes, including the House-Lord himself. Normally I'd urge you to accept. Under the circumstances, however…"


  I nodded back, understanding instantly. The Wilkes people had to know as well as I did that an invasion was inevitable if they didn't cooperate. What better hope of victory did they have than to make a hostage of me? Yet it'd be the height of rudeness if the commander of a visiting naval force didn't hit dirt at least once to pay his respects. Sufficiently rude, in fact, that others might well see it as a deliberate snub or even provocation. James was on shaky enough ground already in terms of his legitimacy as a monarch; he didn't need any more headaches in that regard. "I'll get back to you on that as soon as I can," I promised. "In the meantime, stall. Turnabout's fair play."


  He smiled. "Agreed." Then the expression faded. "Be extra-careful if you accept, David. I don't like the way this is shaping up at all." Then, with a polite nod he cut the connection.


  There were other obligations I had to deal with, as well. The primary one dealt with another form of turnabout. I'd understood from the very beginning that accepting Sir Jason's invitation to dine aboard Will of the People implied that in return I'd have to reciprocate and invite his own officers aboard Javelin. Josiah positively sparkled at the prospect; having played host to so many Imperial merchant captains aboard Richard over so many long months, he was perhaps the single best-equipped officer in the fleet to perform the same role for the Emperor's naval officers. In no time at all we'd agreed to Wednesday evening for the big event, and soon the battlecruiser was alive with deck-swabbing, brasswork-polishing, and above all relentlessly drilling marines. These latter gave me an idea; if we couldn't match the Imperials in perfection of drill, well… We did have other achievements to show off instead. It took only minutes to ask Jean, whose destroyer was one of several fencible vessels in the task force and thus partly crewed by Rabbits, to put together a special detachment of all the sharpest bunnies in our little fleet and send them over with their dress uniforms to drill, drill, drill together in the hope of offering the Imperials something new to think about. They might even be genuinely impressed. And at worst, well…


  Perhaps they might at least be distracted from our other deficiencies.


  There were other special preparations to make as well, and at first I found myself totally at a loss as to how to handle them. Now that I knew Sir Jason was a spy, it was reasonable to assume that he might wish to somehow communicate with us. But by what means? Because of the impromptu nature of it all, we had no prearranged signals, methods, or codes. Nor could I even so much as hint to anyone except Nestor that there was even the possibility of a message being sent to begin with! In the end I had mostly to trust Sir Jason's own common sense—after all, he'd been at this sort of thing for far longer than I had. Still, I took some basic precautions. Among them, I troubled myself to look up Midshipman O'Toole, the Rabbit-wrangler in charge of Javelin's various stewards and galleys. "Mr. O'Toole," I greeted him in my cabin after returning his nervous salute. Because I'd dumped so many of my own duties upon Josiah I hadn't spent nearly enough time with my officers, and the boy was clearly terrified at the sudden, unexplained summons. "You've done nothing wrong. Relax, son."


  He smiled slightly, but didn't unbend at all. "Thank you, sir."


  I smiled back. "You had no way of knowing this," I began. "But the wardroom dishwasher makes a most annoying sound. Or at least it does to a Rabbit's ears. Up until now I haven't said anything. But we have the big dinner with the Imperials coming up, you see."


  His brow puckered in confusion. "Yes, sir?"


  I smiled again. "It's loud and piercing. And I'll need to be at my sharpest. So, no one is to wash so much as a single dish that night until I grant permission. Is this understood?"


  He blinked. "Sir?"


  "Furthermore," I continued, rising from my chair and pacing back and forth, "Well… Let's take advantage of this situation and turn it into an opportunity. No one is to launder any table linens, pre-soak a single piece of flatware… I'm rated as a steward's mate, you know. My qualification is still current, or at least it was the last time I checked. I think this'd be a good time for me to look into how these matters are handled aboard Javelin, don't you? And maybe even see if I still have the touch. So, not a single glass or dish is to be washed, no linens laundered… Nothing is to be cleaned up any more than is absolutely unavoidable without my personal order. New dishes are to be brought out, but the old ones will simply be set aside unless I tell you otherwise. Do you understand?"


  Poor Mr. O'Toole's jaw dropped. He must've thought I was going mad—after all, my time was so valuable these days that more often than not I was delegating my inspections of Javelin's turrets and engine room to various subordinates. And suddenly I wanted to play steward-bunny? "Y-y-y… Aye-aye, sir!"


  I nodded and stared deep into his eyes. "Not a single dish!" I warned. "And for that matter… Don't scrape the plates, either. I want to personally oversee the entire cleanup process, from start to finish. Got it?"


  "Yes, sir!" he repeated, eyes bugging.


  "Good," I replied, my smile renewed. "This is a very important matter to me, son. I'd advise you to make sure your Rabbits are one-hundred percent clear on what they're to do, and then personally make certain they do it."


  


  13


  It was a lot more pleasant to play host than to be a guest, I decided as the Imperials stepped through the airlock to receive their salute. Or at least it was more pleasant when one was at war. Indeed, it was simply amazing how much easier it was to relax and have a good time when one didn't continually fear capture, possible torture, and then death at any given moment.


  "Tench-hut!" Heinrich bawled; he'd insisted on personally giving the command, being the senior marine in the task force. As one a hundred and fifty pairs of heels clicked together. Or almost as one, I couldn't help but note. There was a bit of "fuzz" to the sound, meaning that the execution was slightly less than perfect. I wanted to scowl, but held my face impassive regardless. So the Imperials could out-drill us, I reminded myself. That was their specialty, after all. But they couldn't even begin to match what was coming next…


  "Special detail!" Heinrich ordered. "Ad—vance!"


  As if by magic, our hand-picked group of twenty fencible Rabbits—fifteen marines and five able spacers—stepped forward two rigid paces.


  "Detail… Present arms!"


  Like machines, the hard-faced marine-bunnies went through the most elegant, florid drill in the manual. In a series of carefully choreographed yet distinct motions the Rabbits raised their blaster-rifles from the deck, spun them a turn and a half a turn each way, then held them at port-arms for inspection. Meanwhile, in elegant counterpoint, the unarmed sailor-bunnies saluted by hand. It was beautiful to behold, and the crashing and slapping noises were sharp and perfectly synchronized this time. Though of course this was far easier to accomplish with twenty participants than a hundred and fifty, so that in a sense we were cheating. My chest swelling with pride, I stole a glance at the Imperial officers.


  To a man, they were staring in slackjawed shock. Indeed, those whose complexions were revealing of such things were turning white. All except for Sir Jason, that was. He stood stoic and calm as a statue. The corners of my mouth twitched upwards a bit, though not so much that I thought anyone could tell. Well, I told myself. You wanted to make an impression, and it certainly seems that you've succeeded.


  There was a long, long moment of silence before Sir Jason returned the salute. "Two!" Heinrich roared, and the special detachment stepped back into place. I wasn't sure if a human could tell or not, but it was obvious to me that the fencibles were fully aware of the sensation they'd just created and feeling very, very proud as a result. I made a mental note to commend them individually in writing later.


  "Well," Sir Jason declared after another awkward moment of silence. "That was… Impressive!"


  I let my potential smile become real. "Thank you, Captain," I replied formally. "We're very proud of our Rabbit servicemen."


  "I'd never have…" Sir Jason's executive officer Hans spluttered. "I mean, it's…"


  My smile widened. The Imperials—Sir Jason excepted—were clearly enraged as much as astounded. And well they should've been, from their own of view. While Royalist culture was—to my way of thinking, at least—absurdly status-conscious, the Imperials not only took the trait to the nth degree but also folded in a militaristic bent that was downright toxic. In the Royal world an inventor or poet or businessman could achieve at least a degree of social success and regard despite humble birth. Service in the army or navy was considered to be honorable, but nothing terribly special. By contrast, the Empire was all about bloodline and service-rank and not much of anything else. For them to see mere Rabbits elevated to the dizzying heights of being privileged to bear arms, well… When it was just myself, they were able to sort of label me a special case in their minds. Forced to confront the reality of my unquestionable personal competence as an officer, they sort of dealt with me as a one-off—in essence a fellow human cursed with fur and a tail. Certainly, I couldn't be like those other Rabbits. As a singular exception, in other words, I wasn't much of a threat to their world-view. Line up twenty well-drilled Rabbits in front of them, however, and suddenly the universe took on a sinister new aspect. One they didn't care for at all! By their mere acceptance of me as a competent fellow officer, something that my credentials rendered absolutely unquestionable to any thinking being, in theory at least they had to accept the horrifying possibility that other Rabbits might be capable warriors as well. But the theory had never been anything but dry intellectualization; it was something they'd carefully conspired together to not think about without having to so much as utter a single word on the subject. Now, however, I'd rubbed their noses in the reality of the matter and the comforting conspiracy was no more. If all Rabbits could be warriors, then… My smile widened as I watched my guests' heads spin on and on and on, their rational minds and irrational prejudices duking it out before my very eyes. The sight was…


  Rewarding, I decided. Damned rewarding! Especially after such a long, hard struggle.


  "Well!" I said to Captain Tallsdale, still smiling wide. "My chefs don't have anything nearly as wonderful as Imperial lobsters to serve as raw material, but they've done their best." I wriggled my nose theatrically. "Our wardroom smelled divine when I was last there. Shall I lead the way?"


  ******


  The dinner itself could best be described as "interesting". We went all-out to match the Emperor's-own-table-grade lobsters. Not being human myself I could never know whether we succeeded or not, but it was clear from the long silences broken only by the clicking of cutlery that we'd at least run them a respectable race. I pulled out all the stops, including asking Jean—who was a noted gourmand—to help with the menu and maybe even raid his own private larder in the common interest. The result was predictably French in tone; heavy on the truffles and cheese-sauces. This in turn meant that I could share even less than usual with my fellow diners. It might have been awkward had I not set a precedent aboard Will of the People. Once again a liveried and black-dyed Nestor served me simple hay and lightly-boiled greens, so as to preserve the integrity of his cover-story.


  Eventually, just as we were finishing dessert, it was the Will of the People's first officer who broke the silence. "I must say," he declared as he dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, "that I feel a bit of a fool." He shook his head and gestured around him. "This ship," he explained, "has presented the Empire with more nasty surprises than any other single vessel in all the history of our long wars." Then he turned to me. "And you, Captain Birkenhead, have similarly, ah…" He smiled. "How shall I say it? You've been a most worthy foe, sir." He shook his head again. "And yet, somehow I never foresaw that when I came to confront the both of you together on your home turf that you'd find a way to shock me to the core."


  I smiled. "We've hardly kept the existence of the fencibles a secret. Or for that matter the role of the Rabbits and Dogs in them. As a matter of fact, I seem to recall spending rather a lot of my time actively publicizing the whole affair."


  The Imperial's chief engineer nodded. "Oh, we knew all right! Just as we knew that Richard was a fencible ship, and that many of your garrison at Zombie were slaves. But…" His head shook. "I… I mean—"


  "You mean," Sir Jason interrupted his engine room chief, "Does the Royal Navy seriously intend to arm Rabbits and other slaves on a large scale?" He pointed at me. "And there the answer sits, of course. Absolutely, they're serious! It'd take a blind man not to see what's coming—the fire-lily on Captain Birkenhead's tunic—not to mention his personal relationship with His Highness!—says it all."


  Jean nodded. "Marcus Rabbits are the freest in all human space, and have been for several generations. Indeed, they're as free as Royal laws allow, to the point that in many ways their slavehood is more a technicality than anything else." He turned to Hans, the Imperial first officer. "I've known David since we were both boys, sir. He tutored me in math at the Academy—I still owe him enormously for that. Through him I've learned what Rabbits can accomplish and become when given the chance. In my role as a future House Lord in my own right, I've studied the Marcus experiment in the academic sense as well." He shook his head. "My heavens, what an efficient economy they have compared to ours! Compared to anyone's! And their attitude towards Rabbits is, I think, a large part of why." He sat his cup down on the table and seemed to come to a decision. "When I ascend to my Dukedom, Vorsage's Rabbits will similarly be freed as much as the law allows. It may happen even before then—Father isn't totally opposed to the idea himself." He smiled. "I don't mind if the Emperor knows that."


  Sir Jason's eyebrows rose, and there was another long silence as everyone was served after-dinner cocktails. It was the usually closed-mouth Heinrich who eventually spoke up.


  "I was born in the Empire," he said in the slow deliberate manner he'd adopted as an adult. "My father defected, you see." He met Sir Jason's eyes. "So I feel that I know your culture and society better than most." He shook his head. "Sir, perhaps I'm speaking out of turn here. Maybe even being a bit impolite, as up until now we've managed to dine together as fellow officers while leaving politics and hard feelings aside. But I'd be doing you and perhaps all humanity a disservice if I didn't speak up here and now." He paused and looked down into his drink a moment before continuing. "Jean and David and I are all Academy classmates. His Majesty as well, for that matter. We remain to date the only class to ever graduate a Rabbit, and we consider it our honor. In part because of this, Jean and I have devoted large parts of our careers to the fencibles. More specifically, we've specialized in training Rabbits and Dogs and beginning the long, difficult process of incorporating them into the navy."


  Heinrich paused again, and I took advantage of the moment to glance around the room. Our guests were hanging on his every word. "Well," he said eventually. "What I'm trying to say is that times are changing. Because Rabbits make superb sailors and marines, you see. Better than I ever dreamed! Yes, they suffer from certain limitations. But these are mostly reflections of the role they've been forced to accept in society. Their educations are limited, sometimes even pitiful. Many lack a sense of initiative as well. Almost none have any personal ambition. Yet, considering what's been done to them…" He shook his head. "Only a handful will ever make good officers, and David here… He's a rare breed even among humans. My point, however, is that they're brave, effective fighters. Especially the ones raised under the Marcus system." He shrugged. "In a generation or two and given a little encouragement… All I can say is that if were in charge of warship design I'd already be enlarging the hay lockers."


  "Rabbits make up almost half the population of the known universe," Sir Jason pointed out.


  Jean nodded. "The slaves are slightly over half, when you throw in the Dogs and Horses. Half the sentient, hoping, dreaming, inventive minds of the universe, held in chains!" He looked towards me, but was unable to meet my eyes.


  "I know a little of the Empire and its ways," Heinrich continued. "Perhaps even more than a little. And here's my message for those who love it. Times are changing, and much that was once held sacred must be abandoned if there is to be growth. The kingdom is on the verge of a massive step forward, one much accelerated by David here. Royal art and science and economic development have always outpaced yours; only by virtue of extreme military prowess have you known success." He shook his head. "You're master warriors; His Majesty has personally acknowledged this to me more than once. And yet, in the long run history is ruled by forces more powerful than the sword. By every measure imaginable, Royal society is about to flower in a way few societies ever have. Free Rabbits will change everything! The lid is about to blow off, and once we get past our current difficulties—trivial ones in the greater scheme of things—King James will be forever remembered as one of the most successful monarchs who ever reigned. His grandfather saw to it that all the pieces are ready in place and waiting for him. Slavery is grossly inefficient; in military terms alone our strength will quadruple as our economy blossoms and we can afford more and better ships. The Marcus experience validates this entirely. No matter how great your bravery and no matter how accomplished your officers, you cannot prevail against such odds. Not unless we remain utter fools." He looked at me again. "And that era is ending as well."


  There was a long, anguished silence among our guests. "But…" Hans sputtered. "But…"


  "But we cannot free our Rabbits and still remain Imperials," Sir Jason observed, nodding slowly. He met first Heinrich's eyes, then my own. "This is of course precisely the socio-strategic nightmare that my uncle confronts each and every day of his reign. Nor should it be any secret to those with even half-functional eyes in their heads." He sighed and raised his glass. "May the Emperor find a wise solution."


  I blinked; we'd agreed ahead of time not to toast either sovereign. But this… Clearly Sir Jason had allowed the passion of the moment to run away with him. So I raised my teacup and tried to set things right. "May both of our leaders be guided by wisdom," I amended. "And serve the best interests of us all."


  Sir Jason's eyes narrowed; under my reformulation, I realized a moment too late, it could be argued that I was asking him to drink to the good of Rabbitkind right alongside that of humans. Especially since the words had emerged from my own very lapine lips. Then he shrugged and smiled. "All right. Given present company, I'll accept that."


  Then everyone upended their glasses together, and for a very brief moment in a very small space there was genuine peace and brotherhood to be found in the galaxy.
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  Cleaning up after dinner was more a relief than anything. In some ways it was the first honest Rabbit-work I'd done in ages, and thus at a certain level it did my heart good. "It's all right, Frank," I reassured the chief Rabbit of the galley when I burst in after wishing the officers of Will of the People a fond farewell at the main locks. He'd been terribly upset at not being allowed to get started on his work right away, something that none of my kind found easy to take. "Nestor and I will take care of it all." Then I added an extra-nice smile for him. "Why don't you and the crew go outside and play some cards? We may need you later."


  Frank reluctantly nodded; meanwhile Midshipman O'Toole (who was personally overseeing matters, precisely as I'd ordered him to) stood and continued to gawk. Suddenly I had an inspiration. "Tell me, Midshipman," I said as I stripped off my full-dress coat and hung my Sword over the dishwasher's operating lever. Some things never changed—it was the same model I'd been trained on back aboard Hummingbird. "Do you know how to play Old Maid?"


  He nodded, though it was clear he couldn't imagine why I'd want to know such a thing. "Yes, sir."


  I smiled again. "How about Crazy Eights?"


  He nodded again. "Yes, sir."


  "Good!" I replied. "Have you ever played either game with a Rabbit?"


  His brow wrinkled. "No, sir! Whyever would—"


  "Then I think it's about time you did exactly that!" I interrupted, smile widening as I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and steered him towards the same door that Frank and his gang had exited through. "You're in charge of these Rabbits, son, and that means that you ought to try and get to know them a little better. Don't you think so?"


  "Well, sir… I mean—"


  I never did find out what Mr. O'Toole meant, because I cut him off again midstream. "Now, you just sit and play cards with your Rabbits until I call for you, all right? It'll be amazing how much you learn about bunnies, I bet, if you trouble yourself to pay close attention. But be careful!"


  "Careful, sir?" the midshipman asked as I whisked him through the door.


  "Careful!" I repeated, nodding. "Sometimes we Rabbits try to pass off twos for threes, you see. If we think someone isn't watching closely enough." Then he was out and gone, so that finally Nestor and I could get on with the real task at hand.


  There were a thousand different stratagems we could've employed to make our job easier, and one by one my aide and I had considered and discarded them all. Sir Jason clearly knew quite a bit that we didn't about what was going on behind the scenes in governmental circles on Wilkes Prime, and if he desired to pass that knowledge on to us, well… Dinner aboard Javelin was the obvious opportunity, while some sort of subtle, unobtrusive datacapsule was the obvious means. He was an intelligent man—after supping with him again I was more convinced of this than ever—and therefore I could count on him to make the message at least detectable, though for obvious reasons not glaringly apparent. On the other hand, I couldn't risk even the faintest possibility of unmasking such a well-placed agent by having his used crockery held separately or the serving-dishes he'd handled marked somehow. In turn, this meant that all the dishware had to be carefully examined, and by someone "in the know" at that. Since Nestor and I were the only ones "in the know", well…


  At least we didn't have to scrub the cooking pans!


  It was great fun at first. After so many weeks of politics, paperwork and command responsibility, it was rather pleasant to take the spray arm in my hand and, keeping a close lookout for I wasn't sure quite what, rinse down the plates one by one with a jet of steaming-hot water. It was simple, necessary labor with an immediate reward, something that made my inner Rabbit smile in a way it all too rarely did. Meanwhile Nestor operated the mirror-image facility on the other side of the galley, sometimes taking a break to come over, examine my work, and make checkmarks in his little book. It turned out that he outranked me in the galley, since he was rated a full-fledged steward while I was merely a steward's mate. So we took advantage of the opportunity to renew my certification, which was about to expire. My policy aboard Richard and Javelin alike had always been that if someone wanted a checkout to be rated for any job in the ship, they had a right make the attempt. So why shouldn't I enjoy the same privilege? It was a pity, really, that I'd not be present when the Second Space Lord examined my service folder after this particular cruise…


  Still, washing dishes was washing dishes and while Jean and the other humans might love their fancy French cheese sauces, from a Rabbit's point of view disgusting was still disgusting. Yet I couldn't relax my concentration for a moment as I sprayed and sprayed and sprayed, then re-examined the dishes yet again as I loaded them onto racks and ran them through the dishwashing machine. Then I looked them over one last time before placing them carefully on the shelves. Soon they were all sparkling clean…


  …and we'd found no message of any kind whatsoever.


  "I just don't get it," I muttered as Nestor toted up my score on the dishwashing section of the certification form. Being somewhat distracted and not having exercised my dishwashing skills in a very long time, I'd forgotten to verify that a pre-heater was operational and that a secondary drain was open before proceeding. It was embarrassing, though I'd still pass. Barely. "It has to be somewhere. I'd have bet money on the crockery—it's by far the easiest and least conspicuous place."


  "Table linens next," Nestor suggested. "Then we'll look over the furniture and the room itself." He gestured at the form. "Besides, that's what the drill calls for anyway."


  Nestor cut me a little slack on that part of the evaluation; I was supposed to be able to properly clean the wardroom and rearrange it back into its 'lounge' configuration within a certain period of time, all by myself. Instead he helped, and we went over everything in such meticulous detail that it took us over four times as long as it should've. Still we found nothing. "It's just not here, sir," Nestor finally said after I'd upended Sir Jason's chair for the third time to examine its underpinnings. "Or if it is, it'll take special gear to find it."


  I nodded and scowled—it was possible that Sir Jason might resort to something like that, but I didn't really believe it. He wouldn't want to involve any more people that absolutely necessary, and that included shipboard technicians not cleared for such high-level espionage work. In this case, it was actually safer to employ less subtle means. "Well," I said, twitching my nose in concentration and looking around the room. I'd polished the doorknobs, swabbed under the table, looked under all the chairs… And yet, it had to be somewhere.


  Didn't it?


  Finally Nestor sighed. "It's late, sir. You should go to bed. The spy-team is scheduled to run a sweep in the morning anyway, to look for bugs."


  I shook my head. They weren't high-level cleared and thus were the last people I wanted finding something so totally unexpected, from their point of view at least. They'd certainly know a secret message for what it was, which was the worst outcome possible. "Let's at least finish cleaning up the galley and give the Rabbits the entire night off." I smiled faintly. "There's not all that much left to do. Besides… I still haven't earned my renewal."


  Nestor smiled back. "If that's your pleasure, sir."


  So we trooped back into the galley and returned to work. I scrubbed the pre-soak basin, while Nestor ran the sink-covers and the like through his own dish-machine. Then suddenly he froze. "Sir?" he said.


  My ears perked up at his tone, then I turned around. "Yes?"


  He pointed down into the bottom of his last bus-tray. "I think maybe…"


  Then I was at his side. At first I had no idea of what he was so excited about. Then I saw it too. "A pea!" I whispered.


  "We didn't serve peas," he agreed, nodding slowly. "But it was all mashed in with a dollop of green beans. Like someone was trying to hide it, sir. Then the whole thing fell off the plate and into the bus tub."


  I nodded. Sir Jason hadn't had any way of knowing what would be on the menu, so a pea was as good a guess as any. Besides, a green vegetable of some sort was offered with almost every meal… I reached down and poked the thing with a clawtip. It was as hard as a rock.


  "Bingo," I said softly.
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  I sent Nestor down to Engineering to get some solvent, while Mr. O'Toole performed a final inspection of the galley and then, still totally without a clue as to what was really going on, renewed my certification. "Uh…" he said softly, examining my score. "I'm supposed to caution you to bone up on your dishwashing skills, sir, even though you passed. Your score in that area is yellow-zone."


  I blushed under my fur. "I promise!"


  Then Nestor and I were sitting in my cabin, the plastic pea slowly dissolving in a bowl of paint thinner. "It's amazing," I commented as I stared down at the thing. "He even made a little dent in it, and colored one side a bit lighter green than the other."


  "He probably makes models or something as a hobby," Nestor agreed. "Little ships or soldiers most likely, him being an Imperial."


  Then the plastic pea went fuzzy, and before our eyes the outlines of a standard micro-datacube began to emerge. In practically no time we had it popped into Nestor's reader and he was scanning the contents.


  "It's in two parts," Nestor observed. "My machine can't parse the second. It says the data is corrupt."


  I nodded. "That'll be a report back to his handlers on Earth Secundus. We don't want to even try reading that; it'll all be supersensitive stuff we have no need to know about." Then I wriggled my nose. "What about the other?"


  Instead of answering, Nestor simply handed the gadget over. Sure enough, the second entry was gibberish. But the first read "To Captain David Birkenhead, HMS Javelin". I smiled and clicked on it.


  "Greetings, Captain Birkenhead," the message began. "Please believe me when I tell you that I've long hoped that someday we might meet again and perhaps even become genuine friends.


  "First, I hope that you won't consider me a traitor. To me, 'traitor' means someone who's sold himself out for personal gain. I've never accepted anything even resembling compensation from your government for my services, nor do I ever intend to ask for such. What I seek—and have always sought, almost as long as I can remember—is peace and justice for all living sentients. I've found that I have little interest in personal aggrandizement. Both of us understand that I'm well placed to enjoy all of the wealth and power I might ever desire without having to accept the risk that spying carries with it. Beyond that I can offer no proof of my bona-fides, and will simply have to hope that you accept me at face value as a good and decent man.


  "Of more immediate concern…


  "You should be aware that your mission here was a lost cause before it ever began. The House of Wilkes swore a secret oath of fealty to the Emperor almost a year ago, hostages were exchanged, and everything they've done since has been at my uncle's direct behest. He now pulls all the strings here. The Wilkes nobility became convinced that the war was unwinnable—when in fact it's closer to unlosable, if competently fought and managed!—and switched sides in exchange for preferential status within the Empire. Wilkes, in short, is bought, paid for and owned by His Imperial Majesty. This has only remained secret because the Emperor wishes it so.


  "I'm well aware that you have sufficient marines with you to seize Wilkes Prime by force, and for that matter enough naval firepower to blow my own pitiful little cruiser out of the sky anytime you like. But I warn you—His Majesty grows desperate for a victory, and it will not suit His purposes forever to keep this enormous diplomatic triumph a secret. Yes, David, you can easily take the planet. Almost at will, even. But, can you keep it? Doing so means controlling space systemwide. Are you prepared to take on, say… The entire strength of the main Imperial battlefleet? Your force is structured to hit and run rather than exchange sustained blows; this is obvious to the eye of any professional. While I have no certain knowledge of our fleet's movements, were I in your position I'd be deeply concerned. Examine your charts carefully, and you'll see that an openly-acknowledged side-change by the House of Wilkes realigns the entire strategic situation. Indeed, Wilkes Prime itself becomes a very attractive forward base for our heaviest ships. I've been expecting them to arrive here for several weeks.


  "Also, as you've certainly inferred, I've been instructed by the highest authorities on your side to do absolutely nothing that might potentially expose me to my own government for what I am. I fear that I must concur with their judgment. I've only revealed myself to you here and now because of how trusted and important your own position has become. So be aware that circumstances may force me to once again fight you tooth and nail, David, even while at the same time it breaks my heart to do so. Though I'll assist you 'under the table' when and where I can, you should count on nothing whatsoever from me. My fondest hope is that we can remain 'one and one' forevermore, at least in the games that matter. I'm fully aware of how few Imperials have gotten off so lightly.


  "Sincerely, Captain Sir Jason Tallsdale


  "PS—Tell Nestor that he looks good in black, but the disguise isn't half so effective as he imagines. He should never stake his life on it; we Imperials are on the lookout for him almost as thoroughly as we are for you. Also, please let him know that my own personal steward Cloud wants his recipe for steamed turnip greens—he says the leftovers were some of the best he ever ate!"
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  I spent much of the remainder of the night pacing back in forth in my cabin, still wearing my galley-stained shirt and pausing from time to time to study a chart of the sector. Sir Jason was correct, I soon realized; Wilkes space with its dense concentration of jump points was indeed a perfect advanced base for the Imperial Fleet. I also had to assume that he was correct in his estimate that the Imperial Admiralty would probably take such a step; he was far more in tune with their current trains of strategic thought than I could ever be. Therefore my only logical course of action was to run for home as fast as the task force's engines could carry us, leaving the Emperor in command of all Wilkes space. Under the circumstances no one would blame me if I did exactly that; indeed, James would probably be extra-nice and make sure I knew how grateful he was to me for making the smart, difficult choice of retreating instead of the stupid, easy one of stubbornly fighting it out with an enemy I had no hope of defeating. I could almost predict James's exact words. "I sent you to exercise judgment, David. And I'm grateful that you did. I could've sent out any officer in the fleet to lose a task force, after all. It takes guts to know when to back down. And… Don't forget that we accepted the possibility of losing both Hashimoto and Wilkes when I made my bid for the crown. You preserved Hashimoto, so your mission was at least partially successful."


  In my heart of hearts I knew that James was right; my task force couldn't stand up to the entire Imperial line of battle. Against such odds I reckoned that Javelin might last as long as an hour; perhaps two if she were lucky. But still… One didn't win wars by running away, and if I abandoned this planet someday it'd have to be wrenched back inch by bloodsoaked inch, at heaven only knew what cost in lives and treasure. Professor Lambert had preached the innate strategic advantage of offensive warfare over and over again back at the Academy, and I'd been one of his top students. Surely someone of my military philosophy and background could come up with something better than merely running away?


  I paced and paced and paced. One of the Professor's favorite quotations came from a man named Chesty Puller, perhaps the most colorful general of marines in all history. At a time of great crisis, the press asked him if the division he commanded in a place called Korea was retreating. "Hell, no!" he replied. "We're just advancing in the other direction!" The Professor had gone on to make a lesson out of the whole affair; in some ways the marines had been doing exactly as claimed, from both a strategic and tactical point of view. The maneuver had in the end proven amazingly successful. Perhaps the same principle could be applied here and now? Maybe I couldn't seize and hold Wilkes Prime. But could I take another Wilkes world as a lesser trophy? Or even a nearby Imperial one?


  Then I examined the chart and shook my head. Wilkes Prime would be too good—and too close!—an Imperial base to allow me to keep much of anything I took. They'd swat me like a fly at their leisure, whenever they felt good and ready. No, I'd not be taking any planets in this part of space anytime soon. Or at least not if I wanted to keep them. Wilkes Prime, with its large energy industry and the support facilities it'd developed for its huge merchant fleet, was the key to the whole region. With its infrastructure at their disposal the Imperials could romp about at will for a distance of five, perhaps even six Jumps. Nothing within that radius would be safe from them.


  Well, I thought as I paced. If I couldn't invade, then perhaps I could take advantage in other ways of the fact that I knew where to expect the main battle line to appear sometime soon. For example, Javelin was purpose-built as a deep-penetration raider. We'd barely put a dent in her cruising range; I could detach the landing force, send them home for another commander in another sector to make good use of, and go raiding again! Yes, the convoys were escorted now. But only by small forces, intended to deter a weaker ship like Richard. Defending them against something like Javelin wasn't economically feasible. My new command was capable of blowing light escort vessels out of the sky from tremendous range, then slaughtering their charges en masse like a wolverine let loose in a henhouse. Given that I knew where the enemy would not be, at least for a time, I could run amok in the Imperial shipping lanes, even keeping the destroyers with me to assist with the looting until their limited ranges dictated that they had to turn for home…


  Then I stopped and sighed, shaking my head. This was Javelin's proper role, yes. But it wasn't my proper role, nor was it the mission I'd been ordered to accomplish. As much as I relished the thought of gallivanting off across Imperial space with such a magnificent weapon at my disposal, I knew perfectly well that James wouldn't approve. To a degree my fame and reputation had become a ball and chain; His Majesty would far rather me return home to Earth Secundus to be given another highly-responsible if not-so-much-fun command than disappear for a year or so. So, while I might well yet choose to detach Javelin for raiding I'd no longer be in command of her when she left.


  I paced and paced and paced, mind a-whirl. The core of the problem was Wilkes Prime. Damn her strategic location and ship-support capabilities! The planet had massive energy-farms, huge hangers, abundant drydock space, an impressive surface-to-orbit shuttle fleet, and above all a workforce of thousands upon thousands of skilled spacers who could rapidly make any repair from a simple hull-breach to a totally-slagged engine room. I shook my head in disgust, picturing this small army of technicians servicing Imperial ships instead of our own. Couldn't they see that they were working against their own best interests? Helping to cast a pall of darkness upon the entire future of Man? But they couldn't, of course. Instead, antlike, they just slaved away…


  Then suddenly I froze where I stood. Slaved away?


  Just how many of these vital workers were Rabbits, I wondered? Then I checked the local almanac…


  …and yes, it was possible. The odds were promising, even! But oh! The potential cost! Could it—could anything be worth the bloodletting I was considering unleashing? Maybe, I mused. There was going to be a lot of bleeding going on no matter what I did, after all. That sort of went hand-in-hand with long, interminable wars. And, perhaps there were ways to keep the bloodletting to a minimum?


  In the big picture, maybe this was even the best way to minimize the bloodletting everywhere?


  Then, at long last I smiled. Years ago, Professor Lambert had suggested to his wargaming team that the Empire might be vulnerable to rapid social change. This was because it was too rigid and hierarchical to adapt. Most of his theories had worked out pretty well when applied in the real world, so far at least. Perhaps it was time to give this one a try as well? The moment seemed right, in many, many ways. It might've been largely by chance, but all the right factors were in the right place at the right time. Where I'd been convinced that I was looking at an inevitable setback, all the time the elements of victory on the grandest scale imaginable had been sitting there waiting for me to discern them. Go for broke! the gamer within me screamed. It's time to cut the enemy's heart out and eat it.


  Best of all, I knew that James would support me even though I was about to break the rules in a major way by grossly overstepping my authority as a naval officer. For at heart he was a gamer too.
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  By six in the morning I'd written up all of my orders and was ready to face the demands of a new day. "Good morning," I greeted my bridge crew as I walked across the deck and sat in my command chair. Almost instantly, a bunny-steward appeared with a cup of steaming, fragrant tea. I'd never asked for such service when I arrived on the bridge, I suddenly realized. Yet it happened every single time. So Nestor must've arranged for it. Or Josiah perhaps. Good and thoughtful friends, both of them.


  "Good morning, sir," Josiah replied with a smile. He looked sharp and well-rested, which was just as well as we were all about to have a very busy day. He eyed the large portfolio I'd carried onto the bridge with me, but said nothing. It was stuffed with various documents and paperwork, most of which I hoped I wouldn't have to show but probably would before the day was done. "I hope you slept well."


  "Yes, thank you," I answered, even though it was a lie. Captains learned early on that their health was always peachy-keen whenever anyone asked, or else the rumors crawled up and down the corridors like cockroaches. I took a couple sips of tea to wet my throat; if I wanted to back down from my planned course of action, this was the last possible moment. But everything still made as much sense as it had in the wee hours of the morning, so I started giving orders. "Josiah," I began. "Get me Commander von Schtolen on a scrambled channel please. And Captain Harlowe, as well. Priority One." It should've been a routine request. But somehow everyone knew that it was something more. For the first time in far too long, a little wave of excitement washed across the bridge. I could only hope the ripples spread even further; a ship with a definite mission is a happy ship.


  'Priority One' meant that the officers in question were to find a viewscreen and report immediately, no matter their personal situation. So I didn't even blink when Heinrich responded wearing a t-shirt and with his hair still all awry from sleep. Harlowe, however, was an earlier riser—he was at least in his uniform shirt, though he hadn't donned a tie yet. "Yes sir?" Harlowe, as the senior officer, replied for them both.


  "How many hours are we from executing Plan Charlie?" I demanded.


  My fellow captain blinked—Plan Charlie had been our least-likely scenario, in which our forces landed not knowing whether they'd be fired upon or not. In many ways, therefore, it was the most complex and difficult-to-execute plan. "About five, sir," Harlowe replied. At least he was competent at maintaining readiness, if not as a combat leader. For no landing officer lacking in confidence would've offered me such a daring, lowball figure.


  "Good," I replied. Then I turned to Heinrich. "What's the status on Toehold?"


  He smiled. It was standard Royal practice to embed a few elite, highly-trained specialists and saboteurs before a landing whenever possible. In this case, we'd also infiltrated about a dozen fencible Rabbit-marines under Heinrich's favorite midshipman while they were ostensibly loading urgently-needed ship's stores. The last I'd heard, they were waiting for orders in a safe-house loaned to us by the House of Vorsage. "They'll be ready when called upon, sir," he replied calmly. "I just updated their standing orders before breakfast."


  I nodded again; that explained why such a workaholic wasn't up and dressed already. "I'm afraid we may have to change those orders, Heinrich." Their original role had been to surreptitiously set up landing beacons and the like.


  He nodded slightly, even though last-minute order-changes were every officer's worst nightmare. "Yes, sir. Of course. However, the sooner the better."


  "I'll take care of it right now. Your men are already in Wilkes City. I want them to accomplish two special missions for me, and I leave the means entirely to your discretion. Gentlemen, from this moment forward the House of Wilkes is to be considered a hostile power; we as thoroughly at war with them as we are with the Imperials. Do you understand?"


  Another wave of excitement rolled across the bridge, and this time I was certain the ripples would spread. "Yes, sir!" Harlowe acknowledged after a long silence. "But—"


  I spoke right over him, not caring to explain myself further. "We're going to execute the most efficient surprise attack possible, excepting only that our landing forces will not fire unless first fired upon. The tactical goal is to have the battle won before the fighting even really begins, and above all to capture the planetary defensive installations in as intact a state as possible. We're going to execute at exactly noon, ship's time. Not a hint of our true purpose is to be leaked to the Wilkes people. Do you understand me? Not a whisper! They mustn't have a clue until we launch the first wave of assault craft."


  Now both Heinrich and Harlowe were staring at me as if I'd gone mad. Yet… Didn't they understand that this was ultimately what we'd come so far to do? "His Majesty," I explained, "will tolerate the insolence of this House no longer. Their power is to be utterly and forever broken, though as an expression of His mercy we'll keep collateral damage to the minimum." I turned to Heinrich. "I presume the Toehold people are equipped with at least one nuclear demolition mine? That is still standard practice, no?"


  "They have two, sir," he replied.


  I nodded, that'd be more than adequate. "Then their orders have indeed changed. Our main attack launches at noon; at ten till, our Toehold people will nuke the Palace of the House of Wilkes employing both warheads, without the slightest advance warning. Having studied the schematics I suggest emplacing them just outside the security perimeter at the north and south gates, but that'll be your affair. Then, insofar as they can, they're to seal off every last communication line to and from the capitol. Forget the landing beacons; we'll have to make do without them. I don't expect miracles, but the more confusion they create the better. It'll pay enormous dividends in lives ultimately spared." Finally I turned to Josiah. "All task force commanders are to meet here in the briefing room in one hour for further orders. Commander Von Schtolen is exempted—he's going to be plenty busy with other matters, I expect." I raised my eyes to the viewscreen. "So far this has been a peacetime cruise, gentlemen. But that's all over, as of right now.


  "We're about to begin earning our pay."
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  And thus the deluge began. From that moment forward, I found myself drowning in a tidal wave of officers who urgently, legitimately needed to see me about an endless series of details which required my personal approval. It would've been awful for anyone, but it was even worse for a Rabbit because we naturally dislike being the center of attention. At least it was reassuring, in a way. My task force was accelerating from zero to all-out war in six hours, but at least we had standby plans and a firm, unshakable chain of command in place. The House of Wilkes would have neither factor going for them, or so I hoped. Certainly they wouldn't once their central command authority consisted of a bunch of irradiated corpses buried in broken masonry. So, the chaos their leader would face was going to be immeasurable. The more bewildered the enemy, the less destructive the fighting would be. That was the whole point of a sneak attack, after all.


  Josiah took me aside about that one; while it might not've been proper for another first officer to do so, his age and our long relationship gave him the right. "Sir," he said softly as we walked down the corridor towards the hastily-convened commander's meeting. We were five minutes late, but that was all right. Whippoorwill's boat had experienced launch problems, so her commander was running an excusable fifteen minutes behind schedule himself. Josiah wasn't one to let the remaining ten unclaimed minutes go to waste. "May I speak to you in private for a moment?"


  "Of course," I replied. Sick bay was just ahead, so I commandeered an unused treatment room. "What can I do for you, old friend?"


  "Sir…" He said softly, unable to meet my eyes. "I've always admired you, even long before we met. But..."


  I nodded. "But you think I'm planning this battle more like an Imperial officer than a Royal one?"


  He smiled. "That's… One way of putting it. Sir, we've only just begun talking with the Wilkes people. What you're proposing to do here is, well… You're in essence executing an entire Noble House, sir. That's never been done before, much less without a trial. And the innocent casualties from the palace-bombing!" He shook his head. "This isn't like you."


  I nodded again. "Josiah… I respect you more than you know, and now more than ever. For what it's worth, I've written both His Majesty and my uncle about your service to the throne, and it's my firmest hope that you'll receive a commensurate reward. I've also already drawn up orders for you take over command of Javelin and captain her on the kind of raiding mission that'll be written about in letters of fire. They're waiting right in here." I lifted my portfolio and waggled it at him, then looked hard and deep into his eyes. "But I need for you to trust me, Josiah, and support me one-hundred percent until then. Everyone else is going to be asking themselves exactly the same questions that you are, and they're going to be looking to the men who know me best for reassurance that I've not gone over the edge." I paused and licked my nose, then looked down at my portfolio again. "You don't have all the facts, Josiah, and the more I tell you the more I endanger our kingdom and everyone in it. The full truth may never come out; in fact, I rather doubt that it will. Perhaps I'll go down in history as a sinister figure after all, but duty is duty and I swear to you that I've both moral justification and legal authority for what's about to happen. Most of the officials in that building won't live long no matter what I do at this point. They've condemned themselves beyond all reprieve. And while I bleed for the innocent, even more innocents are dying elsewhere and will keep right on dying in uncounted masses until this entire historical cycle is broken." I looked down at my feet. "Damnit, Josiah! I'm just a naval officer, not a deity who can command lightning bolts from the sky that kill only the unjust! I have to make use of the resources and abilities I have at hand, not those I might wish for."


  Josiah nodded slowly. "I see."


  "No you don't," I corrected him. "You can't see, based on what you know. But you can trust me, and that's good enough." I sighed and shook my head. "At any rate, in three days or so you'll be captain of Javelin and on your way into Imperial space. The last man to command this ship on such a raid was a high-ranking nobleman. He did his job well, and I'll speak no ill of him. But you're a fencible officer without so much as a drop of blue blood in your veins, like most of the rest of us. So make us proud, Josiah. Please? For the sake of all of us commoners everywhere?"


  "Yes, sir!" he muttered, clearly moved. "Thank you!"


  I smiled—it felt good, being as it was likely to be the only one I'd wear all day. "So go ahead and begin making your plans, whenever you can find a spare moment. There's one key factor you should consider, though. It's something I dare not commit to writing, and which I fear that you can never, ever let the Imperials know I told you. At the cost of your life, if necessary."


  His eyebrows rose. "Sir?"


  "When you leave this system, I suggest that you immediately penetrate deep and hard into Empire space. It should be perfectly safe, if you take an indirect route. Because I expect their main battle fleet to show up here at almost any moment, you see. Most likely, they'll remain in this vicinity for quite some time thereafter."
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  My commanders meeting went both quickly and well, once everyone arrived. "We're at war with the House of Wilkes," I explained the situation to them all, just as I had to the bridge crew, and briefed them on our impending landing. Then I handed out the envelopes. "Here are your individual orders. Are there any questions?"


  I watched my combat leaders closely indeed as they opened their paperwork and studied what lay within. Most of them received very simple instructions—I'd commanded three of my destroyers to prepare themselves to refuel from their fellows; though their orders didn't say so, they'd be detached to escort Javelin for as long as they were able. Another—Whippoorwill—I'd ordered to prepare for an immediate high-speed run home with urgent despatches, which would include Sir Jason's coded report. But the troop transports… That was another story.


  "Sir!" Captain Harlowe protested halfway through his reading. "How can you… I mean…"


  "I agree that it's not standard policy to detach a marine force from its transport vessels," I replied. "In fact, I don't know that it's ever been done at all before. It's almost axiomatic—the marines occupy, the army garrisons and defends. But I find myself in urgent need of a garrison, you see. And there's no army troops anywhere to be found." 


  "It's… It's a bloody waste, sir!" Harlowe stuttered. "These men have trained… I mean, there's all the specialists to consider!"


  "You can keep the boat pilots," I agreed, gesturing with a placating hand. "And their support-section as well. But as for the rest…" I sighed. "When you read a little further, you'll see that I'm expecting you to land all but a handful of your sick-bay personnel, too. Plus the ordnance Rabbits. And all their associated gear."


  Harlowe blinked. "But sir! I'll have—"


  "Nothing left," I interrupted. "Except the empty assault vessels themselves, of course, which are of considerable value in their own right. That's why I'm entrusting you with their return. I'll be providing you with what destroyers I can as an escort."


  "Think of the training schedules, sir!" Harlowe continued. "And the leave rotations, and everything else! This'll throw everything out of balance! The administrative shock waves will affect every marine depot everywhere!"


  "The service will recover," I predicted, crossing my arms. I'd expected Harlowe to be unhappy, but I'd also hoped that at least he'd at least be more honest with me about the real reason why. The fact was that he'd just recently been promoted early into the dream assignment of an officer of his specialization, but when I sent his force back home minus its marines and aerospace fighters he'd suddenly find that, as the commander of a hollowed-out shell, his meteoric rise was over. It'd be at least months and maybe years before his assault team was reconstituted as an effective fighting force, and in the meantime he as the assault-group's commander would be stuck with long hours of the most tedious and unexciting sort of hard work putting everything back together. Harlowe would never have snapped back at an admiral, or even a commodore. But we were nominally of equal rank—I had several more weeks of seniority than he did, was all. Yet here I was, dashing his elevated hopes and in general raining on his career. "I'll be taking personal command of the landing force," I continued, still staring him directly in the eyes. "Just as soon as we've gotten everyone dirtside and the situation is stabilized."


  This time, Harlowe visibly paled. From his point of view, now I was stealing all the glory as well. "Y-you… You don't have the—"


  I turned away and spoke to Commander Mane before my fellow captain could say something he might regret. "I'm holding you back, Jessie," I explained to him. "As a second despatch-vessel. Cataract is our fastest destroyer, and I've been very impressed with your engineering reports. So she's probably the most reliable as well—this is why you were chosen. Your job will be to stand by, maintain readiness for anything, and react to a changing situation without orders if need be. Do you understand?"


  "Thank you, sir!" a beaming Commander Mane replied. As well he might; I'd just placed enormous trust in him.


  "Sir!" Captain Harlowe objected. "S-s-sir!


  Once again I ignored him, hoping that he'd have sense enough to calm down and accept what was in fact a perfectly honorable bit of duty. Not just honorable, even—because he'd be in command of his escort as well as his own assault ships, it'd count as being in charge of a task force under combat conditions. This would look excellent indeed on his resume, if he'd just give it a chance. Not as good as continuing in command of his marines, granted. But still better than just okay. "Josiah," I said, turning towards him, "will be taking command of Javelin. I'm sending her on a deep raid." Even though I'd already warned my old friend, he still seemed to be slightly shocked as he read the single page of instructions that were all I'd felt necessary.


  "Sir!" Harlowe objected again, this time rising to his feet. "You have no authority! Neither to give up your own command nor to take my marines from me! It's against regulations, sir!"


  He was right, of course. Only a flag officer could remove a captain from his command—even his own—save for medical reasons. And while his assertion about the marines was arguable—to my knowledge no one had ever attempted such a thing before—it did at least have a basis in fact. "Sit down!" I ordered, a slight growl entering my voice. Was the man a big enough fool to force me to make it official? Didn't he understand how close James and I were? Did I have to rub everyone's noses in it?


  "You have no authority!" Harlowe shouted again.


  And that was that. Scowling hard, I picked up my portfolio and slammed it down on the table. Then I leafed through a whole series of documents, all of which carried an entirely authentic Royal Seal. Some of them even Nestor didn't know about. Frankly, it'd be better if no one ever did. One last time I looked into Harlowe's eyes, silently appealing for him to show the common sense I'd always known he was so bereft of. But instead of backing down, he just returned my glare.


  Which approach would be most appropriate, I asked myself as I leafed through the pages. Certainly not the document that named me an ambassador extraordinaire, if I ever needed to become one. Nor the one that made me a Royal Herald, able to lawfully speak in James's own name—that'd be overkill, and dangerous for a Rabbit in any event. Nor did I wish to become a Royal Governor or Constable or Revenue Agent just yet, and certainly I hoped I'd never need the blank but signed-and-sealed death warrants… Then I came to the very last one. In some ways I hated the thing even more than the death warrants—I hadn't wanted to join the navy in the beginning, but since then I'd come in many ways to love and respect the king's service more than anything else in my life. It felt wrong, even a little perverted, to do what I knew must come next. But in truth my rank had been mismatched to my duties ever since I'd founded the fencibles, and the resulting need for workarounds had always been a major headache. So, I chose that envelope, yanked it out of the portfolio, and tossed down in front of Captain Harlowe. "Open that!" I demanded. "Read it!"


  He blinked at James's personal mark, then paled.


  "You demanded this," I reminded him. "Now, open it and tell everyone what's inside."


  He kissed His Majesty's seal as was traditional before ripping the packet open. Then he read the order that, had he not been so lacking in imagination, he would've guessed I'd be carrying with just this sort of difficulty in mind. "Congratulations, Commodore Birkenhead!" he finally whispered.


  There was a long, shocked silence at the table, until finally I spoke again. "Thank you, Thomas," I replied, my voice calm and proper once more. "This is to remain our secret for now, however. There's no need for anyone outside of this room to know." Then I licked my nose and looked down at my feet. It was a little frightening sometimes, what came of being His Majesty's blood brother. Even more frightening was what havoc an unscrupulous or even merely incapable man might wreak with such a portfolio as mine. But there wasn't time to muse on that just now. "The surprise attack takes place at eleven-fifty hours, and the landing commences at twelve-hundred hours. As for the rest, you have your individual orders." I looked around and met their eyes. Some were still a little shocked at what they'd just seen, but the others were—trying to hide smiles? That could only be a good sign, I decided. The morale of the rest of the officer corps was the reason I'd not been promoted to commodore back on Earth Secundus to start with; both James and I feared that a too-rapid rise might be resented. Perhaps we'd been overly concerned?


  "No more questions?" I asked one last time. But I was greeted by silence. "Excellent," I continued. "In that case… I'm confident in each and every one of you to do your duty. Dismissed, and godspeed."
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  The rest of the morning went relatively smoothly. I recalled Ambassador Vorsage for "urgent consultations" at nine, employing a code phrase that he knew to mean "Get yourself and your people out of there now, no questions asked." Then half an hour later I rang up Will of the People and asked to speak to Sir Jason.


  "Good morning, Captain Birkenhead," he greeted me with a slight smile. "How are you this morning?


  "Quite well, Sir Jason. Thank you for asking." Then I let my own smile fade. "I'm afraid our pleasant little interlude of civility is over. We're about to return to being active enemies, sir."


  His smile faded, then he rose to his feet. "What do you mean, David?"


  "Exactly what I said, I fear. You're here under a flag of truce. I've accepted and honored that up until now, but will do so no longer. Honor compels me to allow your ship to leave the system unharmed and unpursued. This will be granted, but no more. You have one hour to collect Ambassador Kiril and his staff plus anyone else you may have dirtside. If you're not thrusting towards either Point Three or Point Five and the Empire beyond in an hour and fifteen minutes, sir, I will no longer feel compelled to withhold my broadside."


  I examined Sir Jason's face carefully as he digested my words. His rage appeared both genuine and spontaneous, even though he had to know why I'd made the decision and what most likely would follow next. Successful spies had to be master actors and superb liars—I decided it wasn't any accident that Sir Jason had lasted so long. "But… Sir! The shuttle trip alone will take him thirty minutes!"


  "Yes," I replied with a nod and a smile. "I expect that it will. You therefore have twice as long as you require. So I can't see where you have any cause for complaint, sir. Birkenhead out." Then I cut off the circuit, even though Sir Jason was still spluttering.


  "Very nicely done, sir," Josiah offered.


  "Thank you," I replied. Then I sighed and leaned back in my chair. The Wilkes people would now know that something was going very wrong for them, but that was inevitable. All that could be done was to grant them too little time to act upon their suspicions. Both ambassadors simply had to be extracted from the Palace before I nuked it, the one because he was a loyal man doing the best he could for his kingdom and the other because he genuinely was present under a legal flag of truce.


  As expected, it wasn't ten minutes before I got another call from the planet's surface. "Sir!" Lord Randolph Wilkes declared after I'd kept him on hold for long enough to ensure that Kiril had been forced to launch in order to meet my deadline. "Have you gone utterly mad?"


  "I don't think so," I replied. "Though I haven't had a checkup lately. Why do you ask?"


  "You're ruining everything!" Lord Wilkes declared. "Now the prisoner-exchange will never happen! Hundreds of non-combatants are involved, sir! Hundreds! Some of them quite important personages!"


  I nodded slowly. "This is royal space," I explained. "While I recognize the right of the Imperials to leave in peace, well… I grew tired of sharing, you see." Then I let my face grow hard and cold. "I have excellent reasons for my actions, my Lord. As an officer of His Majesty's fleet, I'm under no obligation whatsoever to justify myself to you."


  Wilkes blinked, and for an awful moment I thought he was going to take the kind of swift, unreserved and decisive action that might spoil my entire plan. Then at the last second he reverted to form. "We're going to hold an emergency House meeting about this!" he declared. "And debate an appropriate response to such high-handedness, sir! You can expect a very stiff diplomatic protest, at the very least!"


  I nodded. The meeting would be held at the Palace, of course, conveniently gathering even more of the leadership than usual in one place. It was almost ten in the morning; my guess was that it'd take about two hours to bring everyone together in one room to talk. And that's exactly what they'd still be doing when the nukes went off, I reckoned—or at least that'd been my plan from the very beginning. It was appropriate enough, I decided, that the leadership of what had turned out to be the greediest and most obstructive of all the Noble Houses should die talk-talk-talking when they should've been fight-fight-fighting. So I lowered my ears like a bunny-slave about to be disciplined and did my best to appear worried at the threat of a particularly nasty diplomatic riposte. "I fear that you must do what you must do, and I must do what I must do."


  The Wilkes-Lord, interpreting my expression and posture exactly as I'd hoped, smiled evilly. "You've grown altogether too big for your britches, David Birkenhead. Now you're going to learn how professionals handle this sort of thing." Then he switched off with a flourish…


  …and I kept my eyes fixed on the blank screen for a long moment thereafter, not sure whether I should laugh or cry at the sheer wretchedness of it all.
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  We had a live newsfeed from the Wilkes Palace playing on the screen when our nukes went off; one moment a pretty blonde-haired journalist was reporting on the sudden departure of Ambassador Kiril, and the next there was only static. I forced myself to look directly into her eyes to the very end, though it ripped my heart out. It's for the greater good, I whispered to myself over and over again. Innocents are dying by the million all over the galaxy, and this is the best, least-bloodiest way to bring it to an ultimate end. But I felt a strong urge to vomit regardless. Did she have children? A little baby, perhaps? Maybe even right there with her somewhere in the building? I'd never, ever seen a single senior officer climb the Academy's mast to greet the dawn, I suddenly realized as Josiah turned off the static and replaced it with a tactical schematic of local space. Only the young ever did so. Perhaps this was because all the rest of the navy's brass were as sickened by what their responsibilities had made them as I was, so that they didn't feel worthy either? Yet, given the chance to do it all over I'd have nuked the place again just the same. The chains of duty were forged from cold, pitiless iron. Oh how they chafed!


  Will of the People had left orbit by now, though of course she still had a ringside seat for the upcoming show. "Initiate jamming," I ordered. While the Imperials were free to gawk all they pleased, I didn't want them sharing their thoughts and opinions.


  "Aye-aye, sir," Lieutenant Clarke replied, flipping a long-prepared switch. A midshipman sat beside him at an improvised console of his own. His only job was to endlessly scan the various communication frequencies and quash the Imperial transmitter with our far more powerful one wherever it might appear. Then the aerospace fighters began launching and forming swarms like angry bees. Once these were all nicely organized the first wave of assault boats leapt into space as well and, covered by the fighters, began spiraling down to the surface of Wilkes Prime.


  "Status report?" I demanded into the intership channel.


  "We're at T plus four minutes, sir," Captain Harlowe reported from the bridge of his command ship, Gallipoli. His voice was completely impassive—if he was still enraged at me, at least he was hiding it well. "Everything is nominal. So far we've encountered no sign of opposition. It's as if they haven’t even noticed they're being invaded yet, sir."


  "Good," I replied. "Thank you." That was my exact intention, of course—to make use of the sheer shock value of the initial attack as a sort of cover for the landing. I had no future use for the ornate Wilkes Palace, but the more intact the rest of the planet remained the better.


  Nine more minutes passed before anyone dirtside noticed much of anything but the disappearance of their own highest levels of command. "Traffic control to senior officer, royal task force! Traffic control to senior officer! Urgent! Do you read?"


  I hit the button and replied. "This is Captain Birkenhead."


  "Sir…" The voice sounded choked and indecisive. "I… Sir, we have no clearance on file for your boat launch, sir!"


  I smiled to myself. 'Boat launch' was one way to put it, I supposed. The red pips must've been forming clouds on his screens. "Check your records again," I replied, keeping my own tones calm and reasonable. "We've had this exercise scheduled for two days. Your House Lord himself approved—I spoke to him personally on the subject. He was looking forward to watching, in fact."


  "I… Uh…" he stuttered. Meanwhile with every passing second my forces were gaining a greater and greater positional advantage, especially the aerospace fighters. "Sir," he said at last. "We just got word that someone's destroyed the palace, you see. Probably Imperial saboteurs. So…"


  I nodded slowly, though of course he couldn't see it. "I'm hearing the same up here," I replied. "It sounds as if there are many dead. I'm sorry, son." This last wasn't a lie, technically speaking.


  "Yes sir. And thank you. But… I'm really at a bit of a loss, sir. A launch of this magnitude—we really should have been informed, you see."


  I nodded again; the controller's voice sounded young. He was being called upon to make important decisions many levels above his paygrade without support, warning, or half enough time for reflection. What he'd want most of all was for things to slow down so he could think matters through. "Well…" I said after a moment. "I have dozens of ships in the sky by now; trying to recall them without a preset plan would create even more chaos. Probably even collisions."


  "Right," he agreed. "But… All of my lines to my superiors are out of service, sir. Or else busy."


  "I can imagine! What a shame that all this had to happen at once! But… Maybe you should just ground everyone on your end of things until our stuff's safely landed? Prohibit any and all launches for any reason until then, I mean, and divert all other traffic to the nearest landing zone or compatible airlock? For my part I'll warn my men to be extra-careful. If we work together, we ought to be able to get through this thing without any more tragedies."


  "Yes, sir!" the young man replied, grateful for direction at long last from an authority figure. "I'll do exactly that—it's clearly the only safe way out of this mess. Thank you, sir!"


  "No," I replied softly. One of the inherent weaknesses of a conspiracy is that by its very nature it must be kept a deep, closely-held secret in order to be effective. The House of Wilkes had chosen to betray the kingdom via conspiracy, but with any luck enough of the relatively small group of conspirators were now dead that I could safely treat the rest of the planet's population as if their loyalty had never even wavered. Which, of course, it hadn't. And probably wouldn't, at least until they found out who'd nuked their palace. How long would that be? Who could know? Someday it'd leak, of course—something that big just about had to. On the other hand, my key men and officers had all sworn mighty oaths of secrecy. "Thank you, son. You've done a very good job today indeed." For all of the people of Wilkes, I didn't add aloud. Better than you'll ever know.
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  It took three long weeks for Will of the People to make her jump out of the system at Point Five. She could've made the journey much more quickly, but seemed to be in no particular hurry. Nor did I rush her along; there would've been no profit in doing so. The longer she dilly-dallied at Wilkes Prime, the longer it'd be before word got back the Empire that things weren't going quite according to plan. It was unlikely that Will would encounter the main Imperial battle fleet on the way home—there were dozens of equally-good potential routings, and most likely no alternate rendezvous had been set given the limitations of time and distance and the way the Imperials had yanked the cruiser off of convoy duty without warning. So she'd have to carry her information all the way back home, then it'd have to catch up with the main fleet from behind before it could be of any use to anyone. Poor Sir Jason! He was certainly intelligent enough to know to race for home at full speed, yet he continued to crawl across the sky, presumably "making further observations" for as long as he could reasonably stretch them out. Perhaps the ambassador had requested that he do this? I rather hoped so. That'd give Sir Jason all the cover he needed for what was clearly a less-than-optimal command decision.


  Meanwhile I had plenty on my own plate. So far, everything was going even better than I'd hoped. My marines were greeted like brothers upon landing by the stunned Wilkes people—at one airfield the local ground crews had swarmed out to service our fighters upon landing—and the whole invasion-thing was being taken as a huge communications fubar. Not only had we succeeded in taking everything intact, but stunned as they were by the 'Imperial sabotage' at the palace the local populace was enthusiastically in favor of the idea. While there had to be at least a handful of Wilkes people still alive who were fully aware of and complicit in the plan to switch sides, they'd have been insane to so much as breathe a syllable of it. That pony was now effectively scratched from the race; at this point what could further disloyalty earn them but a noose? After a long discussion in my cabin the former Ambassador Vorsage—now once again a Royal Governor, by emergency decree— decided to at least attempt to allow bygones to be bygones. Meanwhile the upper House of Wilkes leadership was practically all dead—making very certain of that had been one of our top priorities—and His Excellency had slipped members of his own staff into all the key slots.


  This left me free to, in close cooperation with His Excellency, begin my own preparations. The Empire's main battle fleet was on the way, blissfully unaware that there was no longer a well-equipped base-planet waiting to receive them with cheers and roses. Transferring an entire battle fleet's center of operations from one planet to another wasn't nearly as simple an operation as it sounded—the Empire's fuel-hungry warships alone would consume as much 'juice' as their more economically-engined merchant fleet did in several years of peaceful trade. Then there'd be dirtside staffs to bring along, specialized support facilities to pack up and transport, naval stores ranging from spare heavy blaster tubes to standard-issue toothbrushes… An enormous fleet of transports was on its way along with the battleships, loaded to the gills with military treasures. At worst these resources were effectively denied to our enemies while boxed up for shipping, so the longer they remained boxed the better. And at best? Who knew what sort of mischief we might undertake, ere all was said and done?


  "His Majesty would've wanted you to return home with the assault ships and left someone else in charge," Nestor observed one day as we stood silently in the Wilkes aerospace command bunker and watched Javelin and her escorts jump towards further glory. The landing-ships had long since been stripped of everyone and everything useful and sent home as well. This left only Cataract waiting faithfully in close orbit, ready to sprint for Earth Secundus on a second's notice with all the latest intelligence. "And you know it, sir."


  "Perhaps," I allowed, knowing in my heart that I could never, ever do such an awful thing to another officer. This fight was going to be long, draining and miserable, while a happy outcome was far from certain. I'd conceived the whole thing, and therefore was responsible for what must come next. How then could I ever ask anyone else to deal with the consequences? "Or perhaps not. We'll just have to wait and see."
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  The days flew by as my little core group labored to get an impossible amount of work done before the Imperials could arrive. I began it all with a speech, the writing of which occupied almost an entire day in and of itself. Nestor and I had to do the work all by ourselves, even though Governor Vorsage was more than willing to share his highly-capable public-relations and propaganda staff. He'd chosen the best men on Earth Secundus for such potentially-vital work and dragged them along with us, some kicking and screaming all the way. But none of them knew the truth about Sir Jason or the palace bombing, and since there were many awkward little details I wasn't prepared to explain I was forced to choose my own words.


  "Loyal serfs of the House of Wilkes!" I began, my face plastered across every single vid-channel. "And fellow subjects of His Majesty! My men and I bear His Highness King James's greetings and best wishes…"


  It went pretty well, overall. I very carefully didn't say a word regarding who'd nuked their capitol or why, speaking instead of the long and disproportionate suffering of the House of Wilkes at the hands of the Imperials. "The other Noble Houses salute your bravery," I said into the camera. "His Majesty is here for you now, at your hour of greatest need." Then I went on to explain that their ruler had sent me on a special mission to help Wilkes Prime defend itself against a likely Imperial invasion. Nestor was particularly proud of this bit. He thought it up and I included it in order to throw Imperial counterintelligence off the scent. It protected Sir Jason by implying that we'd known of the plot and impending fleet move long before we actually had. "And," I said, "I'm very pleased indeed to be here."


  Then I laid down my cards, one by one. "Together we can beat the Imperials back," I explained, "But this will require a thousand forms of sacrifice on the part of the people of this planet. Unpleasant sacrifices, costly sacrifices, sometimes even unfair sacrifices—though these will be kept to the minimum. Together, I assure you, they will be as nothing compared to the havoc the Imperials would wreak unchecked. As a native of Marcus Prime, I know their methods better than most." There'd be immediate food rationing, I explained. Plus martial law in some places, and direct military control of all ship movements and transmitters. There'd also be universal conscription of labor, the commandeering of industrial resources, suspension of the free press… All the inconvenient, expensive measures that came with waging war to win, but which the Wilkes people had fought so long against and blocked in their own selfish interests. Now, in the face of the enemy, they'd have to be implemented twice as hard. "These measures will be temporary," I promised. "No one wants to get things back to normal more than do I. However, there is another matter which has longer-term implications.


  "In order to build up the kind of forces required to defeat the Imperials," I continued, "it will be necessary to train, arm, and employ Rabbits and Dogs in large numbers. Possibly Horses, as well." I paused for a quite deliberate nose-wriggle, to sort of help my point sink in. "While human volunteers will of course be gratefully accepted, in modern economies humans tend to perform the jobs that require the highest degree of skill and training. If we were to suddenly strip too many of these from the system, there would be chaos. Instead we need to arm those we can best spare—gardeners and day-laborers, for example. Fortunately we have with us a cadre of officers and Rabbits who can help train the new recruits." In point of fact, I'd stripped the task force of every single lapine and every last officer who'd ever combat-trained or even wrangled one, up to and including my old friend Jean. "However, this matter isn't quite so simple as it may at first appear. For, you see, we must offer these Rabbits a reward commensurate with their sacrifice or else they'll have no motivation to face a terrible enemy." I stared straight into the camera again. "Rabbits can be fierce and capable warriors indeed, when properly trained and led. My own operations have depended on them more than once and they've yet to let me down. But in order to fight well, they must be properly motivated. Thus, it's become traditional to free any Rabbit willing to serve in a combat role."


  I let a nice, long silence drag out after that one. Technically this wasn't quite a hundred percent true—the fencibles hadn't been manumitted, for example. But being Marcus Rabbits they were already in practice more than half-free; many had never even met their putative owners. In any event I certainly wasn't about to ask a bunch of slaves to sacrifice their lives for someone else's gain, and that settled that.


  "So we're about to enter a period of major change together…" I continued, though the rest of my words conveyed nothing of importance. They were meant merely to offer reassurance and comfort after the trauma I'd just inflicted on the collective psyche. Then I finally droned to a halt and thanked my audience for their time, the little red lights went out, and it was over.


  "That was magnificent, sir!" Nestor declared.


  "Really?" I asked. I'd never considered myself much of a speaker, and hadn't ever enjoyed the experience.


  "Really!" he agreed, bouncing up and down on his toes like a little kit. Then he pointed through the studio's soundproof windows…


  …to where the network's maintenance bunnies were bouncing up and down even harder! "Da-vid!" they were chanting, though I only knew by reading their lips. "Da-vid! Da-vid! Da-vid!" Meanwhile, just beyond, a group of humans stood in stunned silence. Apparently, the speech was only "magnificent" from a slave's point of view. That was okay; it'd been meant mostly for them anyway.


  "They'll sign up for you, sir," Nestor reassured me. "In huge numbers."


  I nodded slowly, even though that'd been the least of my worries. There was no time to train an army of Rabbits; anyone could see that. We'd do our best of course, but the Imperials could and probably would arrive at any moment. Eventually they'd almost certainly land and attempt to occupy us. What I'd just done was prepare the ground for afterwards, by sowing the seeds of the resistance movement from hell while I still had the facilities to do so. From this moment forward the planet would be infested with swarms of Rabbits who'd just been informed by someone they trusted first that it was okay for them to fight and then that they stood to gain something immeasurably important from a royal victory. Whether said tough, work-hardened lapines were trained or untrained, god help any enemy who stood in their collective way. The almanac I'd checked back on Javelin had claimed that Wilkes Prime had even more Rabbits than most planets—almost sixty percent of the population, in fact. Very soon now no one would be able to control this world without their assent, neither their masters nor all the Imperial marines there ever were. I'd never shared my ultimate strategy with anyone, and yet… How was it that even Nestor couldn't see what should've been so clearly evident?


  All I could do now was hope that I'd never have to unleash such a bloody, brutal tidal wave. And that I could keep it aimed squarely at the Imperials if I did.
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  Our enemies granted us twenty more precious days before the first Imperial scout ship poked its nose through Point Three. This was in some ways the best news in the world; Will of the People had disappeared through Point Five, which meant that the new arrival couldn’t have heard the latest news. "Cmb", she signaled on a seldom-used frequency.


  "Tbp" we answered; the Wilkes assistant chief of intelligence had survived the palace nuking, and it turned out that he wanted to keep right on surviving. We permitted him to do so, learning all sorts of useful and interesting things along the way. Like the meanings of various code groups, for example; supposedly "tbp" meant "all is ready on this end". The reply was apparently satisfactory. Upon receiving it the Imperial turned around and jumped back whence it came. "Three more days," grim Heinrich predicted at our daily officer's meeting. "That's when the heavies will come rolling through."


  "Then five weeks to sail across the system," Jean agreed, crossing his legs and leaning his chair all the way back. He was a bit flippant these days; I'd heard that this was often how those raised in upper-class Gallic culture faced serious danger, so I didn't let it worry me. "And that's that."


  I nodded back as Nestor refilled my teacup. "We'll be ready," I reassured them.


  Heinrich sighed again. "Define 'ready'."


  I smiled. The entire land-mass of Wilkes Prime was glommed together into a single supercontinent, all except for one Australian-sized land mass near the south pole and a few islands scattered about here and there. I'd assigned myself as overall commander. Jean was in charge of the more heavily populated eastern district of the supercontinent, and Heinrich the west plus the outlying territories. It was as equal a division of responsibilities as could be managed. "The training is going about as expected," the future House-Lord of Vorsage offered. Or at least he'd become the House-Lord if he survived long enough. "I still don't think twenty-to-one is producing enough troops, though."


  Governor Vorsage, Jean's elder cousin, shook his head. "I have to agree with David. After visiting a camp or two, well… Twenty to one may already be biting off more than we can chew."


  I nodded in agreement with the governor. We'd had no time to develop a carefully reasoned out training program. Instead, Heinrich and Jean and I scrawled down some basic, minimal goals literally on the back of an envelope. Then we commandeered some of the local schools, replaced the academic staff with a skeleton crew of what few experienced personnel we had, and sought volunteers. These came pouring in, as expected. Even the human population was more enthusiastic than we'd hoped. But we limited our inductee-flow to a ratio of twenty volunteers to one instructor, regardless. And we held only mixed classes—ex-slaves and their former masters, all learning together. "It's the same old problem, Jean. The Rabbits lack self-confidence and initiative."


  He nodded back and sighed. "If we only had more time!"


  I could only agree. Everything was in such a terrible rush that we were skipping right over some of the most basic aspects of soldiering. Our graduates—and we already had some because the program only took two weeks to complete—didn't know how to march, salute, or properly groom themselves for inspection. It was axiomatic in any military that these things were all vital to a fighting man's self-respect and espirit de corps—this was where his sense of belonging came from. But we didn't have time for any of that. Our students—twenty per instructor—first learned what rank was and why following orders was important, then how to fire either an improvised blaster we were struggling to get into mass-production or a primitive one-shot rocket-grenade launcher that we were having better luck with. And that was that—mastering this much was enough to consume the entire two weeks because we had to schedule everything based on the slowest learners rather than the quickest. There just wasn't time to do much in the way of picking and choosing our recruits; instead we simply threw the front door open and checked everyone for a full complement of arms and legs on the way in. The most promising graduates were selected for a third week of training, focused on how to safely communicate and coordinate operations while under Imperial occupation. These we designated as "volunteer sergeants"—there was no rank other than "sergeant" and "private"—and sent back through the course as instructors, assigned their own full complement of twenty bunnies. I was rather worried about the troops trained by these so-called sergeants—none of these classes had graduated yet, so we couldn't yet know how things were going to come out. Was it reasonable to expect anyone to fight effectively after such shabby training? Then I simply shrugged and forgot about the matter, for what choice did we have? Later on there'd be less training still.


  "It makes a major difference when you visit a training class, sir," Midshipman O'Toole said from his lowly seat down near the foot of the table. His voice was a near-whisper; the boy was still terribly nervous. I smiled—he'd only been out of the Academy for a year, and now here he was seated at the highest council-table on the planet. Well, there was nothing like the navy if you wanted responsibility young! We were terribly short of skilled Rabbit-handlers, and his experience wrangling Javelin's steward-bunnies had landed him the slot in charge of Heinrich's training network. He looked down at the table. "I know you're terribly busy, sir. But… It matters."


  "He's right, sir," Nestor agreed. "I've seen it myself."


  "As have I," Jean added. Then he frowned. "Maybe we could add a day to the schedule, and bus all the trainees to an auditorium or something?"


  "It wouldn't work." Nestor shook his head. "Or at least not half so well. It's the personal contact that does it, you see."


  Meanwhile, I was turning crimson under my fur. "I'll try and at least visit all the sergeant's classes," I finally agreed. "And some of the others too, when I can. But we can't afford to add another day, period! Not for anything!" Then I smiled and turned to less embarrassing matters. "Now, gentlemen… the Imperials are coming, expecting to be greeted with open arms. So let's put aside our training headaches for a moment and focus on how to make our welcome as memorable as possible, shall we?"
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  We decided early on that it wasn't practical to try and carry on our little masquerade forever, though the prospect was tempting. Yes, the longer the Imperials thought we were their newest and bestest buddies the better. For that reason we stretched things out as long as possible once the battlewagons burst through. No, we couldn’t put Ambassador Kiril on the line—a Royal task force had unexpectedly arrived and driven him away. Nor any of the other senior Wilkes staff—it was food poisoning, you see—they'd all gotten it together at a family banquet… This was thin stuff indeed, nor did the presence of Cataract in close orbit help matters any. Finally the Imperials out-and-out demanded that our orbital batteries open fire on her, which of course we didn't do. From that moment onward the game was up and the Imperials knew that they needed to come up with a new plan of action. In the meantime, however, they played straight out of the book and instituted a close blockade so as to begin the long, slow process of starving us out; Wilkes Prime was an arid world, and imported a lot of its food. I sent Commander Mane's ship running for home at the last possible second so that he'd deliver the most up-to-date intelligence possible. Indeed, I almost waited too long—the super-dreadnought Equality got off three salvoes at her, the last of which passed uncomfortably close. Apparently her main armament was even more capable than we knew. "You should've been aboard, sir," Heinrich told me as we stood together and watched her translate back into Royal space. "You've done all you can here."


  I shook my head silently; it wasn't true and we both knew it, though it was nice of him to say so. "This fight's only just beginning."


  "Maybe," he agreed. "But from here on it's going to be a dirtsider's battle. My kind of fight, sir."


  I nodded grimly. Heinrich still had a chip on his shoulder from the gaming-team days, and it showed. He'd come up with an excellent suggestion indeed, one that I'd not only taken to heart but doubled-down on. "Tell me again that everything's dug in and ready."


  "They won't know what hit them," my classmate promised.


  "Good," I replied, looking back at the Imperial line of battle as it stretched endlessly across the sky. There were eighteen dreadnoughts and superdreadnoughts in it at the moment, plus five battlecruisers, twenty-three light and heavy conventional cruisers, and veritable swarms of destroyers, scout ships and auxiliaries. Plus there were the freighters, even more than I'd expected. They all must've been hauling crucial supplies for the new forward base. Practically every ship-type the Empire possessed floated within my view. There were three notable exceptions, however. Our enemies had come expecting to occupy Wilkes Prime peacefully, so there were no assault carriers full of marines. Or aerospace-fighter carriers either for that matter—just a few converted passenger liners that I reckoned were full of garrison troops. Their marines were desperately needed elsewhere, so why bring them along for a simple occupation? But even more important...


  I smiled again, reassuring myself one last time that indeed there were no refueling ships present. For after all, why should the Imperials transport fuel to Wilkes Prime, one of the foremost refueling hubs in the entire region? "Let 'em control local space," I said softly, not looking away from the display. "Yes, we'll get a little hungry bye and bye. But I bet they get thirsty a lot sooner."


  *****


  And so it was that our deadly dance began. By the very nature of things the Imperials had the next move; I'd set up a conundrum for them and now it was their turn to solve it. Where they'd thought themselves on the way to a bloodless triumph, now everything was spinning out control. Their fleet was tied up far from home, their essential base-type work wasn't getting done, and their ships were slowly running out of fuel. Sure, we'd run out of food eventually ourselves. But we'd known for weeks that the shortage was coming and had taken steps accordingly. We'd begin rationing weeks ago, and replanted every one of the ubiquitous flower beds on the planet with crop-producing plants—or at least all that we had enough seeds for. In this regard we held nothing back. Our armed forces were also growing by leaps and bounds every single day, so that in almost every possible regard delay was all in our favor. Meanwhile, even though the Imperials would probably be able to jury-rig a miserable sort of supply line for themselves by commandeering tankers all over the sector, it couldn't have half the necessary capacity for many months to come. It was often said in the military world that amateurs study weapons while professionals study logistics. There are many reasons why this is so uniquely profound, but one of them is that combat forces are much easier to improvise than a steady flow of vital, specialized supplies. My command might be by far the weaker of the two in terms of sheer size, hardware and firepower, but it had the resources of an entire planet at its beck and call. That of my opponent, however, had merely those of a fleet. Yes, it was indeed a grand and glorious fleet—while the Royal line of battle was every bit as large and impressive-looking, there was no question that the emperor's was the more deadly. No fleet ever launched, however, could match the long-term staying power of a planet.


  Even worse, the Imperial Line of Battle was superior in all the wrong sorts of ways. Once Cataract departed the system, not a single main-battery gun in the enemy fleet could find a single suitable target to aim at. (I'd removed the crews from the orbital batteries and booby-trapped them against capture because they were so ludicrously overmatched—any attempt to employ them against such overwhelming odds would've been little better than murder.) No blaster of sufficient caliber to reach out across space and damage an armored and Fielded ship could function in an atmosphere—their bolts were too large to remain stable in the presence of any noticeable amount of air. Therefore, short of showering us with nukes or tossing asteroids at us (neither of which would lead to them taking over control of the intact or nearly-intact base they'd come for) all they could do was glare and gnash their teeth.


  The Imperial admiral, I believed, had only two viable courses of action open to him. One would be to retreat with his tail between his legs from a force immeasurably his inferior. This was no way to make friends at Court— their side had expended uncounted billions of credits' worth of effort and resources to relocate their base of operations to Wilkes Prime, so much that to turn back now would be to upend all their high-level planning and accept what amounted to a strategic shellacking of the worst sort. Any admiral at the head of the prestigious line of battle who did such a thing without at least attempting a fight couldn't expect to keep their exalted rank long, nor quite likely their head. So, as I'd envisioned while pacing my cabin in a food-stained blouse some weeks back, he'd be forced to take the other option. This was to try and take the planet anyway, improvising with what forces he had on hand. It wouldn't be pretty, he'd probably figure, and the butcher's bill would be absolutely awful. But he'd probably try it anyway, the alternative being as awful as it was. In his shoes I certainly would.


  Or at least I would if all I thought I had to deal with was the regular planetary defense forces. And remained totally ignorant of the presence of a full-sized marine landing force that was all dug in and spoiling for action.
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  The first big Imperial push took place just under three weeks after their arrival. "Sir," Nestor declared as I woke up exhausted and bleary-eyed form having spent all the previous day visiting volunteer training camps. "They're coming." It was almost four in the morning.


  "Where?" I demanded, reaching for my pants.


  "It's hard to say for sure yet," my aide replied. "But the timing looks good for New Queensland."


  I nodded in the dark and smiled; New Queensland was the single continent near the south pole that wasn't part of the major planetary land mass. There wasn't a thing there worth defending; the entire place was a barely-habitable frozen wasteland. Previous to our arrival the Wilkes people hadn't built a single defensive emplacement there, on the quite reasonable grounds that the enemy had no more use for such valueless real estate than we did. This scenario, however, was based on the premise that the Imperials had planned on an invasion from the very beginning and therefore would've brought all the troops and purpose-designed equipment they'd need along with them. That simply wasn't the present case, and Heinrich had been the first to see the implications. The Imperial attack force would have to consist mostly of their intended garrison troops, who were both untrained and unequipped for an assault landing. Our enemies would be able to strip the rest of the fleet of their shipboard marine contingents to act as stiffening, but they weren't equipped with landing boats any more than the garrison troops would be. Plus, the only Imperial aerospace fighters anywhere within light years had to be all packed and crated up in the holds of one or two of the merchantmen.


  Wouldn't it be best, from the Imperial point of view, to establish a nice foothold on pitifully weak, indefensible New Queenland first thing of all? There, nearly invulnerable to counterattack, our enemies could uncrate their fighters at leisure, set up airfields, mass their troops…


  Of course the countermeasure was obvious, if risky. But ultimately what did we have to lose? The bulk of our marines had been dug in on and around the most likely landing fields for weeks now, emplaced long before the first Imperial ship made orbit and hiding ever since under the finest camouflage holographs royal technology had to offer. And there they still were.


  "Sir!" Jean greeted me as I rounded the last corner into our command center— I'd issued standing orders that no one above a certain rank was to sleep outside a deep bunker. My own current digs had been a janitor's closet not long before. Then he smiled, and that told me all I needed to know. "It's New Queensland for sure."


  I smiled back and stepped up closer to the tactical screen. Sure enough, eleven pips and vector-arrows supported my old friend's contention. "Excellent," I replied as a local steward-bunny emerged from nowhere with a full teacup in his hands. He seemed quite proud of the yellow volunteer-private ribbon tied around his left upper arm. Though this single scrap of colored cloth constituted the full, total uniform we issued to our war-emergency recruits—volunteer sergeants wore orange—the ones that'd earned them rarely took them off even for a minute. I'd expected this of the Rabbits and the handful of Dogs we'd graduated because the insignia was also symbolic of their newfound freedom. But rather to my surprise the humans seemed equally proud. "This is my planet, sir," one had explained to me just yesterday. "And James is my king as well. I've heard all I ever want to know about how the Imperials treat their serfs. I'm just glad you're here to help us. It makes me believe that we stand a chance no matter how impossible the odds."


  The memory caused me a stab of guilt—how much of the angry patriotism that'd suddenly taken root all over Wilkes Prime was the result of my own nuking of the Wilkes Palace? A tiny handful of Governor Vorsage's public relations people had by now been let in on the secret. They were doing their best to encourage the local press to discover their House's treachery via their own independent research. Already a few incredulous headlines had sprung up here and there, and the Governor's people would do their best to help that number grow until at last the entire truth was out. That way, when my own actions came to light the people might perhaps understand why I'd been forced to give such a horrid order and forgive me for what I'd done. Or, at least, I could hope so.


  Then Heinrich, who'd been staring coldly at a tactical display, noticed me as well. "Sir!" he said with a smile. "Good morning! Did you sleep well?"


  "What little there was of it went pretty well," I admitted. Then my own smile faded. "Status report?"


  "Sir, the Imperials have launched what appears to be every ship's boat in their fleet—hundreds of them. Most of these are converging on the troopships, which don't have a fraction of the lock capacity required to disembark their forces in a timely manner. So loading will take hours. Meanwhile, nine destroyers and two scout ships are de-orbiting."


  I nodded. These were the vessels whose pips I'd read. "A reconnaissance in force."


  "Yes sir," Heinrich agreed. "So I surmised as well. I've just finished approving an interception. From the mainland fighter force only, sir."


  I nodded back; not only was he entirely within his rights to issue an intercept order on his own authority, but it was also the correct thing to do. "Good." Then I sighed and looked at the outline of New Queensland on the map. "I really should've gone there," I muttered. "In person."


  Heinrich shook his head. "Don't make me sic Nestor on you, sir. Your person is one of our major strategic assets, and you know full well that this is this is the case. So, you belong right here where you are—in the safest place we can keep you."


  I smiled again. Last week at a planning meeting Nestor had threatened to tie my ears in a square knot if I uttered so much as another syllable about leading the land battle in person. "All right," I acknowledged. "I'll be good."


  "Yes, sir!" Heinrich replied, matching my grin. "You do that, just this once. And I'll see to it that you have a ringside seat."
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  On the face of things, our intercept of the Imperial light vessels appeared to be an incompetent attempt to parry an unexpected blow. Which, of course, was exactly the impression we aimed to convey. Heinrich ordered half of the Wilkes's defensive air force to make the attempt, then called three fighters back to simulate "mechanical difficulties". Prior to our arrival it'd been typical for a quarter of the Wilkes birds to be forced to scratch any given mission, but since then we'd made every effort to bring their maintenance up to date and provide the squadrons with more than the previous miserly flow of spare parts. The nine remaining fighters then began their long, painful intercept of a moving target almost a third of the way around the planet.


  "They'll get in one pass, maybe two," Heinrich predicted. "Then they'll have to bingo for home."


  I nodded. New Queensland was at extreme fighter-range, and our mainland-based squadrons would have to expend most of their fuel going to and coming from the combat zone. This reduced their effective strength to perhaps a tenth of what it might otherwise have been, and the geographical disadvantage was almost certainly a key factor in the Imperial decision to 'surprise' us by landing on the isolated continent. This also meant that the Wilkes pilots were about to risk their lives in a battle where to all appearances the odds had been stacked needlessly against them. Heinrich had asked me to discuss the likelihood of this coming to pass with them personally. "It's all part of a bigger picture," I explained over a steak-based lunch that practically no one else on the planet had the ration-points to afford. "I'm not at liberty to explain matters to you in detail but… Well, you must initially expect to be employed in what will certainly appear to you to be a sub-optimal manner."


  "Of course," their commander had replied with a sort of half-bow. "Don't worry, Captain. We understand about subterfuge and won't let you down."


  Still, I worried intently and drank cup after cup of tea as the blue and red dots raced towards their meeting point. Then in a flash it was over; one Imperial destroyer was spread across the ice-scape below and a scout-ship damaged badly enough that it was now lagging behind. On our side the cost was two fighters shot down by those Imperial weapons of small enough caliber to fire in an atmosphere, plus one severely damaged. By any standards it was a solid win for the home team, but not such an overwhelming one as to convince our enemies that they ought to pull back and rethink the matter. Indeed, the Imperial commander was probably pleased that things hadn't come out even worse.


  Meanwhile the first wave of ship's boats had detached themselves from the converted passenger liner and were racing for terra firma, accompanied by a round dozen destroyers who would offer what limited protection their secondary batteries might offer. Once again it was a small wave, just enough to force us to use up our interceptors. Heinrich and I obliged in full, simulating a maximum-effort launch by scrambling the second squadron plus a reserve ship and one of the three laggards that'd aborted from the earlier strike. These fighters did even better than the first wave; they splashed almost a dozen boats and an escorting destroyer, plus likely crippled a second. But that of course wasn't enough to prevent the rest from landing their troops and zooming once more skyward for all they were worth.


  "Landing zone B, sir," Jean noted. He probably felt even more helpless than I did; since it was Heinrich's zone that was being invaded command of all available forces had devolved to his marine colleague. But that was all right; both of us were certain that his time would come, hopefully when he was far readier.


  "Yes," I agreed with a nod. We'd figured the Imperials would land in one or more of four possible locations in New Queensland, and had made our preparations accordingly. Our enemies had chosen the place we'd considered second most likely and thus defended the second most heavily. "Now all we can do is hope they don't tumble to it for a few more hours."


  Time crawled past as I chain-sipped tea and the rest of the senior officers paced. We made two more interceptions with the Wilkes fighters before calling it a day; by then our losses were nine and the Imperial casualties numbered in the thousands. Our opponents probably though it was worthwhile though, since seemingly against all difficulties the Imperials had managed to land almost their entire troop force and establish what must've looked like an impossible toehold. Indeed, I could just picture the Imperial admiral breathing a sigh of relief and relaxing a little when…


  …there was a huge explosion inside the tight, jam-packed Imperial perimeter. "It was one of our mines, sir!" Heinrich reported within five seconds of the event. "The Imperials must've found it and tried to defuse it."


  That was that, then. As much as I'd have liked to wait for the entire force to land, it was time to take action. "You have a free hand, Heinrich. Fight the battle as you like. It's all yours."


  "Aye-aye, sir!" he acknowledged. Then he picked up a microphone and began barking orders. Soon there were more explosions under the Imperial's feet—dozens of them, as our ten-ton mines were detonated one by one. Meanwhile marine artillery units slipped out from where they'd been concealed under holoscreens. Within seconds they were pound-pound-pounding away. The crowded landing site transformed itself with great suddenness into a mass of bursting ordnance, with explosions erupting both above and below ground.


  "The last wave's breaking off," Jean observed.


  I nodded. "We'll get most of them regardless." And it was true, for already the marine's four squadrons of aerospace fighters were in action. Three of them zoomed across the sky shooting down Imperial boats and light naval units, while the fourth dropped bombs and thereby added further tons of mayhem to the abattoir that'd once been a tolerably well-organized landing zone.


  "Third and fourth battalion, attack as planned!" Heinrich ordered. And then it was all over but the cleanup as five hundred marines climbed out of their camo-sacks and revealed their existence to their shocked and bewildered enemy by laying down a withering fire. Then they remorselessly advanced into the ruins of the Imperial hopes, killing everything that lived and failed to surrender quickly enough.


  "Excellent work," I said to Heinrich when it was all over. We'd lost forty or so men, nine fighters, and had expended most of our military-grade explosives. The Imperial casualties were truly horrific—those not killed outright were left to freeze to death. "Well conceived, well planned, well executed. A textbook operation."


  He smiled and stood a little straighter. "As the professor used to say—if you ever catch yourself fighting fair, you've made a serious mistake somewhere along the line. Maybe they'll finally acknowledge that I won one, sir?"


  I smiled and slapped him on the shoulder. "Don’t hold your breath! But we know that you won, just like before." Then my expression faded as more imagery of the distant battlefield came in. This victory, as with all the others I'd ever been part of, was hardly a cause for celebration. A nice, clean snowfield had been transformed into a frozen bloodstained hell, populated almost entirely by corpses. At least the cold would keep the stench down. I mused, and make things a little easier for Graves Registration when eventually they arrived to put things back to rights.


  Then I sighed and turned to Jean. "Heinrich and his marines did well, Commander. They just bought you roughly another four or five months.


  "I suggest you use them wisely."
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  Preparing for Jean's battle wasn't at all like getting ready for Heinrich's had been. The Imperials had taken their one shot at a rapid, improvised victory, and they'd been badly burned indeed. Once again they faced two choices, but this time the options were even harder to swallow than before. The Battle of New Queensland was an enormously lopsided victory for our side; the entire continent was littered with the shattered wrecks of boats and light vessels thrown away for no gain, and if our enemies hadn't lost eighty percent of their available troops I was a woodchuck's uncle. Because of this, the first of the two Imperial options—accepting defeat and re-establishing their base back where it'd been before—would be more difficult for them to swallow than ever. In fact, I dismissed it out of hand. Their other possible course of action—waiting months for a marine force to arrive and then invading again— was very nearly as bad. This would call for the admiral in charge to keep his entire fleet juiced up and combat-ready, racking up hours of service on who knew how many critical components per ship just as quickly as he possibly could, and all this without a base available to perform necessary maintenance. Meanwhile he'd also be consuming fuel at a breakneck rate as well, since there could be no possibility of anything like adequate resupply. The cost of such a course of action was mind-boggling to even contemplate, not just in terms of credits but in pent-up downtime for the ships themselves. And all this with a navy whose ships were designed with a bias towards capability over reliability—the better to fight the Emperor's short, decisive wars declared only when he was good and ready. Soon a major turret's energizer-coil would fail, then an engine would suffer a sticky control rod. Eventually the grand, imposing Imperial line of battle would be little more than an orbital scrapyard. And through all this the food lockers and fuel tanks alike would grow steadily emptier and emptier. After losing at New Queensland, the Imperial admiral really should've shaken his head, cut his losses and skedaddled for home. From that point forward his potential risks far outweighed any possible gains, and the odds would skew that way more and more with every day that passed.


  But he couldn't, of course. Because unlike James or his eternally-understanding grandfather, the Emperor would utterly destroy any admiral who came home so bloodily beaten from what looked like a milk run. "His Majesty," Sir Jason had mentioned in his letter me, referring to his uncle, "hungers for a victory." The fate of the man who'd failed to deliver one would be quick and certain—if he was lucky.


  Jean and Heinrich and I were so certain that our enemy would hang on until enough reinforcements arrived to try again that we never even discussed any other possibility. Yes, some of the political types needed convincing. But not anyone who'd ever held a commission and understood what it meant to hold command responsibility. So we threw ourselves into preparations, racing against the clock on every front.


  Some of our tasks were obvious. Wilkes Prime did a lot of mining, so there were large explosive-works already up and running. Working through the governor, we put them to work making warheads for our little single-shot missile launchers. They were so successful at this that we designed a timer to fit the warhead, designated the result a mine, and set our volunteers to training on that as well. Sadly, however, that was our only major industrial success-story. Our cheap, inaccurate blaster-rifles shouldn't have been that terribly hard to produce—they'd been designed specifically to be made and used by insurgents, and in theory could be cranked out by anyone with even a basic machine-shop. But somehow we couldn't quite seem to get the river flowing. One day I visited three weapons-assembly lines in an effort to convey our sense of urgency. The first was shut down for want of batteries when I arrived, but had more grips than they knew what to do with—cases and cases of them! The second was waiting for trigger mechanisms, but had tons of batteries on hand. And… You guessed it. The third was wallowing in trigger mechanisms, but had no grips to work with. This wouldn't have been so bad, but… They were all in the same building! I was still tearing my ears out and screaming when Nestor finally dragged me out the front door.


  Most of my work, however, wasn't strictly military in nature. In fact, I spent most of my waking hours among my fellow Rabbits and at no point did I ever feel that this was a misappropriation of my time. After seeing how eager and proud my steward-bunny during the Battle of New Queenstown was of his yellow ribbon, for example, I made an effort to get to know him better. His name happened to be David too, and I made it a point to invite him and his entire family to lunch with Nestor and I at one of the finest restaurants on Wilkes Prime. He'd never dreamed of entering such a place as anything more than a bus boy, and the experience marked one of the high points of his life. When he stuttered out his counter-invitation for Nestor and I to come dine at his slave-quarters, well… Certainly the food was better there. So was the company, even though it felt like every Rabbit for miles around had gathered in the hope of at least catching a glimpse of the mythical David Birkenhead who they'd heard so much about but was really just another Rabbit in person after all. I very carefully blocked out six hours for the event, taking the time to converse with every Rabbit I could and most especially bunny-hug each and every ribbon-wearing volunteer. During dinner Nestor and I steered the conversation towards the meanings of freedom and responsibility—or at least we did when we weren't discussing food! The affair seemed to be a big success, so we repeated the effort over and over again, carefully choosing bunny-volunteers from all over the planet and every caste of servitude. First we invited them to dinner, then we accepted the inevitable counter-invitation and touched as many lives as possible. When the Dogs joined up in numbers we did the same for the canine set—though we never, ever discussed food with them! Wilkes Prime had a small population of Horses as well, and I paid them two visits more out of a sense of fairness than anything else. Horses were pleasant enough creatures, and as fully sentient as anyone else. Their gengineers, however, hadn't been nearly so kind to them as the rest of us slaves. Horses were created strictly as rich-men's toys, to be ridden in traditional activities like polo games and fox hunts. Save only for a difficult-to-detect bulge in their skulls they were physically identical to lower-case horses, and since the humans were far more interested in having their mounts understand and obey commands than offer their own opinions they were as mute as real horses as well. Equines were by far the least common of the slave-species—many planets boasted none at all. Even back during the startup days of the fencibles I'd made it a point to at least mention the possibility of Horse-volunteers if an effective means could be found for them to serve, but it was really all just lip-service. I wanted for them to be free as much as anyone else—a society with only a few slaves is in most ways as big a mess as one with many. And yet… "Please be patient," was the best I could offer them once they finished rearing and whinnying and kicking their approval at my arrival. "You're not forgotten, but we'll call if we need you. Until then… Accept your reduced rations stoically. It's all we can ask of you."


  Meanwhile, every week we cranked out more trained volunteers. It was phenomenal, how the numbers rose as the exponential effect of the volunteer-sergeants kicked in. By now we had volunteer-sergeants running entire training centers, and we'd commandeered practically every classroom on the planet. Sure, the sergeants with the most responsibility were all humans—most, in fact, had been leaders of one sort or another in civilian life. The Rabbits didn't resent this, however, and understood the necessity so long as the sergeants were fair and diplomatic in their dealings. Some weren't, naturally enough; these were immediately busted back to private as a direct result, while a couple of the worst offenders were kicked out of the service entirely. But the others… Well, given the proper training a few might've made good officers in the real armed forces, if I were any judge. And it was all for the good that an internal pecking-order was emerging. When the Imperials came for real, I fully expected the planetary command structure to collapse. Once it did the volunteers would largely be on their own, leaderless and poorly-armed against a pitiless enemy.


  My dinners, in fact, proved so successful in raising morale and unifying support against the upcoming invasion that Jean (in his role as a future House Lord) and I started inviting humans to dinner as well. We didn't do it nearly as often—partly because the commander was up to his neck in preparations—so our focus was on the higher-ranking types. Still, we accomplished a lot in terms of winning the opinion-leaders over to the new way of things. "How much longer could you have kept them in chains anyway?" Jean would ask over after-dinner cocktails in the drawing room, imagining I was out of earshot. Then he'd nod towards me. "After all that David's already accomplished, I mean? This way at least they'll fight the Imperials for you; without them you don't stand a chance." Meanwhile, my own shtick was to appear as confident, capable and intelligent as possible, sprinkling my conversation liberally with facts and figures regarding how well the Marcus planets were being served in economic terms by a free Rabbitry. In the end I think we did a lot of good; certainly the Wilkes nobles appeared to be a little more at peace with the whole manumission-thing. Not that they ever had a choice, of course. But at least they seemed a bit more open to the brighter side of it all.


  Soon I was doing seven dinners and seven training-class introductions a week. This left me little time for anything else, but that didn't matter anymore because the die was long-since cast and all the important decisions made. Now it was just a matter of pumping out as many volunteers as possible, each of them as well-armed and well-trained and well-motivated as possible. I could contribute best to the last of these goals, so that's how I spent my time. Meanwhile Heinrich was working out a formal defensive perimeter for us to fall back on and hold as long as we could. He was better trained and suited for that than any of the rest of us, so we left it to him and ate, ate, ate our way through the long, brutal weeks.


  I gained eight pounds on a planet supposedly undergoing strict food rationing before the Imperial marines finally made their first appearance. "Don't worry sir," Nestor said as he let my uniform pants out for the second time. "Knowing you, you'll probably pace the extra pounds right back off again."


  And I did exactly that. For the Imperials had somehow rounded up no less than six assault vessels and two aerospace-carriers worth of marines to drop on our heads. Even worse, they were clearly waiting for more arrive before getting started, so as to be absolutely certain of the outcome this time around.
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  All through these months of wining and dining, Jean, Heinrich and Governor Vorsage's propaganda staff worked double overtime. We'd realigned the command arrangements, now that the nature of the threat had changed. Heinrich was now in charge of everything related to the 'traditional' defense of Wilkes Prime. His oversized job consisted of working out what we should abandon to the enemy, what it would be worthwhile to defend, and what ought to be demolished so as to deny it to the Imperials. This was an even more complicated task than it at first appeared, mostly because we couldn't know if we royalists were ever going to take the planet back or not. Seeding the fuel-farms with plutonium, for example, sounded like a great idea unless you suddenly inherited the cleanup job and needed the things in a hurry. What little free time I had went to assisting him with this task, and though the resulting plan was mostly his I was pleased to have contributed an idea or two. For example, I'd learned while the blaster-factories were being set up that Wilkes Prime imported all its hand tools and most of its fastening hardware. Both were always in tight supply. So rather than blow up important infrastructure items like railroad trestles and the valuable fuel-farms, we simply took as many out of service as possible and then removed so many nuts and bolts and such—the more highly-specialized the better—that they could barely support their own weight. Then we tossed both fasteners and tools alike into the scrap furnaces and melted them down to nothing. That way the facilities could be brought back on line inexpensively, but most assuredly not quickly. Which was, I deemed, good enough.


  Meanwhile Jean worked on the nontraditional resistance that had always lain at the heart of our plan. There was no way to foresee what would need to be done when, so he oversaw the placing of thousands of tiny arsenals and supply caches all over Wilkes Prime, assigning each to a local volunteer sergeant. A few of these contained high-quality milspec gear, though most held only cheap locally-produced blasters, mines and above all many, many rocket launchers. He also worked out a simple drop-box system that allowed one unit to contact another with at least some degree of security, and began picking out the finest sergeants to become volunteer captains. These he trained at a special, highly-secretive facility not too far from the ruins of the Wilkes Palace. These men, mostly of the non-blue-blooded merchant class of Wilkes society, were rushed through a course on what amounted to advanced guerilla warfare techniques. Jean taught some of the classes personally, and I managed to drop in to speak to most of them as well. "No planet can be held against the will of its inhabitants," I explained to them. "None. Ever. Not so long as both sides have access to anything like the same level of technology. Such a planet can be taken, yes. But it can never, ever be held!" Then I told them rousing tales of Mao, the Yugoslavian resistance, Ho Chi Minh and even the recent Marcus uprisings until the fire glowed bright in their eyes. It was a lie, of course—there were exceptions to every rule, and over the grand sweep of history the people's will to resist had been broken by every imaginable means from brute force to cultural absorption. But it was very nearly true, or at least the spirit of it was. With their own Noble House essentially decapitated and disempowered, there was little danger of the serfs of Wilkes choosing an even more aristocrat-centered way of life under a foreign nobility they had no reason whatsoever to love. And while the occupying Imperials could and would be murderous enough, well… So could we Rabbits, if it meant being free. There'd never been a knife made that couldn't cut two ways and sheer brutality was no exception; it was my full intention to teach whoever the Imperials sent out to lead the occupation forces this most painful of all lessons.


  The Governor's propagandists in many ways had the most difficult problem. Eventually, we all knew, the Imperials would add up two and two, come up with the correct answer of five, and realize that I'd blown up the Palace. Indeed, they almost certainly had to have already done so, since the Wilkes people wouldn't have done such a thing to their own leadership and I was the only other nuclear-armed individual at the table. Yet though their propaganda was now beamed down to Wilkes Prime from so many sources as to be unjammable, they'd never so much as breathed a syllable on the subject. Clearly they were saving it for a special occasion—to dishearten the populace after my capture, perhaps, or maybe to dump on us right as their 'liberating' forces landed. There was only one way to remove the sting from such an announcement, and that was to beat the Imperials to the punch. Yet despite the urgency it had to be done slowly, carefully… even lovingly. Bit by bit the facts behind the Wilkes-Hashimoto conspiracy began to 'leak' out, including rather heavy-handed hints that the Hashimotos had been dragged in against their will and that the leadership of the House of Wilkes, and of Wilkes alone, was the driving force behind it all.


  Governor Vorsage's media experts were true masters of their art, it didn't take me long to decide. Every day's newspages contained new hints and subtle foreshadowings as to the extent of the conspiracy, until one day an "unnamed but formerly highly-ranked source" spilled his guts to a prominent reporter and told all. Or almost all, rather. Yes, the former assistant chief of the Wilkes intelligence service was honest and complete in his accounting of who had corrupted and coerced who, and when and how they'd done so. The truth served our purposes perfectly, after all, so there was no reason why we'd ask him to lie. Of course he omitted the part about how we loyalist types had figured out that he wanted to live, and had permitted him to keep on doing so as long as he cooperated with us. That was something the public had no need whatsoever to know. In the end he did such a good job that we let him keep his estate and personal wealth as well.


  Even the Imperial propagandists had a hard time dealing with solid, verifiable facts; they were still sputtering and avoiding the subject when the Wilkes treachery made the transition from mere speculation into unquestionable fact in the minds of the populace. As a result they missed their last potential window for action, small as it was. Three hours after the local "story of the century" broke and before any of the local reporters did their own addition and publicly came up with five on their own, I held a press conference and acknowledged that I was the one who'd given the order and also that the conspiracy was the reason why. The result was first stunned silence, then a veritable gabble of questions. I answered almost none of them on the grounds of military necessity, until a blonde reporter who reminded me very much of the one I'd watched die in the bombing asked me if I still felt such an extreme action was justified. "Yes," I replied. "I'd do it again in a minute. I regret the deaths of so many innocents, of course. I mourn them more deeply and completely than most of you can imagine. Yet killing most of the leaders all together at once was the only way there could be any hope for anyone at all, and I couldn't come up with any other method that would leave the planetary defenses intact and yet be effective and certain within the amount of time available. So I gave the order." For a long moment I looked out at the sea of reporters, meeting as many eyes as I could. "The responsibility is mine and mine alone. I can only hope that I don't ever have to give another such order again." That created yet another stunned silence, which I took advantage of to turn the conference over to Governor Vorsage.


  Thus the Imperials lost another crucial weapon. And thus I spent yet another long, sleepless night, haunted by the vision of the young reporter. Yes, I'd learned, she'd indeed had a baby. A son, in fact.


  Who she'd named after the hero of the day—David Birkenhead Williams, in his case. And who I in turn had made an orphan.
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  "It couldn't be helped, sir," Nestor said as he delivered my tea the next morning. I was bleary-eyed, drained, and essentially dead on my feet from the sleepless tossing and turning of the night before. My aide knew well what was bothering me—he was as fully aware of the circumstances as I was, and even though it was probably wrong for me to show favoritism towards one victim over another I'd asked him to keep tabs on little David for me. "It was better than abandoning the planet to the Imperials, sir. And better than invading ourselves, as well. For almost everyone, in the long run. You shouldn't let it gnaw at you so much. In fact, you should be proud of coming up with such a good plan to begin with. It's working, sir."


  I sighed and nodded, then looked deep down into my cup as Nestor bustled off to perform his other duties. Currently my bed was a military bunk bolted to the wall of a former broom closet. I sat on the edge of the thin, unyielding mattress for a long moment. On a certain level it would've been far better for little David and all the rest of the innocent, non-political citizens of Wilkes Prime if I'd never come at all, if I'd allowed their leadership to sell them out to a total tyrant without a fight. My own homeworld had suffered terribly under the Imperial boot, yet the kind of ever-escalating never-say-die fight that I planned for this one would be far more destructive in every possible way. More dead, more ruins, more terrible psychic scars on a population that still didn't have a clue as to the degree of horror they were facing. And for what? I was most acutely aware of how closely my methods were coming to resemble those of the Emperor—total ruthlessness had been the secret to his success, and the more bloodthirsty and atavistic I grew in reply the nearer I came to accomplishing his ruin. But what was it all for, anyway? The Emperor was fighting for personal power and aggrandizement, of that there was no doubt. He could almost be said to be fighting for fighting's sake, and his entire leadership along with him. That was clearly wrong and evil, and also something that could definitely not be said of James or the vast majority of his officers, myself included. So in terms of that one measure, at least, I could solidly claim that we held the moral high ground. This war wasn't of our making, we didn't launch surprise attacks and snatch up worlds whenever we thought we could get away with it, and we never took lives without reason. We did, however, kill whenever it was sufficiently expedient for us to do so—little David's recent loss of his parents attested to that in spades. And so for that matter did my private stash of death warrants. I'd been forced to fill out a pair of them in order to have two high-ranking Wilkes nobles executed for treason without public trial. There'd been no doubt whatsoever of their guilt—they stood condemned from their own mouths and had sworn vengeance on James and I at all costs. With the Imperials ready to land literally at any moment and not half enough non-Wilkes noblemen available on the planet to constitute a jury… Well, I could've put them into a cell, I supposed, and stationed half a squad of marines there to shoot them the moment the Imperials threatened to take the facility. But I badly needed the marines elsewhere, it so happened—there were never enough of them to go around. And under no circumstances could I risk allowing the pair to escape and possibly form the nucleus of a puppet House under the Emperor. So I whipped out the death warrants, and…


  Expediency. It all came down to expediency. Would I still have executed them had they protested their innocence and loyalty in the face of all the evidence to the contrary? Or even if the evidence had been slightly questionable? I was glad I'd never have to know. But these days I was beginning to question more than just myself—I was also beginning to wonder about the rights and wrongs of other things as well. By what right had I been empowered with pieces of paper that meant life or death to everyone around me? Who was I to decide for the people of Wilkes Prime that a terrible paroxysm of violence was to invade their lives and destroy their homes and families instead of someone else's? For that matter who was James to declare himself king and take the throne against the will of the Noble Houses who were traditionally empowered to ratify such matters? We were better than the Emperor in some ways, yes.


  But were we better in all ways?


  Finally I sighed and sipped at my tea again, then began brushing myself down for the long, brutal soul-killing day ahead. Nestor had gone through a long, difficult flirtation with representative democracy. Most educated humans of a certain mindset did so as well, until eventually they grew out of it and accepted the reality that, like communism, it'd failed every single time it'd been tried. The people always eventually demanded more from the state than it could deliver, and the politicians invariably did their best to provide it until something or another broke down under the strain. Either that or a "strong man" like the Emperor pushed everyone else aside and took over. Or sometimes they failed to spend enough on defense and were overwhelmed from the outside. Or the bureaucrats slowly took over from the inside. In any event too much freedom was as unsustainable as too little; the history books proved it.


  And yet… I hated the fact that we Rabbits were slaves in every fiber of my being. But could it be that at another level most humans were mere slaves as well? Now that was a scary thought indeed!


  Was there—could there even possibly be—any ethically legitimate way to govern at all?


  Finally I shook my head and began to put on my uniform. There was no sense wasting so much time woolgathering when there were definite, concrete things that needed to be done in the here and now. I had a planet to defend and the entire Imperial line of battle hovering not all that far over my head—wasn't that enough trouble for any one Rabbit to deal with? Perhaps someday I might find myself in a position where I might be able to do something about the imperfections in men's (and apparently Rabbit's) souls and the way that these weaknesses and limitations cast longer and longer shadows as one rose in rank. But for now I had to accomplish what I could reasonably hope to accomplish and not waste time on matters that lay for above my pay grade—perhaps above anyone's pay grade.


  We were better than the Imperials, if far from perfect. And for now that would simply have to be good enough.
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  Breakfast brightened me up a little, as it always did. We'd arranged things so that all the higher-ranking officers in the command bunker always ate as many meals together as possible. That way, we could get to know each other better. A subordinate who understands his commander's underlying goals and personality is in a far better position to correctly interpret orders and discern underlying intentions, so I made it a point to eat with my officers as often as possible. Given all the lunching and dining I was doing with other various notables, well… The communal breakfast was my only real chance to build my command structure in this way, so I tried never to miss it.


  "Good morning, sir!" Heinrich greeted me from his seat on the far side of the room. I waved a silent reply and smiled; we all sat together at a round table so as to dispense with precedence of any kind. Today I found myself with an empty slot on my right and Midshipman O'Toole on my left. O'Toole was currently in charge of setting up the living arrangements and such at our alternate headquarters, which was located in an old copper mine. In ordinary circumstances that job would've gone to a senior lieutenant, but the midshipman wasn't even shaving yet that I could tell. According to Heinrich, he was bearing up well under the stress and held enormous promise. "Good morning, middy!" I greeted him in as cheerful a tone as I could manage. "How are the eggs and oinkers today?"


  He smiled; 'oinkers' was Academy slang for pork-sausage. "Quite good, sir. Though I doubt you'll be indulging."


  "Absolutely not," I agreed as a plate of nice, sweet hay appeared. Thankfully it was the human-food that was short on this particular campaign; simple hay remained unrationed for the moment as local supply still exceeded demand. The situation was the dead-opposite of that I'd faced on Zombie Station, where the humans ate well and we Rabbits starved. Turnabout, I supposed, was fair play. "This right here is the stuff for me! Mmm-mmm!"


  He smiled, as I'd hoped he would, and the youthful exuberance of the expression seemed to light up the whole room. "So," I asked after taking my first bites. "What's our new home going to be like?"


  The expression faded. "Grim, sir." He shook his head. "I've rounded up all the bunks and kitchen gear and such that we'll need, but it's hot and damp and is going to remain so no matter what I do."


  "No one expects miracles, son," I replied with a nod. The mine was located in a mountainous area near the center of Heinrich's last, most powerful stronghold. It had multiple entrances in the most unexpected places, spread over several miles of territory. There was all the shaft space we'd ever need and more for stuff like ordnance storage, a hospital, a communications center powerful enough to remind the entire planet that we were still alive, and more. An absolutely vital railroad line ran smack through the center of the stronghold, so that we'd be able to inderdict the large-scale movement of both freight and fuel simply via the act of holding out. Two of the planet's five best fuel-farms were within artillery range. The moment a tanker landed at one, we could blow it to smithereens even long after losing control of the air. But best of all, the mine's owner had failed to update the government-registration paperwork for years so as to conceal his profits and avoid taxes. The shafts extended five times as far as any outside records indicated. "Just make it as livable as you can, and pack in all the food and such you can round up. Don't worry about final dispositions— dump the stuff inside and we'll sort out the rest later."


  He nodded. "Yes, sir. That's pretty much how Commander Von Schtolen told me to do things, and I've been doing exactly that." He colored. "It won't be pretty, sir."


  I smiled back. "In war, not much is."


  Conversation languished a bit as the midshipman ate his oinkers and I nibbled at my hay. Then he looked up at me for a moment, clearly trying to decide whether or not to speak. Finally I smiled. "Son, I don't bite. Not at the breakfast table, at least. What's on your mind?"


  He looked down at his plate. "Sir… Last night at that press conference…"


  I felt my face go hard and stony, though I hadn't willed it. "Yes?"


  His eyes rose to meet mine. "Sir, I don't quite know how to say it. But…" Then he was looking down into his plate again. "I was so proud when I found out that you'd be in command of Javelin, sir. Even though my job was just wrangling the steward bunnies, it made me feel warm and excited inside. I always did my best every single day, hoping you'd notice how clean the galleys were kept and how well-disciplined my bunnies were. Then when we arrived here and suddenly I had so much responsibility, well… You should see my letters home, sir. And even more the ones I got back, until our mail got cut off. My parents can't believe I sit at the same table with the only living being to ever win two Swords, and then left his footprints on Imperious as well. Now…" His face contorted as it tried to express feelings that even its owner didn't fully understand. "All I can say, sir, is that you're the bravest person I've ever met. Not just to have made such a difficult choice but to then stand up before the world and acknowledge it. I thought I was honored to serve under you before, but at the time I only understood half of who you really are and what it takes to be like you. I mean, I expected the strategic insight and the physical bravery and even a little of your sheer stubbornness. Professor Lambert spoke endlessly of you, and…" He looked up and grinned. "I was captain of the gaming team too, sir."


  "Really?" I asked, returning the expression. "Perhaps we might play something sometime, if circumstances allow."


  O'Toole's jaw dropped. "That'd be… I mean…" Then he composed himself again. "Anyway, sir, what I wanted to say was that Professor Lambert taught me that war stinks no matter what, and that no one can hope to wage it without carrying at least a little of the odor for the rest of their life. Somehow, though… Sir, you've given me a lot to think about. And I just wanted to let you know that I admire you more than ever." 
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  Soon three more assault carriers full of Imperials showed up, and we knew it couldn't be much longer. "Where are they all coming from?" Jean demanded at breakfast the day after their arrival. "Their economy ought to be too exhausted to produce such a force!"


  "Where there's a whip, apparently there's a way," Heinrich observed. "Though I bet..."


  Jean and I sat and waited patiently for Heinrich to finish with his long, slow thoughts. In this regard he resembled his mathematical-genius father. "We knew the Imperials had more troop-carriers under production," he continued eventually. "And I suppose they're part of the force here. But the ships themselves are only partial weapons-systems. It wouldn't surprise me a bit if the newest vessels don't have their own landing-craft. Or if the marine contingents are only partially-trained."


  I nodded and smiled encouragingly. "And this means..."


  He shrugged. "Nothing in practical terms, I fear. They have plenty enough strength to force a landing against anything we can muster, and the shortcomings of their green marines won't show so badly against irregular forces." He shook his head. "We've accepted a defensive role here, David, with all its inherent shortcomings. In this sort of situation, the most we can hope for is that the Imperials make a mistake or two we can catch them in."


  But the Imperials didn't make any more mistakes, or at least not for a very long time. Knowing we were totally impotent outside the atmosphere, they held drill after drill to perfect their landing skills, each time causing a near-panic among the civilian population. Yes, it seemed that Heinrich was right— two of the troop-carriers apparently weren't equipped with assault boats. But he was again correct in that there wasn't any way we could make him pay for the lack. It was immensely frustrating.


  So, when the landings finally came it was almost a relief. This time they ignored New Queensland entirely, which was a little disappointing since we'd evacuated the last marine from there months ago to be redeployed in Heinrich's stronghold. We hadn't expected the Imperials to waste a landing force there under the altered circumstances, but there'd always been the hope. Similarly, this time we weren't up against a thrown-together aerospace effort. The Imperial fighter squadrons were handled skillfully indeed, so much so that our losses far exceeded those of the enemy's. This was because our fighters were outnumbered—a little math will soon demonstrate that all other things being equal a relatively small numerical superiority will soon produce surprisingly disproportionate results. Heinrich was practically snarling by the time he was forced to withdraw his few remaining aerospace craft into the stronghold's tunnels to be saved for special missions, but I didn't think he had proper cause for anger. Our plans were solid and our men gave their all. There were just too many Imperials, was all.


  By then Nestor and I were watching the battle from the mountain stronghold's command center—the old Wilkes installation was known to the enemy and sure enough was nuked a few hours after being abandoned. While my tea was as pleasant in the tunnels as anywhere, the same couldn't be said for much of anything else. The air was every bit as hot and damp as Midshipman O'Toole had predicted—the proper word for the atmosphere was 'fetid', Nestor and I had long since decided.


  "Here they come for real," Jean observed as the assault boats came racing down through the atmosphere we no longer controlled. Here and there one of our better-camouflaged missile batteries got off a shot, and one or two actually blotted their targets from the sky. But our batteries never lived very long afterwards—within seconds of being unmasked an Imperial fighter would smother the entire area with cluster munitions. More encouraging in my book were the enemy's ground-losses. While some of these were inflicted by the regular-forces Wilkes defense battalions, the vast majority of the lost enemy assault boats died as a result of being smothered in cheap explosives launched from one-shot volunteer-type throwaway launchers. I shuddered to imagine what the relative cost-to-loss ratio might be—assault boats were expensive! Marines too—certainly far more so than barely-trained Rabbits. It got so bad for the enemy that he finally abandoned two of his three landing zones altogether and concentrated his remaining boats on a single beachhead just out of artillery range of our stronghold. The Imperials took losses there as well, but were able to create such an overwhelming concentration of force that eventually all open resistance became futile.


  "And that's that," Jean observed sadly. "The textbooks say that an invasion's half-won once you've seized a secure beachhead."


  "Usually it is," I agreed, sipping more tea. "Most likely the Imperial high command is reminding each other of exactly the same thing just about now, amidst happy faces and much laughter." Then I smiled. "But it's the damnedest thing, how often the textbooks turn out to be just a wee bit mistaken, or how the specifics of one instance never quite match up perfectly with those of another." I let my smile widen and leaned back on a control panel. "Yes, the invasion's a success and the Imperials have landed in force. There never was anything we could do to prevent that, once they put their minds to it. So instead of doing the obvious and going all-in on repelling the landing, we did our damnedest to transform this planet into the biggest sheet of flypaper in the universe. Which I think we've done a pretty fair job at, actually." Then I set my teacup down, stretched and yawned—it was long past time to hit the rack. "Let them celebrate. Today is their day, gentlemen, and fairly earned at that. We'll just have to settle for tomorrow and all the rest of the tomorrows to come instead."


  


  33


  And, ever so slowly, we did indeed begin to win.


  At first the signs were almost undetectable amidst the glaring Imperial triumphs. There they were on holovision marching through Wilkes Square, raising their flag above the capital, and installing their smiling Imperial governor. At the same time, however, Jean's shadowy network was reporting that our enemies seldom left the big cities, and even there they always, always, always traveled in groups. Despite these precautions, Jean's sources continually received reports of an Imperial marine sniped here or a truckload blown to smithereens there. It was far too early in the game for the volunteers to be hitting important targets or putting on "shows" that required a lot in the way of planning and organization. They simply hadn't learned enough advanced lessons yet. But the sheer scale and widespread nature of the resistance both warmed my heart and should've served as a sharp warning to the Emperor's people.


  Best of all was the Rabbit situation. I'd put out word that no Rabbit should ever turn down a direct order to work for the Imperials. If given such a command he should cheerily put his back into it and do as poor a job as he thought he could get away with. Then at the first opportunity he should run like hell for the bush country and leave everything behind him in as sad a state as possible. Yes the new masters to death to their faces, in other words, then backstab them both deep and hard. My fellow lapines were already much more accomplished at this sort of thing than any human realized, I suspected—an awful lot of Rabbits were poor workers by any measure, and some were actual thieves even during normal times. My Graves Registration bunnies had doubled their work output metrics once I'd started treating them with dignity, for example, and they were an above-average group to begin with. So, once even the 'good' bunnies started actually working at malingering, well…


  It caused the Imperials an even bigger headache than anticipated. At first their policy was to smile condescendingly during their special broadcasts aimed at the slave species, then explain in very small words that Rabbits and Dogs and Horses didn't really want to be free after all. Oh, no! True happiness was to be found in occupying their traditional and honored place at their master's heel, where their poor furry heads wouldn't be troubled with all that 'thinking' and 'deciding' nonsense. This went over about as well as might be expected—the result was more malingering, more thieving, more sabotage, more Imperial marines found dead with improvised Rabbit-sized knives and spearheads lodged in their hearts. Clearly the local slave population was unreliable and it was necessary to look elsewhere for stoop labor. But…


  …Where? The Wilkes human population? Perhaps, if you wanted to alienate them forever and give up all chance of them ever becoming your allies. Or, maybe the Imperials could bring in their own Rabbits to load and unload ships and the like? Our enemies tried exactly that, until they discovered that within hours of landing the Imperial bunnies became just as truculent and unreliable as the Wilkes breed. And even worse, now that that they too were 'infected' they could never, ever be returned to the fleet orbiting above for fear of spreading the problem even further afield. It all must've sounded so easy to the Emperor sitting back at home on his comfy throne. And yet, how could the Imperials effectively govern or even garrison a planet where they dared not stir out of their encampments in groups of less than ten? And when at the same time half of one's own marines had to be kept continually at work performing Rabbit-duties such as stevedoring and preparing food and repairing potholes in the hardpoints? This, I was willing to bet, wasn't at all like the occupation the Imperials had envisioned when first they came to Wilkes Prime. Expecting to be greeted as friends, instead they were being forced to play the fools. Even worse, they knew it. About two months in their commanding admiral finally got the right idea. They decided that I was the key to it all. Personally, I mean. Kill me, and perhaps the Rabbits might go back to being the meek and docile servants they'd always been instead of cold-blooded assassins with dopey smiles on their faces. So they set out to excavate me from the deep tunnels of our mountain fortress and shut off my continual broadcasts promising freedom to all who resisted the Imperials, fur-coated or not.


  Killing a Rabbit in his own high-tech and well-defended warren, however, also proved rather more difficult than it looked. Our mineshaft complex was from the beginning far more extensive than the Imperials had any way of guessing, and it'd done nothing but grow since. The previous owner had two hard-rock boring machines; we commandeered five more from other companies and ran them around the clock for months. Where originally the shafts had at least roughly paralleled the ore vein, our new additions were all of a strictly military nature and ran unpredictably all up and down the mountain range. In some cases, they stretched for miles.


  The new enemy campaign began, predictably enough, with an all-channels news broadcast from the Imperial governor. "Most of the serfs of the House of Wilkes," he declared, "have been good and obedient to their new lords. As have most of the slave species. But our tolerance for those who refuse to cooperate has reached an end." Then he listed off a new series of blood-curdling new punishments for various 'crimes' such as 'malingering while on Imperial service'—that one called for death by whipping, in extreme cases—and 'aiding and abetting insurgents', which called for being boiled alive. The Imperials were fully capable of such actions when provoked, I well knew—many POW's taken by diversion-seeking Imperial marines had died by precisely these methods, despite not having done anything whatsoever to provoke such a fate. So it was and always had been inevitable that eventually our enemies would attempt such tactics here on Wilkes Prime, as well. Still, it was damned difficult to stand and helplessly watch as the first malingering Rabbit was made an example of on another all-stations broadcast, and a volunteer sergeant I'd spoken to personally was boiled in front of the cameras as well. They both screamed—rather a lot, in fact—and I'd had to exert every ounce of willpower not to go outside, find the nearest Imperial, and see if he thought turnabout was still fair play.


  Fortunately, however, I didn't have much time to dwell on the atrocities. The Imperials also announced on the first night that they would soon either kill or capture me, proving that I was impotent to save myself much less keep promises about the distant future. While they'd had all known (to them, at least) entrances to the mine complex under close guard for days now, the speech itself was apparently the attack signal. At a certain point more than halfway through the Imperials assaulted everywhere at once, bravely charging headlong into heavy blaster fire and dragging diesel hoses behind them. Inch by painful inch they crept forward, accepting a heartbreaking body-count along the way. Then, once our own marines were winkled out of every last hidey-hole, the Imperials began pumping diesel fuel into our mine. We let them pump and pump and pump—the stuff was expensive, after all, and not easily replaced given that we'd removed all the screws and bolts from this world's single refinery. We smiled as it flowed down into the deep sump we'd bored for the purpose, then dropped a pre-planned series of ceilings. This closed off the old well-mapped mine area from the newer works before the diesel fuel was ignited. I'd have loved to have been a fly on the wall at the next staff meeting as they tried to figure out what our ceiling-dropping blasts had been all about—while some would figure out that there had to be another entrance, I couldn't imagine them guessing the entire scope of truth. Finally, after letting the Imperials brag about their great victory for a full forty-eight hours we launched a pair of our carefully-hoarded aerospace fighters and cluster-bombed what we thought might be a block of VIP quarters on the nearest edge of the main Imperial stronghold. We also chose that moment to go back on the air and explain that not only were our obituaries a bit premature, but that the bombing raid was in retribution for the criminally-cruel executions. Overall the whole thing came out quite well—our marine losses were far lower than those of our enemies, the aerospace fighters both made it safely back home against all odds—I put both the bomber pilot and his escorting wingman in for a Sword—and the Imperial government was taken entirely off-guard when we re-emerged onto the public scene. For its part, in the future the Wilkes general public would be far less inclined to take Imperial newscasts at face value now that they'd been proven so spectacularly false. Best of all, we never saw the Imperial-backed Ministers of Propaganda or Education again. Mere coincidence? I think not.


  And so we moved into phase two, during which the Imperials attempted to snoop us out. They brought in ultrasonic sonar from the other mines and began assiduously ferreting out the exact locations of our tunnels. Or they would've, at least, had we not previously ourselves pilfered the very best and most powerful ultrasonic scanners on the planet from every last mine, and kept them running continuously so as to create such a tsunami of sound that no one could possibly make head or tails of even the grossest geological structure for tens of miles around. Heinrich had wanted to confiscate all the scanners, but I suggested leaving the older, weaker ones in order to create further delay—if they all came up missing the Imperials would have their fleet's artificers attempt to improvise something. If that happened, then who knew? Their knocked-together gadget might actually work despite our jamming. So instead they spent a good ten days playing with the useless toys we'd left behind before reluctantly moving on to explosive charges as sound-sources for their echolocation machines. That wouldn't do at all, because it'd likely be effective. Therefore we studied their pattern and determined where the next blast was to be set off, as well as the best places for ground sensors and even where we thought the central data collection point might reasonably be. Some of these spots—including the inferred data center—were fairly near to tunnels we didn't really need for anything anyway. So we packed these 'useless' passages with explosives and when the Imperial exploratory charges went off, well… The geologists must've been astounded at the results. Until they completed their trajectories and smashed back down onto the planetary surface, that is. After that, they never felt anything at all, ever again. We never did find out if we got the data center or not. But one thing was for sure—from that point forward there was little rhyme or reason to the Imperial blasting schedule, which must've slowed things down enormously.


  Still, slowing wasn't at all the same thing as stopping. Bit by bit, our enemies would figure out where our tunnels were. Nor was Imperial progress on the rest of Wilkes entirely stymied either. One of the major fuel plants was back in limited operation, sadly not one of the two within artillery range of our stronghold. We could watch with our naked eyes as the Imperial shuttles formed an endless chain, resupplying their heavy ships. It was just a trickle for now, relatively speaking—probably about enough to cover half of daily usage. This was hardly enough to support a major forward base. But there were other tankers coming and going from Imperial space as well, and I had no doubt that, very slowly, our enemies were re-supplying at last. Plus they'd set up several hangers in the midst of their ultra-secure landing area. Ships' boats accounted for most of the traffic to and from these, which was a dead giveaway. Light maintenance, probably most of it long-deferred, was taking place on removed ship components there. We couldn't get at either them or the traffic-streams, which was as frustrating as could be. Jean was planning a guerilla operation and seemed optimistic, but I had my doubts. In terms of fleet strength the Imperials were now past their nadir and ever so slowly starting to recover. It was beginning to look like they might soon have something resembling a Wilkes Prime forward base after all, despite all their troubles and travails. While our side, week by week, was beginning to fade.
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  "The fleet should be here by now, sir. Shouldn't it?" Midshipman O'Toole asked during the ferociously-fought endgame of one of our evening chess matches. One of the advantages of being besieged was that it tended to leave you with a lot spare time on your hands—after all, there wasn't anywhere to go rushing off to anymore. And so I'd found time to keep my promise to my fellow gaming team captain. His specialty had been card games while mine had been more modern combat simulations. Both of us had chosen chess as our secondary interests, however, so our matches were often very tight affairs if not quite up to the grand-master level. Heinrich could and sometimes did kick both of our tails, but we tried not to let that dampen our enthusiasm too much. Over time, we'd gotten to know each other a little. For my part I'd learned that Kevin O'Toole was the son of a Presbyterian minister who'd won a battlefield commission in the Army, that said minister had freed the family's Rabbits way back when I'd won my first Sword, and that he'd been preaching manumission ever since. By now, Kevin had begun to loosen up enough to treat me as a person rather than a godlike entity. I'd encouraged this; Midshipman O'Toole was a promising young officer indeed, and I considered it both my pleasure and my duty to mentor him a bit. Most naval officers of my rank had long since developed a coterie of younger protégés, and generally this was a good thing for the service as a whole. But somehow I had not. The midshipman, I decided, seemed as promising a place to begin as anywhere.


  "Perhaps," I replied, tapping my incisors with the ears of the knight I was considering moving. It was an old nervous habit, one that drove many humans batty but didn't seem to faze Kevin at all. "Or perhaps not."


  He nodded slowly, and I mentally gave him extra credit for being one of the few junior officers so far who seemed to grasp the ultimate purpose of my efforts on Wilkes Prime. It'd seemed so obvious to me that I'd never felt it necessary to explain the matter aloud; both Jean and Heinrich had also understood intuitively, which was part of why they'd been able to throw themselves so wholeheartedly into the effort. But hardly anyone else seemed to 'get it'. "When would you have expected them?"


  Kevin scowled. "I guess… I'm not quite certain, sir. There's too many unknowns. But it sure would've been nice if they'd gotten here before the Imperials brought that one fuel depot back on line. That was when they were at their weakest."


  I nodded and began tapping my knight again. That'd been my vision—the Royal Line of Battle swooping in on an Imperial fleet short on everything, half its weaponry offline for lack of service and all its spare parts and special tooling loaded up in slow, vulnerable freighters just begging to be blasted out of the sky. But Kevin was right—the ideal moment had passed, and every day now saw the Imperial naval position become a tiny bit stronger. Carefully I placed my knight back on the board where it had started, then moved a bishop. "You can only pre-plan a campaign to a certain degree, son. Then you have to sort of improvise the rest, cross your fingers, and hope things fall into place. The Imperials are inherently predictable because they have such a conservative, rigid society. That's their greatest weakness, and one I've exploited over and over again. But events can and usually do spiral out of control sooner or later; even an Imperial has an original idea from time to time. And by the way, check."


  He nodded and scowled again, studying the board. "Sometimes your friends can be less predictable than your enemies," he added tentatively, not sure if he was pushing his privileged position too far. "I mean… Maybe our fleet is further away than you thought? Maybe it needed maintenance and resupply itself before it could travel this far? Or maybe the admirals think your plan is too risky, and they're dragging their feet?"


  I smiled as Kevin studied the board. "Or perhaps our destroyers were somehow lost, and the message never got through. It also could be that the admirals have another operation underway, so that they can't support us no matter what. Or…" I sighed. "Maybe there's been a coup, and whoever won thinks it best to leave us here to die."


  The midshipman blinked at the last suggestion. "Wow!" he said eventually. "I never would've even considered the possibility of a coup, sir."


  I smiled, albeit wearily. "That's because you're still young and idealistic, son. Enjoy it while you can."


  Kevin's eyes narrowed, and I could only assume that his razor-sharp mind was reconsidering James's accession to the throne in a whole new light. Then, rather to my surprise, he smiled. "We'll come out on top no matter what, sir. I just know it, somehow; it's in the air. We may suffer terribly before all is said and done, but history's on our side. Or your side, maybe. Sometimes it's hard to tell the difference. If there is one, that is." Then he moved his rook. "And by the way, sir… Checkmate in two."
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  Kevin did indeed have the chess game won, just as the Imperials were slowly but steadily regaining the ascendancy in space. Only on Wilkes Prime proper were the Royal forces still doing well. The insurgency was by now so well-rooted that I doubted the Imperials would ever stamp it out, and our mountain stronghold remained impervious to everything. Or, at least for the moment it was impervious—I was beginning to worry a bit, as nothing lasts forever.


  So were Jean and Heinrich, apparently. "Sir," Jean asked me after a routine staff meeting about a week later. "Could you perhaps stay and speak with us for a few extra minutes?" He nodded at Nestor. "You too, if you would."


  I raised my eyebrows and sat back down in my folding chair—we hadn't brought much in the way of comfy furnishings into the tunnels with us. "Sure. What's up?"


  The two commanders looked at each other, then Jean nodded slightly. "All right," Heinrich agreed. "I'll go first." He turned towards me. "Sir… It's time to make some alternate plans. Regarding you personally, I mean. You're far too valuable to lose here." I opened my mouth to object, but my old friend kept right on talking. "I don't have to explain why, sir. You know the truth as well as we do."


  I sat and said nothing, but felt Nestor shift in his seat next to me. Clearly, he felt this conversation was long overdue himself.


  "You've accomplished all you can here, sir," Jean explained, taking over. "We have to accept reality. The Fleet's still not here. It may yet arrive any day; we're all well aware of that. But… It's been long enough now that one must begin to wonder. So Wilkes Prime is going to be a long, dirty, irregularly-fought battle. I still believe we'll win in the long term. However, it's time for us to consider cutting our potential losses."


  "Potential loss number one being… You." Heinrich amplified.


  I frowned. "Gentlemen," I began. "I know you mean well, but…"


  The pair looked at each other again. "You don't want to abandon your command," Jean continued for them both. "Who would, under such ugly conditions? Under even slightly different circumstances, it'd be the act of a coward of the worst sort." His face hardened. "But not under these circumstances, sir, as they exist here and now. And not considering your personal role in the larger war effort."


  "I designed this fortress to hold out for four months," Heinrich amplified. "There's a reason I chose that figure—it's about as long as I figured it'd take for the Imperials to send back home for specialized tunnel-busting weaponry, and far longer than we thought it'd take for our own forces to relieve us. Everything is based on the four-month figure—our levels of supply, munitions expenditures, everything. Because once the proper weapons arrive, well… We'll have to abandon these works very soon and join the guerillas if we can. It's either that or be buried here, sir. Once we're out with the rebels, there won't be any further purpose to your presence here. You won't be able to broadcast or do much of anything else that a far lesser officer can't handle in your stead. So we need to find a way to get you out of here and smuggle you off-planet. It's time, sir. You've done a magnificent job, seeing the possibility of starting a resistance movement where no one else did and then creating said resistance out of nothing. And your plan to bring about a fleet action under ideal conditions deserved to be successful. But it's time to cut the potential losses."


  I nodded slowly. "Your reasoning is impeccable," I agreed. "However, I don't agree that there's no further purpose to be served in my remaining here. The traditions of the service—"


  Rather to my surprise, Heinrich interrupted me by turning to Jean again. "He's going to be stubborn," he said. "We knew that he would. So let's just get it over with."


  "Right," Jean agreed. Then he reached into his tunic and produced…


  …a Royal Stationery envelope with my name on it. Before I could react, Heinrich produced another just like it. "I'm sorry, David," Jean explained. "But it's easy for you to forget that His Majesty was our classmate and good friend, too. He sent special orders with us as well, to be used only if absolutely necessary. And I fear that time has come."


  By then my face must've been a mass of rage. But a Royal Command was a Royal Command, so I had to open them both. As expected, they were identical. "David," they read. "I'm sorry to have to do this to you from so many light-years away, but I simply can't afford to have you go gallivanting off and getting yourself killed playing the hero. You've taken far too many risks already; I shudder at what we might so easily have lost long ago. I've entrusted Jean and Heinrich with orders for you to return home the moment they feel that you're taking too large a risk with your person. Please don't hold this against them—they both begged not to be placed in the position they're now in, if you're reading these words.


  "Come home, David. Whatever local mess you're in the middle of will resolve itself with or without you. A single battle is of relatively little importance. What I need most is you alive, to help me win the war. And of course the peace that will follow."
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  I never could win an argument with James, even back when we were kids together. And now that he wore the crown to boot… Well, it was better to just sit back and accept the inevitable.


  I did manage to negotiate some conditions to the loss of my command, however; if it was time for me to get out of the tunnels, I pointed out, then it was clearly time to get everyone out. It turned out that Jean had already come to the same conclusion, and after remarkably little grumbling Heinrich agreed as well. We'd made provisional plans for exfiltrating our men from the very beginning—there were several very long tunnels that led to nearby population centers, for example, and we were fairly sure these still hadn't been detected. From the beginning we'd maintained a loose and intermittent contact with Wilkes society through them though traffic had been kept to the bare minimum. Now, beginning with the wounded, we began issuing our marines with identity cards, escape cash in the form of gold coins, and all the personal munitions they cared to tote along with them. Then we turned them loose with our blessings into the broader world beyond. Each had been well-trained for such a circumstance—this was both because marines fought a long way from home in places where extraction wasn't always the simplest of matters, and also due to the fact that the Imperials didn't take prisoners. The master plan called for them to contact the underground via various means and then help them along in their various activities as best they were able. Under similar circumstances in the past groups of disbanded marines had done very well indeed; I could only hope that they'd repeat the pattern here.


  In all I managed to delay my departure for nine days in this manner, giving each exiting group of men a handshake and pep talk as well as meeting and talking with those who'd volunteered to defend the tunnels to the bitter end. But on the tenth day Jean and Heinrich showed up in my office and threatened to pull out their royal letters again if I wasn't gone by dark. Neither of them were exactly known for making false threats, so Nestor and I were waiting obediently in the main tunnel with the rest by noon.


  "They're right, sir," my aide repeated for about the sixth time in as many hours. "In your heart you know it."


  My answer was a very feral snarl.


  "And so is James," he continued on, unfazed. "In fact, you really should've left with the last destroyer. I can't imagine what anyone was thinking, allowing you to stay on when those letters were available."


  I wanted to growl again, but this time couldn't quite bring myself to. If I'd gone with the destroyer, then maybe—just maybe!—I'd have been able to persuade whoever was currently in charge of the main battle fleet to set course for Wilkes Prime immediately instead of doing whatever they'd done instead. In that sense, it appeared, I'd made a poor decision after all. It was one I intended never to repeat.


  Then I heard a group of others making their way down the tunnel towards us, and forced calm upon myself. Another promise I'd extracted was that I'd take my chances like everyone else and be made part of an ordinary group of evacuees, at least during the earliest and most dangerous stage of the getaway. And sure enough, my nose soon informed me, I was being exfiltrated with a group of Rabbits and at least one Dog, plus a few human-type marines.


  "Good afternoon," I greeted the rest of my breakout group as Nestor and I rose from the little meeting-place bench. Heaven only knew how far these guys had hiked already, so they needed the seats worse than we did. Slowly my new mates loomed out of the darkness; sure enough there were five humans, nine Rabbits, and the single Dog.


  "Hello, Commodore," the senior NCO greeted me with a smile—he was a human. Since all of us were wearing civvies—slave shorts in my own case—there wasn't any saluting. "I'm John Lundberg, sir. Master sergeant, Third Marines." His smile widened. "I used to train aerospace fighter pilots on escape and evasion techniques full time, sir."


  I nodded and smiled back, then shook his hand. "Pleased to meet you, sergeant." Of course if such a man were available Heinrich and Jean would see to it that he was placed in my own escape group. I could ask for an average, normal group all I wanted. But the sergeant would find his way in nonetheless, no doubt after a long harangue about how miserable the rest of his life was going to be if I didn't make it. Similarly, I soon discovered that the Rabbits were all marines as well, some of the group I'd originally pilfered from the fencible-manned destroyers and used to train the Wilkes volunteers. They'd been good troops even then, but now that they'd worked so closely with regular-force marines in the face of the enemy and even fought a few battles alongside them, well… If they weren't every bit as salty as the humans, I was a junior assistant fan dancer. Our single Dog was a highly valuable asset to the team as well—Fidel was a local volunteer sergeant of insurgents that we'd brought underground with us due to his familiarity with the local terrain. He was a sheep dog, and his herd's normal grazing-grounds were directly above our heads.


  "A completely ordinary and average group," I observed to Heinrich as he stood aloof in the back, watching us get to know each other. My voice was pitched so that only an old friend like him would detect the sarcasm. "Just as I asked for."


  He smiled wide, letting me see that my message had in fact been understood. Then his features sobered again. "Sir, there's no one in the universe I less enjoy having displeased with me than you. Excepting of course His Majesty."


  I nodded again and sighed. He was right, of course—I was in some respects a valuable commodity, and all friendship aside he'd have to be able to show he'd done his best for me in the event I was lost. "I'm sorry, Heinrich. I know you're just following orders, but…"


  He looked me in the eyes. "No officer in the fleet," he said slowly, "believes in you more than I do, sir. We were once friends, and I can only hope that… that…"


  It was too much—in an instant I was hugging him, Rabbit-style. "You're following orders, Heinrich. I understand. Someday when this is over and we're both old and retired, we'll sit around and laugh about it. All right?"


  He closed his eyes and relaxed a bit as he squeezed back. "Thank you, sir. I… Ah… Well, thank you."


  "Don't mention it," I replied, releasing him. "Now… Which way out do you have in mind for us?"


  "Tunnel seven," he replied.


  I nodded. "The longest one. It exits behind a thermal spring."


  "Right," he agreed. "You'll be the first to use the route—we've been saving it for something special. An underground operative will be right there on the spot to pick you up. And…. I'll be accompanying you all the way to daylight personally, sir. Since it's the first time for this tunnel, you see—I always come along the first time, in case something goes wrong. Jean's going to do two shifts back-to-back in the command post to cover me."


  I smiled at the polite, well-intentioned lie, just to show that I knew it for what it was. Heinrich couldn't possibly have time to accompany escape-groups to their designated exits, not even just the first time. He was trying to take special care of me, was all, and didn't want me to feel badly about it. "Of course," I agreed. "How long's the hike?"


  "It's too far to walk," Heinrich explained. "So we've arranged for an electric tram." He smiled again, this time far more naturally. "Only the best for personal friends of the management, you see!"
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  Even by tram, it was a long, dull trip to the end of tunnel seven. I was no geologist, but as near as I could tell by the headlights the hole's walls consisted of a single type of stone—the gray and boring kind. This being one of our purely military additions to the tunnel complex, we were no longer anywhere near the presumably more interesting ore body. Still, after the first hour or so of watching the featureless walls roll by I was ready for something more than just a slight change in the slope of the floor to break the tedium. But when it finally came, well…


  Our first clue that something had gone badly wrong was when we Rabbit-types noticed an odd sort of roaring-crashing sound above the continual whine of the tram's motor. Fidel—the Dog—heard it as well, I'm certain, because his ears pricked up too. Then, before we had time to think, it was as if something huge punched me in the gut and kicked me in the behind at the same time. Then we were flying half-senseless down the borehole, at least six of us, until suddenly the tunnel floor rose up and smote us. Somewhere in there—I'm not sure exactly where—something big and glowing yellow-orange came careening through as well, bouncing from the curved walls like a ping-pong ball. Then, though I tried my hardest to remain conscious, I passed out.


  The next thing I knew I was being dragged through a silent darkness—the tugs came from a low-enough angle that I knew I was being dragged by a Rabbit. Then I was rather unceremoniously flopped down next to another bunny, who I recognized by scent as Nestor. I couldn't move a muscle, however; the explosion of whatever-it-was had completely paralyzed me. Soon Fidel was lying on the other side of me, then another Rabbit beyond him. I was just about to go insane with frustration at not understanding what was going on when something finally unstuck itself in my head and I could hear again, though in a curiously muted way.


  "…anti-tunnel bomb," Heinrich was explaining to someone. "Special purpose—full of little rockets that spread out and smash everything within reach all to hell. Any closer and it would've killed us all."


  "We've got to go back, sir," Sergeant Lundberg replied. "We'll never get past the Imperials with so many wounded."


  "You're right," Heinrich replied in his upper-class Imperial accent. "But the roof's caved in, probably for a hundred yards or more. There's only one way out for any of us now, like it or not. And that's forward."


  Just about then my musculature caught up with my hearing, and I began to be able to move a little. The first thing I did was to lean over and sniff Nestor to see how badly hurt he was. I couldn't detect any blood, so I figured that he was probably just stunned, as I'd been. Then I did the same for Fidel. He smelled okay, too. Very slowly I climbed to my feet and stood as the tunnel floor heaved to and fro under my feet. "Heinrich?" I asked when it finally stopped.


  "David!" he replied. "Thank god! You just lie still, and—"


  "I'm already up and about. And I think I'll be all right—nothing feels too badly broken. Status report, please."


  "Yes, sir," he replied formally. "We've been hit by a tunnel-busting bomb, sir— it was probably shipped in all the way from Imperious. The injured all appear to have been stunned—the ones riding with you towards the back of the tram were worst affected—and one marine has a badly broken leg. I don't think we could've been targeted specifically, sir—they missed us by a good half-mile, and while they clearly have the complex at least partially mapped out I don't see how they could possibly know which parts we're using for what. More likely, in my opinion, it was part of an opening salvo of best-guesses—almost a random shot."


  I nodded. "That makes perfect sense."


  "Does anyone have a light?" a human voice asked off to my right, where most of the rest of the wounded still lay in a row. From the tone of his voice, it wasn't the first time he'd asked.


  "Mine's broken," Sergeant Lundberg muttered. "The survival-specialist's flashlight is broken— can you imagine that? I just hope I live long enough to write a nasty letter to the manufacturer. They claim their products are indestructible!"


  "Everyone's lights seem to be broken, sir," Heinrich amplified. "They imploded. Apparently there was a severe pressure-wave."


  I nodded; that was to be expected whenever there was an explosion in a confined space. "Do we have anything that'll burn?"


  "Working on it now, sir," Lundburg replied; faintly (due to my damaged ears) I heard him rummaging through our luggage-boxes. We Rabbits were supposed to carry those, once we were on the surface. In them were most of our weapons, plus a few important files and such that we hoped might somehow make it back to Royal space. Presently there was a little 'pop', and Lundburg was holding a burning piece of cloth in his hand—a hat, I suddenly realized. It produced perhaps as much light as a dinner candle. But between the previous darkness and my recent spell of unconsciousness, it was bright enough to drive daggers into my eyes and make me nauseous.


  "Good work!" Heinrich exclaimed. "Let's check on the wounded first, so we know where we stand with them." He looked directly at me. "And that includes you, sir."


  My head was pounding worse and worse from the 'bright' light, then my knees grew weak again as well. "Yes," I agreed reluctantly, sinking back down to the stone floor. "But check on me last. The others are worse off than I am."
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  Modern first aid kits are wonderful things, but they have their limits. While we were able to establish that save for a single broken tibia all of our victims were suffering from concussions, treating them was another matter entirely. We had a medication available in our first aid kit that'd help stabilize the brains of any of our three species. The stuff had nasty side effects, however, including inducing a twelve-hour near-coma. "Evacuate the patient immediately to a field hospital with adequately trained personnel," the instructions on the little bottles read. Fortunately while we were squinting at the tiny letters in the darkness two more of the Rabbits, a human marine, and Fidel regained consciousness as well. Fidel in particular was even more unsteady on his feet than I was; he vomited twice before his head began to clear.


  "He was sitting in the second to the back row, wasn't he?" I asked Heinrich.


  "Just in front of you," the marine commander agreed.


  I frowned into the darkness, trying to think. It was growing easier all the time, thanks to the very different injection I'd received—it was meant for battlefield patients who'd regained consciousness on their own and contained stimulants instead of coma-inducers. "But most of the cargo-boxes were directly behind me. They must've diverted part of the blast around and over my head." I frowned a second time—if that were the case, then Nestor had been sitting in the worst place of all.


  "It fits," Heinrich agreed. Then he thought things through for a long moment. "We can only carry so many wounded; at a certain point any more becomes physically impossible. Yet we must get out of here before there's another raid. Our corpsman is still unconscious himself. Even worse, he was sitting directly in front of Nestor. So… How about if we pick out those who look worst-off and who were sitting furthest towards the rear and give them the sleepy-shot? The rest we'll hit with stimulants and hope they'll be able to march on their own."


  "Sounds like a plan, I suppose." I began to stand up, and the world whirled again. "I—"


  "Just sit, sir," Heinrich urged, taking my arm and lowering be back down to the tunnel floor. "The sergeant and I can handle it. You're still recovering yourself.'


  I nodded; he was right and I knew it. So I crawled off to where our baggage lay strewn in a pile and began to paw through it while the rest were giving injections. The boxes were plain wooden crates of the sort ordinarily borne by Rabbit-laborers, the smaller ones equipped with straps for backpack-style carry while the larger containers had rings through which poles could be run. Some had been crushed to splinters, while it was clear that we could no longer carry most of the rest anyway. We Rabbits were all carrying small hand-blasters in our slave-shorts already, my own Imperial weapon being the largest and most powerful of the bunch, and I assumed that the humans were similarly equipped. Fidel wasn't trained on anything but volunteer-type weapons that I knew of, so I pulled out three grenades for him. He probably didn't know how to use these either, but they weren't all that difficult to figure out. If worse came to worst he could always hand them off to someone else. Then I found the two least-damaged backpack-boxes and loaded them up with human-style ration-packs, water-purification tablets, matches, and enough blankets for the non-furred types. Finally I crammed in more ration-packs around the edges, leaving only enough room for the first-aid kit. Fidel, I reasoned, could eat human-food in a pinch, while we bunnies would have to graze. It wouldn't be pleasant, but we'd live.


  Just as I finished up, I found two more items lying off to one side that simply had to be dealt with as well. The first was a nondescript-looking leather bag that I barely even noticed until I tried to move it. It was extraordinarily heavy for its size, and clinked. When I opened it up I found that it was stuffed with gold coins, some of them quite large in denomination. By now we were burning bits of Heinrich's uniform for light, as it was one of the few things we could be certain we'd have no further use for later. So I moved the burning butter-soaked sleeve of my friend's coat closer and saw a fire-lily stamped on the leather. This was Marcus gold! But how, and why? Then it came to me— either James or Uncle Robert must've entrusted it to Nestor in case an emergency arose in which I was unable to tap family resources. Well, this was certainly an emergency, and gold was always useful stuff to have around. So I went back and crammed the little bag into one of the backpack-boxes. Then I looked back at the other item, and sighed.


  It was my Sword.


  At first I'd planned to cache the thing somewhere in the mountain where it wouldn't be too much trouble to dig out later. But Heinrich and Jean had convinced me that it'd become a vital symbol of His Majesty's cause, almost as much so as my physical person. Besides, if a way were found for me to make any more propaganda broadcasts it'd be important that I be filmed wearing it. Yet… What was I to do with the thing? I pondered the matter for several minutes, then came up with a tentative solution. Slave Rabbits weren't allowed weapons, but tools were another matter entirely. My Sword was far shorter than that of a human, simply because I was so much smaller myself. So I took a little roll of dull-brown waterproof tape that we weren't bringing along anyway and wrapped the entire scabbard with it. Then I removed the rectangular wrapping from a surplus ration-pack and used it to cover the hilt and guard. The final result resembled a curved-handled axe more than anything else, or at least I hoped it would from a distance. Up close it'd never pass muster, of course. But at short range, well… The Imperials knew Nestor and I far too well for us to have much hope up close anyway. So, maybe it'd do.


  "Hello, sir!" Sergeant Lundburg said as he loomed up in the darkness. "Been doing some repacking?"


  "Yes," I replied. "And of course I'd appreciate your expert opinion."


  He nodded and unpacked my two Rabbit-boxes. The oversized sack of gold coins elicited a whistle, but he said nothing. "I think you chose very well, sir. Except that I'd add a coil of rope on the outside of each pack and maybe try to work in a few more grenades. If I didn't know better, I'd have to say you've been in a tough spot or two already yourself and are therefore a bit of a veteran at this sort of thing."


  I smiled. "Thank you."


  "You're most welcome, sir. I've been some bad places indeed, but never…" Then his voice trailed off and he shook his head. "I'll get you out, sir. Or die trying. My word of honor."


  "We'll all get each other out of this together, Sergeant" I corrected him. "At least as many of us as we can, that is." Then I sighed. "How much longer long before we're ready to start?"
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  The answer, apparently, was "not very long". Lundburg was just finishing up his repacking job when I noticed that all the rest of the able-bodied members of our little group were looking down silently at us. I rose to my feet just as the sergeant latched the second carry-box's lid and tied on a large hank of parachute cord. "That should do it," he muttered, rising to his feet. Just then we furred-types distinctly heard another roar-crash like the one that'd occurred just before we'd been bombed. This time it was further away, however, and except for the ground trembling a bit the bomb caused us no further ill effects. "They've hit Seven again," Heinrich observed. "But further up, this time. Almost certainly a wasted shot, since we don't use it for anything."


  I nodded. "So let's get out of here before they do it again."


  There was never any doubt that I'd have to carry my share, just like the rest of the Rabbits. We had too many wounded with us to permit anything else. Due to the fact that I'd been so recently unconscious, however, I was given one of the lightest available loads—one end of Nestor's stretcher. Sniffing him lying there so deathlike and helpless didn't do anything for my mood, however; he'd saved my life I didn't know how many times, and being a fellow Rabbit was in many ways a closer friend than even James could ever be. The tunnel went on and on and on, and all the while I grew ever more worried about my aide.


  "Hold up!" I heard Heinrich call at the front of the line, and like the rest of the laboring bunnies I placidly stopped and waited to be told what to do next. It was good to be serving as muscle-power rather than the chief decision-maker, I decided—the sensation felt much more natural than playing the leader in more ways that I really wanted to count. Then the illusion was broken when Heinrich came back to make his report. "Sir," he explained. "I've been thinking. If the Imperials have mapped Tunnel Seven at all, then the odds are good that they've located the secret entrance, even though we've never used it."


  I nodded. "Right. But what choice do we have?"


  He smiled, the expression barely discernable in the light of an improvised candle. "You must've missed the briefing sir, not that I blame you. All the escape tunnels have at least one side exit as well, bored to within just a couple feet below the surface but not quite poking through. We tried to run these where they wouldn't show up very well, like along a joint or fault line or whatever. This one's cut through a basalt dike." Then the smile faded. "The problem is that we'll have to blast through the last bit of rock, sir. It won't be in the least bit subtle, and there won't be any friends waiting to meet us. But of course there shouldn't be any Imperial reception committee either, as there might very well be otherwise."


  "I see," I replied, though in point of fact I had only a tiny fraction of the data I needed to form a proper picture of the situation. But Heinrich didn't know any more than I did, nor did anyone else. "I take it you prefer the side tunnel?"


  He nodded. "We could get killed either way, of course. But if we’re going to go, let's at least do so with the element of surprise on our side."


  "I concur. Lead away." Then I picked up Nestor's stretcher again and returned to my physical exertions.


  *****


  The side-tunnel rock was only slightly more interesting than that of the main bore— basalt was black, apparently, and a bit more crumbly than whatever the rest of the mountain was made of. Here the tunneling machine had drilled a very small radius pathway, so much so that the humans were forced to stoop over. Even my own eartips slid along the smooth, cool rock ceiling much of the time, which was sort of nice because it kept me from hitting my head. At intervals the bore diameter grew smaller and smaller until, at the very end, even I was bent almost double and the humans were crawling.


  "Well, this is it," one of the human marines whispered when the tunnel sprouted a side-branch. It was a dead end, however, barely large enough for everyone to squeeze into. "Should I go on ahead and connect the charges, sir?"


  "Yes," Heinrich agreed. Then he turned to me. "This is a bunker, sir. To protect us when we blow our way out. We're only few feet deep here. Everything should be wired up and ready for us, but we've left a few final connections as a safety precaution."


  I nodded wordlessly, then gestured my load-partner towards one of the best-protected corners. Once there we lowered our burden to the stony floor. "Might as well get everything ready, then. What will this branch open up to?"


  "A meadow, unfortunately," Heinrich replied.


  "A big one!" Fidel added. "In high summer, it's the best grazing around."


  I nodded and scowled. So, we were going to be breaking out into the open in broad daylight, immediately after announcing our presence with a loud bang and large cloud of dust. How much more perfect could it get? We'd be lucky if the bloody satellites didn't take note, much less local troops on the ground!


  "We're a long way from anyplace where we might reasonably be expected," Heinrich countered, even though I'd not spoken a word aloud. "We'll have that going for us, in any event."


  I nodded. What would be would be—the only thing that was certain was that I'd go down fighting if I had to. Or, we'd go down fighting, rather—by now I was confident that my little band was made of very stern stuff indeed. "The able-bodied should lead; we'll come back for the wounded once we're certain that the area's secure."


  "Precisely what I was going to suggest," Heinrich agreed.


  After that, there wasn't much to do but draw my blaster, check one last time on Nestor and the rest of the wounded, and wait. It took a lot longer for the marine to return than I'd expected, until I thought about how far we'd have to be from an explosion in a confined space to be safe. "We're all ready, sir," he reported to Heinrich. "Just open the cabinet and close the switch."


  My friend looked to me for permission, and I nodded. "You do the honors," he ordered the trooper. The young private smiled, then closed the contact. Suddenly the tunnel came alive with a juddering roar, the air was full of dust and the reek of humus...


  ...and I was squinting at an unbearably bright beam of sunlight shining through all the smoke and dust and nastiness.
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  "Nownownow!" I urged, more out of reflex than anything else. Then it was a mad footrace for the entrance with blasters drawn. We Rabbits were quick, but Fidel was a good ten yards ahead of us by the time we clambered our way up the convenient earthen ramp the explosion had created and burst through the raw wound we'd opened in the turf. It was like entering another universe, after being underground for so long. The sun was shining, the meadow was a brilliant wildflower-speckled green, the air was sweet and pure, and majestic sharp-tipped mountains soared thousands of feet into the heavens behind us. But we didn’t have time for that—the most beautiful sight of all was there wasn't an Imperial anywhere near us. That couldn't last long, so I resolved to take advantage of every second. "Heinrich!" I ordered before the humans even made it all the way to fresh air. "Go back for the wounded and the dunnage. Fidel and I will hold the entrance."


  "Aye-aye sir," my friend replied without hesitation.


  Meanwhile, our Dog was romping about joyously. "I know just where we are!" he declared. "Getting us down into a populated area will be easy!"


  "Good," I replied, smiling. "Which way is out?"


  "We'll follow Dale Creek," he replied. Then he pointed. "That one over…" But he never finished his words. Instead his eyes opened wide.


  Because, suddenly, we both realized that he was pointing at the business end of a long-barreled Imperial artillery piece.


  "Get down!" I ordered, falling onto my belly. All that we could see of the big gun was the newly-elevated muzzle, which meant that the weapon's crew wasn't high enough off the ground to see where we were yet. Though of course that was going to change the instant they sent out a patrol to find out what the big noise had been about. Then Fidel was lying alongside me, panting. "Oh my!" he gasped.


  Oh my! I agreed, though I didn't speak the words aloud. We had to get away fast, and that was all there was to it. "Hurry!" I shouted down the tunnel. "We'll have visitors real soon now!" But there was no audible reply, so I couldn't be sure whether my words were heard or not. Then I turned back to Fidel. "Tell me more about this meadow," I snapped. "What else do you know?"


  "We graze sheep in it," he explained. "I've had my flock here lots of times. What more is there to say?"


  I sighed, closed my eyes, and forced myself to be patient. "Look," I explained. "Large guns are rarely deployed alone, and almost never without at least a couple squads of troops at hand for local security. There's probably three, maybe even four or five more cannon just like that one sited all around us, and there's Imperials actively patrolling and looking for trouble. So… What can you tell me that might help us dodge 'em all?"


  Fidel's eyes grew large again, and I knew that we were indeed in serious trouble. "I… Sir…. It's a meadow! Grassy, with gently rolling terrain. I—" Then his eyes went wider still, and he pointed again, this time off to the right. "Look!"


  At first I didn't realize what I was seeing—all I could make out were a group of dark spots rising over the ridgeline to the south of us. And then… "Horses!" I cried out!


  "We never graze horses up here," Fidel replied. "Only the sheep! But—"


  Just then the first of our Rabbits came trooping up out of the crater, carrying one of our supply backpacks. I looked at him, frowned…


  …and had an idea. "Hey there!" I cried, leaping to my feet and waving my arms towards the horses. "H-e-e-e-y!"


  The equines, which had been moving at a trot, stopped dead.


  "H-e-e-ey!" I declared again, still cavorting about like a fool. Then inspiration struck again. Only one Rabbit in this part of space was known for carrying a Sword. So I drew mine and waved it about, letting the glittering blade flash in the sun. It'd draw the eyes of every Imperial for miles around, but then again so would the brand-new crater I was standing next to. "H-e-e-e-y!"


  The Sword was enough. As one the horses surged towards me at a full gallop. Or Horses rather, I decided—it'd take an advanced brain to recognize me. The big animals moved deceptively quickly—they came skidding to a halt, blowing and snorting, just as Heinrich helped the last stretcher case up the difficult slope.


  "I… Will you carry us?" I asked the largest of the Horses—he was the lone stallion, and therefore as nearly as I could guess in charge. "It'll be terribly dangerous, and the odds are we'll all be killed regardless." He nodded violently, then did a little dance of joy to show what a pleasure it'd be.


  "Thank you!" I replied. Then I bunny-hugged his left-front leg, which was all I could reach of him. Meanwhile Heinrich and the rest mounted up, draping our unconscious friends across the Horse's backs before them. We were all going to be riding bareback, and even if we'd had saddles and such there wasn't time for anything fancier regardless. "Hurry up, David!" Heinrich encouraged me from atop his white mare.


  I nodded and pressed my lips together in determination, then squatted down and leapt as high as I could towards the stallion's shoulders. My effort was far too energetic, and I ended lying in the dust with a sore tail for my troubles.


  "Don't tell me you've never ridden before!" my friend protested.


  "All right then," I agreed. "I won't tell you." The fact was that mounting and riding either a true animal or a fellow slave had always felt like a very wrong thing for me to do, though I wasn't sure quite why. Not that the issue arose in this case—this particular stallion was okay with it, apparently. "Hold still!" I urged him. Then I tried again, and this time landed true.


  "Head for the creek!" Fidel directed, pointing again. "It's the best way down the slope and into town!"


  "You heard him," I repeated, making it official. Then, feeling a little silly, I barely touched my heels to the stallion's massive ribs. "Please?"


  His reaction was altogether unexpected at the time, though I've learned since that because they're mute Horses tend to be more theatrical than the other sentient species. So, I was only just barely able to hang on as my mount reared, screamed defiance at the universe, then led his little family towards the sound of running water at a trot so rapid it jarred me to the bone with every step.
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  Riding a Horse, I soon decided, wasn't nearly as comfortable a mode of travel as riding in a starship. Your typical space-faring vessel, for example, doesn't bounce up and down with every foot of progress. The decks are nice and level, unlike a Horse's sharply-sloped and rather slippery back, and while traveling between the planets I've never once had to resort to holding onto my ship's mane with both hands for dear life. And yet Horses had their virtues too, not least among them being available in my hour of need.


  "He says they up here because of all the fighting down below," Fidel explained—apparently as a farm worker he'd learned to interpret the snorts and ear-cockings that a Horse used to somewhat approximate speech. "The big guns shoot sometimes, but nothing ever fires back."


  "Of course not," Heinrich agreed from the far side of Fidel. "They're not worth unmasking one of our own batteries for. From here, they can't do us any real damage. At least while we're in the tunnels, I mean."


  I nodded silently, trying to think ahead. It wasn't easy while being jostled so continuously and within earshot of such interesting professional conversation. "Where would you have located the rest of the battery, Heinrich?"


  He thought about it a moment and sighed. "I'm not sure, really. In my opinion, this is such a ridiculous deployment to begin with that—"


  Just then we topped a little rise and found another of the guns. This one had its barrel lowered, so that it wasn't visible from a long way off like the other had been. Nor was it pointed directly at us— the weapon was slewed well off until the left. But the officer was pointing at us, the barrel was swinging our way, and...


  ...suddenly I was out of time and options alike. There was only one thing to do. "Charge!" I cried out in what was supposed to be a blood-chilling shout but came out instead as a lapine squeal. Then I drew my Sword and waved it again, to make sure that everyone got the point. "Charge!"


  Then I was off in a headlong rush, the stallion's hooves like thunder and the world blurring around me. It was the most ridiculous situation I'd ever found myself in—with my Sword occupying one hand I was forced to hang on for dear life with the other, and everything was jiggling and shaking and roaring along so fast that I hadn't a prayer of sheathing my blade and drawing my proper weapon. So feeling like a total idiot and not at all certain that anyone was following the stallion and I raced like the wind...


  ...directly towards the rapidly-swinging muzzle. Beyond which, I was certain, the Imperials were struggling to load some kind of canister or beehive round that, if it were to go off before we were among them, would surely rip us all to bloody rags. At least it'd be quick…


  There were a few lucid moments in the headlong rush—in one of them I glimpsed the Imperial officer's jaw drop in shock, and in another I consciously leaned forward and extended my Sword in the manner I thought least likely to cause me to unhorse myself at the moment of truth. Then in a flash I was beyond the gaping muzzle and slashing like a fiend at the Imperials, who still stood frozen in their tracks. Not for long—I very nearly decapitated their officer, and that was just the beginning. Then the stallion and I were past, and I became dimly aware than my men had indeed followed and were now surging over the gun and its crew like the Golden Horde, blasting and kicking and slaughtering until every last Imperial was as dead as their commander. "Stop!" I finally ordered as my overly-excited men killed the enemy over and over again. There was just something about a mounted charge, it seemed, something that turned the best of people into ravening beasts. "Cease fire! They're dead already, for the love of god!"


  And so they were, it was soon highly obvious. The ground flowed with gore, my own first victim lying at the headwaters of his own personal river of the stuff. He looked pathetic lying there, and I felt anything but glorious or noble. Was he someone's dad, I wondered sickly? "Sir!" Heinrich finally gasped, eyes still aglow from the sheer spectacle of it all. "Of all the things I expected never to—"


  But I wasn't having any of it. "Grab that officer's uniform," I ordered—Heinrich, not having planned to escape with the rest of us, was still dressed as a King's officer. "It's pretty clean, or at least the front side is. Maybe it'll pass at a distance. See if you can fit into it." Then I frowned and turned to the Rabbits. "I want you to pick out the bloodiest rags you can out of that mess, and wrap them around our own wounded. Make them look like dead carcasses. Got it?"


  The marine-bunnies nodded, but were obviously mystified. "Good," I replied. "Move! Move! Move!
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  It wasn't the first time I'd had people under my command think I'd gone mad, and with a sigh I realized it probably wouldn't be the last. But to set the proper example I personally festooned Nestor in the bloodiest, nastiest improvised bandages I could find, tying them in such a manner that it looked like he'd been gutted and the rags were holding his chest-cavity shut. Then I lashed him onto a horse next to another Rabbit as if he were a corpse. By then Heinrich was wearing his new uniform—he was a captain of the Imperial Artillery service—and I helped him daub the last little bits of gore out of his shirt as the rest of the wounded received the same treatment as Nestor. Lastly, just as we were finishing up, I handed my friend a standard Imperial baster-rifle that'd been lying among the enemy dead. "Carry this at port-arms all the time, like you're always ready to fire on a moment's notice. From here on Fidel walks out in front sniffing, too. Now we're a hunting party, you see. Hunting for escaped Rabbits and human refugees. Successfully too, I might add. I expect the Imperials will approve."


  Suddenly Heinrich's eye went wide, then he grinned and shook his head. "David, you're a genius."


  "Not really," I answered. "But I bet it works."


  It did, too. Just a few minutes later an Imperial floater showed up, but Heinrich's arrogant wave and the subdued countenance of we Rabbits caused it to fly right on by after a bare moment's hesitation. Perhaps two hours later a squad of Imperials in a larger, armored floater arrived to check us out more carefully. Heinrich's authentic upper-class Imperial accent coupled with the obviously-dead 'guerillas' was proof enough of our bona fides for this crew, though the lieutenant in charge urged Heinrich, his putative superior officer, to file the proper paperwork before future hunting expeditions. And that was that. Sergeant Lundberg shook my hand and offered me an honorary certificate from the escape and evasion school, but I didn't feel much like accepting any more honors just then. All I could think about was the Imperial I'd killed with my Sword. For some reason his death bothered me even more than most, though I had no idea as to why.


  Fidel ran ahead just before dark to alert his owners that we were coming, so that by the time we arrived half a small barn was ready for us to take over. The locals really rolled out the red carpet, stuttering and stammering as they offered the finest food and drink remaining in their larders. A doctor came by and looked our wounded over— he put a cast on the leg of the human marine, and after long study of his instruments administered injections to the far more numerous victims of the shockwave. About half came around then and there, including Nestor to my great joy. Then and only then were we allowed to rest and think about the future.
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  Though the Resistance propaganda people tried to make a lot out of the fact that I'd "come out of the mountains to lead the freedom fighters in person", pretty much everyone from Nestor down did their best to see to it that I never took a single unnecessary risk. Mostly I spent my time sitting around in a moderately luxurious rural safehouse waiting for an Imperial raid that never materialized. The whole setup reminded me altogether too much of being interned on Geneva Station, except that'd felt more honorable somehow. "I'm sorry the Royal Fleet never came," Nestor said on one of my worst days. "It was a good plan, sir, and deserved better."


  I nodded but made no reply. There was nothing I hated more than losing at anything, especially for stakes that really mattered. And every single day that passed served to rub more salt in the wound of my defeat. The last remnants of the mountain fortress were still holding out heroically, but it was clear that their days were numbered and that everyone who was going to get out alive already had. The escapees didn't include either my old friend Jean or Midshipman O'Toole, who should've still had his whole life ahead of him but now was probably already crushed and broken under some anonymous cave-in. The Resistance raged on more fiercely than ever, but the cost was growing incalculable. Everywhere you went, my few visitors claimed, there were Rabbits dangling from nooses for crimes either real or imagined. Meanwhile car bombs exploded in the streets, the Imperials took hostages and exacted savage reprisals, civilians died by the score...


  ...and I sat warm and safe and comfortable, drinking tea with my closest friend.


  Damnit! I raged inwardly. If my plan had worked, it would've been worth all this! But with no Royal fleet to hit the enemy while he was vulnerable all the blood and suffering were wasted and purposeless. Which made me a butcher in my own eyes, not a strategist. "If you ever find yourself fighting fair," the Professor had always said, "you've done something terribly wrong." Well, I was certainly fighting fair now, and would be for quite some time to come. Or the forces left behind after I was evacuated would be fighting fair, I reminded myself bitterly. Myself, I was going home to a royal reception that I'd proven myself unworthy of, and most likely would be awarded some sort of noble title that I neither wanted nor had earned. Why, oh why, wouldn't they let me stay here to at least fight and die honorably amidst the ruins I'd created?


  I was giving serious consideration to attempting an escape from the safehouse by the time Heinrich finally sent me a message. He'd taken charge of trying to find me a way off-planet, since his accent and relative obscurity went a long way towards helping him mingle with our enemies. "The Imperials have re-opened the planet to trade," his note explained. "And the danger has attracted the usual sort of entrepreneurial riffraff. Rabbits and other Wilkes Prime livestock are still banned from leaving the planet, but I've hired a smuggler to carry myself and a crew of highly-skilled Rabbits off-world regardless. So you and Nestor and any five of your fellows you may want to bring along are life-support-system technicians now; sorry, but there's no room for more. Be ready to move on Thursday."


  By the time Thursday came I was feeling worse about things than ever. Heinrich had told me that he had room enough to bring five more Rabbits home with him besides myself and Nestor, yet how were they to be chosen? The whole operation was ultra-secret to begin with, and there were other complications as well. Wounded Rabbits, for example, would've given the whole thing away, as would spreading the word too far and wide. So in the end it was largely Hobson's choice—Heinrich had long assigned nothing but Rabbits to my personal guard on the excellent grounds that he could be dead-certain of their loyalty. Four of these were now combat veterans; indeed one of them—Samuel—had fought beside me back on Zombie Station and was now such an excellent and highly-decorated NCO that even human marines never before exposed to Rabbits cheerfully accepted orders from him. We couldn't afford to lose a Rabbit like him, I decided, carefully ignoring the part of my mind trying to remind that this was exactly why James was attempting to preserve my own life. Then I pulled the names of three others out of a hat without asking for volunteers to stay behind; if I even so much as hinted that this was what I expected of them it'd take a crowbar to get them off Wilkes Prime. The last slot I saved for the most promising Volunteer Sergeant of the Resistance that I could lay my hands on, a young delicate-looking lop-bunny who made a specialty of close-assaulting Imperial armored fighting vehicles while on patrol. I wanted him along for propaganda purposes, in case we ever needed to set up a Rabbit-based Resistance anywhere else. He'd earned a Sword in my estimation, and I was going to do my damnedest to see that he got it despite the way my own reputation was certain to suffer back home after I'd made such a bloody shambles of things.


  "You secured the Hashimoto worlds without a fight," Nestor reminded me as we packed our few personal belongings into backpacks marked "CleanAire Environmental Systems Services". There was plenty of room for baggage, we'd been told; it was the hidden part of the smuggler's hold that'd be crammed over-tight with the five of us bunnies in it. "You made an important contact I shouldn't talk about too much here and now. You delayed Imperial operations by weeks if not months by killing off the upper Wilkes nobility and creating an insurrection. An insurrection that's still likely to succeed in the long run, I'll add." He looked at me oddly. "Sir... Most officers would consider that to be a pretty fair outcome on such a difficult mission. In fact, most would've never even imagined that anything more might be possible."


  I shrugged. "Maybe I'm spoiled. Maybe the other victories came too easily—I don't know. But..." I sighed. "I'm being forced to abandon my men, damnit! To leave them here to fight and die while I go home and sit by a comfy fire!" My fists balled. "It's wrong!"


  Nestor shrugged. "Maybe it's wrong and maybe it's not, sir. It's not my place to say." He paused and met my eyes. "But it is a Royal Command—one which you must obey. So I think 'abandoning' isn't at all the right word for what's happening here, sir. And I'll kick the ass of anyone besides you who ever dares use the term. Even a human. Because you don't deserve to be accused of that. I only wish you'd stop accusing yourself."


  I sighed, then threw my brushes into the backpack. I'd grown rather attached to my brushes; one of the smallest had been with me aboard Broad Arrow oh so many years ago. They were so well broken-in that some Rabbits might consider them worn-out, and I'd have no difficulty convincing anyone they belonged to a slave. "I've killed thousands—perhaps tens of thousands—to no worthwhile purpose. There's not much worse an officer can do, in my book at least. And that's all there is to it."


  Nestor shrugged. "Whatever you say, sir. Heaven knows I've tried my best." Then wordlessly he shouldered his pack and, knowing better than to offer to help me with mine, tromped out.
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  I had to give whoever'd worked out our getaway a great deal of credit—the entire concept was brilliant. And so were our disguises. We Rabbits were all dressed in very nice and professional-looking coveralls that had "CleanAire Shipboard Services" stenciled across the back. Each of us was equipped with a leather belt full of well-worn tools as well—something not easy to come by on Wilkes Prime just then because we'd destroyed so many—and a Rabbit-style respirator dangled around our necks. Except for Samuel and I, of course. We were wearing ours, because the large white chlorine tank we carried slung between us on twin shoulder-poles had not-so-accidentally sprung a tiny leak. "CleanAire is the BEST Air!" the tank read on one side. "We Sink Shipboard Stink!" the other claimed.


  Whoever forged Heinrich's spaceport pass did an equally good job; the Imperial shore patrolman in charge at the gate didn't even blink. "Hardpoint 334 is down the right taxiway, then when it forks bear right again," he explained in a bored voice. So far, apparently, the war hadn't yet been a very exciting one for him. "It's the worst slot on the field—I'd make sure the owner pays you cash."


  "Of course," Heinrich replied. "And thank you."


  Then we were rattling along down the taxiway in our little service-scooter, trying to look like overworked slaves headed out on yet another job. Samuel and I merely stared at our own feet; carrying the tank was the heaviest work, and among slaves this was an indication that we were the least bright. Still, I glanced up every now and again to see what I could learn. While we were only permitted access to the civilian part of the spaceport and almost all the key military installations were therefore too far away to make out much of, there was still plenty to take in. For example, I was amazed at how little traffic there was on-planet—normally a world cut off from trade and then reconnected to the economic network experienced a huge surge of traffic as pent-up demand was relieved. But there was no evidence of such here—the entire spaceport, largest on the planet, was currently playing host to not many more ships than I might expect to see at any given time at a second or even third-class field back home. And what few ships I saw were small and obsolescent—one even bordered on ancient. So... Why so many old ships and so little traffic? Could it possibly be that the Imperials were running that short on tonnage? If so...


  Well, then Javelin must be doing her job very well indeed!


  I smiled for an instant at the thought, then caught myself mid-stream. It wasn't that I needed to fear being seen; the respirator took care of that. But the emotion didn't fit in well with my overall mood. I'd failed here, I had to remind myself severely. Failed utterly, at a massive cost in lives lost. If Javelin was having a particularly good cruise, well... That was no credit to me. Even if I had pinned down the main battle fleet for her.


  Then our cart was swinging off the taxiway and onto one of the smallest, most remote and decrepit hardpoints I'd ever seen. There were weeds growing four feet tall out of the cracks in the pavement, tough and healthy enough that they'd survived exposure to multiple Field landings, and the cracks they emerged from were so long and wide that I was surprised the surface was still capable of serving its intended purpose. But it did, I supposed. And if one was severely short of capital, well... One made do with what one could afford.


  I knew the plan well—we all did. Heinrich was supposed to ring the intercom at the airlock and identify himself as the CleanAire representative who'd been called. Then Captain Gaines would open the big clamshell cargo doors, and we'd roll aboard cart and all. A few minutes later the ship's legal cargo—damaged and worn-out Imperial ship-drive parts being returned home for servicing—would arrive and be loaded. Because these were 'rush' items, we'd be inspected and cleared almost immediately. Then we'd up ship and no one would think twice about us Rabbit-techs.


  And so everything went, for a time. Heinrich made the initial contact, the doors opened, we drove in...


  ...and immediately, I knew that something was terribly wrong. It wasn't the ship itself, even though it was a retired Imperial Navy fast-courier vessel. Smugglers loved the things to no end and you found them all over civilized space, even though they were poorly-designed deathtraps in my book. The vessels were designed to operate without an engineering staff—all the readouts were either monitored by the ship's computer or glommed onto the pilot's board. This was no way to run a safe vessel—an engineer made his decisions based as much on the "feel" of a ship's Field as anything else, and that was only strong enough to monitor back in Engineering proper, right next to the control rods. This wasn't merely my prejudice as a qualified engineer showing through—the safety record of ships rigged like this one was poor enough that they could only be certified for freight, not passengers. If a captain wanted to take his chances on a black hole suddenly imploding out of nowhere in the location where his drive had just been, that was all well and good. But he was not going to be able to risk any other lives besides his own. Or not legally, at least.


  No, it wasn't the ship. It was her captain that bothered me, though for the life of me I couldn't say exactly why. He was a perfectly-average appearing individual of perhaps fifty-five or sixty years of age, all smiles at the prospect of making good money for what looked like a very simple and easy piece of work. Or maybe that very averageness was what'd set off my alarm bells after all—I'd once jokingly mentioned to the Yan brothers that the next time we met they'd have to introduce themselves all over again because I expected they'd be getting plastic surgery pretty frequently in their line of work. "Not at all," Yan Ho had replied for them both. "Because you can always tell right away when someone's had their face altered. It's a dead giveaway that something's not as advertised." And then he'd gone on to tell me about some of the telltales—unnatural curves to the eyebrows, tight-stretched skin, coloration that doesn't look quite right when examined carefully... Sure enough this smuggler had once had a good bit of work done on his face, I decided as we Rabbits trooped deeper and deeper into the ship. But he was a smuggler, after all—it was the one thing we knew for certain about him, the very reason we'd hired him. I was willing to bet that he wasn't exactly the only member of his profession ever to undergo such a procedure. And yet the alarm bells rang and rang and rang—there was something about this man! My nose wriggled impotently under the respirator mask. Somehow I was sure that one good sniff would resolve everything for me. I might as well have wished for the moon.


  Then, just as the smuggler swung open the cleverly-concealed door to his most secret of cargo holds, I had an idea. The captain had lived aboard this ship for weeks if not months or longer, and what was ship-stink if not the built-up and accumulated body odors of the crew? "Excuse me, Master," I said to Heinrich, keeping my head low and submissive. "Please?"


  Heinrich, playing the part of an Imperial Master, placed his hands on his hips. "What now, you hare-brained fool?"


  "I-I-I..." I stuttered in apparent fear. "I have to use the bathroom before I go in there."


  Heinrich's lips flattened in pretended anger, but his eyes were questioning. He knew I wouldn't deviate from the plan without good reason, and yet... Finally he turned to the others. "Did any of you other idiots drink too much water against orders?"


  Tentatively Nestor raised his hand. "I... I'm sorry, sir."


  Heinrich cuffed him, hard. The he shoved the small Rabbit in my general direction. "We'll have words about this later!" he declared. "And that's a promise." Then he turned to the smuggler. "I'm sorry, Captain Gaines. Where were you planning to water the livestock?"


  He frowned too, then pointed down a companionway. "Make a left at the bottom," he instructed. "You'll run right into it. And hurry! We don't have much time!"


  "Thank you sir! I gushed. "Oh so very, very much!" Then I raced off in that direction, Nestor close at my heels.
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  My aide and I went down the companionway as directed, then broke to the left. Instead of seeking out the head, however, I continued on down the corridor, hunting for an air filter. If I was correct about ship-stink, then the filter should've long ago captured the scent of "Captain Gaines". But it wasn't to be, however—I didn't make it ten feet down the corridor before Nestor grabbed at me and dragged me to a silent stop. His eyes were wide open and he was trembling like a leaf—I hadn't seen him so terrified since… Well, since I'd hauled him out from alongside the bloody corpse of a man I'd just murdered. "Sir!" he whispered in tones so low only a Rabbit could hear them clearly. "What are we going to do? What can we do?"


  My own eyes widened—it'd been so long since I'd seen Nestor behave like an abused slave that I no longer thought it possible. "Are you all right?" I demanded.


  "Oh, sir!" he wept, burying his face in my shoulder. "I don't know what's going to happen now!"


  "What do you mean?" I demanded, pushing him away far less gently than I'd have preferred. But there was so little time. "What's wrong?"


  Nestor blinked. "Didn't you recognize him?" he hissed.


  "No," I replied, keeping my voice as steady and calm as possible. Fear can be at least as contagious among Rabbits as humans, and seeing Nestor in such a state, well… I had to admit that my knees were starting to knock a little too. "Recognize who?"


  "That so-called captain!" he sobbed, pressing his face into my shoulder again. "He's Lieutenant Jeffries! And such an awful, terrible Master he was!"


  At Nestor's words my own mind went 'click' as well. You can change a man's face, yes. But it takes far more to alter the cadence of his speech or the way he stands and walks and moves. Jeffries had always reminded me a bit of a rooster, the way he strutted about with his eyes eternally darting left and right, and this smuggler had exactly the same foible. Nestor's unblocked nose had done the trick for him; indeed, the lieutenant's scent had carried so much power and had brought so many nightmares back to the surface that he'd reverted to the powerless, hopelessly-abused cabin-boy he'd been during his former acquaintance with "Captain Gaines".


  "Nestor," I said firmly. "Snap out of it. I need you now like I've never needed you before."


  "He's going to betray us!" Nestor half-wailed—if he grew much louder his voice would carry all the way back to the smuggler's hole. "He'll sell you to the Imperials and then take me and… and…"


  I knew exactly what Nestor's "and" was, and it repulsed me as much now as it had then. So I reached back, grabbed a handful of air, and punched my friend in the face. "Snap out of it!" I demanded. "You've got to! Or by god that might just be exactly what happens!"


  My fist struck home, hard. It shouldn't have—Nestor's number-one hobby was hand-to-hand combat and normally he was as slippery as an eel. "Ow!" he complained, pulling back and looking up at me. "What was that for?"


  He still seemed fuzzy-headed, so I played dirty by kicking at his right knee. Instinctively he pivoted inside the stroke and countered with a series of stinging jabs to my chin. "Quit that!" he demanded. "No one ever beats up on me again, sir! Not even…" Then his eyes widened again, and this time I could see that he was back. "Oh my!" he whispered. "Sir, I'm so…"


  "We all have our demons," I replied. "And heaven knows you’ve got better reason for them than most. You were practically a child." Then I shook my head. "But that's not important right now. The big question is, what are we going to do about Jeffries?"
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  That question, unfortunately, answered itself. "Are you two about finished down there?" the ex-first lieutenant of HMS Beechwood demanded.


  "Not quite yet," my aide replied. "We've… Made a bit of a mess, and we're cleaning up."


  "Good try, Nestor," "Captain Gaines" replied. "But not quite good enough. I've already got the rest of your crew locked up, you see. That's a complete dead end down there—it leads nowhere and offers you nothing in the way of leverage; no one knows this ship better than I do. Two squads of fully-armed Imperial marines will be guarding my main cargo when it arrives in about… Oh, say five or ten minutes now. My worst-case scenario is that they'll be absolutely thrilled to death when I tell them who I've got trapped down in my ship's head." There was a long pause. "What's your worst-case scenario, snotty? Or should I call you Commodore Birkenhead these days?"


  My lip curled in mixed rage and revulsion. I'd always hated being called "snotty", moreso by this man than any other. "You'll call me Commodore Birkenhead sir, Lieutenant!" I replied. "Your commission is still active, if only in the deserter's section."


  "Heh!" Jeffries replied. "You've done well for yourself, as I always knew you would if you got out of Zombie Station alive. Which, I'll add as a fellow professional, was a damned slick piece of work! I offered you a junior partnership at the time, you may recall. My respect was sincere then, and is even moreso now. Who knows where we might've gone together? I haven't done too terribly badly myself, considering that I began with nothing but a lifeboat and a borrowed Imperial uniform. As opposed to a Royal Heir bloodbrother and the whole House of Marcus standing behind me, that is."


  "I always figured you'd make it out too," I replied, a bit grudgingly. "You're many things, Lieutenant. But you're neither stupid nor prone to panic."


  There was a brief silence as both sides thought things through. "Your friends are locked in my secret hold," Jeffries said after a time. "And, I assure you, they'll not remain alive one second longer than I wish. They could easily already have been dead, but they're not. Do you understand me?"


  "Yes," I replied. "You want to see if I can offer you a better deal than the Imperials."


  "You were never one of the stupid ones either, David." He was practically purring now. "There's a healthy streak of ruthlessness in you as well. What a pity that we never teamed up before now!" There was another short pause. "Come on up the companionway, and let's talk some serious business. Bring Nestor with you, but stay at least twenty feet away. I've got an Imperial blaster just like yours, and we both know perfectly well what a mess it can make when set to full power, wide dispersion."
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  I looked at Nestor—he seemed to be at least somewhat steady on his feet once more. Then, as casually as I could manage, I climbed the steps and faced my former nemesis. His true identity was so obvious now that I had to shake my head in wonder that I'd ever been deceived at all. "How'd you get the ship?" I asked him. "Win the former captain's trust and then murder him in his sleep?"


  "That's exactly how you'd have done it if fate had landed you in my place, isn't it?" he replied with a little shrug. "Beyond that, I don't care to discuss the matter. And keep in mind that we've very little time."


  I nodded and looked down at the blaster, which he held calm and steady. That was why I found it so difficult to deal with Lieutenant Jeffries, I decided. He was absolutely correct in that we weren't all that different, deep down inside. We understood what made the wheels of the universe turn, and were fully capable of jamming them up and making them grind one upon the other when it suited our own wants and needs. In a tight situation where he could be trusted, there'd be few men I'd rather have on my side than the quick-thinking lieutenant. But that was the difference between us, right there. While I admittedly had far more blood on my hands than he did, at least I'd killed for what I believed in my heart to be a worthwhile and noble goal. Lieutenant Jeffries cared only about himself—he was a pure, true sociopath. The man would turn his back and run away from anything, the moment he considered it advantageous to do so.


  So I'd just have to make that work in my favor then, wouldn't I?


  "James is going to win the war," I began. "With or without me."


  Jeffries grinned. "Why do you think you're still alive, snotty?"


  I nodded back. "Then you understand that your role in my capture and execution could never be kept a secret by a defeated Empire, and that James would hunt you down and kill you if it took him all eternity."


  He nodded back. "I do. If I turn you over and the Empire loses, I'll either die or have to go back to living like a fugitive. I'll grant you this."


  "Good," I replied, because it was the entire basis of my bargaining position. "What do you want in exchange for smuggling us out? Above and beyond the handsome fee you've already agreed to and accepted in good faith, I mean."


  He smiled. "What're you offering?"


  I gulped inwardly—Lord Robert had taught me while I was still very young that the first person to name a figure in a negotiation is always in the weaker position. But in this case, said weakness was merely a reflection of reality that it was best not to try and deny. "A full pardon, to begin with. For all previous crimes. Committed anywhere."


  "That was a given," Jeffries agreed, gesturing with his blaster. "Go on."


  I gulped again—this was so hard! What would a sociopath value most of all? Then I remembered his comments about how he'd had nothing while I'd had all of Marcus behind me. "A title," I offered. "And an estate-world to go with it. It'll have to be a new settlement—the rest are all taken. But… Ownership of a world." I smiled. "How does 'Lord Jeffries' sound, spoken from every throat on an entire planet?"


  "You'd be welcome everywhere, socially speaking," Nestor added. "No one spurns a Lord. Or the hero who rescued David Birkenhead from sure death, for that matter."


  Jeffries smiled faintly. "A clean record," he repeated. "A Lordship, fame, and my own planet. That's the offer?"


  "A Lordship and a planet on the winning side of the war," I reminded him. "What more could you ask, that I might plausibly be able to deliver?"


  "Nothing," he finally admitted. "Give me your word of honor as an officer and a gentleman?"


  "My word," I replied, reminding myself that no promise made to the muzzle of a blaster is binding. Once our positions were reversed again he'd get his pardon and whatever I felt like he deserved—no more. Perhaps in the end I was the more ruthless after all?


  Then he sighed, looked down at the deck for a moment, and nodded. "All right. You have a deal. But the Imperials will be here any second with the primary cargo. So, let's get you settled into my hidey-hole."
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  "I can't believe you agreed to make that... that creature a Peer of the Realm," Heinrich repeated for about the third time into the darkness. It was hot, smelly and above all claustrophobic in the tight confines of the smuggler's hole. Nor had we any way of knowing what was going on even mere feet away—for all I knew Jeffries was even now demanding two planets of the Emperor. But there was nothing for it but to sit and endure and wait for it to be over one way or another.


  "The nobility has survived association with worse," Nestor countered, and I found myself grinning into the darkness at the expression that Heinrich's face now surely wore. Like most political refugees who change sides in the middle of a long-term and violent clash of cultures, he was a bit on the uber-patriotic side. Nestor, however, was notoriously liberal.


  "We'll worry about all that later," I replied to defuse what might yet degenerate into nasty name-calling or worse in such tight quarters. Because the hold was almost certainly bugged, I couldn't even hint that I had no intention of carrying through on my word. "For now... Heinrich, I'm sorry. But we don't have a lot of bargaining power."


  "True enough," he admitted, his voice a dark rumble. "But I still—"


  Just then the hatch popped open, and my heart almost stopped when the muzzle of an Imperial blaster rifle came poking in. But it was just Jeffries again; he'd merely exchanged his hand weapon for something more potent. "They're gone," he explained. "Ate it up hook, line and sinker! Come on out!"


  We did as ordered, too stiff and sore from the crowding to consider any course of action other than stretching and massaging the cramps out of our extremities. I'd been told that seven Rabbits and one human was the capacity of the hold, and that was precisely the correct figure. There hadn't been a cubic centimeter to spare. "We need to work out some sort of understanding," the lieutenant continued as we worked the kinks out. "I can keep you all under lock and key, but it'd be terribly inconvenient for me even more than you. And the truth is, while I can run this ship alone we'll make better time with a copilot and relief man." He looked Heinrich over. "I know the snotty can con a ship. How about you?"


  "I can," he answered simply, speaking as few words as possible to a man he clearly despised.


  Jeffries nodded back, ignoring the insulting tone. Or perhaps it simply didn't matter to him. "I offer you parole, then. All of you, in exchange for helping to work the ship." He waved his blaster at my fellow Rabbits. "I even have work for your kind to do. Of the sort you're accustomed to, I mean. Deck-scrubbing and the like." Then he turned back to me. "We must trust each other in order to succeed, David. At least to some degree. So I'm reaching out first. This is the only sensible way to do things."


  Slowly, I nodded. He was entirely correct, at least about the mutual trust part. It was going to be a long trip home; far better it be made on peaceful terms than at something just under active war. "I'll serve under your orders, within reason. You have my word, sir."


  "And mine," Heinrich agreed. Then the Rabbits joined in as well, and Jeffries lowered the blaster-rifle.


  "Excellent," he declared. "Then I won't be needing this anymore." He locked the weapon in a heavy steel locker and pocketed the key, then to show his trust quite deliberately turned his back on us. "Up ship is in seven minutes, people. Come on up to the bridge and I'll show you the controls."


  Jeffries was nothing if not a good pilot, I soon learned. He clearly knew his ship down to the last rivet, in much the same way as old Josiah had known Richard. Such familiarity came only with long association and many, many flights together; clearly he'd been aboard for quite some time.


  "What's her name?" I asked Jeffries as he upped-ship from the mushy third-rate hardpoint just as easily as he shaved his own face. By then I was sitting strapped in at the co-pilot's station, even though there was practically nothing for me to do.


  "What's whose name, snotty?" the lieutenant demanded, half-immersed in his controls.


  "The ship's name," I explained. "The one we're in right now. All I ever heard her referred to by on the ground was her current registration number—88-483."


  "Ah," Jeffries replied. We were just exiting the upper atmosphere, and recalibrating the Field for hard vacuum occupied his full attention for a moment. Normally that was a co-pilot's job in a rig like this one, doubly so given my personal qualification as a fully-rated engineer. But I chose to credit the snub to force of habit rather than malicious intent, just this once at least. "Well, that's her name then."


  I blinked. "You mean you've never even named your own ship?"


  "Whyever would I?" he replied, shaking his head. "Names are all a bunch of tommyrot nonsense." Then he scowled and flipped a switch on his console. "Wilkes control, this is 483. I'm requesting direct clearance to Point Three, skipping a hold in parking orbit. Check your records— my cargo is priority red, and I was inspected on the ground."


  There was a long pause. "You're cleared as requested, 483," the Imperial controller eventually replied. "Safe voyages and long Jumps!"


  Jeffries didn't bother to reply to the standard traffic controller's farewell; instead he snapped the switch and stared down at his controls for a moment. "People are fools," he explained as he worked out a rough course—refinements would come later. "They waste their lives on trivia."


  "Right," I agreed, looking out the starboard porthole—ships as small as 88-483 had actual windows instead of viewscreens, though of course other views could be called up on the computers as needed. "Complete and total trivia." Like friends and duty and obligations to one's fellows and maybe even love, I didn't add aloud. Then, as our ship's engines spooled up to their truly impressive full-power rating and started us on the long journey home, I took a moment to feel a bit sorry for the lieutenant.


  How would it feel, I wondered, to live one's entire life without a heart?


  


  49


  Jeffries's plan for getting us back home was solid, if unimaginative. The smuggling trade was only practical because space was so large, communications were so slow, and there were far more Jump points than could ever be monitored. His flight plan with the Imperials called for him to begin his journey by taking Point Three towards Imperious. So, that much of our trip was pretty much locked in—every Imperial vessel in the system knew we were expected to take that routing, and if we deviated from it they'd immediately grow suspicious. However, beyond Point Three it was unlikely that anyone either knew or cared that our flight plan called for us to take Point One from there. We'd do it anyway, however, on the off-chance someone might be paying unusually close attention—it was wartime, and Wilkes Prime was after all currently a major Fleet base. But there were seven such Jumps to be made before we arrived at Imperious, and given how fast our ship was there was no way that anyone two or three hops away would have any idea what our authorized course was supposed to be, nor was it likely that anyone present would particularly care. That was when, with no one looking over our shoulder, we'd sort of ease our way out of the main shipping lanes, ignoring and if necessary outrunning anyone who took too much of an interest in our personal business. Before we knew it we'd be back in Royal space with a holdful of stolen Imperial engine parts to sweeten the deal.


  We fell into the obvious shipboard routine quite easily, all things considering. Jeffries, Heinrich and I divided the day up into three watches so that someone was manning the bridge at all times but none of us were being worked to death. It appeared on the surface that Jeffries trusted us entirely, though I wouldn't have been surprised to learn that he had remote readouts in his cabin. A Field was an inherently unstable entity and no computer program ever written could fine-tune one as well as a living, thinking brain; of all the many mysteries of Field science, this was perhaps the greatest. Therefore we made better time with three pilots than one, and our already swift vessel effectively became faster still.


  I worked the afternoon watch, taking over from Jeffries at eight bells. Nestor was just arriving with a cup of tea on the second day out when I noticed something unusual on the main plot. "Well," I observed to my aide as we sat and sipped our hot drinks together—Nestor had recently begun drinking coffee, an unusual trait in a Rabbit. Then I tapped the computer screen with my forefinger. "A destroyer's coming through, hell for leather."


  Nestor nodded and leaned forward, watching as a vessel labeled as V-237 came tearing into local space at Point Three as if her tail were on fire. Almost instantly she began transmitting in code, which of course we couldn't translate. All we could tell was that the message was very long.


  "We're headed that way ourselves, aren't we?" Nestor asked.


  I nodded and frowned. While there were never anything like enough resources to cover more than a few key locations, it was common practice for fleets and fleet bases to keep a destroyer or lesser ship standing by on the far side of local Points, ready to Jump back and relay news at a moment's notice.


  "Wonder what she's saying?" Nestor asked, echoing my own thoughts.


  "There's no way to know," I replied. "It could be anything from the Emperor announcing a new holiday to an attack warning."


  "True," Nestor agreed.


  Still, just to amuse the two of us I pulled up the local Jump chart so we could look the situation over. The nexus at Point Three was a very tight one, so much so that only a few hours separated the most widely-spaced Points. If one wanted to surprise an enemy as thoroughly as possible, such a Point was exactly the right sort to attack through. It gave the other side the minimum possible amount of warning. "Hrmm," I said to myself. Then I took another sip of tea.


  "It could be the Fleet," Nestor pointed out. "Couldn't it?"


  "It could," I agreed. "Or it could also be that the Emperor suffered a hangnail and he wants to reassure all his subjects everywhere that the corrective surgery was a success." I sighed. "We can't be sure of anything. And even if we were…" I frowned to myself. "I don't see where we're in much of a position to do much with the information anyway. We're an Imperial cargo vessel, you see. And unlike Richard, we really are a cargo vessel. Unarmed for real."


  Nestor nodded, his face grim. "Yes, sir."


  I shifted in the pilot's seat, which was suddenly extra-uncomfortable. Being designed for a human, it was never really what might be called pleasant for a Rabbit to sit in. But now… There was nothing in the rule book that said an on-duty watch-officer in a merchantman couldn't pace the bridge. So I did so, even though my walking-space was only three steps wide. "Hrmmm…." If the destroyer was warning of the presence of the Royal Fleet, how and when would I know for sure? And, what should I do about it?"


  Then, startling me silly, the communications center came to life. "483, this is Wilkes traffic central. Are you reading me?"


  I practically leapt back to the console, then remembering Josiah's studied incompetence when imitating a merchie I let the controller ask four more times before replying. "483," I typed into the keyboard. "What gives? I was taking a nap."


  "You've been diverted," the slightly-annoyed controller replied verbally. "Alter course for Point Four immediately. That's an order, Captain."


  "But…" I typed. "That's another four weeks to Imperious! With a red-rated cargo!"


  "Just be glad you weren't further along," he answered. "Then it'd take you even longer. Alter course immediately, Captain. Control out."


  "Out," I typed back. Then I looked at Nestor, and he looked at me. It was obvious now that there was something large and Royal coming our way. Under the circumstances, a force any smaller than the main line of battle didn't make any sense. So they'd listened to me and adopted my plan after all!


  But was it too late?
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  The very first thing any military officer worth his salt does when confronted with a sudden change in his local situation is to guarantee the security of his flanks and rear areas. I achieved this first by digging into the bridge's wiring and exercising my long-dormant engineering skills, then calling an unofficial meeting on the bridge. A meeting to which Lieutenant Jeffries wasn't invited, of course. The upshot of it all was that our beloved host found himself suddenly awakened out of a sound sleep with my Sword at his throat. "Remember how I was wondering back when I first came on board if maybe you killed the former owner of this ship in his sleep?" I asked sweetly.


  "I... Uh..." Jeffries sputtered, his eyes the size of softballs. "I mean—"


  "You said I'd do the same under similar circumstances," I interrupted, not giving him the chance to get in a word edgewise. "And you know what? The more I thought about it, the smarter it seemed. You're right, Lieutenant. I always knew we had certain things in common. But actually, we're more alike than I'd have ever imagined."


  Impossibly, his eyes grew wider still. "I... David, I mean.... You're not—"


  "Don't worry," I interrupted again as I pulled the blade away from his throat. "I won't actually kill you—that's where the differences kick in. You'll even get your pardon, and probably a goodly sum in gold as well. But a little something's come up, you see. And it so happens that I need this ship rather urgently. So, I'm commandeering it in the name of His Majesty."


  Jeffries's eyes narrowed and he glanced at his lamp. "Well, then! How about if I just sit up and—"


  Suddenly my weapon was at his throat again. "You've run tripwires and placed hidden switches all over this damned ship," I replied. "It took me almost three hours just to disconnect everything leading to this room; I'll never get around to sanitizing the whole works. Presumably you've hidden weapons as well," I pointed out the lamp to Nestor, who stood behind me with an improvised quarterstaff. He nodded, set his weapon down, and sure enough found a palm-blaster in the lamp's shade. "I can't trust you anywhere aboard," I explained. "So I've created new quarters for you in the hold. You'll be as comfortable as circumstances allow, and my Rabbits will see that you have everything you need. In the meantime..." I gestured again, and Heinrich stepped forward with a hank of rope. "I fear you'll have to be restrained. Please, think of it as a sort of protective custody. I'd hate to see you try something that might get you killed when you're about to be rich and a truly free man at long last.."


  Jeffries's upper lip formed a snarl as feral as that of any coyote. "This is my ship!" he snapped. "There's a bomb that I must reset every—"


  I reached down under the side of the lieutenant's bunk and lifted the device up where he could see it. "It was very clever of you, hiding it in the ship's solid waste system," I explained with another smile. "That was the second place I looked, actually. Once I realized it wasn't sitting nestled up against the control rods, which is where conventional-thinking people would've put it. Silly me; I should've saved myself the time and just straight-off looked where I'd have stashed the thing."


  Jeffries's mouth opened one last time, then closed in resigned silence.


  "Good," I replied, nodding. "You're not trying to claim a second bomb after all. Which is just as well, because I'm satisfied there isn't one. One daily reset is enough of a pain in the butt, eh? And what does two accomplish that one doesn't?" I shook my head and gestured Heinrich and his rope over. "Don't fight him, Lieutenant. Because if you do, I'll have to hurt you. And that might prove to be so pleasant that I'd find it difficult to stop."


  Jeffries didn't say anything; instead he just sort of slumped back and relaxed to the inevitable. He didn't even protest when we deposited him into a nicely ventilated cargo container, onto which I'd added a pass-through lock for meals and such. "It should only be a few days," I predicted. "Then it'll be safe to let you out again. Or we'll all be dead, in which case it doesn't matter."


  "But.... We're still weeks from anywhere!" he sputtered. "What... I mean."


  I could've answered him, but decided it'd be safer if I didn't. So instead of speaking I flipped down my steel mask, fired up my torch and laid down four nice, straight welds that would certainly be proof against mere muscle and tendons. "There," I said when I was finished. "That ought to do the trick."


  "Yes, sir!" Heinrich agreed. "I'd certainly say so."


  Then Nestor came in with little tumblers full of something. "Try one," he encouraged us all.


  "Yech!" I declared, spitting the vile stuff all over the deck. So did all my fellow Rabbits, though Heinrich grinned wide and strong.


  "Rum, by god!" he declared. "Good stuff, too!"


  I turned and looked at Nestor. "What's this all about?"


  His ears drooped. "Sorry, sir. But I thought a rum-drunk was sort of traditional after deposing a pirate captain and clapping him in irons. We're supposed to sing morbid sea chanties too, I think—the darker the better." He blinked. "You're not going to make me walk the plank over this, are you?"
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  And just that easily, the universe was a sunny place again. Not literally, of course—we were headed almost directly out into the Big Dark, our course practically a straight line away from all the local brightness and warmth. Still, Nestor and I were smiling and having a good time with each other again. It'd been ages since we'd laughed and carried on so—for what seemed like a lifetime now I'd begun to wonder if we'd outgrown all forms of fun and games so that the future would be a somber and sober place forevermore. But all it took was the right chemistry and we were our old selves again. For Nestor, I suspected, the largest factor was having helped arrest his former master in such an undignified manner. By the time I'd arrived aboard Beechwood Nestor had long since been taken over entirely by the captain for his own dark purposes, but presumably there'd been a time prior to that when my small friend had been bullied and mistreated by Jeffries as well. Certainly the lieutenant was a terrible tyrant to the rest of the Rabbits—every single one of my furry charges had feared and loathed him. So there was certainly no reason to doubt that Nestor had a score to settle with him that if anything probably far exceeded my own. It was even possible that Jeffries had also forced Nestor to... Well, there wasn't any profit that I could see in going down that road. I had no proof beyond a strong gut feeling that the scenario fit the known personalities, facts and opportunities, and that was hardly enough to condemn even a man like Jeffries of an unspeakable crime that he just maybe hadn't actually committed. Nestor was the only surviving potential witness, and until he spoke up of his own free will I wasn't about to pry, especially with him suddenly so buoyant and joyful.


  For my own part, I had plenty of reasons for feeling better myself. The first and most important was of course that the carnage I'd brought about on Wilkes Prime might yet turn out to be for good purpose after all. I still didn't know what was coming through Point Three; it could merely be Javelin reappearing for some unknown reason, for example, or a fast-moving Royal cruiser squadron sent out by some bonehead to verify my "outlandish" claims that the Imperial main battle line was about to move its primary base. But at least I felt hope in my heart now, instead the weight of ten thousand miserable and pointless graves. I hated getting men killed under any circumstances, but so long as it was for the greater good I could at least live with myself afterwards. And that's what I was again, alive and whole after far, far too long!


  It didn't hurt any that I had a ship to command once again, and more than enough engineering work to keep me busy every minute of the few hours we had left before something Royal would be appearing in our space. We'd had plenty of room for luggage, so Heinrich brought along a Royal Navy beacon in order to avoid needless accidents. Since it now appeared we might need it a lot sooner than expected, I wired it into our ship's systems right away, so that when the proper moment arrived we'd be able to let the whole world know unmistakably who we were. I whistled as I worked, it was so pleasant to have something to do besides be in charge and worry for once, and even took the time to set up our running lights so that with the flip of a switch we could identify ourselves that way as well. Between me with my soldering iron and Nestor with his endless serving trays full of delicious food soon everyone was in good cheer, excepting of course poor Jeffries trapped down in his private cell.


  "So, David," Heinrich asked me on one of my visits to the bridge to check out some new circuits. He was monitoring the Imperial fleet as it gathered like angry bees into a single massive swarm. It was amazing how much he was learning that way—the battleship Equalitie, for example, was late into the formation and even now still had dozens of ship's boats and ferries lined up at her locks. Something was clearly amiss with her, though we couldn't be sure what. And her sister Fraternitie still hadn't even left parking orbit to join the Line. Soon she'd miss her chance entirely. "What's the plan?"


  I smiled and unplugged my soldering tool. "There isn't any," I replied. "Unless you have a suggestion? There's still too many unknowns."


  "Aye," Heinrich agreed reluctantly. "I decided the same, but was hoping that twisted mind of yours might've done better." Then he sighed. "Until we know exactly what's coming through, it's better to just play along and keep our options open."


  "Right," I agreed. Then I yawned. "Tell you what, Heinrich. Once we do know, difficult choices will have to be made in a hurry. We'll need to be at our best to make them. I reckon that we probably have three, maybe four hours left before anything important happens. How about you grab yourself some rack time first, then I'll catch up later?"
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  I slept a good bit longer than expected before Nestor woke me up by gently shaking my right foot. "Sir," he whispered. "Two Royal destroyers just came through the Point. Both were lost immediately to torpedo attack."


  "Erf," I muttered, sitting up and grooming my whiskers back into shape. Then I looked at the clock. "Whoever's in command on our side is taking his lovely time, isn't he?"


  "Sir?" Nestor asked.


  "He's hesitating already," I explained. "Taking half-measures. First, he's dithered for at least two hours on the other side of the Point—for what purpose I can't possibly imagine." I met my friend's eye. "That's why you let me have the extra sleep; because nothing happened."


  "Commander von Schtolen told me it was okay," he answered, looking away.


  I nodded. "Don't worry; it was the right thing to do. But… To get back to my point, even the slowest battleships should've been here by now." I shook my head again. "And, why did the admiral throw away those destroyers with so many good men aboard them? He wouldn't be here in the first place unless he suspected the presence of the Imperial line of battle—otherwise from the Royal point of view a cruise out this way makes no sense. Yet if the enemy is indeed present in strength, what's the point of sacrificing ships like that? It's standard doctrine to send a destroyer or two ahead if you're not sure what's lurking on the other end of the Jump, but… When you have reason to suspect that the entire enemy line of battle is awaiting you, then why bother? The right answer in that case is to come barreling through full-bore just as quickly as possible, with minimal space between the ships. Yes, you take hits that way. Maybe even painful losses. But when it's over at least you're through to the other side where you need to be! Not sitting there sucking your thumb and still not knowing anything!"


  "I see, sir," Nestor replied after thinking it over for a moment.


  "You have to be able to ruin what you love in order to be a good officer," I continued, though a little less angrily. "To be able to give orders that you know full well will lead to the destruction of magnificent ships and the deaths of multitudes without flinching. If you hesitate the outcome is usually something terribly indecisive. Then the war drags on and on, costing far more by all conceivable measures than a single short, sharp, sanguinary battle would've. But most flag officers don't want to take risks, you see. They've climbed so high both socially and professionally that they're more afraid of losing status—and ships—than they are desirous of victory. Professor Lambert would go on and on about it—it was his biggest pet peeve. A fleet doesn't exist to be preserved and cherished and have its brasswork polished. It exists to be risked and perhaps even destroyed whenever and wherever it can hurt the enemy more than its loss damages its own side." I shook my head and sighed, then began slipping into my uniform.


  "Some admirals are real fire-eaters," I continued as I buttoned my pants. "Not many, though. Most are so terrified of defeat and the shame that goes with it that they spoil their chances for victory by refusing to take enough risks with their commands." I sighed. "The two sorts are notoriously difficult to tell apart until they actually make contact with the enemy; both talk equally good games ahead of time. If James sent us Mr. Milquetoast instead of Mr. Damn-The-Torpedoes-And-Full-Speed-Ahead, as I'm beginning to suspect, well… He wouldn't be the first sovereign to be fooled. Not by a long shot."


  Nestor nodded. "And if it is Admiral Milquetoast in command of the Royal Fleet? Or even just a cruiser squadron, like you said earlier?"


  I shrugged again. "Then we'll have to work with what we've got instead of what we might wish for, Nestor. Just like we always do."


  For almost another hour I sat and fumed and began to wonder if what we'd have to work with was nothing at all. It was the most frustrating experience of my life—I sat and alternately squirmed, paced and forced myself to sit perfectly still in 483's uncomfortable command chair. It was clear that there was still something big coming, because the Imperials were maneuvering to place their battle-line astride the jump-point in a manner that'd allow them to concentrate their firepower into an annihilating storm. "Look!" I finally expostulated, pointing at the computer screen. "Soon they'll be in position to blow up three Royal battle-lines; what gives here?"


  "I only wish I could answer that, David," Heinrich replied. "But I suspect we're thinking along the same lines."


  "Is everyone in the Fleet blind except for Professor Lambert's special favorites?" I finally raged, not caring for once that my angry tone was making my fellow Rabbits edgy—even Nestor suddenly looked a bit nervous. "Are you and I and Jean and a bunch of self-educated ex-slaves going to have to win this war all by our lousy selves because everyone else of any importance is a foppish fool?"


  "Quite possibly, sir," Heinrich replied, and it was only when his words penetrated my anger that I realized he wasn't kidding.


  "I'm sorry," I eventually apologized to no one in particular. Then I forced my hands to relax—somewhere along the line I'd balled them up into fists. "Please—I shouldn't have said any of that."


  "James is competent," Nestor opined. "So is Sir Robert. A few others that I've met as well. But mostly…" He shook his head. "They're better at backstabbing and social conformity than anything else. The good news, of course, is that the Empire is probably run by equally incompetent fools."


  I opened my mouth to contradict him…


  …then shut it again with the words unspoken as bim, bam, boom! Suddenly Royal line-of-battle ships were bursting into local space one after another, regal in their stately majesty.


  "Look!" Heinrich declared with a smile. "There's Tennyson!"


  "And Coleridge and Kipling!" I added, my own expression equally bright. "Where's Shakespeare?"


  "Probably back home undergoing repairs," Heinrich replied. "She had serious engine problems, last I heard."


  I nodded, but felt warm and proud inside regardless. The Bard class were our newest and best battlewagons; now there could be no doubt that the rest of the line would be pouring through behind them. Suddenly there was a bright flash, then a second as the inevitable torpedoes struck home. While Tennyson seemed to shrug them off, no ship in the sky could take such punishment without paying a price. Even as her attackers—a group of four destroyers stationed to watch the point—were shredded by short-range fire from dreadnought-class blasters, Tennyson staggered and hove to starboard, already at least partially knocked out of the battle.


  "That's the price of an assault jump, sir," Heinrich reminded me. "The defenders always have a tactical advantage that way."


  "Yes," I nodded, unable to tear my eyes away from the unfolding fleet action. "But still… Shouldn't they have sent an older, more expendable ship through first? Or maybe even several of them? I certainly would've." Then the answer became clear to everyone as our low-powered merchie computer finally caught up with reality and added an admiral's pennant to Tennyson's pip. She'd led the way through the most dangerous patch because she was the fleet flagship, apparently, and that's what flagships do. Still, there had to be a less wasteful way to manage things…


  "Of course," Heinrich continued, "While the defense has a tactical advantage in that they can waylay the first ships through at a jump, the offensive side gets to dictate when and where the battle is fought." He smiled and pointed at the lone Imperial battleship still in parking orbit around Wilkes Prime. "Fraternitie won't be making the battle, I don't think. Equalitie lost power totally while you were asleep, sir. And then boats came out from Fraternitie to meet her before she could get underway again. My guess is that they've cannibalized Fraternitie to maintain her sister as a fighting unit, and we just witnessed the latest parts donation." He smiled; the three sisters were the newest and toughest in the Imperial Fleet, the near-equivalent of our Bard class. "Libertie never did show up all the way out here. So even with Tennyson hit, it's two to one in our favor in the heaviest weight class."


  I nodded in agreement as the Royal line kept rolling in. Next after the Bards came scads and scads of destroyers, each squadron led by an ultralight extra-fast cruiser to lend a little staying power to their torpedo attacks. Only the main fleet destroyer squadrons were led by such cruisers; they were too expensive to be employed in large numbers. The Imperials didn't have an equivalent, preferring just to build more destroyers. Seeing them was the final proof, if any were needed, that this was no decoy force or halfhearted strike; it was the real thing, in spades. Such specialized ships wouldn't be sent halfway to nowhere unless in the expectation of a real fight.


  "Well," I finally decided as the screens filled to bursting with red and blue pips. "What do you say we reveal our own true colors, Heinrich? Nobody's in a position to intercept regardless."


  He nodded. "I can't think of anything that'd energize our men more before a fight, sir."


  I felt my ears redden, then flipped the switch I'd just installed earlier that morning. Our pip was now adorned with a little flag of its own, a commodore's pennant. "Birkenhead", it read beneath in small print. For a long, long moment nothing happened. Then the communicator buzzed. "Commandeered Merchant Ship 88-483,"I answered, using live voice for once. "Commodore David Birkenhead in command."


  There was a pause. "Damn me if your code-pulse isn't correct," an elderly voice replied. "This is Vice Admiral Beckendorf, commanding the Battle Squadron. But I need something more to identify you, 483. Or I'll blow you out of the sky." He paused. "You've come across my family name before, if you're really Commodore Birkenhead. It's unusual enough to stick in the memory. Can you recall the circumstances?"


  I thought about it for a moment. "A Lieutenant Beckendorf died on Zombie Station, sir. I helped remove his body from number six turret myself, and did all the paperwork on him. I recall that his father was a high-ranking officer, as well." I paused, voice Graves-Registration-trained mournful. "Was he perhaps your son, sir?"


  There was a short silence, until a single word broke it. "Authenticated," the admiral declared…


  …and suddenly the frequency was a cacophony of undisciplined traffic, filled with cheers and hoorahs. Then, totally unexpectedly, the blue icons began to blink in all the hues of the rainbow and I felt my jaw drop to my chest


  "What's that all about?" Nestor asked, looking over my shoulder. Apparently he didn't notice the state of shock I was suddenly in.


  Heinrich smiled at him. "That's a space-navy salute," he explained. "A very special one. Normally reserved only for kings and fleet admirals."


  "Oh," Nestor replied, his voice very soft. "I see."
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  While receiving a Rainbow Salute was all very well and good—I admit it brought a tear to my eye—the radio indiscipline that went with it wasn't exactly the best thing in the world for tactical control of a fleet about to go into action. So I reached down and switched to the fleet-alternate frequency, which was much less congested. "Thank you," I replied. "Each and every one of you, more than I can ever express." Then when the pips were back to stable blue icons again, I did what I could to return everyone's attention to the business at hand. "What are my orders, Admiral Beckendorf?" I asked calmly.


  "Stay well clear of the action, Commodore," he replied, his tone polite but perhaps a bit terse—after all, this was to have been his day for the history books, and his alone. "There's really nothing else you can do. Maneuver at your own discretion. As the battle progresses you may either proceed home in your current ship or if you prefer I'll detail a destroyer for you." There was another short pause. "My orders from His Majesty make it clear that you're to be returned home as expediently as possible in order to take up another important assignment. He attached quite a high priority to this, in fact."


  I nodded and thought things over for a moment; it was abundantly clear that Admiral Beckendorf had no use for my services—indeed, his flagship had been one of only a handful that hadn't participated in the Rainbow Salute. Nor should he—I was totally out of the loop in regard to his plans and intentions, and there was no way I could be brought up to speed in time to make a difference. But still... James, I decided, wouldn't want me to leave at such a critical moment no matter what orders he'd issued from so many parsecs away. "I'll proceed via Point Three," I decided. That'd take me right through the heart of the fleet just as it was deploying for battle, unless the Imperials maneuvered in some totally unexpected manner.


  "Very well," Beckendorf agreed, his voice solemn. "Please forgive me then if I return my attention to other urgent matters. Godspeed, Commodore! Encountering you at such an important place and time was an unexpected pleasure indeed. Have a safe trip home!"


  Heinrich and Nestor and I spent the next several hours watching both sides maneuver for advantage, though at this point there was precious little to be had. In the absence of any significant tactical features in the immediate vicinity of the battle—such as a large asteroid, perhaps, or a valuable convoy—things were shaping up in the direction of a classic line-against-line engagement. These engagements were called 'classic' not because there was anything especially good about them; rather it was just that there'd been so many. Professor Lambert had often compared naval battles to spouses hurling crockery at one another. A line-engagement was simply what happened when lots of spouses had lots of crockery to hurl and didn't want to get in each other's way while doing the flinging. If they stood all stood side-by-side in nice parallel lines, everyone had a clear shot at everyone else. Of course, that also meant that no one had a special edge, either. Such formations had a lot to offer traditional battleship commanders—the vessels could all support each other against torpedo attacks, for example, and if you kept a jump point behind you at all times there'd always be a clear line of retreat for cripples. It was the lowest-risk—and lowest-imagination—approach possible. While Professor Lambert had hated line battles, even he admitted that sometimes they just sort of developed and no one could do anything about it. "It wouldn't be so bad if they were at least decisive sometimes," he'd explained over and over, face glum. "But just as soon as someone starts losing, they run for the nearest jump point and that's that. Hundreds, maybe even thousands of dead, and no decision."


  I squirmed in my seat again; heavens but the thing was uncomfortable! "I don't like the way the situation is playing out, Heinrich," I offered at last.


  "Me either," he agreed with a scowl. "But what's there to be done? There's no lever about."


  I nodded; by a 'lever' Heinrich meant some sort of valuable target that the enemy could be made to fight to defend at a predictable time and place. "Have you ever heard of Beckendorf?"


  "He's an academic," my friend replied. "Which can be either a good or bad thing, depending. He wrote several of the Naval War College's texts—I know that much."


  I nodded and did a spot of research on my computer, as I should've done from the beginning. Sure enough, the admiral had indeed written several War College texts. "Damn!" I muttered.


  "Sir?" Heinrich asked.


  I shook my head. "He's a plodder," I explained. "I was supposed to attend the College, but never could because other stuff sort of came up."


  Heinrich smiled. "Like raiding Imperious single-handed in Richard, you mean."


  I felt my ear-linings color again. "Among other things," I admitted. "But I read all the texts later, you see. And these…" I shook my head as I read the titles—The Mathematical Ascendancy of the Big Gun, Formations and Firepower, and Geometric Fallacies in Common Deployment Schemes. "They're… erudite, I suppose. Certainly, they're the work of an intelligent and able man. But… He's got no grasp of what he's out here to do. To him, war is all numbers. In everything I've read by him, not once did he utter the word 'leadership'."


  Heinrich sighed. "I see. And now look what's happening!"


  I switched back to the tactical screen. Coleridge had been leading the line with Kipling tucked in close behind her since Tennyson had taken her torpedo damage. Now, the whole line was bending towards the starboard in order to allow the damaged flagship, slowed as she now was, to ease her way back into the lead slot.


  "He's letting the Imperials close him off from Wilkes Prime," I replied, nodding. "Giving them all the room in the world to maneuver, while turning back in on himself and closing off his options." It wasn't a bad move in some ways, I admitted to myself. While a few ships might have their batteries masked for a time the fleet would remain concentrated and the maximum available number of heavy weapons brought to bear. It was the kind of thing one would expect from a statistically-oriented admiral. But… He was in effect ceding the imitative, and inviting the Imperials to become the aggressors!


  "I don't have a good feeling about this, all of a sudden," Nestor observed, picking up perfectly on my mood.


  "I'm cutting our speed," I informed Heinrich. "We'll alter course to stay out of range later if we have to. But… I just don't feel right leaving so soon."


  "Good," he agreed. "I wanted to make the same suggestion, but felt it wasn't my place."


  Soon the opening compliments were being exchanged. Equalitie's guns were the first to speak, then Tennyson and Coleridge replied a few seconds later. Kipling might've fired as well, but her weapons were masked for the moment due to the way the battle-line curved. "Two to one," I observed eagerly. "Soon to be—"


  But I never got to finish. Instead Coleridge took a full ship-killing salvo, sort of staggered, and then began darting about obviously out of control. Almost as quickly as it could be said, she swerved towards Kipling and collided with her, the two massive hulls shedding fittings like scales as they rubbed and abraded on each other. Then they drifted apart, both now completely out of control. Meanwhile, the ships coming up behind all were forced to take strong evasive action, destroying the formation entirely.


  "Damn!" Heinrich hissed. "Of all the lucky shots!"


  I maintained my silence, but my grip tightened on the command-chair seats. Luck was a factor in any naval battle, and had been since the days when ships had fired iron balls or even catapulted stones at each other. Meanwhile, Equalitie didn't miss a beat. She merely shifted her fire to Tennyson and kept the salvoes coming hot and heavy. "Form up on me in echelon to starboard!" Beckendorf signaled to all ships—presumably he didn't mean us, of course. "Fall back!" And even as I watched, the flagship's prow swung towards Point Three. Towards home, and yet another small, limited defeat.


  And that was all I needed to see. "Damnit!" I raged. "Damnit all to hell! Those Imperial ships are half-crippled for lack of fuel and maintenance, for heaven's sake! They're not as impressive as they look—they can't be! Their flagship was drifting dead in the sky due to a breakdown not all that long ago! And if we take command of local space, they'll be isolated from their ground-support and with it all hope of maintaining an effective force. This fight is life-or-death for them! If they lose, for their side the war's all but over!" By now we'd wandered perilously near the maximum range of the Imperial's weapons, and I had no illusions as to who they'd choose as their next target if I but offered them a clear shot. Gently I eased the helm over, keeping the Royal ships between me and the Emperor's forces. It felt like rank cowardice, even though it was the smart thing to do. "And yet, he's going to retreat before the fighting even really gets started, due to one single lucky hit. You just heard him say so!"


  "That hit did take out two of his three most effective dreadnoughts, David" Heinrich pointed out. "And the third was hurt badly during the breakthrough."


  I waved my hand dismissively. "So now the odds are nearly even in capital ships. Is that a good reason to run away from a potentially war-winning battle? When will we have such a strategic opportunity again? And look at the light forces—we're far stronger in them, thanks to the fencibles. And the raiders, too— because of them the Imperial destroyers are all out on convoy escort!" I blinked. "In fact…"


  Then, in an instant I was on the radio again. "Commodore Birkenhead to Admiral Beckendorf—urgent!"


  There was a long pause. "Yes, Commodore?"


  "I'd like to suggest a torpedo attack. Right down their throats, sir! We have a preponderance in force there."


  "Not by enough," he replied. "And the heavy forces are too far apart. The losses on the run-in would be catastrophic."


  "Not as catastrophic as theirs will be after we've killed a few dreadnoughts, sir! We can replace our small-ship losses faster and more efficiently than they can. Besides, there's the squadron-leader cruisers to help."


  "I can't afford to lose those," he replied, his voice growing dark. "Have you any idea what they cost, Commodore?"


  "Not a fraction as much as the Imperial battlefleet, sir!" I countered. "Even in as poor a condition as it now must be. Or its ground support echelon, currently located on Wilkes Prime. As I'm sure you're fully aware. If we score just a few good hits—"


  "Out of the question," the admiral replied. "I won't be responsible for taking such a needless risk. Thank you, but no thanks. You may be competent to fight a single-ship duel, Commodore. And I'll grant that you're more than competent at defending fixed installations. But this is a fleet action, Birkenhead, something you're not trained to handle. Please keep your suggestions to yourself in the future—I'm a very busy man. Beckendorf out."


  There was a long moment of silence on the 483's bridge as we all absorbed what we'd just heard. "I'm sorry, David," Heinrich finally said.


  "Me too, sir," Nestor added.


  Then something inside me finally snapped. "Don't be." First I opened the unarmed and unarmored ex-Imperial courier's throttles wide-open to full-emergency power. Then I pointed us directly towards the enemy fleet.


  "Sir!" Heinrich objected. "What… I mean..."


  But I didn't answer him. Instead I typed out some fleet orders of my own. "Imperious and all her wicked minions await justice just beyond the enemy fleet you now see on your screens," I posted to every ship within hearing. "I know the way there. Who among you dares follow?"
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  For a long ghastly moment as we surged through the Royal formation and then on towards the Imperials, I feared that no one would join us. I'd have to go through with it nonetheless; now that I'd attempted to usurp my legal superior this battle was every bit as much a victory-or-death affair for me as it was for the Imperials. Would we have to charge down the Imperial muzzles alone? Had I killed Heinrich and Nestor and all the others for no good purpose?


  Then a familiar voice spoke, and a sense of relief poured into me as if a dam had broken. "I know where victory lies too, shipmate. Let's go take some more prizes together; it's been far too many years! Lancer's squadron, break left! I say again, break left! Break, break, break! And form up on a real leader!"


  "Thank you, Sir Leslie," I whispered into my mike. "I hadn't noticed you were here."


  "No worries, David!" he answered. "You've been sort of busy. I'm commanding Lancer these days; she's brand new and the finest torpedo cruiser in the fleet!" I nodded to myself mentally—that's what some officers were calling the specialized destroyer-leader cruisers these days. "But slow down a bit so we can form up properly! Or do you want to get there first and steal all the glory for yourself as usual?"


  "There'll be plenty of glory to go around today!" another unknown voice added. "But Sir Leslie's right. Slow down a mite, David, and let us form up properly."


  After that the channel descended into chaos again, the outraged admiral's voice lost in the sea of excited conversation. It was obvious that everyone else knew their part—this was the sort of thing rehearsed in a thousand drills—so I took my ex-shipmate's advice and throttled back the smuggler-ship. My eyebrows rose, however; the control rod temps were solidly in the red after just a short burst of speed.


  "Not good, sir," Heinrich opined—while he'd never found time to qualify as a watch-standing engineer, he loved engines as much as I did. It was too bad in some ways that he'd not been able to follow in his father's footsteps as a Field theorist; now, almost certainly, he'd never get the chance. Still, I'd had much reason over the years to be glad that he'd become a marine instead.


  "No," I replied. "It's not." Then I frowned. "Someone's going to have to babysit these things full-time, Heinrich. And you've always been a better pilot than me anyway. How about you take the helm? I'll ride the rods as best as this miserable make-do layout allows."


  He shrugged. "As you wish, sir. But perhaps Lieutenant Jeffries ought to do the honors? No one knows this ship better than he does—it's one of the few truthful claims he makes."


  I thought about it a moment. "Right. We've got to free him anyway; even the meanest prisoner doesn't deserve to die welded into a box. So let's give him one last chance to do his duty as a King's officer should."


  "Perhaps," Heinrich replied with a shrug. "I could care less if he dies screaming in the dark now that I've actually met the man, to be quite honest.


  I turned to Nestor. "Take the other Rabbits and go let Jeffries out," I ordered. "I want you personally holding that palm-blaster he was going to pull on us to his head at all times. He's not to be trusted. Got it?"


  "Aye-aye, sir!" he replied, and I wasted not another brain cell worrying about that end of things. One by one all eleven squadrons of Royal destroyers were forming up in echelon around the tiny 843 on all four primary axis—left, right, above, and below. Nestled immediately around me were the haughty torpedo-cruisers—Captain Blaine almost caused not one but several collisions nudging his way into the spot of honor off my starboard quarter. It was the sort of thing that would've caused Admiral Beckendorf apoplexy, but which I took as evidence of eagerness and high spirits.


  "The first dead Imperial battleship is for King James!" someone declared.


  "And the second for Commodore David!" another added. "To whom we owe this great day!"


  "We'll slaughter them all!" someone else added. "They'll never stand up to this charge! Muzzle to muzzle at last, by god! And long overdue it is!"


  By now there was mail coming in; the Imperials had switched their fire from the capitol ships to us, perceiving our imminent attack as the greater threat. They hammered out salvo after salvo, as fast as the big guns could cycle. Which wasn't all that quickly, really; that was the great disadvantage of such large-bore weapons. The larger the diameter of a blaster-bolt, the greater its range and the more terrible the damage should it find a target. But simple physics dictated that large-diameter bolts took longer to form up and stabilize. Therefore fewer could be generated and fired in a given amount of time. Our formation consisted of small, fast, and nimble vessels with plenty of space between to allow for weaving and dodging; for my money the Imperials would've been better off to maintain the heat on the Royal battleships. I looked at Admiral Beckendorf's twisted, broken formation and shook my head. It wasn't his fault that things were such a mess—everything went back to the lucky hit and the emergency maneuvers that followed. They'd never form up again in time to contribute materially to the battle. I could but imagine their captains' collective impotent rage as they watched the light forces go in unsupported. Then another idea occurred to me. After all, one might as well be hung for sheep as for lamb, and doing something was almost always better than doing nothing at moments like these. Once again I typed an illegal order into the communications console. "What's the matter, old ladies?" I asked in a message addressed specifically to the capital ships. "Afraid of getting your petticoats dirty? There's plenty of work for us all! Follow me! You tend to score more hits at close range, or so I hear!"


  "The Imperials are forming up for a torpedo attack too," Heinrich warned me. "If they get among our battleships..."


  "If they get among our battleships there'll be losses," I snapped back at him. "Terrible losses, even! But we'll come out ahead overall—you can take that to the bank!" I gestured at the torpedo cruisers nestled all around us. "These four ships alone are carrying sixteen oversized warheads apiece, my friend! The Imperials have nothing to match them." I pounded on my console for emphasis. "This is our day, Heinrich! Ours and ours alone, if we but see it through to its bloody end. The Imperial officers... They know it in their hearts too, you see. They know full well how poorly their equipment is working, how low their fuel supplies are, how perilously close to the front lines their heavy repair facilities are, even how savagely the people of Wilkes Prime immediately at their rear are resisting them." I gestured at the long, lean, pitiless warships all around us. "They won't stand much of this, Heinrich! They can't, being made of mere flesh and blood like the rest of us. By today's end, the long war will for all practical purposes be over. Yes, there'll be some serious mopping up left to do afterwards—the Empire won't die easily. But we'll by god have it won!"


  Just then there was a flash so bright at the overhead viewport that I was nearly blinded before the automatic damping kicked in. There are no shock waves in space, but the 483 surged and bucked regardless as our Field interacted with the collapsing black hole that'd once been the engine room of the torpedo cruiser directly above us—Hussar, she'd been named. Then we were past, leaving perhaps seventy five dead or dying men in our wake. There was no practical way to pick any of them up. "It was a direct hit, sir, from a main-battery weapon. They never knew what hit 'em."


  I nodded and returned my attention to the control rods—we'd accelerated back up to almost full emergency power and despite my best efforts they were warming up again. I'd known we'd take losses on the run-in—everyone had known it, not least Admiral Beckendorf who'd decided we were much too far away to begin a successful torpedo run. So why was my stomach churning now that I'd taken an entirely predictable loss? Seventy-five men, my subconscious reminded me. More souls sacrificed to the Emperor's bloody ego! I was just about to say something to calm the rest of the men when the destroyer-squadron's second-in-command beat me to the punch. "Ah, lads! There's a fine ship gone, but we'll mourn our mates later. Edge in closer to the flagship now, and we'll make the Emperor pay dearly for our loss."


  "Hurrah Hussar!" another voice added. "Hurrah!"


  By now we were within range of the Imperial heavy cruisers as well as the dreadnoughts, and with their somewhat quicker-cycling guns they were by far a deadlier threat. Heinrich's face was slack with concentration now as he watched the Imperial laser-bolts coming in and ducked and weaved accordingly. 483 was a tiny, elusive target even compared to a destroyer, but it seemed that half the enemy guns were trained on us and us alone. Eventually our luck would run out, we all knew—Heinrich's dodging was more about disrupting the Imperial fire-control than anything else. But one could only do what one could do. Meanwhile the rod-temps were trying to spike again, and I had to rip my eyes away from the control screen in order to kick in the reserve coolant and reset the synchronization. I was just about to hit the "execute" key when a hand came clapping down on top of mind. "What kind of idiot engineer are you?" snapped the unpleasant voice of Lieutenant Jeffries. "We don't need the reserve yet!"


  I looked up at him and scowled. "We're at ninety-two percent load and red-zone temps," I countered. "Standard procedure—"


  "Hah!" Jeffries declared, gesturing wide with his arms so as to indicate all of space surrounding us. "Who are you to lecture anyone about standard procedure after this little escapade, snotty? I'm a deserter and a criminal, maybe. But it's all as nothing compared to what you're going to have to face after you've lost half the fleet!"


  My fists balled. "Who the hell are you to—"


  Then Heinrich interrupted me without looking away from his screen, his voice unnaturally calm. "The rods, David. They're plenty hot and getting hotter. Keep that in mind."


  "Right," Jeffries agreed. "You're mishandling them, you fool." He sat down in the right-hand second row seat and began typing. "What a mess you've made!"


  I sat and fumed while the smuggler pilot studied the situation further. "These are Imperial milspec motors," he scolded me, narrowing the contacts until they were so near to fusing that I gasped. "Built to a much higher standard than Royal stuff, though they cost a lot more to maintain." He smiled as the engine's energy-conversion coefficient soared, then throttled us back accordingly. Almost instantly the rod temperatures fell. I must've looked nearly as angry as I felt, because Jeffries smiled sweetly and spoke again. "What's the matter, middie? Not quite such a great engineering genius as you thought you were? Here's hoping you're a better admiral, for all of our sakes!"


  I forced myself to turn away from Jeffries and tried to study the tactical screen. How was I to know that Imperial courier motors ran best while half-imploded, I asked myself. Why, every Field-based propulsion system I'd ever studied had… Then I physically shook my head until my ears rattled. God, but I hated that man!


  By now the situation was so complex that it was rapidly degenerating into a free-for-all. The head of the Imperial line was swinging away from the threat of torpedo attack, which was perfectly in accordance with standard doctrine as it'd give him longer to shoot us to pieces before we hauled into range. Several outlying destroyers in our formation were missing—another pip flared and died even as I watched. They and Hussar represented a large and growing number of torpedoes destroyed unlaunched in their tubes. If the Imperials kept it up, we might not have enough warheads left to make a difference by the time we were to a place where we could use them. And on top of that, the enemy destroyers were now delivering their counterstroke on our own dreadnoughts. There weren't nearly so many of them as there were of us, and thus they represented a smaller threat. But still…


  How many light ships could the enemy stand to lose anyway, what with his perennial shortage? Might my opposite be extra-wary of severe destroyer losses?


  "Ease to port," I ordered Heinrich. "We're going to intercept their run-in."


  "But…" Heinrich spluttered. "But…"


  "Just do it," I ordered. "Explanations afterwards."


  The commander nodded and eased his helm to the left. Obediently the whole formation followed, even though they must've been as baffled as my friend. Now our already-too-long run-in was apparently going to be longer still.


  "Hold course," I ordered Heinrich as I watched the tactical display. "Steady as you bear…"


  Sure enough the enemy reacted just as I'd thought he might—Equalitie swung her prow round to starboard—and towards us—in order to offer the destroyers better supporting fire at the intercept point, which was well within range of the battle-line's quick-firing secondary batteries. "Maybe I'm a better admiral than engineer after all," I explained to Jeffries as a smile crept across my face. "That'll cut minutes off of our run. Minutes!"


  "But now we'll have to fight the destroyers too!" Heinrich objected. "That'll mean more losses still!"


  I let my smile widen and waited, waited, waited until the moment seemed perfect. Then I began typing out more orders. "Squadrons eight through eleven—maintain heading to cut off enemy torpedo attack. The rest of you, stick with me." Then I turned to Heinrich. "All right, that's enough. Come back to your previous course."


  Only then did he get it. "Good, sir! Very good! Bravo!"


  "What's good?" Nestor demanded from his position behind the lieutenant.


  I opened my mouth to reply but Jeffries beat me to it. "Snotty here has a brain after all," he allowed. "By splitting off those squadrons he's forcing the enemy to make decisions as well, but their options are even worse than ours. Yes, he's weakened our own primary attack. But he sent just enough destroyers to intercept those of the enemy that their admiral will have to divide his light forces as well in order to fend off the blow. In his case, that won't leave enough ships to deliver a viable torpedo attack at all. The final count would be well below the critical mass required. Our battle line's secondaries are plenty enough to deal with so few."


  "So the Imperials will either have to write off all those destroyers for no likely return or else the Imperial line of battle is going to have to offer it direct support," Heinrich interjected. He was smiling again. "Which means moving the battleships towards us, not away."


  "Thus shortening our own run-in and cutting our losses along the way," Jeffries finished with a nod my way. "As I said, not half bad."


  "Order, counter-order, disorder," I said, explaining the rest of my line of thought. It was an old military truism meant to remind officers that changing one's mind halfway through an evolution quite often proved unexpectedly costly due to the inevitable confusion that always resulted. "Their admiral knows that saying as well as I do. He can either try to recall a headlong charge, write off every ship in it by turning his line away, or else double down, hold his current heading, and try to bull on through regardless. I'll bet he takes the last option, to reduce confusion as much as anything else. And because it'll look better on his after-action report."


  "Aye," Heinrich agreed. "But he won't like it, now will he?"


  "No," Jeffries agreed, shaking his head. "I doubt he'll like it much at all." Then he gave me an odd look and returned to his engineering duties.


  From that point on, I was just along for the ride. There'd be no more orders to give, no more leadership to display, no more grandstanding to employ. Things were about to start happening too quickly for either myself or my opposite number to have much impact anymore; what was developing would be called a 'corporal's battle' if it were fought on land, because that was the highest rank at which effective decision-making could take place in such a rapidly-swirling maelstrom. In space or at sea it was called a 'melee', however—I supposed this was because we didn't have corporals except in the marines.


  By now we were well within range of the capital ships' rapid-fire batteries, and our situation was coming to resemble more and more closely that of a mosquito attempting to fly directly down the nozzle of a high-pressure water hose. The volume of fire rose and rose and rose and rose—it was just a matter of time now. I sat tall and erect in my chair, waiting calmly for the end—the tiny, unarmored little 483 would crumple and die at the first touch of enemy fire.


  "Christ!" Jeffries hissed after a time. "We aren't carrying any weapons, snottie! So there's no logical reason for us to be leading this thing anymore." He shook his head. "I'm throttling back; the others will understand perfectly well that—"


  But he didn't manage to speak so much as one more word before Nestor's little palm-blaster was pointed at the back of his head. "Sir?" my aide asked.


  I shook my head. "I've always opened my bridge to constructive suggestions, and I'll not start making exceptions now. I even encourage discussion when time allows." Then I looked Jeffries in the eye. "Lieutenant, the Imperials are facing an imminent torpedo attack, yet they've diverted a large part of their defensive firepower to an unarmed ship. Doesn't this sound a bit irrational to you?"


  His eyes were cold and hard. "Not half so irrational as leading that same charge from a smuggler's bridge," he replied.


  Despite his absorption with the piloting Heinrich smirked, and I had to acknowledge that Jeffries had a point. "Well," I allowed, rocking my head from side to side. "At any rate, we're serving a useful purpose by diverting enemy fire. So if you want to know what you're dying for, that's it."


  Jeffries shook his head. "Diverting enemy fire," he mumbled to himself. "It all comes down to that." Then he met my eyes again. "We ought to at least prepare to abandon ship. On the off-chance that we might survive the initial hit, I mean. At least one or two of us might."


  I nodded after a second's thought. "Good idea." Then I turned to Samuel, the only space-experienced crewbunny I could spare. "Go find enough vacuum gear for us all. Those of us who can will slip into it now; it'll save time later."


  "There's only two suits aboard," Jeffries interjected. "Both in my size—a primary and a spare." He nodded at Heinrich. "Your pet jarhead looks like he'll be able to squeeze into the spare. But it's survival bubbles for the rest of you."


  I shrugged— the odds were it'd never matter. "Bubbles and two suits then, Samuel." Then he nodded and was off.


  By then Heinrich's lips were fixed in a permanent snarl, his biceps were swollen and his eyes looked ready to pop out of his head from the stress of flying around and between so much enemy fire. Space was being lit up over and over again with bright flashes all around us—each represented the death-agony of one of my attacking ships. Would we have enough firepower left to carry out a useful attack? I doubted I'd ever know. Not once but several times I was certain we were bracketed beyond all hope, yet somehow my friend found a way to roll, pitch or yaw out of the concentration. The sweat was absolutely rolling off of him; his normally impeccable black shirt was soaked through and adorned with a delicate tracery of perspired salt. And yet somehow he was still for the most part holding true to his assigned course, driving ever closer to what obviously by now could only be one conclusion. It'd be more merciful, I decided, if the end came sooner rather than later. "You're one of the best and bravest, Heinrich," I finally said softly. "I'm honored to have served with you."


  "And I with you," he somehow found time to say while executing a full barrel-roll around a heavy cruiser-sized bolt. "Thank you for letting me be part of your life, sir. It's been my greatest honor."


  Next I turned to Nestor, but somehow the words wouldn't come. "I… I…" But he just smiled and shook his head. Then I looked towards Jeffries, but the malice in his eyes so soured me that I was unable to spare him a kind word, even then and there.


  "Sir!" Heinrich cried out, half-rising from the controls and raising one arm to point at the screen. I looked…


  …and there it was, the end of the world. A complex of incoming salvoes so dense we'd never see the other side. "Long live the—" I began. But before I could finish there was a terrible explosion somewhere close at hand, followed almost instantly by the impact of something heavy and moist and broken.


  Then everything went black, and for a time I saw and heard no more.
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  Fire-Lily Day was my very favoritest of days; the more I grew up the better it got. And the prettier Freida got as well, I admitted to myself as I chased her across the dales of Marcus Prime. She'd always been bigger and faster than me; does always were until we bucks caught up and passed them in our teens. But I had another year or two to go before then, and for now it was enough to run, run, run after my someday most-perfect of all loves until she chose to let me catch her. Then we'd laugh and giggle and share secrets and eat flowers until our bellies were so full that it hurt. But something was terribly wrong—there was an awful pain in my leg, and instead of letting me catch her Frieda was fading…


  Until I wasn't off in an idyllic green dreamland anymore. Instead I was surrounded by hard angles and broken pipes and sparking wires, and somewhere very close by something was screaming over and over again, just as quickly as it could inhale. I tried to move, but my left leg was pinned and every time I tried to shift the thing I felt like it must have jagged metal running all through it. Which was very probably the case, I groggily realized. "Hello?" I tried to cry. But when I inhaled, there was another stabbing pain in my chest and I began coughing something up. It was red too, and drifted about in ghastly nightmare-shaped gobbets. Obviously, the gravity had failed. I tried to call out again, but only made myself cough more. The air was ominously thin, and the blower outlet I was pinned next to was emitting a virtual hurricane. The compartment wasn't pressure-tight anymore, and someone had hit an override to route the ship's main supply in here while it lasted. But who?


  The absence of gravity made it relatively easy for me to raise my head, but when I did I rather wished I hadn't. My eyes met those of the screamer, who was spread out over most of the opposite bulkhead. He was a human, though I had to judge by size to be sure, and had apparently absorbed the lion's share of the blow that'd finally done us in. Nearly completely eviscerated, he kept reaching out with the one hand he had left to try and stuff his guts back into place. There was more damage—he was missing both legs, and much of his skull was gone as well so that a large area of his brain was exposed. And all of it was bleeding, bleeding, bleeding into the thirsty thin air. It wasn't until I made out the remnants of a black uniform jacket that I realized this horrific thing had once been my friend Heinrich.


  "No!" I tried to say, but instead once again I only coughed up more blood.


  Then another human-shape came floating up into my line of sight. This one wore a strange mishmash of spacesuit parts, some orange and some yellow, but not quite enough to make a complete outfit. His left boot was missing, for example, which was rather a shame because it was his right leg that was missing below the knee. It was Jeffries, and he was carrying a survival bubble with a bunny in it under each arm. "Uhrghhh!" I gurgled, before choking again. "Urgghhh!"


  Jeffries turned—almost half his face was a monstrous third-degree burn. "Snottie!" he said, the functional portion of his lips forming a half-smile. "I thought you'd finally died the hero's death you're so long overdue for. You didn't have a heartbeat when I checked a few minutes ago. Must've restarted itself, I suppose. What're the odds on that?"


  "Urgggggh!" I choked, pointing at Heinrich, who was still screaming mindlessly away.


  "Yes," Jeffries answered, his smile fading. "He came around a moment ago; I doubted he ever would." He pushed the life-bubbles gently away from him, then turned to face my friend. "I was hoping to be spared this, you see. It's not as easy for me as you probably imagine. I don't kill either routinely or without reason, despite what others might think. And, by god, I've never yet murdered anyone. Including, I'll have you know, the former owner of this ship." Then he pulled his palm-blaster out of a pouch and pointed it at the dying marine. "Good-bye, jarhead," he said, his voice surprisingly soft. "You flew damned well." Then he pulled the trigger, there was a flash and concussion, and the screaming was over.


  "Guuurrrgh!" I responded, trying to free myself again. But the pain in my leg, oh heavens the pain!


  "I had to," Jeffries replied, his voice still soft and his eyes for once vulnerable. "Can't you see that? Here and now, with what I have to work with, I had to."


  I looked away, then nodded. He was right—it was almost certainly a mercy. But… Poor Heinrich!


  "Thank you," he replied. "I thought you were a goner too. But since you're still with us… Hold on, David. I'll be right back." Then he grabbed the bunnies in their bubbles and disappeared. A long, long time passed, so long that for a moment I found myself back on Marcus Prime on Fire Lily day again. My father had begged me to rush to the spaceport, but I stayed and played on regardless until the sky was full of Imperial aerospace fighters and the soldiers came and took Frieda and I both away together and we became mindless ag-slaves on a planet no one ever heard of, where we filled our plain, hardworking lives with love and children and no one ever asked me to plot coups or defend hopeless fortresses or free my fellow Rabbits. It was a wonderful place indeed, was that world! "No!" I muttered when I felt something tugging on my hurt leg, trying to drag me back to the flashing lights and thin air and the corpse of one of my best friends. "Leave me be!"


  "Don't fight me too much," Jeffries replied with a dark half-grin. "Or I might just take you up on it." Then he grabbed my leg again. "You're stuck on a bolthead," he explained. "Or at least I think you are. It's deep, it's big, and there's no time or tools to do this right. Do you understand me?"


  "No!" I answered, more than half out of my mind. Then I choked some more."Urrrgh!"


  "You've never understood me," Jeffries answered his own inquiry as he bent down to examine the entry-point. "No one ever has, really. Did you know that I'm a failed priest?"


  Even then and there, my eyebrows rose.


  "Hah!" he declared at my evident surprise. "Keep in mind, snottie, that I was assigned to Graves Registration too, and had been there for far longer than you had. In my case it was because I could conduct burial services." Then his face grew gentle again. "When I was a boy, the world was such a wonderful and noble place. I ate it all up, you see—how the king was a servant to his people, how the brotherhood of man was a big happy family, how wars were just temporary misunderstandings." Then his eyes narrowed and he grabbed my leg. "Think happy thoughts!"


  The next few seconds were horrid. I screamed too, just as Heinrich had, over and over again in piercing lapine tones. And when it was over, the bolt was still in my leg. Partway out, but not all the way.


  "I was an altarboy through high school, then graduated the seminary and joined the navy. Back in those days the Graves Registration ships were even smaller than they are now, so if there was a chaplain aboard he also had to be able to stand watches and such. As a result, I went through full officer training." He smiled. "I did so well they offered me a slot on a man o' war as a regular serving officer, but I was having none of it. Someone had to minister to the needs of the dead, you see, and that was my Calling." He sighed and shook his head. "My head was so full of crap. Think happy thoughts again!" This time he pulled even harder, so that I felt one of my legbones crack and split. The bolt, however, barely shifted.


  "Stubborn damned thing," Jeffries observed. "Just like you. Which is part of why I've always hated you so much. I wasn't quite stubborn enough, you see." Then he shook his head and took another breather. "In time I lost my faith. God doesn't love us, I came to realize after cleaning up my tenth or fifteenth battlefield. If He existed at all, He'd never tolerate for a moment the kind of thing you find there." The lieutenant shook his head. "They're all pretty much like Zombie was, snotty. Full of idealistic and very dead young men whose heads were filled with lies by those they trusted, killed fighting battles that matter only to the ungrateful nobles." He shook his head. "But by then I was getting on in years, you see. I was still soft enough inside back then to quit the priesthood—it cost me money, so I was a fool—but I stayed on in the navy for the pension. And did as little as possible while I was at it—why on earth wouldn't I? Everyone freeloads, everyone steals, everyone takes and takes and takes, never gives. It took me long enough to figure it out, maybe. But finally I did. That's when I quit being such a sap." Without warning he grabbed my leg and wrenched again, this time twisting it hard enough that he groaned with the effort. Finally it snapped again…


  …and I drifted free.


  "It was a good life," Jeffries went on as he fitted a splint and pressure-dressing in the approved navy-first-aid-manual manner. "Boring and lacking somewhat in diversion, perhaps. But there were always new middies to introduce to the joys of Graves Registration service, so it was tolerable." Then he scowled again. "Until you came along!"


  I managed to raise my head again. "Urrrgh?"


  "You!" he confirmed as he worked. "With your bright heroic Sword and ever-optimistic attitude and most of all your pure, clean soul! Gah! It still hurts my eyes to look at it!" Then he threw down the first-aid kit and reached for a survival-bubble. "And the harder I rode you, the brighter it shone! Until finally the day came when you were facing hopeless death. I just knew you'd break then, come along with me and save yourself and be dirty inside like the rest of us mere mortals. But you didn't, by god! Then you somehow turned things around and came out of the manure-heap even purer and better than ever!" Carefully he opened the bubble's main seam and slipped me inside. His hands were very soft, for a human's. "And I hate you for it, d'ye hear me? Hate you, hate you, hate you! Because despite having seen at least as much ugliness and dirty double-dealing as I have, you're still good and clean inside! Where I was weak, you were strong. Where I was flawed and broken, you're beyond-reproach perfect. You even transcend the evils of war itself and make it worth fighting! And I was so, so close…" Tears streamed from his working eye.


  "So go to hell, David Birkenhead!" he snapped as he sealed me inside my little pressure-envelope, then activated the tiny automatic distress beacon and enviro-system. "You go straight to your perfect-perfect hell, and leave me to rot in peace in my bent and broken one from here on in! I want nothing more to do with you—it hurts far too much!" Then he shook his head and wept outright, the sobs coming faint and distorted through the thick plastic bubble walls. "I'm giving up everything in atonement for my sins, you see. Everything! And yet it's still not enough; even at this of all moments my heart remains dead and cold. As I can only suppose it shall for all eternity, after so many years of falling so short of what I should've been." His eyes fell as he pushed my bubble down the short companionway to where my two fellow lapines lay waiting. Neither was moving that I could see. Then he tethered us all together. "Good-bye, David Birkenhead! And if someday you find it in your heart to pity me, well maybe in the end that's all I deserve."


  "Urgh!" I choked, half-guessing what was coming next—after all, there'd only been three bubbles on the bridge that I knew of, along with Jeffrie's two pressure suits. As near as I could tell, he'd been unable to piece together a single good suit from the damaged remains of the two. That left him… Nothing. But sealed in and as fundamentally broken as I was, all I could do was gurgle. "Urrrrrrgh!"


  Then Lieutenant Jeffries of the Graves Registration Branch of the Royal Navy, inactive, overrode the safeties and opened the main hatchway to hard vacuum. The ghostly puffs of the exiting air propelled us bunnies away from the dangerous sharp edges of the 483's ruptured hull. They also carried Jeffries right along with us as he danced and capered in the vacuum, his mouth fixed in a long silent scream until he used the palm blaster to put an end to his pain at long, long last.
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  After that I slept, mostly. Sometimes I visited with Frieda, while at others James and I hiked side by side up long, endless hills. But even now the universe wouldn't leave me in peace; all too frequently the pressure-pack on my leg beeped insistently enough to wake me, while once there was a long series of incredibly bright flashes that I knew should've meant something to me but which somehow no longer did. Instead I smiled and drifted off again, this time to a trout cabin deep in the woods of Earth Secundus. There I finally remained, diving deeper and deeper until the darkness was roiling all through me and Frieda was beckoning with a fire lily and Father was smiling from behind his console and the King Alfred was raising a glass of chocolate milk in my honor. Then, just as I was reaching out for a cup of my own favorite tea to join the party...


  ...the cold, cruel universe snatched me back.


  ****


  "Yes, sir!" a young voice was exclaiming. "It's really him! He's wearing his Sword! But the enviro-pack is flashing red!"


  I blinked and looked up—somehow I was in a gravity field again, lying on the hard steel deck of a ship's boat. Near me were two other bubbles—one had already been opened, but its occupant hadn't been removed. Nor was anyone clustered anxiously around it. I knew what that meant, all right. If Nestor were dead, I decided, I'd as soon not make it myself.


  "Aye-aye, sir!" the middie replied to the inaudible voice on the other end of his radio link. Then he turned to the proud, confident and neatly-uniformed Rabbit who stood leaning over me. "Don't open it, the doc says. It's too risky—he might go into shock. We're going to make a run for the ship instead." Then the young officer noticed my eyes were open. "We're getting you the heck out of here, sir! As fast as we can!"


  I nodded and tried to smile, then pointed at the dead Rabbit lying alongside me. "Who?" I mounted silently.


  "I don't know him, sir," the midshipman replied. "But he's gone."


  "Nestor's still alive though!" the Rabbit added, though it was a minor breach of discipline. "And in far better shape than you!"


  I nodded again. "The attack?" I mouthed.


  "Victory, sir!" the officer replied with a boyish grin. "Total and complete beyond belief! The Imperials tried to break and run at the last moment. Their formation was disrupted and... Well, I wouldn't have believed it yesterday, sir, but the survivors are surrendering in droves! White flags, as far as the eye can see! What's left of their battle line is fleeing for Point Two even as we speak, and they're still putting up an organized fight. But we've won!" He did a little dance of glee, to show how happy he was.


  I let my head fall back onto the hard steel deck. "Gurrrgh!" I muttered.


  Then suddenly the middie was all business again. "Just lay there and relax, sir. I'm going to take care of everything." He grinned nervously. "Don't you go dying on my watch, sir! Do you hear me? I'd never live it down."


  I smiled back and nodded, which seemed to reassure him. Then he was gone, the gravity fluttered, and I heard the little vessel's drive engage at full power. I'd probably make it now, I judged. Which meant that I had to plan for tomorrow after all, and then all the tomorrows after that. So many had yet to die, so terribly, terribly many...


  It was only then, when there was no one to see, that I finally broke down and wept.
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