
  [image: Cover]


  Lieutenant


  The David Birkenhead Series


  Book 3


  


  Phil Geusz


  


  


  First Printing September 2012


  Published by Legion Printing, Birmingham, AL


  Copyright Phil Geusz, 2012


  Cover Art by Octavius Cook, Copyright 2012


  ISBN: 978-0-9829866-8-4


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without explicit permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


  


  1


  “…setting the course of a lifetime,” Captain Withers declared from the podium. “Choosing which star will guide your destinies…”


  I wriggled my nose as the elderly navigator droned on, tapping a seemingly inexhaustible store of map-related references. The captain had been the fleet’s Chief Navigation Officer for four years before taking over the Bureau of Personnel. Lord Robert, seated just on the other side of James from me, claimed that the navy had never known a more conservative, insular, backstabbing politician in all its years. “That’s where your enemies will always be, David,” he’d counseled me over lunch just two hours ago. “Institutional bureaucracy draws limited minds just as powerfully as rotten meat draws flies. And limited souls as well. The fighting navy—and the fighting army as well, for that matter—tends to judge a man by what he can do. They at least give him a chance. But elsewhere…” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s all about titles, status, and butt-kissing. Especially for this… individual. We’ve crossed swords before.”


  Well, I told myself as I sat and pretended to pay attention to the rambling, poorly-structured and unoriginal speech, at least I didn’t have to worry about my assignment. The others were all sweating like pigs, or at least most of them. The navy required a thousand different sorts of specialists in order to function; fleets were in some ways cities in space. Keeping them operational required everything from bakers to lawyers and astrogators to sanitation engineers. That was why we midshipman received only the most generic training at the Academy; our real skills would be learned on the job, as per ancient naval tradition. Our initial assignment, however, was the key to everything. Once we were trained as navigators, for example, it’d be extremely unlikely for us to ever specialize in anything else. Some fields—such as engineering—even had their own independent chains of command because the technology was so difficult to master. That was why I wasn’t worried. It was practically unheard-of for anyone as young as me to be qualified to stand watches as a ship’s engineer. It took most people years to earn their certification. But I already had, or close enough as made no difference. Another twenty-seven and a half hours of supervised duty was all I needed. So there was no doubt as to where I was headed. Everyone else in the room, however, was on pins and needles.


  The Academy did almost everything in alphabetical order, which had benefitted me greatly during my time there. Being a ‘B’ had its advantages. But now I was a commissioned officer in the real navy, so things were done strictly by seniority. Oddly enough, the tradition was for the highest-ranked to go last, as was the case in entering a ship’s boat. Both James and I therefore had long waits ahead of us; he’d ranked number one, and I number two in our class. “Midshipman Heinrich von Schtolen!” the reverse roll-call began, and my good friend and fellow wargamer stood at rigid attention. “You’re assigned to the Royal Marine Corps,” Captain Withers announced.


  Heinrich smiled despite himself—though he’d started out as the purest of rebels and graduated at the bottom of his class as a result, I knew that after meeting his Imperial opposites he craved a combat-arms assignment. And now he’d gotten it. “Sir!” he replied as an orderly-bunny handed him a stout canvas envelope containing his orders. “Thank you, sir!”


  And so it went on and on. The Yans were assigned to Fleet Logistics, which raised a laugh even in this disciplined crowd. Everyone knew they’d been born to serve in Intelligence, and that was where they’d really gone. You could read it in their smiles. Jean Le Vorsage, who’d befriended me when few others would, was assigned to the Administrative Corps as an aide-in-training. This surprised me until I remembered that he was a superb natural politician, and highborn as well. Perhaps at least one of the bureaucrats might end up not being a total prig? And so it went as we new officers were assigned to all the various branches, every one of which required a flow of new professionals to keep things running for the good of all.


  Then Captain Withers finally came to me. He paused and smiled—all the top graduates were given special attention in one form or another. “And now for our most special officer,” he said as I stood and waited to be named an engineer at last. “A past hero whose special talents and abilities everyone wishes to see utilized in the most effective manner possible for the navy.” His smile widened. “Midshipman David Birkenhead, you’re assigned to the most honorable Department of Graves Registration. Nothing is more important than honoring our dead heroes. And no branch of the service employs more Rabbits. Therefore, you’re a natural fit.”
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  The Marcus clan held a formal reception after the ceremony; since James and I had been absent for graduation the family had decided to celebrate assignment-day instead. So I had to smile and pretend that all was well even though I was seething with rage inside. No one from the Academy was ever assigned to Graves Registration, not ever! This wasn’t an exaggeration; while we didn’t quite have time to examine the entire database, James and I ran a quick search of previous graduates in the limo on the way to the penthouse. Meanwhile Lord Robert sat across from us and seethed. At least James was kind enough not to wear his new HMS Javelin lapel-emblems, so that in turn I was free not to put on the tombstones-and-shovels that marked my new career. My friend had been assigned to the brand new battlecruiser as a deck officer. It was a dream assignment for someone like James, and for that matter almost anyone else. Unless the Imperials had something up their sleeve that we didn’t know about, she was the fastest and best-armed ship in the sky. In the event of war Javelin would be detached as an independent raider to operate far behind Imperial lines and cause five thousand kinds of mayhem. Only the most capable and bluest-blooded officers need even apply for such a desirable billet; the competition was enormous. Once upon a time I’d dreamed that I might be lucky enough to serve in her beautiful, state-of-the-art engine room. But now…


  We didn’t see much of Sir Robert at the reception; this was because he spent most of the affair down in his office, screaming obscenities into a telephone. In theory the guests were blissfully unaware of this; their ears weren’t nearly as sensitive as my own. But they knew. You could tell by the way that no one asked about him. It was rather touching, really, to hear Sir Robert throw one of his rare tantrums on my behalf. At first the Marcus family had taken me in at least partly because they saw it as an honorable duty. Since then, however, my relationship with them had grown into something more. It wasn’t just James, though we loved each other like brothers. Lord Robert could only be cursing on my account, not that of the family scion. After all, the Heir to the House of Marcus couldn’t have asked for a better outcome on his own account. Lord Robert’s anger was over my mistreatment, and there could be no better proof of my standing in his heart. Once, when no one was looking and his cursing hit a crescendo, I actually shed a tear of gratitude. At least someone was on my side!


  More than one someone, to be completely honest, though sometimes it was hard to tell. Despite my for-all-practical-purposes full adoption, I still didn’t fit in as well with the extended Marcus clan as I might’ve. This wasn’t deliberate on anyone’s part—if it had been, Lord Robert would’ve dealt with it instantly. Nor was it closed-mindedness. But I remained a Rabbit in a human world no matter how hard everyone worked at ignoring the fact. Even after all these years it was still a bit awkward, and l was an introvert by nature anyway. So it was natural that I spent most of my time sipping fruit juice alone in a quiet corner, while everyone else surrounded James in a happy, glowing circle.


  “Congratulations, David!” a familiar voice declared from behind me as I stood and moped. “I’m so proud of you!”


  “Mr. Banes!” I declared, spinning around so fast that I spilled half my juice. And just like that, I wasn’t moping anymore. “It’s so good to—“


  But I didn’t get any further before my tutor cut me off with a long, tight hug. “I’m so proud of you!” he declared. “Of all my students, and all they’ve gone on to accomplish…” But the words died in his throat.


  “Thank you for getting me ready!” I answered back. “I was ahead of almost everyone! Except James, of course.”


  “You did all the work,” he replied. When he pulled out of the hug and looked down at me I was surprised to see that he was crying. “And… Son, I think I’m the only one around here who knew your father at all well. So it’s up to me to tell you that, well… I think he’d have been mighty proud today too.”


  And that was all it took; suddenly we were both weeping. Mr. Banes was a bit more experienced with this sort of thing than I was—he eased me down the nearest hallway and into an empty guest bedroom where we could both recover. “Well!” he said at last, putting away his handkerchief and straightening his tuxedo. “What ship were you assigned to, David? So that I can follow your adventures in the news, of course.”


  Suddenly my ear-linings were bright red. “I…”


  “He’s not assigned to any ship,” Lord Robert declared from behind my tutor—clearly he’d been waiting in the hall for a polite moment to interrupt.


  Mr. Banes turned around and smiled. “Really? Perhaps they kept him on at the Academy as a mathematics instructor, then? He’d make a fine one.”


  “No,” the family’s head replied, crossing his arms and scowling. “They’ve torpedoed him, Izzy! Despite the Sword, despite his proven capabilities… Even despite our influence!” His scowl intensified. “Or perhaps because of it.”


  Mr. Bane’s smile faded. “What… I mean…”


  “Graves Registration,” I explained. “The most appropriate place possible for a career to die.”


  The elderly tutor turned first red, then white. “I… I mean…”


  “My sentiments exactly,” Sir Robert replied. “And what’s worse…” Then he sighed and shook his head. “At least James got a prime opportunity—he’s for the Javelin.”


  “They should both have been!” Mr. Banes declared, waving a fist in emphasis. “If David’s not top-notch, I don’t know who is!” Then his eyes narrowed. “I presume that you…”


  Lord Robert shook his head and sighed. “No, I’m afraid not. There’s not enough leverage to go around right now.” He nodded out towards the main room, where James was still surrounded by happy family members. “And our heir simply must take first priority just now.”


  My tutor’s mouth formed a thin, hard line. “I see,” he replied. “Or at least I think I do,” Then his expression softened and he squeezed my shoulder. “But David’s earned better treatment than this, Robert! I have friends of my own in academic circles, you know. I’ve followed matters from afar.”


  “Of course, old friend,” James’s uncle replied. “There was never any doubt.” He lowered his eyes to the floor. “I was just on my way to find him and explain.”


  Mr. Banes nodded. “You were a good boy, Robert. And now you’re a great man. But I don’t ever make the mistake of envying you.” Then he turned back to me. “You’ve made me proud, David!” he reassured me. “And I’ve no doubt in my mind that you’ll keep right on doing so. Be strong, lad, as you’ve been so many times before. Give it your best, and you’ll find that excellence can be its own reward.” Then he bowed to Lord Robert, smiled at me one last time, and left.


  For a long, long moment the room was filled with silence, as both of us stared at the floor. Then Lord Robert sighed and clapped me on the shoulder. “We need to talk, son. Might as well get it out of the way right now, if you’re up to it.”


  “Of course,” I agreed. “The sooner the better. For both of us, I expect.”


  


  3


  Lord Robert’s office wasn’t half the size that his elder brother’s had been. Partly that was because this wasn’t Marcus Prime, where Milord had been in effect the head of the planetary government as well as a private empire. But it was even more because of Lord Robert himself and who he was. He’d hoped never find to himself head of the Marcus clan, people said. And I believed it was true. He still wept sometimes at the mention of his dead sibling, and looked forward to the day when he could retreat to his own private estate high in the beautiful mountains of Marcus III. But like every other Marcus I’d ever met Lord Robert took his duty seriously whether it was to his own family, his monarch, or the best interests of humanity as a whole. The desk I was looking at him across had witnessed the makings of decisions that affected billions of lives and trillions of credits. Even though the office was smaller and Milord was dead, this was still the nerve-center of all things Marcus. Although my uniform breast-pocket was adorned with a fire-lily, it was still a humbling place to be.


  “First, David,” Lord Robert explained as we settled ourselves in, “I want to echo what Mr. Banes just told you. You’ve done extraordinarily well under impossible conditions, again and again and again. I’m extremely proud of you, and couldn’t possibly be more pleased with what you’ve accomplished and who you’ve become. You’ve exceeded all our highest aspirations. I speak for the entire family in this.”


  There wasn’t much I could say, so I just bowed my head and felt my ear-linings turn red.


  He smiled, for the first time since the ceremony. “In some ways, I suppose, it’s a measure of how successful you’ve been that so much effort was put into ensuring that you’ll rise no further. Captain Withers is retiring in a few weeks. So are his deputy and his chief-of-staff. In fact, practically everyone responsible for your assignment will soon be re-entering private life. That’s no coincidence, David. It’s the mark of a carefully thought-out plan woven together over a period of many months. Someone went to a lot of trouble to make sure you wouldn’t get a good assignment. Consider it flattery. Because it actually is, you see.”


  I nodded. “But… Who? And why?”


  Lord Robert sighed. “It’s all terribly complicated, and I won’t ever have enough information to know everything for certain. But it’s a combination of factors. One of them you’re already familiar with- the fact that you’re a Rabbit, one that’s proven he can excel in the most difficult of human environments.”


  I nodded. “Some people would rather die than accept that.”


  “That’s sadly true,” the Marcus family head agreed. “And it’s a factor that should never be underestimated. But in this case there are even larger forces at work.”


  My brow wrinkled. “How so?”


  Lord Robert sighed and leaned back in his expensive leather chair. “It’s an open secret that James has a good claim to the Throne. You already knew that, I expect?”


  I nodded.


  “Our current king is from the House of Kandoro. Back in the day when the monarchy was established, Kandoro was riding high. Its power and influence was rooted in the mineral wealth of Africa, back on Old Earth itself. But Kandoro’s power peaked long ago. Today it controls only three worlds, two of which are economic basket cases. And the third is this one, which serves as the capitol. It’ll go to the new ruling House. Should the crown leave the House of Kandoro, so does most of its wealth and practically all its influence.”


  “I see,” I said slowly.


  “Kandoro’s been vulnerable for decades,” Lord Robert continued. “It almost makes one believe in destiny, David, the way their fecundity has faded with their wealth. Even with modern techniques… Well, the Queen was sterile, you see. Save for a single youthful indiscretion which produced my brother, His Majesty is childless. But it’s not just him. James and his brother aside, the next-nearest heir is a fifth cousin.”


  “But…” No one ever mentioned Stephan anymore—he was a vegetable, after being mistreated by the Imperials.


  “Ah!” Lord Roberts replied. “You begin to see! If Stephan ascends to the throne, a lifetime Regency will be required. And who knows what House the Regent might be from? While if James is chosen, well…” He shook his head. “It’s already clear that he’s intelligent, able, and disposed to make his own decisions. Plus, the House of Marcus has been on a long, slow rise for a very long time now. We’re easily the richest and most influential of all the Dukedoms—and we’ll be a Dukedom within two years, I assure you! It would’ve happened long ago, but Milord felt it was wiser to keep a low profile. This proved to be one of his few tactical errors.”


  I nodded again. “So… You need all your influence right now to put James on the throne.”


  Lord Robert’s face fell. “Baldy put, I suppose that’s accurate enough. But there’s more involved—far more! For example, the Empire was born due to a similar schism between the Houses. What a tragedy it’d be if we were to split up humanity yet again! And that’s exactly what I foresee if Stephan is crowned. A Regency isn’t a lifetime position, you see. There’d be endless infighting and squabbling—we might go through a dozen Regents a year! Even if it doesn’t split us, it’d leave us terribly vulnerable to the Empire.” He sighed and looked down again. “So…”


  “So,” I replied. “I must go to Graves Registration, for the good of the entire Kingdom.”


  Lord Roberts nodded, looking a bit relieved. “You have my solemn word, David, that I’ll get you out of there the minute I can. If it goes on too long… Well, it’d hardly be an optimum outcome. But once you’ve served your five years we can always find an honorable, important place for you here in the Family.” His mouth hardened. “You have my sacred word of honor that you won’t be forgotten. Nor will James forget you, I’m certain, should anything happen to me.”


  I bowed my head again. “I owe the House of Marcus everything. For you, I’d serve in the hottest firepit of hell.”


  “I know,” Lord Roberts replied, his face softening into a smile. “For you’ve already served us—and served us well!—in circumstances every bit as awful.” He looked off into the distance for a moment, then nodded as he came to a decision. “David,” he said, opening his top desk drawer. “I have something for you.”


  My ears perked up. “Sir?”


  “I’ve always meant to give you something when you reached your majority, but here and now, well… This feels right.” He reached far into the back and pulled out a signet ring. It carried a single large ruby, and there were fire-lilies cast into the gold band. “James wears his father’s ring,” Lord Robert explained. “As is right and proper. This one, however, last belonged to a certain Elijah Marcus. Are you familiar with him?”


  I shook my head. “No sir.”


  “Actually, he was Dr. Elijah Marcus. This ring is well over three hundred years old, David, so I’m not surprised that you’ve never heard of him. Long ago, the House of Marcus was nothing more than a wealthy family from Mississippi. That was a region of Old Earth noted primarily for its poverty and backwardness. Elijah and his twin brother Moses, however, believed in the future. So they invested heavily in space travel and biotech. It’s because of Moses that we got into the space colonization game early. And Elijah, well…”


  “He invented slavebunnies,” I guessed. “Didn’t he?”


  Lord Robert nodded. “I see you’ve already heard about that part of our history.” He sighed and looked away. “Colonizing gained us territory, David. It was an important part of our rise. But it was slavery that made us the richest of all the Houses. Even today we’re still entitled to a small royalty on every Rabbit born outside our own borders. It’s the only significant income stream that I’m eager for us to lose.” He looked down at the ring. “Elijah died childless, David. In recent times we found his ring in the back of a vault, utterly forgotten. It took us years to figure out who it’d belonged to. But once we found out… Well, since then it’s been seen as something of an albatross. A reminder of a matter we’d sooner forget. I’ve kept it here in my desk to help me remember that we’ve done your kind a great wrong. One that to our credit we’re attempting to right, but which remains far from undone. And now…”


  He slid the ring across the table to me. “This is yours, David. We can’t legally adopt you just yet; with the laws being what they are it’s smartest for us not to even try. But you’re the proper heir of this ring and all it represents. For you’re the first Marcus able to wear it without shame.”


  My jaw dropped. “Sir…”


  “Uncle,” he corrected me. “Uncle Robert, from now on. Though had my brother not found you first, you’d be my own.” He smiled. “Now… You’ve an unpleasant task before you, my nephew. But for all it lacks in terms of glory it remains an important job, worthy of your finest efforts. Our fallen deserve the best we can give them. For now, at least, it’s your sacred duty to give them all you’ve got.”
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  Graves Registration duty had its advantages, I had to admit. I got my own apartment, for one thing; aboard a warship I’d have had to share a stateroom half its size. Discipline was relaxed and informal, as well. “Show up about tennish,” Commander Pollard advised me the day I arrived. “Unless you have some urgent personal business, of course. Then just call in—it won’t be a problem, so long as you’re spic and span for the ceremonies.”


  That was the focus of my new life, of course, or at least it would be until I had more training under my belt—endless ceremonial. While I did have other duties, such as verifying that my petty officers had ordered the Rabbits to mow the proper areas, the truth was that aside from funerals my entire workday was no more than twenty minutes long. And even the funerals themselves only took about an hour and a half or so, for us honor-guard types anyway. Every afternoon about one I’d assemble my men, inspect them minutely, and then ride with them in a civilian van to grave number whatever. There we’d set up and stand at attention until the appropriate moment, when we’d present arms and fire a salute of however many blanks the rank of the deceased merited. My bugler Sam would then play ‘Taps’ as all the civilians hung their heads and wept. Then afterwards we’d stand around and offer comfort to any mourners who wished to speak with us. That didn’t happen very often, though sometimes people who didn’t know how to read rank insignias complained to Sergeant Keldron about how terribly wrong it was for the navy to include a Rabbit in an honor guard. The sergeant always turned red when that happened—he was a kind-hearted man even when drunk, which was most of the time. Then he’d politely explain that I was an officer, not a Rabbit, and that the fancy sword I’d saluted the departed with was in fact the embodiment of the highest honor that it was within the power of His Majesty to award. That usually shut them up, though once someone complained that a Rabbit shouldn’t be allowed to carry such a dangerous weapon regardless.


  So Graves Registration was easy duty, really. Many hard-working men in the fleet who were risking their lives every day would probably have envied me. Sergeant Keldron had spent most of the last several years trying to get transferred to an honor guard, and he’d only made it because two wars back he’d won a Royal Citation for almost single-handedly repulsing an Imperial attack during the legendary siege of Firebase Newton on Mattabon Three. That’d been almost thirty years ago, and it was difficult indeed to find even a trace of the brash young hero in the corpulent, alcoholic sergeant of today. “He’s coasted through his entire career on the strength of that one incident,” my new CO explained to me on the day I took over the squad. “No one’s dared dress him down since, because you just don’t do that to a bonafide hero.” He glanced at the little ribbon on my blouse that indicated I’d won the Sword of Orion, and looked away. “A lot of our best men go to seed in very similar ways, and most of them seem to end up here. Sergeant Keldron only has sixty days or so left to serve, Middy. He keeps his uniform neat and shows up on time. Don’t press him, for the sake of the great thing he did genuinely once achieve. That’s an order, son.”


  And so it was with the rest of the men of my little detail. Corporal Sam Geisler, the bugler, was mentally deficient. He’d just barely passed the Corps entry tests at a time when the marines had been so desperate for men they’d take practically anyone. He too was near retirement after a lifetime spent shining shoes and cleaning weapons and digging latrines for reasons that lay eternally just beyond his comprehension. The other men helped him along, as they always had, or he couldn’t have functioned at all. Nor could he play a bugle note to save his life; his instrument was equipped with a gadget that played a slightly-imperfect version of ‘Taps’ upon the push of a button, while he puffed his cheeks and pretended. To my knowledge none of the bereaved had ever tumbled to it. It was standard practice, real buglers being as scarce as they were.


  The rest of the honor guard was all the same—misfits and screwups one and all, though more of the to-be-pitied type than scoundrels. Private Madsen was continually in and out of the mental hospital, and had been ever since watching the rest of his platoon being burned alive by an Imperial flamethrower. Parts of Corporal Stuart’s brain had been so badly damaged in a training accident that sometimes he was unable to speak aloud for minutes at a time. No one suffering from such a handicap could ever be used in combat, but his father had died winning a Sword of Orion of his own and the corporal wanted to remain in the corps worse than anything, even though he was entitled to a pension equivalent to his full pay. He could march, present arms and salute satisfactorily, so why shouldn’t he serve on an honor guard? My men were all like that, every last one of them—has-beens or never-weres with nothing in their futures but a long slow decline and someday an honor-guard of their own to fire a few blanks as they were lowered into the ground. It was downright depressing, it was.


  But then again, this was Graves Registration. Depression was our leading occupational hazard.


  Because there were so few officers in our training program at any one time, no attempt was made hold formal classes. Instead Commander Pollard handed me a boxful of databooks and told me to study them in my spare time—he’d be glad to help me if I had any questions. And I must admit that they were surprisingly interesting! I’d never really thought much about it, but Graves Registration units by their very nature did a lot more than just bury the dead, maintain cemeteries, and console the living. Someone had to police the battlefields once all the fighting was done, and the cleanup process involved far more than just removing the corpses. Fresh battlefields could be incredibly dangerous places, littered with unexploded ordnance, loaded (and often damaged) weapons, mines, booby-traps, and who knew what all else. Once the Field Engineers had been responsible for all this hardware, but no more! My interest actually began to flicker a little as I learned how to safely salvage and repackage everything from bayonets to anti-ship missiles for re-issue. It was fascinating, really; as a Graves Registration officer I’d be expected to know how to safely handle nearly every weapons system in the inventory. No one could be proficient with them all, of course; I wouldn’t, for example, be expected to actually know how best to employ a Mark Thirty-Seven Heavy Anti-Vehicle Mine during an actual battle. But I did have to know how to recognize one, look it up in my reference files, and put it into ‘safe’ mode. I even had to know about antigravs and cargo lifts and stuff—anything I might find on a battlefield. The same went for Imperial equipment, too! I’d grown interested in military hardware during my time as a wargamer. Now, my professional working library included the most complete possible catalog of operating manuals for every known weapon. It didn’t even begin to make up for not being assigned with James to the Javelin, but at least it was something!


  And despite myself, I took a rather macabre interest in the more gruesome aspects of my new career as well. Militaries have been dealing with the problems related to the disposal of large numbers of bodies since time immemorial, and it was a bit shocking to discover just how much effort, thought and planning went into the process. For example, everyone in the armed forces, whatever the branch, had a datachip implanted under their skin. But we were also required to wear plain, low-tech identity-discs around our necks. Most fighting men believed that this was simply a useless traditional holdover meant to annoy us. The truth, however, was that the disc was a tool meant to make things easier for the burial details. When we came upon a casualty we were to remove the disc, use a special tool to cut it in half, and then (utilizing the built-in notch, whose proper function hardly anyone knew) wedge half of it between the corpse’s front teeth. The other half either went into a special holder on the body-bag or served as an identifier on a temporary grave-marker if a field-burial was necessary. Implanted chips, experience had shown, often failed via scorching, blast-pressure, electro-magnetic disruption, or being physically separated from the body. Identity discs weren’t infallible either, but of the two they were more versatile and had the better track record.


  There was all sorts of fascinating stuff to learn! A lot of it had to do with morale—not ours, but that of the fighting soldiers. We were authorized to maintain a separate chain-of-command and even in many cases our own supply structure at every level from top to bottom, all for the sole purpose of remaining under the average fighting-man’s radar. It wasn’t that the navy was ashamed of us or anything like that, but the reasoning was that fighting officers would be more aggressive and less casualty-minded if we weren’t present at the same staff meetings with them, looking depressed and wearing our tombstones and shovels. “Out of sight, out of mind,” one of the chapters in my ‘Operations’ text was entitled, and it didn’t take me long to realize just how seriously the author meant it. While some cross-contact was inevitable, Graves Registrations units were whenever possible to maintain separate barracks, campsites, motor pools—we even had our own fleet of interstellar spacecraft! Generally speaking we were to wait until battlefields quieted down, partly to spare us from getting ourselves killed for no good reason but mostly so the troops on the ground would have moved on and therefore not see us going about our function. If working near fighting men was unavoidable, we were to perform our field operations as much as possible in the fog or near dusk and dawn when the light was poor. If someone saw us and tried to help out or maybe find one of his dead buddies, we were to sympathetically but firmly direct him away. Fighting men, the reasoning went, saw plenty of corpses. The fewer unnecessary ones, the better. A perfect operation, the author of the manual explained, was one in which rows of temporary headstones appeared as if by magic, with no one outside of our organization having a clue as to how and when it’d happened.


  I was also fortunate that I didn’t need to learn embalming. The navy outsourced that sort of thing to civilian outfits. Our job, besides sanitizing the battlefield weapon-wise, was to collect the dead and bury them in temporary graves, then dig them up later and freeze them for transport on one of our own specialized ships. I’d probably never have to get my hands dirty at all, because slave-Rabbits were used for all the nasty stuff.


  No, it wasn’t exactly the career I’d have chosen for myself—what sane person would? But it was better than I’d feared. I could stand five years of it, if I had to. Besides, it paid to always keep the big picture in mind. At least I wasn’t going to be the Rabbit spending his entire life scraping rotting corpses out of the mud and not even getting paid for it. If they could stand that, well…


  Who was I to complain?
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  I shocked the heck out of Commander Pollard two different ways during my short time assigned to his cemetery. First, I managed to pass all the qualification tests within ninety days of receiving my textbooks. Then I immediately requested a transfer to a field unit. My commanding officer tried to talk me out of both of these endeavors—“I know you’re passing the tests, David. But you can’t possibly be absorbing the material so quickly; not in any meaningful way at least. Everyone else takes at least a year, so why shouldn’t you? And… Why leave us so quickly? This is the best duty in the navy, son. You’ve already proven your courage; no one will ever question it again. So why be such a fire-eater?” By then I secretly despised the commander, though I never let him see it. It wasn’t that he was incompetent or a bad person or anything like that. In fact, as near as I could tell neither my standing in the House of Marcus nor the Rabbit-thing fazed him at all. He treated me as a social equal, in precisely the manner I wished everyone would, and even invited me to dine with his family if I ever felt lonely. But try as I might, even with all this to his credit I just couldn’t find it in my heart to respect the man. Perhaps what was missing was the Academy; like many other specialist officers he’d first been drafted straight out of college and then stayed on to make a career of Graves Registration. Such officers tended to care a lot more about personal comfort and rates of pay and such than we Academy types; they knew they’d never be admirals no matter what, so there was no reason for them to push themselves. It was therefore entirely natural that a man like Commander Pollard could never comprehend why I wanted to leave such a comfy berth, just as it was inevitable that I’d look down on him for not trying to find a way to grow and excel regardless of his situation. My dislike for the man wasn’t personal, in other words. It might even have been rooted in pity. Regardless, the sooner I moved on the better for us both.


  It was much easier to transfer out of a safe and lazy cemetery billet than into one, I soon learned. I put in for all three of Graves Registrations’ active vessels— Arlington, Beechwood, and Westminster Abbey. It should’ve been a warning to me when all three were approved within ten days. Though Beechwood was by far the smallest of the three, she was currently docked just a few thousand miles above my head and provisioned, it was said, for a long cruise. If I was lucky, I reasoned, Lord Robert might’ve found a way to move me back into Engineering where I belonged by the time her voyage was over. And who knew? If I were lucky I might strike up a friendship with the chief engineer and complete my watchstanding certification as well. It was something to hope for, at least.


  Predictably, Commander Pollard was good-natured about the whole affair. First he wrote me up a very nice fitness report, then granted me a week’s leave to get my affairs in order before shipping out. I was thankful for this, as it allowed me to have some final fitting work done on my new Field-suit. I’d outgrown my old one while at the Academy, so I was grateful to the commander for his thoughtfulness. I also visited the family penthouse and had a very nice farewell dinner with Lord Robert, who nodded in approval when he saw how I’d solved a rather delicate problem. He’d given me the old Elijah-ring to wear, not to stash away in a musty old safe somewhere. Anyone who at all understood how the Marcus clan did things would’ve understood that. But my fingers were thinner than those of old Elijah, so much so that every jeweler I’d consulted told me that if I had it cut down to my size the fire-lily engraving would be ruined. So after thinking it over I bought a nice gold chain crafted so finely that it didn’t catch in my fur, threaded the ring through it and wore he whole affair around my neck. It might or might not’ve been within uniform regulations; individuals lucky enough to be authorized to wear House symbols were permitted to do so, which was why from day one a fire-lily had been embroidered on my shirt pocket. Signet rings were specifically permitted as well, as were certain religious necklaces. The navy had made special allowances for me over and over again, such as my sandals and ventilated tunics. So I didn’t feel that this was too far over the line.


  Sadly a certain Lieutenant Jeffries, first officer of HMS Beechwood, didn’t quite see things that way. “What’s this?” he demanded the moment I reported to him in my new ship’s wardroom. I’d arrived late in the ship’s day, long after his normal duty hours. “Sandals, snotty? And a necklace? What do you think this is, the bloody merchant marine?”


  I stood rigidly at attention. “No, sir! Of course not, sir!”


  “Remove them immediately!” he ordered. “And put on your proper footwear.”

  

  “Sir!” I explained. “The navy doesn’t issue any other kind of footwear for Rabbits, sir! My whole uniform is non-standard! If you examine it carefully, that is!” Meanwhile an older lieutenant sat on the wardroom sofa, smoking a pipe and saying nothing.


  Lieutenant Jeffries took me up on my invitation, walking slowly around me and shaking his iron-gray head. “Sandals! And a tail-hole, for the love of god! What’s next for the navy?” Meanwhile, I remained at a stiff attention. “What’s the necklace for?” he demanded eventually. “Let me guess. There’s a big carrot on it, to help you worship the Great Orange Root?”


  “Sir!” I replied, having learned at the Academy how to hold my temper. James had once told me that the bitterest, nastiest officers in the entire fleet were always the elderly lieutenants. This was because they’d been passed over so many times that they’d never move up in rank, and they knew it. Even worse, everyone else knew it too and assumed they’d been passed over for a good reason. Which, of course, they usually had. It wasn’t a happy-making situation. This was my first encounter with the breed—I’d often wondered, in fact, where the navy was hiding them all. Now I knew—they filled the dead-end jobs no one else wanted and made everyone around them miserable in the process. “It’s a Noble House symbol, sir!”


  “Show me!” the lieutenant ordered, so I pulled out Elijah’s old ring and let it dangle before his eyes. It was quite a large one, as such things went. Exactly the same size as James’s, in fact, the one that’d once been Milord’s. Which was natural enough; they’d originally been made for twins.


  “I…” the lieutenant gulped. “I mean, I’ve never seen…”


  “For god’s sake, Thomas!” the other, even older lieutenant finally declared from the couch. “Lighten up on the middie! It’s a signet ring, sure enough. So why not let him wear it on a nice little chain? It’s not like anyone’s liable to perform an inspection out where we’re headed.”


  The first officer’s eyes narrowed in rage; someday I was going to pay for this intercession. Meanwhile the older man stood up, walked over to me, and extended his right hand. “I’m Captain Holcomb,” he explained. I smiled and shook his hand, understanding that the ‘captain’ in this case was by courtesy only. He was Beechwood’s commanding officer, though only a lieutenant by substantive rank. It wasn’t uncommon for elderly lieutenants to fill the navy’s least-desirable command-slots. That certainly described both Beechwood and its mission. “Welcome aboard, David.” His eyes fell to my Sword-ribbon, lingered a moment, then lifted to my face. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”


  I nodded and smiled back, though I’d have felt much better if Captain Holcomb’s breath hadn’t been foul with whiskey, and if his features weren’t red and coarsened from what certainly looked to me like a long-term love affair with the stuff. “I’m pleased to be here, sir. It’ll be good to be out in space again.”


  “Quite,” Holcomb replied, looking me up and down again. Then, rather too familiarly he reached out and tousled my ears. “We’ve an interesting mission ahead of us,” he explained, “though I can’t say anything more until we’ve made our first Jump. Until then I suggest you get to know your Rabbits and get them all squared away.”


  I blinked. “My Rabbits?”


  “Of course!” Holcomb replied, smiling a happily inebriated smile. “Beechwood is a small ship, son. So we can’t quite do everything by the book—there’s not enough officers to go around. Our midshipman is always the Rabbit-wrangler as well as our hands-on guy. And the ship’s George, of course. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Jeffries here keeps all the paperwork straight and I attend to all other ship’s matters.” His smile widened. “I’m sure you’ll agree it’s a wonderful system. Especially in terms of helping young people like you learn the ins and outs of the business!”
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  I’d fully expected to work my tail off aboard Beechwood, and certainly had no grounds for complaint about being the ship’s George. Ever since a major rail line serving the US Naval Academy had begun printing the slogan “Let George do it!” on its advertisements under a picture of a smiling porter shining a sleeping passenger’s shoes, every ship first in the USN and then the rest of the universe’s navies had unofficially named the junior serving officer ‘George’ and dumped all the oddball and unpleasant assignments on him. It was my job to certify the ship’s crockery inventory, compose the thank-you letter to the former captain’s wife who always sent us a wonderful batch of cookies whenever we shipped out, and keep track of the wardroom’s petty cash account. George’s work was never done, on any ship. But this was traditional and I had no call to complain about it. Someday soon, in theory, someone junior to me would come along and relieve me of the miserable post.


  But being George wasn’t my biggest problem, not by a long shot. It didn’t take me a week to discover that not only did Lieutenant Jeffries intend to dump every last possible ounce of his work upon me, but that he had nearly thirty years worth of experience to draw upon while doing so. Even worse, Captain Holcomb knew full well what was going on; he had to. But all he did was sit around the wardroom, even sometimes when he was theoretically on bridge-watch, smoking his pipe and poisoning his liver.


  If it hadn’t been for the fact that my Rabbits were a top-notch bunch, I’d have gone mad. It took me a little while to realize just how good they were, as was perhaps reasonable under the circumstances. Though I tried never to forget who and what I was, and even went out of my way to gossip and share smiles with my fellow bunnies, the fact was that for many years now I’d been spending far more time with humans than with Rabbits. Part of it was just the nature of things—I was a Marcus now, so my family was human. I was also a naval officer, and the rest of them were human as well. So my personal and professional lives both revolved around the bare-skinned types these days. But there was more to it than that. Who and what I was had built a wall between me and my own kind, one that was every bit as profound as that between me and the humans. They didn’t know how to treat me any more than I did them. So it was awkward all around.


  My predecessor had divided the slaves into eight working groups, based on specialties. One group knew how to process recovered equipment and weapons, for example, while another—the smallest—maintained everyone else’s pressure suits and our salvage gear. I decided not to interfere with this arrangement, or at least not until I saw good reason to. It looked as sensible as anything I might come up with on my own. Besides, I was far too busy to monkey around with things too much.


  On our first day out of port I called all eight overseers into my office for a get-acquainted meeting. Even as they filed in one by one and removed their grubby old work hats I still really didn’t know what to say or how to address them. Somehow the memory of Barton kept replaying itself like a bad movie in the back of my mind. He’d been bought to serve as a sort of companion and helpmeet back when I’d been hospitalized after the Sword of the People was taken, at a time when no one had really known what to do with me. I’d treated him like a friend, and he’d repaid me by taking every possible advantage of the situation and then stealing me blind on top of all else. So on the one hand I was determined not to be overly familiar with the bunnies. That was a sure route to ruin. Yet… How could I credibly behave like a whip-cracking Master over my own kind? And even if I managed it, how could I live with myself afterwards?


  So I tried to tread a middle ground. I smiled and introduced myself to each of the overseers as they came in and shook their paws as if they were humans. They smiled back, most of them stuttering so badly I couldn’t even understand their names. Finally, once they were all crowded in and seated, I looked from face to furry face and thought about how blunt the Marcuses always were about how things were versus how they should be.


  “Gentlemen,” I began, carefully choosing a word that I doubted even James would’ve selected as his first to this particular audience. “I’m an ex-slave. This is a fact, an inarguable one. And one that it’d be silly to try and ignore.”


  The overseers blinked; some looked down at the deck. But none said anything.


  “We’re in an incredibly awkward situation here. You know it and I know it. But let’s get one thing straight between us up front. I’m a Rabbit, just like you. In some ways you’re going to have to treat me as a Master. It’s just the way things are, and none of us here can do anything about it right now. I’m a Rabbit all the same, however. I even share your ration-hay. Which is an unusually satisfactory lot, this time around.”


  “Good flavor!” a brown-and-white bun in the front row agreed. His name was Devin, and he was in charge of one of the field-recovery crews. The dirtiest and most dangerous work, in other words.


  “It’ll age well, I hope. Anyway… I just wanted to say first of all that I’ll never ask any of you to do anything I can’t or won’t do myself. I may have to learn how first—in fact, I expect you folks right here to be my teachers. But I’ll do it, eventually. You have my word on that.”


  There was another long silence as they digested what was clearly an entirely new concept to them. Probably not a human alive would’ve expressed even the slightest interest in performing slave-work, and perhaps I was being too familiar after all. But if I was going to err on that side of things, I judged, this was the area to do it. “For now,” I continued, “until I get my administrative duties in hand you won’t be seeing much of me. But you’re all veterans, and therefore know what to do.”


  They all looked down at their feet again for a moment, and I didn’t know if I was getting through or not. “Both of our backhoes are down,” Devin complained. “We were supposed to get new ones in port, but they never showed.” He wrinkled his muzzle, making his whiskers point all which-ways. “We can’t dig graves without backhoes.”


  “I’ll come look them over with you after supper,” I promised.


  His eyebrows rose. “After supper? But…”


  I smiled back. “Not all officers take the evenings off.” Then I looked around at the others. “If you need anything, I’ll be here for you. Day, night, it doesn’t matter. Starting now, every last Rabbit aboard this ship has the right to come to see me about anything. No one will ever be punished for asking to speak with me. It doesn’t have to be work-related—if someone doesn’t have enough straw to sleep on, for example, I want to know about it. Though,” I continued with a smile, “at four in the morning I’d prefer for it to be something fairly important."


  “Heh!” Devin declared. He was smiling now, though the rest remained expressionless.


  I took encouragement where I could get it and plunged on. “Tomorrow I’m going to begin spending as much time as I can down in the work bays. It won’t be more than a few hours at a time at first, but I promise it’ll get better.”


  “A few hours?” a bun almost exactly the same shade of gray as me asked. “Master, no human ever goes down there if they can help it. They say it stinks.”


  I smiled. “Please don’t call me ‘Master’ again. I find it offensive. Call me ‘sir’, as the human crewmen do. If anyone complains, I’ll take care of it.” If it’s the last thing I do, I continued silently to myself.


  There was more silence as some of the overseers looked sidelong at each other while the rest nosewriggled nervously. “Anyway,” I finished up. “This ship exists to make your work possible. In my book, that means your needs should come first. So please don’t hesitate to ask for anything.” No one else had anything to offer, so I smiled. “In that case, then, you’re all dismissed.”


  “Dismissed?” a brown bunny in the back asked. His ears drooped in embarrassment. “What’s ‘dismissed’ mean?”


  For a long moment, I was confused. Then I realized that these unfortunates had never been to anything resembling an ordinary work-meeting in their lives. Most likely they’d simply been issued not-to-be-questioned daily orders. In which case… did they even understand that I was trying to treat them with respect? Or was I merely confusing them and thereby making their hard lives even worse? “That means you’re free to go back to work,” I explained. “We’re done here.”


  “Oh,” he answered. Then, as one they all stood and silently filed out. Except for Devin, who waited alone in the back, wide eyed and ears drooping low.


  I lowered my own ears to help him relax a little and, one last time, smiled. “Yes, Devin?”


  He gulped. “Here!” he finally said, reaching into the largest pocket of his slave-shorts and removing a folded piece of paper. Then he slammed it down on my desk and was off, lickety-split.


  “Wellcum Daved!” the paper read in an unsteady scrawl. “Weyre glad you cam!” And all around the edges were so many scent marks that I couldn’t tell one from the other.
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  Lieutenant Jeffries might’ve been doing his best to work me to death, but I soon began to learn the ropes myself. Practically the first thing I figured out was that as the ship’s Rabbit-wrangler I had my share of leverage, too. Beechwood barely had a human crew at all, just we three line officers and a warrant-officer astrogator, plus the chief engineer and his four certified watchkeepers. Since we weren’t a combat ship, our vessel didn’t carry the gunners and marines and other combat-arms men that normally swabbed the passageways and repainted the bulkheads and performed all the other unautomatable functions that ordinary spacers filled most of their lives with. Instead the Rabbits did it all, except during those few weeks out of a long cruise when we were actually cleaning up a battlefield. So everyone had to come to me for labor. It didn’t take me long at all to figure out which bunnies were hard-working self-starters like Devin, and which were so skilled at goofing off that it took them a week to accomplish what ought to be done in a day. Since there were only so many Rabbits to go around, well… Lieutenant Jeffries was in charge of general ship’s maintenance, and it was the damnedest thing how he kept falling behind schedule over and over again until he finally knocked on my cabin door and agreed to take at least part of his proper work back. Meanwhile all the go-getters except Devin (he was too good to lose, so I kept him for myself) spent their days in Engineering. Soon Chief Engineer Lancrest’s engine room was the spiccest and spannest it’d ever been, and by way of gratitude he was more than happy to let me watch the dials and fill out a few forms for a couple of hours now and again. It was a long, slow process, as I still didn’t have much in the way of spare time. But eventually I did earn my full watchstanding certification on that cruise, and I had the hard work of a dozen or so of my best Rabbits to thank for it. “Congratulations, Mate!” the chief greeted me on the day I logged my final training hour. “You’re one of us, now and forever!” As required by tradition, he brought me a cup of hot coffee and a doughnut instead of the other way around. It was the happiest moment of the entire cruise, even though choking the ghastly liquid and sickly-sweet pastry down was one of the toughest things I ever did. One of the other watchstanders even fabbed me up a qualification badge to wear on my tunic—they were all great guys! At first I was afraid that Lieutenant Jeffries or the captain might object, because the Fleet hadn’t officially approved the paperwork yet. But they never said anything—in fact, I’m not sure they even noticed it was there.


  Even after shedding the least-fair parts of my workload I was still a very busy bunny. At first I spent a lot of time trying to get parts fabbed for the backhoes—they each had a dozen blown seals and were at least thirty years old. But then the captain winked and told me that while he couldn’t make the announcement yet there was an excellent reason why we’d not been issued new burial equipment. I took his statement at face value and had Devin throw tarps over the things. He and I ignored them from that point forward. If we weren’t going to be digging graves then it was a fair assumption that we were probably on our way to clean up after a space battle. There, we’d find the corpses in vacuum, spread out over heaven only knew how large a volume of emptiness. So, I sunk all our efforts into reworking the pressure-suits and thruster-sleds.


  Our suit repair specialist, I soon learned, was a true gem. Fremont’s original owner had been in the business of customizing suits for special applications, a high-dollar industry where quality was far more important than quantity and no two jobs were ever quite alike. My Field-suits, for example, were made by such establishments. At any rate I soon learned that Fremont had forgotten more about suits than I’d ever know, though he was barely literate. Even more importantly he took enormous pride in his work. Most repairmen took it as a given that patches always leaked, at least a little. Fremont didn’t accept that standard of workmanship and as a result his repair jobs were as tight as could be. He had a lot of trouble keeping up because he was so careful—in fact he sort of hinted once that this was why he’d been sold. But after watching him at work for a little while, well… I swapped out my navy-spec gear for a slave-suit with officer’s radios and rank-badges added, just so it’d be Fremont who maintained it and no one else. I even had him go over my Field-suit as well. It’d been a long time since he’d worked on one, but he found a short in the coils that’d been eating up far too much of my battery life. “Thank you, sir,” he whispered when I showed him the glowing report I’d written out for his otherwise barren personnel file. “I’m sure it’s very nice.”


  That was the biggest problem I faced, in the early days at least. Practically no one had ever bothered to fill out evaluation or training forms for any of the Rabbits. “The Masters just took our words for it,” Devin explained to me when I asked. “About who could do what, I mean.” Then he shrugged. Well, I was determined to do better. It took me weeks, but eventually I was able to interview each and every Rabbit and find out how much he knew about his specialty. The results shocked me. In a few cases they were so grossly incompetent that I relieved them of vacuum-related duties altogether and reassigned them to shipboard work until I could find the time to retrain them. But mostly… Even though my bunnies couldn’t read, they had phenomenal memories and never needed to be told how to do anything twice. Because they appreciated in full just how deadly their occupation was, they made it a point to communicate and share everything with each other. One day, for example, I was able to spend an entire afternoon with the recovery squads, showing them mockups of guns and explosives in variously-dangerous conditions. Every single Rabbit knew what to do with them, and in some cases they’d evolved methods superior to those specified in the manuals. “Jimmy Blackfoot blew himself up on one of these,” a Rabbit would mutter as I showed him a ‘live’ grenade. “Almost fifty years ago.” And all of them would know exactly the same story. They’d trained each other, it soon became obvious, and while they were terribly weak on theory and often didn’t understand why something worked, they certainly knew how to stay alive. It was sort of humbling—the mockups were still sealed in their factory packaging when I dug them out of storage. No one had ever used them before. If the bunnies had ever received any formal training at all, it’d been so long ago that nothing remained but institutional memory. All I could figure was that my predecessors hadn’t particularly cared if their bunnies survived or not.


  So I started up a university of sorts. First I trained Devin and a handful of others in safe battlefield recovery methods, covering theory as well as practice this time around. Then I supervised them and answered the more difficult questions as they in turn trained their peers. The result was like rain in a desert. For years they’d been throwing switches and levers without really understanding why. It was a beautiful thing to watch as true understanding dawned in their eyes at last. “Ooooh!” young Benedict declared one day, eyes open wide. “So that’s how a blast rifle works! I’ve always wondered!” Meanwhile I swept and mopped and scrubbed the walls with the rest of the Rabbits, always within earshot but also steadily working, working, working. If anyone knew how much the average slave goofed off it was me. Given their situation, however, who could blame them? What could they possibly gain by not goofing off? It would’ve been wrong for me to use my inside knowledge of their work habits against them, I decided. Yet their productivity was critical both to my career and the mission of the navy as a whole. So I attempted to ‘pull’ instead of ‘push’ by setting an example. It worked, too. Soon even the fussiest human would’ve been hard-pressed to claim that our work areas stank. 


  I made it a point to involve myself with the other officers as little as possible, the chief engineer excepted. My quarters were aft with the Rabbits, so I rarely ran into the others in the corridors. They didn’t exactly mind that I spent next to no time in the wardroom, and seemed perfectly satisfied to limit the vast bulk of our interactions to e-mail. One day, however, I simple had to speak to Captain Holcomb. So I made an appointment to meet him in his cabin.


  I wasn’t surprised when Nestor answered the door. He was an extraordinarily shy little bunny that apparently was far and away the most satisfactory personal servant of all the Rabbits aboard, for the captain would have no one else as his cabin boy. Indeed, I often didn’t see Nestor for weeks at a time. This was the point of my visit. He needed more training. “Come in!” the captain declared, once he could see who it was. He was smiling, which was to be expected as the room smelt like a distillery and he was so for gone that he could barely stagger.


  At least he was kind enough to offer me a ‘snort’ as well. He also made a great show of asking me how things were going down on the work decks. I gave him a full and complete report, which was right and proper given that he was my commanding officer. Then he smiled and eased back in his chair and began telling the same old sea-stories that he often told in the wardroom. I nodded and let him keep right on going until he passed out, quite deliberately not bringing up the issue which I’d come to see him about. For now I saw the situation in an entirely different light, and understood that there was no point whatsoever in pursuing the matter. The whole time I was there, the drunken captain sat with the little bunny perched on his lap, patting his ears and rubbing his belly.


  And Nestor’s fur was clotted with semen.
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  For a few days after learning the truth about the captain’s relationship with his servant-bunny, I was as angry as could be. It wasn’t just that this sort of cross-species contact was frowned upon by society; if the behavior were merely ‘odd’ I’d not have had a problem with it. But was far worse than odd, in about a million different ways. The root of the problem was that Nestor didn’t have any choice whatsoever in the matter. As a slave he knew better than to complain no matter how badly he was used—everybunny learned with their mother’s milk that whining merely made things worse. So even if I were stupid enough to make a big deal out of the situation and try to ‘rescue’ Nestor, he’d just claim that he didn’t mind at all. As my father would’ve done right up until the day he died, and as I’d been trained to do from the time I was able to understand my first words. And as I actually did in a sense. For now in retrospect it was obvious why the captain was continually stroking my ears; he was attracted to me! And just like Nestor, out here in deep space there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it except grit my teeth, smile, and plan ahead as to how I’d handle things if matters grew worse. So in the end I had to write off Nestor, as much as it galled me. For a midshipman in a king’s ship might almost as well be a slavebunny himself, insofar as power and stature went The only good thing about the entire situation was that Captain Holcomb didn’t have the faintest memory of what I’d seen; he’d been far too deep into his cups.


  We made our first Jump not long after that, during the period when I was venting my anger by working harder, harder, harder every single day. I was working so hard, in fact, that it was hours before I thought to check my e-mail and find out at last where we were heading. It turned out to be Zombie Station, and I must admit that even after all I’d already been through the very thought of visiting such a famous battlesite sent little electric currents up and down my spine. “Zombie Station,” the article that Captain Holcomb had quite unnecessarily attached to his message explained, “has been the site of two spirited yet ultimately unsuccessful defenses against the Empire. In each case the Station was defended to the last round by the Royal Marines, and in each case there were no survivors.” That was putting it mildly, to say the least. Zombie Station, so named because it defended (among others) Zombie Point, the twenty-sixth and last Jump point inferred from Earth prior to the development of the Field and interstellar fight, was located at one of the most crucial of all strategic node-clusters. Because the star was a multiple centered on a blue-giant with a steep gravitational gradient, no planets had formed and the Points were all orbiting so close together that a single fixed defense installation could usually cover them all. The kingdom had spent billions on Zombie Station over the last century and a half; it bristled with guns and the Imperial Fleet had required months to reduce it. But this time around, Captain Holcomb’s note informed us, all we were tasked with was to recover the dead, render any remaining ordnance safe, and put everything back into hibernation. His Majesty, it was rumored, didn’t have the heart to garrison Zombie a third time, only to once again lose every man when a new war inevitably erupted. The place was indefensible so long as it couldn’t be relieved in a timely manner, and our fleet had a long way to go before it could resupply a point so many Jumps from home in the face of Imperial opposition.


  “So it’s to be a vacuum and null-gee operation after all,” I explained to the overseer Rabbits at our next morning meeting. “Or at least it will be until we make the place airtight and bring the gravity system back online.” I smiled, but oddly enough no one smiled back. Instead, they all let their ears droop and hung their heads. “What’s wrong?” I finally asked.


  “We’ve been there before, sir,” Devin answered for the rest, as had become the norm. “Or at least most of us have. After the last war, you see.” He shook his head and looked away. “Our job is never a pleasant one. You know that. But Zombie is… Horrible.”


  Zombie certainly was horrible, I came to agree after a brief review of the official report on the last cleanup. The station had been equipped with large naval blasters mounted in triple turrets, and in all the crucial places its many feet of armor plating was backed with an overpowered Field that, while it was incapable of moving the Station, acted as a highly-effective secondary shielding system. Her skin was protected against any attempt at a boarding action by dozens upon dozens of loopholed rapid-fire infantry blasters, each shielded nearly as heavily as the main guns. This meant that the Station, which had originally been an asteroid of considerable size, was a veritable maze of tunnels and chambers inside, since men had to move around to support and operate the weapons during battle. There were thousands of ways for a man to die in these tunnels when under fire, and the gruesome official document recorded them all in far more detail than I’d have wished for. There’d been casualties by vacuum-exposure, overpressure due to explosions, burns and smoke inhalation… Name a kind of trauma, and it could be found among the unfortunate corpses of Zombie Station. I was on my third time through the report, however, before I noticed something odd. During my research on World War II I'd learned that the Japanese Army had several times slaughtered the patients in hospitals they’d captured, and that the results were extra-gruesome because in at least some cases the victims were patients actually undergoing surgery at the time. I’d always feared my first exposure to a fallen hospital because the Imperials were at least as savage as the Japanese of that era and took even fewer prisoners. Yet, I could find photos of only three corpses that’d obviously been bandaged or treated. After noticing this anomaly, I also realized that only a handful of the pictured dead were marines. Yet, they’d made up the bulk of the garrison. And some of the paragraphs in the report flowed oddly, as if whole sentences had been cut out. Clearly, something was wrong. But try as I might, I couldn’t figure out quite what it was. Finally I gave it up as a bad job; there simply wasn’t enough data available to make any sense of the matter.


  Zombie Station was a long way from home, especially when you had to travel around the Imperium instead of through it. By the time we completed our fourth Jump of a planned five, Beechwood was in as fine a shape as she’d been on the day she left the shipyard and probably a lot cleaner to boot. The Rabbits deserved the credit for that, though I was certain that somehow Lieutenant Jeffries would find a way to claim it for himself. The fact was that by then the bunnies were working like a well-oiled machine. Even the laggards were pitching in and helping out with a will, and everywhere I went I found them smiling and even singing as they worked. They smiled even more when I picked up a scrub-brush myself, something I made it a point to do for at least an hour or two every day. Their training was going well, too—it was amazing how eager they were to learn. We moved on from battlefield recovery to safe procedures for maneuvering in vacuum, then cross-trained everybunny until even the slowest could do at least three different jobs passably well. Fremont asked me if he could take on an apprentice for suit-repair, and was delighted when I encouraged him to pick out four instead. The Rabbits liked to learn stuff, it seemed, after a lifetime deprived of any meaningful instruction. I thought back to my experiences as a math tutor and shook my head—the cadets I’d worked with had everything going for them, by comparison, yet most of them were sullen and angry. Perhaps they might’ve benefitted from a few weeks in a slave-hold?


  By that late in the cruise even ‘George’ was catching up on his backlog; I actually found time to read a gift from Professor Lambert. It was his latest book on strategy, and I’d have enjoyed it immensely even if it hadn’t been dedicated to the “Cadets of the Royal Naval Academy’s First Wargaming Team”. Entitled The Psychology of Victory and Defeat, it was a study of a dozen battles that’d been won or lost strictly due to the attitudes and mindsets of certain key individuals. Over and over again in history, according to the professor, armies and fleets equipped with everything they needed to win a certain victory had simply given up and retreated or even surrendered. In the 1940 Battle of France, thousands of infantrymen over and over again surrendered to handfuls of tanks that in fact had practically no ammunition left. Japan's navy willingly suffered ruinous losses in order to place her fleet in just the perfect spot to win a magnificent victory at Leyte Gulf; confronted with unexpected success the admiral locally in charge decided it was too good to be true and ran for home leaving his assigned target (which had literally been helpless under his guns) almost undamaged. The converse side, which the professor also explored, dealt with men who’d made a huge difference fighting impossible odds, never giving up either hope or their faith in ultimate victory and each other. By simply fighting on long after ‘rational’ men would’ve broken and run or surrendered, warriors at places like Thermopylae, the Alamo and Rorke’s Drift had accomplished things far beyond what their strength in purely physical terms would seemingly have permitted. “Victory,” the professor claimed in his introduction, “is far more a matter of attitude than of material superiority, and therefore the most important battlefield of all is the one inside our own skulls. Or, as Napoleon so wisely put it, ‘In war the moral is to the physical as three is to one.’ It’s entirely possible to overwhelm an enemy via sheer numbers and firepower. It sometimes even happens that way, particularly when a very large nation goes to war against a very small one. Given anything like equal resources, however, victory tends more often to go that side which wants it most. It really, truly is as simple as that.”


   I thought a lot about the professor’s book after reading it, especially in light of my own experiences to date. I’d been unconscious when The Sword of the People struck her colors, but of course I’d read the official histories. Three hundred and nineteen mostly unwounded Imperials had surrendered to a hundred and sixteen Royal officers and men, most of whom like me were no longer in any condition to fight. We’d wanted to win and wanted it badly; Captain Blaine might've been good for little else, but he’d filled us with fire and set us a goal worth dying for. While the wargaming tournament hadn’t been actual combat, it was the next best thing. There wasn’t the slightest doubt in my mind, in retrospect, that we’d wanted to win more than our opponents. And by golly we had!


  Maybe I’d even wanted to be a cadet more than Commandant Drecher had wanted me to quit the Academy? And that was why I’d been able to stand Mast all night, while he later killed himself? It was food for thought, certainly.


  One night, just after reading the professor’s book for the second time, I was pondering how lucky a Rabbit I was, being able to read and learn and at least partially set my own course through life. Then a brainwave struck me, one that should’ve occurred to me much sooner. I checked the ship’s library computer…


  …and sure enough, there were basic primers on file there. Though who the navy imagined might make use of them was beyond me. I smiled, then printed out three copies of “See Spot Run”. The next morning I called in Devin and Fremont and Snow, who I suspected were the most literate of the slaves. “These are your new training materials,” I explained. “First we’ll go through them together, just us four. Then you can teach some of the others, who in turn will instruct the rest. Once you can read you can learn anything about anything—everything you’ll ever want to know.” I smiled. “Books are the best things in the world!”


  Devin gulped. “Sir… I mean, Masters don’t usually…”


  I let my grin widen. “Masters don’t usually do a lot of things they really ought to. Even things that'd be good for them in the long run. Besides, I’m a Marcus. On the worlds we control, most Rabbits read. Someday, we hope, all Rabbits will be free.”


  There was a long, long silence. “I’ve heard of the House of Marcus,” Fremont whispered. “We made custom suits for them, back in the day.”


  “And I’ve met Rabbits who’ve been to Marcus worlds,” Devin added. He looked up at me. “They freed you, sir.”


  “Yes,” I replied, letting my smile fade. “They did.”


  Another long silence passed. Then Devin looked down at the primer. “S-s-see,” he began. “See Sp-p-p…”


  “See Spot run,” Snow said, with only the slightest hesitation. And just like that, I knew who’d written my welcome note. “It’s easy. You sound it out, one letter at a time. All we need are more of these books, and…”


  I never did know just exactly when or how it happened, but quite suddenly I found myself being squeezed from all sides by a solid wall of warm, soft Rabbit fur. “Thank you, sir,” Devin whispered as the snuggle-hug finally broke up. “For everything.”
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  We held a staff meeting the last night before Jumping into the Zombie Cluster. For the most part, everything was going according to plan. Lieutenant Jeffries reported that the Sweeper had tested out properly during the last dry run, which was a bit of a relief since one of the primary coils had been giving the engineering department fits. This was excellent news. Without the big magnets of the Sweeper to clear local space of all the ferrous debris of battle, maneuvering would be a lot more dangerous. Long experience had shown that four out of five bits of orbital debris created by modern weapons tended to be at least partly magnetic. Dodging the rest looked plenty exciting enough in my book. I was able to report that my own department was one-hundred percent ready, no ifs, ands or buts. The captain raised his eyebrows at this and Lieutenant Jeffries scowled, but in order to prove me wrong they’d have had to physically come down to the ‘smelly’ work-decks and look things over themselves. Which they were welcome to do anytime they liked, of course, as I really was a hundred-percent ready. But they and I both knew that it’d never happen. “When you get into trouble,” the first officer declared with a smirk, “come bawling to me and I’ll bail you out. Just like all the other cocky middies that’ve come and gone.” With that kind of support behind me, how could I fail?


  The worst part of the meeting was seeing Nestor for the first time since I’d watched the captain fondling him in his cabin. He didn’t look at all good. Sure, he was well-fed and his fur was neatly brushed. Physically he was fine. But he moved slowly and listlessly, and often had to be told twice what to do. Strangest of all, he absolutely refused to meet my eyes. It was so blatantly obvious that I found it hard to believe that no one else noticed, and distracting enough that once the meeting was over there were large parts I couldn’t even remember. It wasn’t until we were almost ready to break up that I finally figured out what was going on. The captain might’ve been too drunk to realize that he’d paraded his little secret right out in the open in front of me, but Nestor had been as sober as I was. He knew that I knew, in other words. And that must’ve been just awful for him. While Rabbits understand better than anyone that they have no options about such matters, they also tend to look askance at those who lead the ‘easy’ lives of sex objects and see them as ‘brown-nosers’ of the worst kind. It makes no sense, of course—it’s not even logically consistent. Yet Nestor had every reason to fear that I’d already spread the word of his shame far and wide down on the work decks, so that his mob-mates—his entire social universe!—would never treat him as an equal again. And this was on top of the psychological damage that the captain’s repeated violations must surely have caused. No wonder he was so ashamed that he could barely function!


  “Sir?” I asked the captain when the meeting was over. “Can I see Nestor for about an hour down below? I need him to help settle a dispute.”


  Captain Holcomb’s eyebrows rose. “A dispute?”


  I nodded. “It’s about bedding-down space, sir. Since Nestor’s never there anymore, the other Rabbits in his section have divvied up his straw allotment. So they have more than the others now. That’s not right, sir—straw’s important to a bunny. And they said Nestor was okay with it. So I thought that—“


  “Fine, fine, fine!” my commander interrupted. “Don’t bore me with trivial details. But if it were me, David, I’d just lay down the law and take away all their straw for a while. You shouldn’t be so easy on them.”


  “Exactly what I had in mind, sir!” I lied, knowing he’d never bother to double-check. “But they should have to confront Nestor, too. In the end, that’s who they’re stealing from.”


  “Whatever,” the captain replied. He fozzled Nestor’s ears, then squeezed him up close to his side for a moment before releasing him to me. “But keep in mind, Middie, that Nestor is a good bunny. I don’t want to hear that you’ve let the others abuse him. And hurry, will you? He’s to serve me my dinner, and I don’t want to eat it cold and late.”


  Nestor’s eyes were wide with terror as we boarded the main lift together, then went wider still when I hit the manual override and halted us between decks. “Sir!” he blurted. “I didn’t… I mean I don’t…”


  “I know you don’t,” I answered. Then I sighed. “Nestor, of all the ship’s Rabbits I've had the least contact with you. And yet I’m going to have to ask you to trust me.”


  He licked his nose. “How so, sir?”


  I raised my eyes and met his. “First, I want you to know that none of the other Rabbits have found out about… What the captain expects of his personal servant. Nor will they ever, from me.”


  Nestor blinked, but said nothing.


  “Second, I’m going to make you a promise. At the moment there’s nothing I can do to help you. It’s just how thing are, for us both. But someday, just as soon as I can, I’m going to see to it that Captain Holcomb never hurts you again. Or any other Rabbit either, if I can manage it. You have my sacred word on that as an officer, and as a Marcus.” I smiled slightly. “As a fellow Rabbit, too.”


  For a long, long time Nestor said nothing. Then a single large tear flowed down his cheek. “I want to kill him sometimes,” he whispered. “Rip his throat out, claw his… his…” Then he shook his head and met my eyes again. “I hear you’re teaching the others to read. And lately about how things like the government works, too. All the stuff the Masters never bother telling us. Because they think we don’t care.”


  I nodded and smiled. “They seem to enjoy it. And I do too.”


  Nestor looked back down at his feet. “Please, sir. Will you teach me to read too? Once… After, I mean…”


  “Of course!” I answered him. “Personally, if at all possible.”


  “Then I can stand it, I guess,” Nestor replied with a scowl. “Until forever, if I have to.” Then suddenly he was hugging me. It went on for several long minutes, until finally the little black-and-white bunny slave pulled away and began claw-grooming his fur back into shape. “I have to go get the captain’s dinner,” he explained. “He’s always cross when it’s late.”


  “Yes,” I replied, re-energizing the lift. “That’s how things have to be, for now. But someday…”


  Nestor smiled; it was the first time I could ever remember seeing him do that. “Someday,” he agreed as the door slid open on the galley deck. “Thank you, sir! This is the first good someday I’ve ever had.” Then he squeezed me one last time and was gone.
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  The first thing a Graves Registration unit always does upon arrival at a former battlefield is to examine and document everything. While keeping records is important in its own right, the delay was also vital to our success and safety. The fighting had left precisely one million, one-hundred and seventy-two thousand, four hundred and twelve bits of detectable debris floating about in the immediate vicinity of Zombie Station. Many of them carried quite a high relative vector, and it’d be some time before the Sweeper could gather up all the ferrous bits. While we’d always have to consult the computer in order to determine where we might work on any given day in relative safety, at first we were pretty much shipbound anyway. So we manned the sensors and did the best job we could.


  It was never wise to place much trust in Imperial war-bulletins, but in this case they were the only clue we had as to what’d taken place during the recent battle. According to them, they’d brought in their main line-of-battle ships and blasted Zombie’s turrets into scrap metal over a period of many days, losing a heavy cruiser to a direct engine-room hit and explosion in the process. Then they’d boarded with their own marines, expecting a fierce hand-to-hand battle. However, everyone was already dead by their own hand, choosing a painless death over a hopeless battle against an enemy who didn’t believe in taking prisoners. No one actually believed this, of course—the Imperials had made the same claim the last time they’d taken the Station. But it was the only version of the story we had so far, and everything we could see from space backed it up. An unusually high percentage of the orbital debris was ferrous, and the largest chunks were obviously pieces of what appeared to be a cruiser-sized warship; indeed, an intact turret assembly made a near pass every six hours and sixteen minutes. The Station’s heavy guns were oriented every which-way, wherever they’d been pointed at the moment they’d been knocked out. Zombie’s fortress wasn’t generating even a trickle of power, though Chief Engineer Lancrest’s first job would be to get it limping along at least well enough to generate light and gravity and a basic level of environmental services. We’d be working aboard the Station for weeks, and we’d finish twice as fast if we didn’t have to spend the whole time suited up.


  Once we had our photos and such, and long before anyone so much as boarded the Station proper, our work began. The first thing we did was broadcast a ‘recovery blip’, a coded signal that any even halfway-functional combat suit would reply to. In seconds we learned that there were almost a hundred dead Royal servicemen floating in nearby space, and with another signal that the Imperials released to us after the Armistice was signed we learned that there were another three hundred enemy dead, most of these presumably from the exploded cruiser. (The Imperials didn’t care much about their fallen warriors so long as they didn’t end up someplace where the odor was a concern; our concern for mere dead bones was considered effete. They were perfectly willing to let us collect their dead for them so long as it didn’t cost them anything, however, and for our part we treated their men as honorably as our own.) It was fortunate that most still had functional jetpacks; when Lieutenant Jeffries and I ordered the suits to home in on Beechwood the majority responded instantly. It still wasn’t safe outside the hull, so we just sort of piled them up at the base of the Sweeper, where the magnetic fields would hold them in place. Four of them exploded during the trip, as improperly secured grenades or damaged blast-rifle magazines or who knew what were set off by the application of vector. It was sad, but better that it happened at a distance rather than up-close and personal. We’d bring the rest in one by one inside armored capsules for the Rabbits to process and deep-freeze as time allowed; it wasn’t like the vacuum could damage them any further.


  When space finally cleared out a little we were able to go EVA ourselves. I assigned Devin’s squad the always-dicey task of running down the rest of the floating dead, plus the dozens upon dozens of major body parts. It was among the most dangerous work of all, combining all the perils of working and maneuvering in vacuum with the risks of dealing with damaged ordnance. But someone had to do it, and Devin and his bunnies seemed honored to have been chosen. Given the magnitude of the task I allotted him all but two of our one-man power-sleds and all but three of the pressurized longer-ranged units. Even granted the lion’s share of the equipment and assuming every one of his Rabbits put in sixteen-hour days, I still expected Devin to be the last of us to finish. I also expected at least one of his ten Rabbits to die as well, based on past statistics. They had to know, but still they were grateful for my trust.


  Zombie Station had carried seven hundred and thirty-six men on her muster rolls when war broke out. There were always more floaters than the original search revealed, so it was safe to assume that that perhaps a hundred fifty in all were drifting in open space. That left roughly six hundred bodies to be dealt with in the Station itself, though of course there’d never been a major battle where everyone was found. I assigned Snow’s squad to that part of the cleanup—his bunnies were older and more experienced than Devin’s, though less space-savvy. “For now,” I urged him, “process the bodies we’ve already brought in. But be ready to transfer your operations to the Station the minute we’re ready over there.”


  “Yes, sir!” he replied with a smile. And that very afternoon, one of his graybeards successfully disarmed a booby-trapped Imperial who’d taken the time to wire his sidearm to a heavy demolition charge before dying. He’d been a midshipman like me, whoever he was, and wore the sash of a Noble House under his vacuum gear. Armored capsule or no, the explosion would’ve killed everyone on the entire work-deck and crippled if not destroyed Beechwood herself. I gave the old bun a special ration of banana chips, and on another ship might’ve asked the captain to come and praise him for his good work. On this one, however, he’d have to settle for me. The captain had retired to his cabin with Nestor and an unlimited supply of whiskey for the duration, and so far as I was concerned we were all better off if he remained there.


  On the ninth day, Chief Engineer Lancrest came to see me. “I need a favor if you’re willing, David.”


  “For you, anything!” I answered, meaning it. Near as I could tell, our chief engineer was the only competent officer on the ship. Working with him was always like having the sun peek out from behind the clouds for a few glorious minutes after days of grayness.


  He smiled. “Dan Bryant’s come down with a foot problem,” he explained. “Which leaves me shorthanded in my department at just the worst possible time. I’m about to make my preliminary survey of the Station, and according to regulations I can’t go alone. You’re qualified and have a Field suit. Would you be willing to ride shotgun? The captain’s already blessed it, if you’re not too far behind here.”


  “Of course,” I replied, though my reaction was dampened somewhat by the chief’s choice of words. ‘Foot problem’ was navy-speak for ‘developed cold feet’. It was a bit shocking, really; I’d spent several hours working with Petty Officer Bryant while qualifying for my certification and at the time had even been under his nominal supervision. Somehow I’d gotten the idea that the engineering staff was an oasis of cleanliness and decency amidst Beechwood’s mostly rotten-to-the-core crew. But here was proof that the decay extended even abaft the primary bulkhead.


  “Good!” Lancrest replied, slapping me on the shoulder. “You’re a better engineer than he is in my book anyway, David. You’ve a real gift for it.” He turned to leave. “I’ll see you in the main shuttle lock in an hour.”
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  If there’s anything more disturbing than locking onto a cold, dark, powered-down Station full of unburied men who’ve all died violently and which may well be booby-trapped six ways from Sunday, I don’t ever want to find out what it is. By the time the chief and I had selected a bare patch of hull in the Engineering section and cut a nice round hole in it so that we could enter without fear of blowing ourselves to kingdom come on a sabotaged airlock, I had a lot more sympathy for Petty Officer Bryant’s foot issues. In combat at least I’d been distracted from my terror by rage and violence and flying blaster-bolts, with a simple and definite mission to perform and relief from the tension (one way or the other) well within sight. But this was another breed of cat altogether. It was so dark and still that every time the chief spoke I damn near leapt out of my suit. There was nothing to divert my attention from the danger that filed every cubic centimeter of space all around me, every single instant. Except the bodies, of course, in all their endless variations. There were headless bodies, armless bodies, disemboweled bodies, cooked bodies, exploded bodies, even bodies that seemed perfectly undamaged save for the effects of vacuum, so that you had to wonder exactly how and why their owners had come to die at all. In no time flat, in fact, I’d seen all the bodies I’d ever want to see, or would ever need to see in order to consider myself an unwilling expert on the subject for life.


  But bodies weren’t what we were there for, for the moment at least. Our first order of business was to make a quick assessment of how damaged the powerplant was, and the second to power up the Station’s electronic control system and find out what we could about everything else. That meant traveling almost five hundred yards through cramped corridors and tunnels, among so many bodies that there was barely room to shove them all out of the way.


  Rather to our surprise, we found that the power plant had been shut down in an orderly fashion and was ready to be restarted. It was wired to blow the instant anyone touched the controls or for that matter half the other surfaces in Central Control; that was standard Royal procedure when abandoning an installation to the enemy. But the chief knew how to defuse it—that was standard procedure as well. In no time at all we had most of the internal lights up and running, and even a couple externals so that the rest of the crew would know we’d made a little progress. “The outer skin’s a sieve,” I reported as I studied the environmental readout.


  “That’s pretty much to be expected,” the chief replied. “Check out the internal bulkheads.”


  I did so, and was pleasantly surprised to see that most of the Station was still holding its air. “Wow!” I exclaimed. “I’d have thought a boarding action would’ve done more damage than this.”


  The chief sighed. Then he shook his head. “Anyway, David… We’ve got quite a bit of good reserve air in the Station’s tanks, and it shouldn’t take more than a few hours to get the fans and filters up and running again. With masks, we’ll be okay after that.”


  “Masks?” I asked. “There’ll be plenty of oxygen!”


  The chief sighed and pushed away a one-legged corpse that’d floated in behind us. “The masks won’t be for oxygen, David.”


  Then I realized what a fool I was. All the corpses I’d seen so far were vaccum-dried, of course. But in the parts of the ship that were still all nice and moist… “Right,” I agreed. “Sorry.”


  “It’s all right,” my friend replied. “I only wish I could still forget about little details like that.”
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  Because of the threat of booby-traps, at first our engineering people slapped a temporary docking ring onto the hole we’d cut and everyone entered and left the Station via that single route. The chief asked the captain for permission to let me supervise the welding work, which was both a sign of his confidence in me and a welcome respite from my usual duties. For three glorious hours it was almost as if my dreams had come true and I was an engineering officer after all, with a nice clean job that needed to be done and no interference from Beechwood’s miserable officers in performing it. Then it was back to the old grind.


  Our procedures were thorough, meticulous, and effective. First we broke Zombie up into sectors. Then we pressurized as much of each one as practical and cleaned it up completely before moving on to the next. First I went in with Snow, snapping holos of the carnage so as to make a permanent record and looking for booby-traps, damaged ordnance, and anything else that might constitute a danger. Then Snow’s bunnies took over, first removing the bodies for processing and freezing and then scrubbing the bulkheads and deckplates with disinfectant over and over again until the place finally smelt clean. Putting things so baldly, however, is to do Snow and the rest a terrible disservice. Removing and processing the bodies, for example, sounds like a sterile, clinical process when it was anything but. Often the work involved scraping badly-decayed human remains from walls or floors or even ceilings, using everything from special flat-bladed shovels to putty knives. There were no machines or robots to help us with the dirtiest work—the job wasn’t automatable. Little bits and gobbets floated everywhere—we never did the gravity back online—and worked their way into everything. Often it was so bad that it was impossible to determine which arm or leg or head went with which torso; in these cases we took our best guess and added a special notation to our log.


  We also found no more booby-traps, which puzzled me at first. Nor did we at first encounter many corpses outside of the engineering spaces, which had been hit hard and often by the Imperial line-of-battle ships. Then I also noticed that there were no signs of a firefight anywhere within the Station, and I began to think that perhaps in this case two and two equaled five after all. Finally I dropped in on the chief, who was now living aboard the Station full-time, and caught him alone. “Hi, David!” he greeted me with a big smile. He was lonely—there weren’t a lot of people aboard Zombie just then who were up for much in the way of conversation. “What’s new? Care for a bulb of coffee?”


  My stomach lurched at the idea—not an hour before I’d accidentally sunk my left foot into something truly awful while pushing off for a long glide down a corridor, after forgetting to exchange my sandals for rubber boots. I still reeked of disinfectant, which as nasty as it was remained far more appealing than the alternative. Besides, I didn’t like coffee to begin with. “No thank you, sir,” I replied, glad that my fur hid the nasty green cast that my flesh was probably taking on. Then I paused, not quite certain of how to continue. “Sir… Is there something about Zombie Station that everyone else knows except me?”


  Lancrest’s smile faded, but he said nothing.


  “I assume you’re sworn to secrecy,” I continued. “You all must be, or else by now someone would’ve said something. But… There’s not much evidence of a fight after the main armament went down. I’m finding next to no bodies in the living spaces, where I figure any last stand should’ve taken place. And the Imperials claim everyone committed suicide.” I paused and met his eyes. “Just like they also claimed in the last war. This ship cleaned up after that one, too. And most of the same personnel are still in place.”


  “Hmm,” Lancrest replied, looking away.


  “I understand if you’re sworn to secrecy, sir. My Rabbits won’t discuss the matter, so I know there must be something going on. But… Sir, at some point don’t you think that someone ought to be telling me these things?”


  “Well,” he said slowly, looking away again. Nothing more came out of his mouth, though.


  “Sir!” I continued, growing angry. “I’m not that stupid. Not one Imperial body has been found in the Station proper yet. How can this be explained?”


  Finally Lancrest sighed and stuck the coffee-bulb to his desk. “This is the captain’s job,” he finally said. “And by rights I ought to make him do it; he should’ve seen this situation coming weeks ago. But I know how busy you are, David. There’s no point in making you report to him back aboard the ship. And it’d be even worse if he came over here.”


  I nodded; that last bit certainly needed no further explanation.


  “So,” the chief continued, licking his lips nervously. “Keep in mind that you figured this out all on your own, son—I could be hung for breaking a secrecy oath at this high a level. Got that?”


  I nodded. “Of course.”


  He smiled. “Good. In that case… David, awful things happen in battle. Terrible, indescribable things. As you already know better than most, of course. Men find themselves tested in ways that they could never have anticipated. Sometimes they break. When that happens… Well, to be blunt, from time to time we find evidence of bad behavior on the part of our men. Once, for example, a Rabbit found a dead marine with a pouch full of left ears in his pack. They were being kept as trophies, as some men used to keep scalps. Two others in the same squad were saving ears, too. One was the NCO.”


  I winced. “What’d you do?”


  “What society wanted us to do, David. Which was what was right for the bereaved survivors back home. I mean… The men involved were beyond punishing. What could a court-martial achieve? And the mutilated Imperials were already dead, too. So what possible good would publicity do anyone, except to further wound the innocent bystanders back home?”


  My eyes closed, as if of their own accord. “So, the ears simply vanished.”


  “Of course!” the chief replied. “How could it be any other way? And as a result, somewhere there are orphaned kids growing up who’re still proud of their hero dads.” His eyes narrowed. “Now… You know the Imperials don’t take prisoners. To them, surrender is an act of inexcusable weakness—to wave a white flag is to elicit their deepest contempt. So… Do you know what the Imperials do if you try?”


  “I’ve heard rumors. Ugly ones.”


  “They’re true,” Lancester replied. “I’ve been involved in cleaning up after them. First they disarm you, then out the airlock you go. To surrender means drowning and exploding and flash-burning and vomiting your guts out all at one and the same time. You remain conscious far, far too long. And that's the best you can hope for; our enemies are capable of much worse.” He shook his head and sighed again. “Death in combat isn’t much to write home about either, David. You’ve seen enough of it already here to appreciate that. So, once the situation turns hopeless some choose another way. Quite a few, actually. In the case of Zombie, they’ve clearly done it in an organized manner.”


  “And we won’t tell the folks back home, because it’s easier for them if their loved ones died heroes?”


  “That’s only part of it, David. There’s other reasons, too. One, for example, is that mass suicide is bad for morale. It’s not something you want the other troops hearing about, especially the ones who make up the new garrison. People at home need heroes, too, and they’re growing more important to morale with each war we lose. Again, you of all people ought to know that.”


  I nodded—it was true enough.


  “Besides, it’s a lot easier to get funding to rebuild a Station where everyone fought to the death, rather than one where a large, well-trained and fully-armed garrison blew its own brains out due to sheer terrorized hopelessness. Wars are won and lost at the Treasury too, never forget.” He sighed. “Though I expect that this was the last time we’ll ever try to hold Zombie. No matter how large the turrets are and how thick the armor, a fixed fortification can always be defeated by enough ships and men. Destroying is always easier than protecting. The only effective defense is a relief fleet, which just isn’t going to happen this far out. Not until we start winning more fleet engagements, that is. And don’t hold your breath on that one!”


  I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. There was something terribly wrong with this whole situation, but I couldn’t quite get a handle on exactly what. Until that happened, the navy had taught me well as to what my response should be. “I see, sir.”


  “We’ll all be Imperials by and by, the way things are going.” He pointed towards the ceiling, where most of the Station remained as yet unexplored. “I’ll tell you what, son. I predict that you’re going to find most of the rest of the bodies on the mess deck, all neatly drilled in the forehead with their own blasters. That’s how it was last time. They’ll be in their best uniforms, all except a handful who were on watch, and all will have last letters to their loved ones tucked in their breast pockets. Which will never be delivered, of course. For the greater good.” He shook his head. “When you find them, call the captain and pretend we never had this little talk. He’ll tell you what to do from that point forward, and make you swear the same oath I did.” He grabbed his bulb of coffee and took a long, deep sip. “God, what a filthy business we’re in, David! On every last stinkin’ level!”
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  Up until my arrival at Zombie Station, I only rarely experienced nightmares or difficulty sleeping. But that changed like a switch had been thrown the moment we Jumped into Zombie space. And of all the terrible, miserable tossing-and-turning sessions that passed for an evening’s rest during my time there, the worst was the one immediately following my little talk with the chief. Every time I started to drift off I soon found myself floating helplessly about the Station’s mess deck, dressed in my finest uniform and with the wind whistling through my empty skull. It was dark and cold and endless and all we marines were rotting together in a floating mass, bumping and grinding and shedding corrupt tears from eyeless sockets and…


  …then I’d wake up screaming, once so loudly that Fremont came a-knocking at my door to reassure himself that all was well. Finally, after three repetitions of this same dream I sighed, sat up, and accepted that I simply wasn’t going to be getting any rest that night.


  While I could’ve and perhaps even should’ve spent the wee hours looking in on Devin and his ongoing round-the-clock operations, I took some advice from my father instead. He’d explained to me when I was little that dreams were ideas buried deep in the mind that were struggling to get out, and the more powerful they were the more important it was that we should try to understand what our subconscious was trying to tell us. So I got out a blank note-pad and my Marcus heirloom pen and went to work.


  The first thing I did was to make a list of all the things that persistently nagged at me, that basically felt wrong about the situation I was in. I free-associated so that everything from the fact that at least in some things the Imperials were more trustworthy than my own people to what a miserable waste of space my superior officers were all appeared on the same page, in no particular order. And what a list it was! The longer I kept at it, the more sweeping my indictments grew. “The entire navy’s riddled with incompetence,” I found myself scrawling at one point. “Hardly anyone seems to understand even the basics of how to lead men, much less fight a war. Instead all they care about are their Houses and estates and gaining a noble title of their own. Or maybe about whiskey and rape if they’ve given up all hope of advancement. The Imperials aren’t supermen—they’ve just figured out what it takes to win, is all, and they’re willing to sacrifice everything else to make it happen. For them, victory is more important than risks and losses.” And, later. “His Majesty understands what’s wrong—that’s obvious in retrospect. You can tell by how he’s trying to force changes on the Academy and teach no-holds-barred strategy there instead of ballroom dancing. So do James and Lord Robert and a few others. But the problem is so huge and pervasive… What can any single person, even a king, do about it? How can you reform something this big and entrenched?”


  Then I went into my concerns about Zombie itself. “It all makes sense now,” I noted to myself. “And it’s all the officers’ faults. Or maybe it’s the fault of those who trained the officers—who can say? But they just… Gave up! Quit, folded, allowed every last one of their men to die for nothing. What kind of intellectually bankrupt leader can’t do any better than that? Then the Imperials said practically nothing about it, to encourage us to sink yet more credits that should’ve gone to warships into rebuilding and re-garrisoning the place even stronger than before. It was a huge sucker trap! That’s why they always let us keep Zombie at the peace talks and don’t circulate videos to make propaganda of the fact that our men committed suicide—it’s because they know they can deal with the place any time they like, and that because our officers are so crappy it’ll cost them far less to smash it than it did for us to rebuild it! We’re that predictably incompetent!”


  Which of course begged the question of how I would’ve defended Zombie Station, once the main guns were silenced. I spent almost three hours roughing out a series of ideas. While the Station would always fall in the end without relief—the chief was right about that—by the time I was done I was quite certain that with a little creativity and genuine leadership the place could’ve remained a deep thorn in the Imperial side for weeks if not months, instead of the few days it’d actually lasted. Which would’ve translated into huge logistics problems for the Imperial Navy as a whole, since their supply ships would’ve all had to take longer routings. At least one or two planetary invasions would’ve had to have been shelved, and the Imperials could never have raided as deeply as they actually had. Which in turn would’ve meant that our Fleet could’ve remained more concentrated and…


  My god!, I suddenly realized, putting down my pen in wonder. We might even have actually won the war!


  


  14


  By the time we worked our way to the main mess deck and found the situation there to be exactly as predicted by the chief, I was already lower than I’d ever been before in my life. Lieutenant Jeffries had found another way to force more of his work upon me by claiming he was too busy with the half of his paperwork that I wasn’t already doing for him to go inspect the Station’s damaged turrets, and since it wasn’t work that even our best-trained Rabbits could handle I was compelled to take on the task personally. By this time we had all the main airlocks up and working, so it was easiest for me to take a one-man sled and flit around outside the Station rather than make my way up and down the endless miles of corridors inside. Having the sled made it easy for me to snap my documentary photos of the many Imperial blaster-hits, and then it only took me a few minutes to lock on, take more photos from the inside, and download the error-log from the control gear. These logs made interesting reading, actually; they served as brief histories of the fighting. It’d taken direct battleship hits to knock out the turrets, and in many cases more than one. The far-aft mounting had through sheer luck absorbed no less than five before succumbing, and even then the final blow had come via close-assault by a demolition team. This explained nicely the Imperial midshipman we’d found dead with his sidearm wired to a heavy charge, and also the corpses of a few others armed with hand-launched armor-piercing missiles. One was even carrying a live tactical nuke!


  As anticipated, it proved most sensible to relocate our body-processing efforts to the Station proper, especially after we encountered so many dead together in that one single spot. After the captain swore me to silence (what was I going to do? Refuse a perfectly legal order?) I spent most of my days there supervising and helping with the ongoing cleanup, doing everything from rendering the nastiest weapons (like the tactical nuke) safe to manning a scrub-brush. The Rabbits seemed terribly grateful for the help—they were working as long and hard as I was, and the strain was telling on them too. Devin was in the worst situation—our latest projections showed him finishing up a week to ten days after the rest of us even if everything went perfectly for him. Which it didn’t, sadly—a dead marine’s grenade went off while two of our best bunnies were securing him to their sled. Franklin and Ulysses were both killed instantly, and the sled was a total write-off as well. At first the captain complained when I personally went out to recover all three of them—he wanted me to write a special report on the turret that’d survived five hits instead. But my suit had radio trouble until I was almost there—curse the unreliable things!—and when I got back Fremont jiggered things so the malfunction actually looked genuine. I also shut down the entire recovery and cleanup operation for twelve hours to review safety procedures, as well as to allow for grieving. Devin cried his eyes out as he processed his friend’s bodies, then tossed them into the Station’s incinerator. And so did I, even as I seethed in rage. These Rabbits—my men, my friends, slaves just like I’d once been!—had died for their king every bit as much as if they’d been carrying blast-rifles and fighting Imperials. Yet they received no official recognition at all. We didn’t freeze their bodies and carry them home across the light years. No one would ever erect a pretty white monument with their name on it, or play even a fake bugle as they were interned. Their deaths meant as little to humanity as those of pigs about to become bacon. Captain Holcomb wouldn’t even approve the downtime for what little mourning we did—I simply arranged things so that we didn’t get caught. “Thank you, sir!” the bunnies all said one by one as they streamed out of the mess hall after our improvised service. “We’ve never been able to say good-bye before.” All in all, it was no way to treat either the dead or those who’d loved them. Few Rabbits ever received better; even my own father had never had any formal words spoken in his memory. The more I thought about it, the angrier I grew.


  I was even angrier one day as I rode an EVA sled back to the Station from Beechwood, where the captain had just received my personal report regarding Devin’s alleged lollygagging. He wasn’t recovering the drifting bodies quickly enough, it seemed. It was entirely my fault that there were so many bodies remaining in so many different orbits that it was mathematically impossible to bring them in any faster. Even worse, it was also apparently my fault that the captains’ memory had grown so bad that he’d already forgotten the dressing—downs over the same issue he’d delivered both yesterday and the day before. Nor was cumulative alcohol poisoning helping his temper. So for three days running I’d endured one drunken tirade after another, each remarkably like the last. Meanwhile Nestor had looked on with wide, frightened eyes. And today had been worst of all, not because Captain Holcomb was particularly biting or original—if anything he was a smidgen less vitriolic—but because the whole time I was standing at rigid attention I was forced to stare at my report on the Station’s turrets, with Lieutenant Jeffries’ name printed on it in big, proud letters.


  So I was in a very foul mood indeed as I thrusted my way back to the Station, towing four Imperial corpses from our stash at the base of the Sweeper. We’d processed all our own marines already, save for the isolated floaters Devin was still bringing in, and the backlog was nearly caught up. In fact, I decided as I zoomed across the little distance that separated Beechwood from Zombie, it was just about time for us to start boxing up the salvaged suits and weapons and such and start conveying them back to the ship for the Rabbits to repair and recondition during the long trip home. I was just starting to feel the warm, fuzzy happiness that came with working out how many containers I’d need and how many trips it’d take when…


  …suddenly, a wave of nausea passed through me! Then a second, and a third!


  Instantly my tail was high, my ears were straining against the helmet, and my head was swiveling left and right. Nausea was an old friend by now; that sort of went with being anywhere near Zombie Station these days. I’d emptied and re-emptied my stomach more times than I could remember; we all had. But this was different, a special kind of nausea I recognized from my days as an engineering cadet. Only two things could generate such a sensation. One was sitting in an engine room while a ship tried to thrust with a badly-synched warp coil. That was how I’d come to experience the feeling before; Father had seen to it as part of my training.


  The other way was to sit unprotected in normal space very near a Jump point as a ship came through. Or three ships, as the case might be.
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  I don’t know how I knew the ships were Imperial men-of-war, but I did. Perhaps it was because I was aware that that the House of Marcus had drawn a line in the sand just before my departure regarding a date for the return of Marcus Prime, and that said deadline was due to expire. Or maybe it was just the general flow of my life during that period—everything had been getting worse and worse for so long that the ships simply had to be Imperials. It was the only thing that would fit the ongoing pattern. At any rate I’d dumped my payload and turned back towards Beechwood long before Astrogator Kelly made the announcement and issued a general recall to all personnel.


  They were destroyers. Three of them, probably on reconnaissance to verify that Zombie was still out of action before the convoys started rolling through. They were fast, sleek, and heavily-armed, three vital attributes that Beechwood could by no stretch claim for herself. And while no transmissions had yet been received, the simple act of Jumping into Royal space without permission constituted a declaration of war.


  My sled wasn’t equipped with a fancy computer, but I was pretty good at crunching numbers in my head and coming up with at least rough answers. Based on the stream of position reports that the increasingly hysterical astrogator was pumping out every few seconds, it was soon clear that it’d be a good two to three hours before our enemies would be in any position to engage us. If ‘engage’ was the right word to use for when one side blew the other out of the sky without a single shot being fired in self-defense, that was. Which meant that we had time to try to retreat to Zombie. Our situation would still be hopeless there of course, but at least we’d have dozens of cubic miles of rock to shelter behind instead of a tissue-thin merchant-marine class hull. “Devin!” I called out on the Rabbit’s frequency. “Do you read me?”


  “Yes, sir!” he replied.


  “Drop everything,” I ordered. “If you haven’t heard already, there are Imperial ships about. Which means we’re at war, I’m afraid.” I sighed, trying to decide what would be best for the Rabbits. While the Imperials didn’t generally take prisoners, they were perfectly willing to confiscate valuable property. Eventually, I decided, I’d have to work out a way to pass them across to our enemies without them getting hurt. But until then… Well, there was a war to be fought. “Everyone who’s more than an hour out is to fly back to Zombie and report to me there. The rest are to meet me on the main work deck as quickly as they possibly can. We need as many sleds there as we can get.”


  “Of course, sir,” Devin replied, and I couldn’t help but note his cool, calm tone. I’d just upended his world at least as thoroughly as our astrogator’s, and assigned him a far more difficult job. Yet it was the human who was doing the panicking, not the Rabbit. Devin would’ve made a good NCO, I decided, if the world only worked a little differently. Or perhaps he might even have become something more.


  The panic was already well under way by the time I reboarded Beechwood; while she didn’t carry much of a crew each and every man was quite thoroughly rattled. Already the passages were strewn with debris, as if a battle had already been fought, and when I got to the bridge no one was there. That wasn’t ever supposed to happen! I was just about to get on the intercom to try and find out where everyone was at when Petty Officer Bryant, whose foot problem had caused me to take his place on EVA with the chief back when we’d first arrived, came running towards me. His uniform was a shambles, he stank of rum, and his eyes were glazed. Overall, he was the most pathetic sight I’d ever seen aboard a king’s ship. “Tench-hut!” I roared as he approached. My tone must’ve penetrated even if my words didn’t, for he skidded to a halt and snapped-to.


  “Button up your tunic!” I roared. “This instant! And where’s your tie?”


  He blinked, totally unaccustomed to such treatment from me. “Sir…”


  “I don’t want to hear any goddamn excuses!” I bellowed, doing my best to emulate my instructor-sergeant. “This is the goddamned navy, not a nursery school! You’re on report, Bryant!” Then I let my tone soften a little. “Now… Where the hell is everyone? What’s the plan?”


  “Sir!” he replied. “I don’t know, sir!”


  “Where’s the captain?” I demanded. “And Lieutenant Jeffries?”


  “I don’t know! I haven’t heard anything from anyone since the Astrogator’s last report, sir!”


  “I see,” I replied. “Well, the chief’s over on Zombie. Who’s on engine room watch?”


  He gulped. “I am, sir!”


  My fists balled; he'd abandoned a vital station. “Why, you miserable…” Then, very carefully I relaxed them. No matter how pitiful it was, this was the material I had available to work with. “Go back to your post,” I ordered him, my voice now completely calm. “I’ll be checking in on you every ten minutes.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” he replied. Then he was gone, buttoning his tunic along the way.


  Because of the way the ship was laid out, I wasn’t more than twenty feet from my cabin. So I allowed myself a minute and a half to snatch up my heirloom pen, His Majesty's get-well letter from when I’d stood Mast all night, my engine-room watch-standing certification, my brushes, a clean tunic and two spare sets of underwear. Then, rather reluctantly, I buckled on my Sword as well. His Highness had given me the ridiculous thing in person, so I reckoned that I ought at least try and save it. The rest I wrapped in a sheet and slung over my shoulder. Then I went looking for my chain-of-command superiors.


  I found Captain Holcomb in the first place I looked—his cabin. “Who is it?” he demanded when I knocked.


  “Midshipman Birkenhead,” I replied. “May I come in, sir?”


  There was a long, long delay before he replied, so much of one that I’d just inhaled to ask again before he finally spoke. “I suppose.”


  I’ll never know what I expected to see when the door swung open; the captain putting on his best uniform to die in, perhaps, or even him draining one last bottle before the end. Instead, I found myself confronting the spectacle of an elderly drunk lying naked under a single thin sheet. His arm was wrapped lovingly around Nestor’s shoulders. The Rabbit was trembling in fear. “What is it?” he demanded.


  “I’m reporting for orders, sir!” I replied, snapping to attention. “We can still go down fighting. Maybe even do some real damage, if we’re lucky. But discipline’s breaking down all over the ship! And—“


  “What nonsense is this, Middy?” the captain asked, though clearly his heart wasn’t in it. He squeezed Nestor a bit closer. “We’re done for, son. It’s over. Kaput. Finished.” He shook his head. “God, but you’re a fire-eater. Maybe it’s a mercy this way, for you at least. Because at the rate you were going, you’d have grown up into a real ring-knocking go-getter of a rank-climbing prick.”


  I licked my nose and reminded myself that I had to work with what I had, not what I might wish for. “Sir! We can hold out on the Station—for weeks, maybe. And delay the convoys!”


  “We can die, David,” he countered. “That’s what we can do. Pleasantly or otherwise; it’s up to you. I’m no longer your commanding officer—I abdicate, resign, whatever.” He smiled and raised his glass. “Want some? It’s my best stuff.”


  My lips curled in disgust. “But… But…”


  “I’m not giving any more orders, but I’d consider it a kindness if you took care of the Rabbits for me—prevented them from falling into Imperial hands, and all that.” He smiled again and pulled a standard-issue blaster out from under the sheet. “All except for Nestor, of course. I’ll see to him just before taking care of myself.”


  I looked over at the slavebunny; he was frozen in terror. Except for his eyes, which were locked on mine. Then I knew what I had to do; there wasn’t time for anything else.


  “Sir,” I said, lowering my head. “I’m sorry you think I might’ve become a career-seeker. I’ve tried so hard to be a good officer for you.”


  The captain’s face softened. “I shouldn’t have said that,” he acknowledged. “Not here and now, certainly. And you did work hard. ” He shook his head. “It’s the drink, is all. Speaking of which… Are you sure you won’t do me the honor?”


  I smiled and nodded. “Of course. I can see that you’re right, now.”


  “It’s a hard thing we face, David. Let’s go as easy as we might, with all forgiven.” He looked up hopefully at me.


  “All forgiven,” I agreed.


  “Excellent!” he declared, setting down the blaster and reaching for his bottle. “In that case—“


  But I never found out what ‘that case’ was. Because as soon as his head was turned I drew my Sword and slashed the bastard’s throat. From then on the only sounds he made were gurgles.
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  “Come on!” I urged the weeping, blood-soaked Nestor as I half-dragged him down Beechwood’s passages towards the work decks. He was about as upset and traumatized as a Rabbit could be, and in any sort of fair and decent world he’d have been given the opportunity to sit down and weep and snuggle with his mates until he felt better. But there was no time for that anymore, or for much of anything else.


  There was a mass of Rabbits waiting for us on the work-deck when we arrived. “Pack up all the suits and weapons you can in half an hour!” I ordered even before the door shut itself behind me. “The bigger the bang, the better. Especially, grab as many demolition charges as you can.” Then I turned to Fremont. “All the tools you can carry—pack them now! You have thirty minutes.”


  “But sir…” Albert replied, his eyes narrowing in puzzlement. He’d been one of my hardest-case laggards back in the day, but now worked more productively than anyone. “That’s not what Lieutenant Jeffries said to do.”


  My eyes narrowed. “What were his orders?” I demanded.


  “To help me launch the Imperial life-boat we recovered,” the lieutenant himself explained, stepping out from behind a structural-support bulkhead. He was wearing an enemy commander’s uniform that I recognized from a corpse I’d helped process, and was pointing a blaster at me. “You wouldn’t have any objections to that, would you?”


  “Of course not,” I replied, though suddenly my hand was on my Sword-hilt again. It was slimy with blood. “If you want to desert your post in the face of the enemy, why should I care?”


  He laughed. “You’ve always been such a tightass, David. By the book, according to regulation, dot every ‘i’ and cross every ‘t’. I swear, I’d have ridden you twice as hard if the reports you wrote up for me hadn’t been so well-done. An anal personality can be quite a useful trait in a subordinate.”


  I felt my ears hunker down in preparation for a fight, but kept my mouth shut. The sooner he was gone, the less of my precious time he’d waste on self-serving drama.


  “So, smug one. How about you strip down to some slave-shorts and tag along? If everything goes well I can Jump out of here a good fifteen minutes before the Imperials are in firing position. And for all your mule-headedness you’re a good one to have around in a tight spot.” He smiled. “Maybe desertion in the face of the enemy sounds a little more appealing now, eh?”


  My mind spun. Jeffries was right; he could hit the nearest Jump point before the destroyers opened up. It’d take him into the heart of Imperial space, but in a far-flung empire where communications weren’t exactly what one would call instantaneous he might pass himself off as a survivor for days or even weeks. And from there, who knew what opportunities might arise? Certainly he was sly and world-wise enough to make a go of it. Ruthless, too. But… “No thank you, sir,” I replied, taking a single step backwards. “We can make a fight of it here; I’m sure of it. I’ll explain how, if you’ll listen.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself, snotty,” he answered, lowering himself through the lock and into the lifeboat. “Better men than you have tried. Real men, not manumitted Rabbits with oversized egos. And look where it got them!” Then he shook his head. “Die here, if it’s so important to you. I don’t care anymore. A pox on you and the rest of the goddamn navy!”
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  Nothing ever goes nearly as quickly as you think it will during an emergency—it was nearer forty minutes than thirty before we were ready to make our escape to Zombie. So when the Imperials finally opened fire on Beechwood most of us were only halfway to the Station, being dragged on handlines by an overloaded one-man sled. Only one pressurized crew-sled had been in position to stop at the ship first, and I’d been forced to load it with my engineers in their clumsy Field suits along with all the hay we could stuff into the thing. Hay became inedible once exposed to vacuum, and there wasn't much of the stuff over on the Station. The shortage promised to be a critical one unless I could get my Rabbits surrendered early—without hay, a bunny’s digestive tract goes haywire almost immediately. I’d also commandeered every pressurized container on the work-decks for the stuff, but it was already obvious what we’d run out of first.


  Only the lead destroyer fired on Beechwood, and it only took her two salvoes to find the range. The first hit was an easily-fatal strike in the engine room, but just to make certain the destroyer poured it on until the Graves Registration vessel exploded. I closed my eyes and sighed; spacers are notoriously sentimental about ships they’ve served on, but I couldn’t find it in my heart to mourn Beechwood. What I was sighing over was the fact that the explosion surely relaunched dozens of frozen corpses recovered at the cost of endless danger and labor back into free orbit. Someday, someone would surely be tasked with recovering them once again. The only good news was that by now I was reasonably sure it wouldn’t be me.


  Then all three destroyers shifted their fire to us. While it wasn’t exactly good life insurance to float serenely through space with a man of war’s main armament blazing away at you, the fact was that we weren’t in much danger. The bigger a blaster is the slower it is to charge and fire. We were still well out of range of the Imperial’s fast-shooting anti-boarding weapons, and in space a miss is as good as a mile. Nothing came anywhere near me, as the enemy seemed to concentrate on a smaller group being pulled by another sled. It took me a while to figure out why; I’d waited until the very last minute to evacuate Petty Officer Bryant from his watchkeeping station, so that he’d been forced to grab a towline despite his Field suit. That marked him as a human to the Imperials, since slaves wore different gear. Even I wore a slave-suit, because I’d changed over early on so that Fremont would be in charge of its maintenance. In space, apparently, I was just another Rabbit to the enemy. This didn’t bear forgetting.


  I was relieved anyway when we all made it safely, though by then the lead destroyer was nipping at our heels. “Keep moving!” I ordered into my radio as the Station’s hangar-bay doors swung shut behind us. Unless I missed my guess, it’d be a very long time, if ever, before they moved under their own power again. “We’ve got to get past the first bend in the tunnel!”


  We managed, though just barely and me last of all. Battles fought in vacuum are silent, but quite suddenly the lights dimmed as the ever-present film of rock-dust was shaken free from the tunnel walls. It was the destroyer’s main armament, slamming into the Station and vibrating all the garbage loose. Then behind me there was a series of violent flashes as the heavy energy-bolts fired at point-blank range burst through the now-ruined hangar door and slammed harmlessly into the bedrock not twenty feet away. Or almost harmlessly, rather; a single sliver of stone penetrated my suit and bit into my calf. It was just a flesh wound; in null-gee it’d barely be an annoyance. The incoming fire wasn’t anything more than an annoyance either, I decided. No mere destroyer’s guns could harm something as big and solid as Zombie Station, at least not in any significant way. And the ships carried far too high a relative vector to board us on this pass. They’d have to circle around and brake. Which they’d surely do, of course. It was clearly their duty to mop us up. But I had at least forty or fifty minutes to get ready for them first. That, I reckoned, was plenty.


  “Chief!” I exclaimed into the intercom once I was locked through and had good air around me again. “Where are you?”


  “In the engine room,” he answered.


  “Secure your boards and get down here to the hangar deck right away,” I ordered. “I’ve got a rush job for you, and your whole crew’s here to help you with it.”


  There was a long, long pause. “David,” the chief said. “Have you forgotten something? Like my rank badges, perhaps?”


  “No, sir!” I replied. “Of course not. But sir… Have you perhaps forgotten that I’m a line officer and you’re an engineer? With all due respect sir, I’m in command here. The captain’s dead, and Lieutenant Jeffries has deserted his post.”


  Suddenly Chief Lancrest seemed much less certain of himself. “I… I mean… We’ve always gotten along, right? So how about I come down and discuss this so-called plan of yours with you?”


  I decided to be gentle. It probably was quite difficult for an officer of the chief’s age and experience to defer to what must to him seem a mere child. The chain of command, however, was the chain of command. And it would brook no argument. “Yes, sir. We have always gotten along, and I respect you enormously. But we won’t be discussing anything once you get here, sir. Because I’m in command, and you’re going to obey my legal orders.” Then I hit the kill switch and turned to face Devin, who’d suddenly appeared at my elbow. “Pick out five of your best,” I instructed him. “Load them up with demolition charges and grenades, and two or three spools of wire. Have them meet me here. Then take the rest of the Rabbits and carry everything all the way down to Bottom Alley. The gear on the mess deck, too—especially the rockets and that tactical nuke we salvaged. The further down our stuff is, the harder it’ll be for the Imperials to get at.”


  “Bottom Alley, sir?” Devin asked.


  Of course; he’d been working out in open space. “That’s the nickname for Tunnel Zero,” I explained. “The very deepest one that runs right down the rock’s core. And, come to think of it, hold out one missile for me. Send someone reliable to find me with it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Devin replied with a nod. Then he was gone.


  And so I had at least four minutes for myself, I reckoned. I used one of them to remove my left boot, and half of another to slap an emergency patch on the rip the splinter had created. I was just about to slide my foot back into place when Nestor spoke up. “Wait, sir! You’re bleeding!”


  Of course I was bleeding; the wound stung like the very devil, too. But… “Nestor,” I explained. “There just isn’t time—“


  “Yes there is, sir!” And just like that the little Rabbit was peering intently at my calf. “It’s not deep at all!” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a combination corkscrew and icepick, both of which devices he’d probably needed frequently in his role as cabin boy given the captain’s proclivities. Then he pulled a tiny flask out of another pocket. “Hold still!”


  He was right; the chip was indeed lodged quite near the surface. The icepick dug it out almost as quickly and easily as a real surgical instrument would’ve. The whisky burned as it hit the open wound, but once the pain passed I felt a lot better. And the bleeding was down to a trickle, too. I started to pull my boot on again, but before I could Nestor ripped a large piece of his shorts off and fashioned the material into a crude bandage. “Hold still,” he ordered. “You’re wiggling all over the place.”


  “Sorry,” I muttered.


  “It’s okay.” Then he looked up and smiled. “I’m done, sir!”


  “Good,” I replied. Then, despite the insanity and chaos I’d been dealing with all day, I forced a smile. “Thank you, Nestor.”


  He sort of glowed for a moment, then looked down at the hull plates. “No sir. Thank you.”
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  The chief, his mates and the Rabbits with the demolition charges all arrived at the same time. Fortunately the Rabbits were accustomed to going last, because Lancrest didn’t waste a nanosecond before opening up. “David!” he cried from halfway down the corridor, floating along at breakneck speed. “Son! I don’t think you—“


  There wasn’t time for that. “Go to Turret Ten,” I snapped. “The one that took so many hits. At one point the traverse and elevation motors were knocked out, so the Station’s people jury-rigged an auxiliary system. The Imperials slagged it when they boarded, but it’s an idiot-simple hoist-and-pulley set up. Get it working again, pronto! And see if you can’t connect a few outside cameras to the internal net so we can see what’s going on. Do that first, in fact. There’s not a second to spare!”


  “But… David! The Imperials are bound to board us! And… And…”


  “Do it!” I snapped, my face an angry snarl. It probably didn’t hurt any that my hand found my Sword hilt as well, though I had no intention of using it. Besides, at heart he was a good officer even if he’d never seen anything resembling combat and had therefore grown slow, lazy and sloppy. The clincher, of course, was that under the circumstances I really did outrank him and he knew it.


  “Aye-aye, sir!” he snapped as his old training began to reassert itself. “Right away, sir!” Then he flipped himself around and, followed by his crew, vanished.


  “All right,” I said turning to my Rabbits and shifting mental gears. These weren't sailors, I reminded myself, and had never been exposed to military discipline. They were also expert non-cooperators whenever they chose to be. Therefore an entirely different approach was required. Carefully, I smiled. “Thank you for your help, guys.”


  “No problem, sir!” Snow replied, smiling back. Then his expression faded. “Nestor said you’re hurt, sir.”


  I showed him the little patch on my calf. The clock was racing along, but with this group there was no sense in even trying to hurry. It’d just cost even more time in the end. “It’s not much. He bandaged it up real nice for me.”


  Snow nodded. “He’s good at first aid, Nestor is.” Then he looked down at the demolition charge in his arms, and it was time to get down to business.


  “We have a nasty little job to do,” I explained. “The Imperials are going to board us, probably somewhere near the bridge…”


  “Why the bridge, sir?” Cutter asked, his brow wrinkled in confusion. He asked lots questions in training classes too, and I had to remind myself that under normal circumstances I actively encouraged him to do so.


  So I forced another smile. “For two reasons. One is that the big guns are normally controlled from there, and even though they don’t work anymore that’s sort of automatically where they’ll go without thinking about it. Like how most of us always brush ourselves from the head down when there’s a million different ways we could do it. The other is that the hull in that area is like swiss cheese; there’s no pressure because it’s so shot up, and there’s plenty of holes for them to come in through.”


  He nodded. “All right. I understand now.”


  “Good! I’m going to take us to the place nearest the bridge where I can access to the ship’s computer. Once I'm sure of where the Imperials are going to land, we’re going to rush in and wire that whole section of the Station to blow. They won’t be expecting that, because people generally don’t blow up large parts of their own ships. In our case, however, it doesn’t matter. We don’t need it all anyway.”


  “What if they land in more than one place, sir?” Felix asked.


  “Then I’ll have to figure something out,” I explained. “But I doubt that’ll happen; destroyers don’t carry very many marines because their real job is to rush around and see what’s happening, and maybe shoot up a merchant ship or another destroyer now and again. They’ll want to stay close together because if they break up the groups will be so small that we might wipe them out one by one. That’s called ‘concentration of force’. It’s a basic principle of strategy.”


  “Concentration of force,” Felix muttered. “I see.”


  I smiled again. “Anyway, I’ll tell you guys where to set the charges. Then we’ll wire them up to a central board, and you guys will be done. In fact… once everything’s all set up why don’t you go down to Bottom Alley and take a little rest?”


  Snow’s whiskers bristled. “Sir?”


  “Yes?”


  “These people are… They're same ones who made all the navy people here kill themselves?”


  I nodded. “Yes. I’m afraid that’s basically the situation.”


  “And… You’re a navy person too, even though you’re a Rabbit?”


  I didn’t like where this was going. “Yes. But—“


  “So,” he interrupted, speaking right over me in a manner no enlisted man would ever dare attempt, “that means that they’re going to make you kill yourself too, if they can. Right?”


  It took me a moment to figure how best to answer, during which times the Rabbits’ noses wriggled furiously. “Either that or kill me outright,” I finally said. “But don’t worry! They’re not after you guys. All you’re going to have to do is surrender—in fact, I promise on my honor that I’ll work it out as soon as I can. Though it won’t be to these destroyers, I fear—things are happening much too…”


  My voice trailed off as I realized that all five of the Rabbits were staring at me in abject horror. Snow was the first to recover, however, as usual. “Well,” he said, exchanging glances one by one with his peers. “We’ll deal with that when we come to it, just like you always say, sir. In the meantime I guess we ought to get to work.”
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  There must’ve been a thousand books in print on the proper and efficient employment of military explosives. Unfortunately I’d never read any of them. So for the moment I was limited to the bare essentials—just wire up what looked like enough charges, and make them go ‘boom’. Simple, efficient, purposeful, sudden; these were the hallmarks of a successful military operation. Perhaps just this once we could let the ‘efficient’ part slide?


  Once it became obvious that the destroyers were indeed making a close approach to the Station’s bridge, we began wiring the place up like a bunch of long-eared demons. It was glorious in a way, destroying what was quite possibly the most expensive part of the costliest installation in Royal space. I personally emplaced a satchel charge right next to the Station’s billion-credit main targeting computer—it looked like it’d make fine shrapnel indeed. And later I found out that Snow set up another right under the Station Commander’s seat. We stuck the things practically everywhere, so many that we barely had time to finish before the destroyers braked to a halt just a couple hundred yards outside the Station’s skin.


  Then we waited. But not so very long, because the Imperials were nothing if not well-drilled. They formed up beautifully outside their ships, coalesced into a single mass of perhaps fifty men, and began thrusting our way. They might as well have been on parade. Best of all, they headed directly towards the center of my little minefield. “Well,” I said to Snow once I saw how things were proceeding. “I guess you guys had better fall back now. Thank you so much for the hard work! You all did very, very well!”


  Snow blushed and lowered his ears; he always did that when praised. “Thank you, sir. But… Couldn’t we stay and help?”


  I shook my head. “I’m sure you mean well, all of you. But you can’t have any idea of what combat’s like. It’s something you have to train years for, to ready yourselves physically and psychologically. Besides… We can’t let the enemy see that you’ve done too much. If they do they’ll treat you as soldiers instead of property and won’t accept your surrender. Then you’ll all die, and… and….” Somehow, I couldn’t finish.


  Snow nodded. “Sir,” he observed, “if anyone knows how awful a battlefield is, it’s us. And… You weren’t trained for combat before your first time either.”


  My jaw worked. Wherever I went in the universe, it seemed, the Rabbits all knew my story in the minutest detail. I’d never once discussed the matter with a single bunny, but somehow they always knew. “That’s true enough,” I admitted. “But… Take your Rabbits and go down below anyway, Snow. I’ll handle matters up here by myself. This isn’t your war, and you have no stake in it. So let there be some survivors this time, eh?” I smiled faintly. “Though I’m quite certain you’d all do as well as any humans would. I’m prouder of you all than you can possibly imagine—every last one of you.”


  Snow nodded. “I see,” he said, his voice very soft. “Thank you for caring so much about us, sir. We’ve never had it so good.” Then, obeying orders as he always had, he vanished.


  That left me with a little time to think things through and make final preparations. My armor-piercing missile had arrived, and on his own initiative Devin had sent a hand-blaster along with it. My ears burned with embarrassment when I saw the thing; how could I have forgotten to ask for one? But the embarrassment was also mixed with pride—not so long ago neither Devin nor any of the others would’ve lifted a finger without being told precisely what to do in painstaking detail, and even then would’ve taken as long as they possibly could about doing it. Now they were easily the finest labor squad in the navy. In all fairness I probably deserved part of the credit. But the pride I took in them far exceeded anything that might’ve related to ‘excellent’ ratings on an efficiency report. No matter where I went or what happened to me, Devin and Snow and Nestor and all the rest would always be my brothers in a way that even James couldn’t match. It was a brotherhood that reached down deep into the bedrock of who and what I was. It was right that they should survive the battle, I decided, right in a way that transcended even my duty to the navy. There was a spark in them now that was good for Rabbitkind and therefore good for everyone in the long run. If their fire had to spread in the Imperium rather than the Kingdom, then that was the way it had to be. But it was something altogether too rare and precious to allow a mere war to destroy.


  By the time the first Imperial’s magnetic sandals locked onto the bridge’s plating, I was long past worrying about my bunnies. Enemy marines always merited one’s full attention. This was doubly true when one had only a smattering of cameras to work with; it hadn’t been our job to repair the things, so all we had left were what’d survived the last battle and months of subsequent vacuum exposure. Mostly these were out on the hull. In the end, all I could do was hope that the Imperials would follow the manual and mostly remain massed together until they could assess the nature and extent of the opposition. So I waited until they’d all disappeared into the hull, counted to fifty…


  …and threw the master switch.


  It was overkill—huge, massive overkill. The entire Station trembled and shook as my charges effectively shredded not just the command and control center, but everything for three decks around it. Even at what I’d thought was a safe distance the blast stunned me so badly that I spent most of a valuable minute staggering about and listening to the atmosphere shrieking into space, not quite sure of where I was or what I was supposed to do next. Then I finally shook it off, picked up my missile, and began picking my way through the wreckage.


  I had a destroyer to kill.


  


  20


  Officers in any navy don’t tend to react well when their carefully-laid plans go suddenly awry. They’re so accustomed to detail-planning operations months in advance that over time they lose the ability to think on their feet and react instantly to a wholly-unforeseen situation. During that crucial moment, he who moves quickly enough can often turn what should’ve been a mere enemy setback into disastrous defeat. The opportunity doesn’t come everyone’s way, nor does the improvisation always work. But sometimes…


  The bridge was in far worse shape than I’d ever dreamed; the explosions had twisted major structural girders into pretzels. If the Station were ever rebuilt, the whole sector would have to be cut off and scrapped. It’d cost billions. But more importantly for my purposes, the Imperials were dead, dead, dead. There wasn’t a complete body to be seen anywhere, with the exception of a single private I came across wedged in a corner where a beam had shielded him from most of the blast. He wasn’t moving, but his suit was still pressurized so I carefully shot him in the head as I passed just to be sure. The Imperial was probably already gone, but as twisted-up as he was I did him a favor if he wasn’t.


  It took me so long to work my way out into free space that I was sure the destroyers would be gone. But apparently their commanders were still in a state of shock over how I’d just blown my own command’s brains out and killed so many of their men in the process. My guess was that they were still broadcasting their recall signals over and over in the hope that at least part of the boarding party had survived after all, while aboard the flagship a regular debating society was deciding what to do next. They’d been sent to secure what they thought was an abandoned Station, with what seemed like plenty enough firepower to handle whatever trivial Royal forces might be about. The Imperial commander would naturally be reluctant to return with the mission unaccomplished. It’d… look bad. So, moving carefully and never exposing much of myself to view, I took shelter behind a bit of warped armor plate and aimed my missile not at the flagship but the second destroyer in line. Why should I kill a man who was so conveniently predictable? 


  Normally you can’t destroy a warship with a man-launched missile. A Field-based powerplant makes the ship faster and more maneuverable than the missile, for one thing. Plus the missile’s range is very short and its warhead relatively small. But this time the target was at rest, not two hundred yards away. Destroyers carried little in the way of armor. And I knew exactly where to hit her.


  So, very carefully, I lined up my sights on destroyer number two’s nearest warp coil housing and fired.


  The projectile struck before I’d even released the trigger, penetrating through the coil and then almost certainly at least one more beyond it before exploding deep in the engineering spaces. Within a second or two a chain of secondary explosions erupted like firecrackers. The wound might or might not be mortal; it was too soon to say. But it was deep and debilitating for certain.


  “Chief!” I called out, breaking radio silence at last. “How are you coming on the turret?”


  “What on earth are you doing, David?” he cried. Obviously he was monitoring the cameras as well. “Get out of there before she blows!”


  “Right,” I agreed, edging further behind the armor. “But the turret, chief! How’s it coming?”


  “I’ve got slow traverse only, no elevation. Another two or three minutes and I’ll have that, too.”


  I scowled, picturing the situation in my mind. The current elevation ought to be fairly close… “Swing her around!” I ordered. “Towards the destroyers! Right now—don’t wait!”


  “But…” the chief objected. “It won’t shoot!”


  “Do it!” I screamed for the second time that day. “Now! You and I know it won’t shoot! But the Imperials don’t know that!”


  There was a short silence. “Traversing now!”


  I stuck my head back above the plate and watched. The destroyers had already been edging away from their damaged sister; now it was as if they’d suddenly realized they were knee-deep in cobras. Which they actually would’ve been, of course, had the turret been operational. Their Fields hardened, and then they were racing away, dodging madly. “Track them as best you can under local control,” I ordered as the cripple attempted to follow. This set off yet another chain of secondary explosions, and in my heart I knew she didn’t have long. It was time for me to find a safer place to watch from. “And get the elevation working as soon as you can!”


  Lancrest probably ‘aye-ayed’ me, but I didn’t hear it. Because a single blaster-bolt erupted out of the ruins of the bridge and clipped the side of my helmet just hard enough to crack it. Instantly the air began whistling out, and I was forced to duck back under cover in order to apply an emergency patch. I had to use the largest in my kit, and it blocked half my visor. Even worse it didn’t seal well; I was still losing a lot of air. So much that I only had a few minutes to find pressure. That didn’t leave me much in the way of a margin of error. I stuck my head out again…


  …and another bolt sizzled across my shoulder, creating yet another leak. Damnit, he had me cold!


  Frantically I patched myself again, then dove down deeper into my hidey-hole hoping to find another way out. But there wasn’t, at least for not anything bigger than a mouse. Desperately I looked up at the doomed destroyer—it was making good speed for a cripple, but that couldn’t last. Maybe it’d blow up spectacularly, offering a diversion? I waited and waited long seconds as the air roared out past my left ear…


  …and the stubborn destroyer continued to thrust away just fine, if anything making less of a show than it had before.


  Soon a new red light appeared in my display; I had no more time to waste waiting for a lucky diversion. So I gritted my teeth, stood up and then kept right on moving even after a blaster-bolt knocked my own gun out of my hand. I turned my thrusters on max, charging the sea of twisted compartments where I thought the enemy fire might be coming from. Another bolt flew by, this one finally a clean miss. But I had a long way to go, and was only becoming an easier and easier target. I tried, Father, I found myself murmuring. I tried so hard…


  Then two more blasters fired, targeted on the ruins I was racing towards for all I was worth. One bolt missed, but the other must’ve struck a grenade or something because there was a small explosion. A detached combat-suited arm drifted out still clutching an Imperial blaster-rifle, then Snow and Devin stuck their heads up and waved gleefully at me. “We’re sorry, sir,” Snow explained over the slave-link. “But we’ve decided not to surrender. All of us, that is. We hope you’ll understand.”


  “We can’t surrender, if it means losing you,” Devin amplified. “I mean… How could we ever look another bunny in the eye again after letting that happen?”
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  The destroyers kept right on running until they Jumped back into Imperial space. Lancrest and his staff cheered themselves hoarse at the sight, and do did the Rabbits. But really it was the only thing our enemies could do. Absent their marines they were impotent to do much of anything about us, and the turret’s threat was something they absolutely, positively couldn’t ignore. While they must’ve wondered why we never opened fire the improvised training system was jerky and slow, which they certainly must’ve seen. Since fast-moving destroyers made difficult targets at the best of times, their only safe bet was to assume that we’d simply never been able to line them up properly. And most naval officers tended to favor the safest of bets, at least when expensive vessels were at stake. Not to mention their careers.


  So, I suppose, we actually did have something to cheer about even though the third, damaged destroyer successfully Jumped as well. I still doubted she’d make it home, but couldn’t count her as a kill in the Station log, either. That bothered me. Perhaps I should’ve nailed her in the blaster-accumulators instead?


  But it was too late for regrets and might-have-beens. Instead there was a huge amount of work to be done and little time to do it in. The very first thing I had to do was thank my Rabbits. I assembled them on the mess deck and asked each individually if they really and truly wanted to volunteer. Every single one did, so I legally swore them into the navy, grinning evilly at the conniption fits this was going to cause among the lawyers back home. Then I thanked them as well as I could, both for signing up and saving my life, and promised them on my honor a better future no matter what happened—if we survived, that was. “Three cheers for David!” Devin cried out. For a moment the mess deck thundered with lapine voices, and I fear I shed a tear or two. Even the chief and his men seemed moved by their willingness to fight.


  “We’ll treat you Rabbits fair,” they promised. “Like shipmates, not slaves. You’ve earned it and more.” Then they cheered me as well!


  Having a few dozen fighting men I could count on eased the situation enormously, but there was still an unbelievable amount of work to be done. My first task was to break up the Rabbits into squads along lines nearly identical to their previous work-units. They were accustomed to these groupings and I saw no need to mess with a good thing merely in order to comply with a standardized organizational model. I assigned Fremont and his suit-techs to help out the engine-room gang as much as their other duties allowed, and put Snow in charge of recovering and repairing as many weapons as possible. Especially I trained him on how to combine grenades into improvised demolition charges, since these had proven so effective and we had far more grenades than charges. Devin’s crew became ersatz marines; while their marksmanship and tactical skills and such might need work they were more experienced able-spacers and null-gee hands than most of their human equivalents, and of the two in my opinion this was the more important qualification. The rest I somewhat sadly relegated to routine ship’s duties that simply had to be performed, largely the same work they’d done as slaves. I took the time to explain how vital their tasks were, however, and also promised them that I’d have Devin’s squad train them in weapon-handling just as soon as they themselves mastered the art. They nodded soberly, swore they’d give it their best and, well…


  …I never saw such clean heads on any naval installation in all my life.


  That left Nestor to deal with; he’d never been part of a work-unit because of the way the captain had, well… For the first couple days I assigned him to the general labor pool. Soon, however, I came to realize that I just couldn’t keep up with everything on my own. Back at the Academy I’d been assigned a personal servant for the simple reason that it was impossible to cope with all the demands on my time without one. Now I found myself in precisely the same situation once again. After my second day of not-eating for lack of time and sleeping in my uniform I took Nestor aside and, making it very clear that it was perfectly okay if he refused, offered him the job. His answer was a grin and a hug, and from that day forward he spent every possible moment making himself useful to me, doing everything from laundering my clothing to running messages all over Zombie. He stood proud and tall, and though at first I didn’t want to believe it soon even I could see that the other Rabbits envied him.


  And so I found myself wandering endlessly about Zombie, one moment explaining to Devin’s bunnies about what a flank was and why they were important and the next nodding to the chief as he gleefully explained his next major project and how he thought it might perhaps further confound the Imperials. In-between I labored endlessly at my own responsibilities. The one that occupied the most worry-time was our most crucial supply problem. Almost my first action after the Imperials retreated was to round up every scrap of hay on the station and arrange for strict rationing. Things weren’t quite as bleak as I’d first feared; we found three dozen undersized bales of ancient, mouldery stuff in the slave quarters, and a little computer research revealed that we could stretch things a little further by allocating all the bamboo shoots and alfalfa sprouts and such in the Station larder to we Rabbits. Our human crewmates didn’t seem to mind at all that we were hogging all the greenery— there was plenty of high-quality beefsteak and other luxury-meats in the deep freeze as well, enough for them to eat like kings for months to come. Meanwhile I allocated the worst of the hay to myself and sent out a work party to see if they could find any wood that might be reduced to sawdust. There wasn’t much and it neither tasted good nor was as healthy for us as hay, but it’d help eke out our supplies a few more days. Sadly the library didn’t suggest much else in the way of potential substitutes. Partly this was because hay was normally so cheap and easy to store, and partly it was because we Rabbits tended to die so quickly in the absence of the real McCoy. There wasn’t much motivation, in other words, for anyone to run a lot of experiments.


  I never expected the Imperials to come Jumping back through at us the moment their destroyers arrived back home with the bad news, and they didn’t. War plans are complex, carefully-laid-out things based on highly specialized and limited resources, and they can’t easily be significantly altered once put into motion. Almost certainly the Imperials had assumed that retaking the still-ruined Station would be a walkover—the clearest evidence of this was that they’d sent just the three destroyers. Therefore, it followed, they’d allocated their troops and even more precious assault ships elsewhere. And, of course, they only had one line-of-battle fleet; large warships were ruinously expensive. Their big ships were almost certainly somewhere far away, counterbalancing their Royal equivalents and therefore unavailable for other tasks. Yet these were exactly the resources it’d take to neutralize Zombie, even though it was only functional in a limited way. It’d be months, I reckoned, before a serious attack could be mounted against us. All that time, however, the Imperial convoys and other vital military traffic would be backing up. Certainly the admirals on the other side would feel compelled to do something about that.


  But what?
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  “David to the bridge!” a lapine voice rang out over the Station annunciator late one Sunday night about three weeks after the destroyers vanished. It was Fremont; in addition to their other duties his Rabbits were now monitoring the Station’s sensors. That made them improvised watchkeepers, or at least the nearest thing I had. “David to the bridge!”


  I rolled over and blinked my bleary eyes; it was just past midnight, and I’d been asleep for perhaps an hour. Good rest had been terribly hard to come by lately, not least because my belly was continually rumbling and gurgling for lack of good hay. Even worse, Fremont and his gang were still terribly uncertain about when I should and shouldn’t be called, so they did so far too often. “What is it?” I asked patiently into the comm-link conveniently built into the head of my bed—I was sleeping in the former commander’s quarters for that very reason.


  “Something has Jumped into local space, sir. It’s moving fast.”


  “Right,” I agreed, rolling out of bed. “I’ll come.” At least it wasn’t just a high enviro-tank pressure reading this time!


  By the time I arrived at our improvised command center down in Tunnel Zero—it consisted of little but a sensor-station and primitive communications console—I was at least slightly more awake. “Here,” Nestor said, appearing out of nowhere and pressing a warm, fragrant cup into my hand.


  “Thanks,” I replied, accepting the cup like a gift from the gods. I’d never, ever figure out how Nestor managed to produce the stuff out of seemingly nowhere, again and again and again. It was human tea, far too strong for any of the other Rabbits. But I’d had more experience with exotic foods than the rest, and had recently discovered that certain teas helped ease my troubled stomach. Besides, it was loaded to the gills with caffeine. This seemed like a wonderful idea indeed just then. I took a sip and felt the first mental clouds begin to dissipate. “You ought to make yourself a cup too, and force it down. It’d do you good—you’re eating the same garbage I am.”


  Nestor smiled and nodded, but I knew he’d never do it. Even though I was probably right about it being good for his belly—he was consuming the same moldy stuff I was, and refused everything else. “Perhaps later, sir.”


  I sighed and turned to other, more urgent matters. “You were right to call me, Fremont,” I began. My standard routine when summoned to the bridge was to gently explain to whichever Rabbit was in charge whether they’d done right or wrong, and why. They had to learn, and this was the best way I could think of to help them along. “Thank you.”


  He smiled and sat up a little straighter. “This time it was pretty easy to figure out, sir.” Then he turned a knob and a blip appeared on a tiny, improvised viewscreen. “It’s squawking Imperial. And moving very fast.”


  I leaned over his shoulder and scowled. “That’s a spy-ship,” I explained. “All thrusters and super-sensors, no weapons. We can’t do much except to let them take their pictures. Though again, you were right to call me.”


  Fremont nodded. “This is what you said we should probably expect next.”


  I stepped over to our improvised communications center. The original electronics had been wiped out due to an EMP in an earlier attack, so I had to physically move a little plug as in the days of old. “Engineering!” I said into the microphone. “Are you there, Chief?”


  Aboard an active ship of war or fully operational Station, the delay would’ve been long enough to be unforgiveable. But the chief was working every bit as hard as I was under equally poor conditions, and was probably even deeper asleep. “Yes, David?” he finally replied.


  “We have company,” I explained. “Just a little recon ship—I’m not going to call general quarters over it. But… Initiate Head Game One.”


  There was another short pause, and I could easily picture Lancrest grinning into the darkness with his hair pointing all which-way and three days worth of beard from where he hadn’t had time to shave. Head Game One had been his idea, one I’d instantly approved. “Sure thing, David! I’ll see to it at once.”


  “What’s he going to do, sir?” Fremont asked in his usual friendly way—I hadn’t attempted to teach my fellow Rabbits bridge-discipline, or anything remotely like when and how to salute and say ‘aye-aye sir’. Not only did spit-and-polish fail to match up with the kind of brotherly relationship that our special circumstances dictated, but I wouldn’t have had time if I’d tried. So instead of simply demanding silence in the command center like almost any other officer would’ve, I answered his question.


  “Our friends on the other side are taking pictures of us just as fast they can,” I explained. “When they get home a bunch of highly-trained bigwigs will spend hour after hour studying them. Normally we’d just play dead and let them infer whatever they’re able from what we can’t help but show. The chief, however, had a brainstorm. We’re going to stimulate their imaginations, you see. And with luck, their paranoia.”


  Fremont blinked, but asked no more questions. He did remain on the bridge, however, when his relief came in and took over about two hours later so that he could watch. Just then, about thirty minutes before the Imperial scout was at its point of closest approach Lancrest reported in. “Here we go, David!”


  I smiled as the tiny viewscreen changed over to the “Engineering Status” readout I was so familiar with from my days as an apprentice. First our navigational lights blinked, one sector at a time and then several at once in no discernable pattern at all. ‘What can it mean?’ I could almost hear the Imperial brass asking itself for hours on end, when in fact it meant nothing at all. Then Lancrest diverted the main power to the Station’s armament, and slowly our single battered turret began to swing. The charging banks were coupled to wreckage, of course; though the chief was busily at work on that little problem, for the moment all we were doing was wasting an incredible amount of power. The spy-vessel’s sensors, advanced as they undoubtedly were, couldn’t possibly determine what was still broken and what wasn't deep down in Zombie's guts. All they could detect was the pre-firing power surge. Suddenly the little ship was dancing through the sky on a complex evasive course.


  “Now,” Lancrest declared, just as the useless turret swung into line with the supposed target. Right on schedule the main breakers tripped out and we suffered a simulated critical power failure. Only the emergency systems and controls remained on-line.


  “Beautiful, Chief!” I whispered as the scout ship danced and whirled, still reluctant to resume a steady course. “Outstanding, even! Fantastic work! Far better they should think we’re having difficulty firing than that we can’t fire at all.” Then I stood and sipped tea and tried not to think about fresh, sweet hay as the enemy vessel finished its sweep and Jumped back out of our universe.
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  It was sixteen and a half days before our playmates returned. This time I happened to already be down in the command center anyway, explaining a new systems readout to Fremont’s right-hand bun Douglas. Suddenly Bip! Bip! Bip! one after another eleven Imperial ships appeared in local space in tight formation. “Man your battle stations, everyone!” I personally declared into the Station’s annunciator circuit. “All hands to your battle stations!”


  It didn’t take long to figure out what the enemy was up to this time around; the chief’s station was the most difficult to prepare for action, and by the time he reported in we already knew what we were dealing with. Two of the Imperials were destroyers and the rest nice slow merchantmen. Presumably our enemies still didn’t have any heavy units or an assault force at hand, but traffic was so backed up they were willing to gamble on pushing a convoy through anyway. I had to respect them for that; it was gutsier than anything our own high command would likely attempt, if I were any judge. But they’d made one key mistake, and that was to enter Zombie space via the same node that practically all of their navy had used during the last war. Many of our ‘dead’ guns had been knocked out while engaging Imperial vessels traveling along precisely this same relative track…


  …and by dint of heroic efforts one of them wasn’t quite so dead anymore. It was a pity the weapon could neither traverse nor elevate. Beggars, however, could hardly be choosers.


  “Fire when she bears, Chief,” I ordered. “Or anything reasonably close, as we discussed.”


  “Aye-aye, sir,” Lancrest replied, sounding terribly distracted. He was working out his fire-control solutions on a pocket-comp, and his primary aiming-device was a high-magnification camera slaved to servos not half up to the required level of accuracy. While a hit couldn’t be ruled out entirely, it was terribly unlikely and we all knew it. But we didn’t need a hit to win. All we had to do was tie up traffic. Every single day we forced the vital supply ships to go the long way around upset the Imperial war plans and therefore cost them immeasurably.


  Boom! the engineer’s single gun roared out, after such a long delay we’d begun to wonder if the jury-rigged power-routing had failed. The searing-red large-caliber laser-bolt flashed out…


  …and passed just under the second-largest merchantman in the group. Immediately all the Imperials maneuvered wildly, suddenly finding themselves lying close under functional heavy guns just about the time they must’ve convinced themselves that all was well. Even the destroyers, impotent against our thick armor, jinked and swerved all over the sky. Then we fired another round, which by sheer luck missed a smaller cargo vessel by even less of a margin than we had the first.


  That was all it took. The Imperial formation, already stretched far out of shape, fell apart entirely. A destroyer collided with the first ship we’d aimed at; it was only a glancing blow but enough to land them both in the yard for weeks. Then Lancrest loosed a third round, which came near nothing but encouraged even more jinking. It would’ve taken several more hours for the Imperials to get past us, and they weren’t yet anywhere near their point of closest approach. Plus the cargos must’ve been valuable ones indeed, or else they’d not’ve been rushed along in this manner. Therefore, given what the Imperial commander knew it was perfectly sensible for him to turn and run for home.


  And that’s exactly what he did. Even though we couldn’t have so much as scorched the paint on his ships’ plates had he chosen to boldly press on.
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  It was almost another month before we saw another ship; a long, sickly and miserable month. When grasses first evolved, scientists believe, almost nothing with a backbone was capable of digesting such cellulose-packed material. Eventually, however, many different methods evolved for coping with the stuff. In almost every case the end result was a digestive tract so highly specialized that soon it couldn’t function without grass. Small-‘r’ rabbits were no exception to this rule; deny them hay and they’ll die horribly in short order. While we gengineered types were somewhat better off than our ancestors in this and other important regards, hay remained our basic, irreplaceable staple. Soon my constantly-gurgling and upset stomach went into open revolt, and I began passing bloody stools. It was so bad that I was forced to up my hay ration despite the general shortage, and everyone else’s as well to prevent a general outbreak. I got a little better after that, but my fur continued to fall out in handfuls, I broke out in itchy sores, my weight dropped like a high-speed elevator, and sometimes I experienced difficulty thinking clearly. The same could be said for all the rest of the Rabbits as well, though to a somewhat lesser degree because their food was of better quality. It was obvious that the increased ration was the bare, absolute minimum and might yet need to be enlarged further before all was said and done; all over the Station I was discovering gnawed-up bits of carpeting and textiles where the bunnies had desperately sought more fiber to ingest. So when the Imperials finally showed, I was actually glad to see them. At least they were a distraction from our suffering, if only a temporary one.


  I'd just finished calculating the date on which we’d all starve to death—about ninety more days, I reckoned—when the annunciator called me to the command center. There Nestor met me with my now-customary tea, and the caffeine helped bring me back to life while I took in the tactical situation.


  “It’s just a single ship, sir,” Fremont explained, leaning back so I could look over his shoulder. “Squawking Royal codes.” He smiled. “Maybe they’ll have hay aboard?”


  I didn’t answer, instead scowling intently at the readouts. The ship was a fast passenger liner, totally unarmed. And it’d entered local space from the single Jump-point that led back to Royal space. Liners were often commandeered by the navy and used as troopships; therefore a fast liner would indeed be just the thing to send out to regarrison and at least begin to rebuild Zombie. Yet… Wasn’t it awfully late in the game for her to be showing up? If she’d been sent a few weeks after us but before the war began, it was just barely feasible. That was the only way the timing made sense, however. And fitting out an expedition of such size for service so far from home required time and planning. You’d think they’d have let us know, so that we could have everything as ready for them as possible…


  Our visitor’s speed was excellent. In fact, she was showing the cleanest pair of heels I’d ever seen on such a large civilian hull, running towards us as if pursued by all the demons of hell. Which of course just might’ve been the case if the Imperials were close behind them. From this side of the node, who could know?


  From the very beginning, I’d determined that I was going to refuse all voice and visual communications with other vessels while on Zombie. It was impossible to hide my Rabbithood when I spoke, at least with the cobbled-together gear that the chief had so far found time to set up. Texted material was another matter entirely, however. So I nudged Fremont aside, typed out “What ship?”, added the code group indicating my other communications were out, and waited.


  There was a long delay before I received an answer, so long that I almost repeated my inquiry . “His Majesty’s Auxiliary Transport Manxman,” the other vessel finally replied, the message followed by the same code her transponder was squawking. It was almost two years old—the age was part of the code. Which was plausible, but suspicious. “Captain Lord Hernando da Silva in command.”


  Courtesy demanded that I identify myself in return. “Captain Holcomb here,” I typed rapidly. “What is your business in this space?”


  “Restock, garrison, and repair,” he replied. “I’m your relief. Four Imperial cruisers in hot pursuit, three hours back. Must lock on immediately and transfer cargo—Urgent, urgent, urgent!”


  Fremont and the other two bunnies who’d wandered in to watch cheered, then began to dance an impromptu little jig. “Hay!” they cried out, over and over. “Fresh hay!”


  “Quiet!” I snapped; the unaccustomed bluntness silenced them instantly. Then I turned to Nestor. “Go find Devin and tell him to prepare to repel boarders. I don’t want to use the annunciator—the shielding’s shot and they might be able to listen in. He’s to prepare to defend the Station, but not to open fire without orders. Got it?”


  He nodded in the sudden silence, then dashed off.


  “What’s wrong, sir?” Fremont asked. “They’re squawking as friendlies, and you told us…”


  “I know,” I acknowledged, nodding. “But in real life, sometimes things are more complicated than they rightfully ought to be.” I checked the screen again; the liner had begun to decelerate. “Permission granted,” I typed into my keyboard. “Use lock Nancy-Three. The others are welded shut.”


  “But sir!” Fremont protested again. “The other locks work just fine! That one’s way out where we never even got around to cleaning up!”


  I sighed. “These aren’t our friends. And I’m afraid there’s going to be no fresh hay. They’re Imperials, pretending to be on our side.”


  Fremont’s brow wrinkled. “But sir… How can you know for sure? I mean… That is an authentic code, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” I admitted. “It is. But…” I frowned, took a sip of tea…


  …and had an idea. “Captain da Silva,” I typed out. “What is His Majesty's favorite beverage?”


  There was another long silence. “Madeira,” he replied.


  “Thank you,” I typed back. “Please lock on immediately—we’ll have all hands standing by to assist unloading.” Then I turned to Fremont. “He always drinks Madeira at public dinners,” I explained. “And it is his favorite wine. But everyone who’s anyone back home knows that he loves chocolate milk best of all. It’s a well-known foible—almost a running joke among the nobles. Certainly a Lord would be aware of it.”


  Fremont gulped. “I… I see.”


  It was terribly thin, of course. Too thin, for any circumstances less extreme then our own. Yet the more inquiries I made, the more suspicious our enemies would grow. If they were actually our enemies, that was… So I faced up to the responsibility personally by setting off the charges with my own hand, once the Manxman had poured the bulk of her men into the long, isolated corridor. It wasn’t an easy thing to do—they were wearing Royal Marine combat-suits and in my heart I wasn’t nearly as certain as I’d like to have been. They died in an instant—we’d had plenty of leisure to set our mines properly this time around, and I’d studied up on at least the basics of the art. Then Devin’s best Rabbits pumped three rockets into the doomed vessel within seconds of the explosion, long before they could recover from the shock and get under way.


   It wasn’t until Devin’s make-do marines boarded the shattered hull and saw the dead Imperial officers floating about in their proper uniforms that the icy hand released my stomach from its grip, my heart rate fell to normal, and I finally stopped trembling. “Son,” the chief declared once it was all over and he was free to leave his battle station, “I wouldn’t have your job for all the riches of the universe.” Then for the first time ever he reached out and squeezed me gently on the shoulder.
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  The longer things went on, I expected, the more the pressure would build on the Imperial side and therefore the more quickly things would happen. Thus, I’d anticipated from my earliest planning that we’d face a series of incrementally more powerful and better-planned attacks at a quicker and quicker tempo until we were finally obliterated. It didn’t work out that way; a few hours after we blew up the Manxman (or whatever her real name was) another high-speed recon ship came zooming through. Apparently the Imperials were fascinated by the data it brought back, because from then on every few days they sent another. On one level that was just fine by me; it was one less camera-vessel they had available for use somewhere else. But on another, it was sort of hard to face. The commitment of such resources implied that we now had the enemy’s full, undivided attention. The next attack would therefore be in earnest, as well as in overwhelming force. Most likely we’d face multiple assault-landing ships full of thousands of marines, and at least a screen of heavy cruisers if not the main line of battle itself. Our resistance here had become something to be taken seriously. They couldn’t afford to lose any more face over it. From here on in, all my bluffs would be called.


  To meet this anticipated onslaught I had one functional turret that wouldn’t fire, another non-functional one that would, a seriously-depleted supply of heavy explosives, an engineering staff a tenth the size of what the Station’s original duty-roster called for, a handful of starving half-trained Rabbits, a single tactical nuke, and all the hand-weapons and spacesuits and dead bodies I could ever hope for. Formulating the problem in these terms proved depressing indeed. For several hours afterwards I sat quietly down in Tunnel Zero, head bowed and hands clasped in front of me, oblivious to the world. An officer had his duty to His Majesty. But he also had duties to those under his command. I’d always known that death in battle was a wretched thing, but what I’d seen over the past few months had made it more real to me than ever. Yes, I could fight on and maybe even do a little more damage along the way. But at what a cost in lives and suffering! I’d met His Majesty and knew him to be a good, decent man. There were limits to what he’d ask even of his officers, I knew. Perhaps it’d be best after all to release the last hay reserves for a great celebration with singing and dancing and the telling of tales, then die decent, clean deaths by our own hands? No one would ever question our choice, not after what we'd already accomplished. I'd just about decided that we'd already done enough when something disturbed me. Suddenly I looked up…


  …and found myself confronted with every Rabbit on the Station, all of them looking terribly worried. “Sir,” Devin asked for the rest. “Is everything all right? Are you okay?”


  I blinked, then looked helplessly from face to face. God, but what an emaciated, sickly bunch they were! “I… “ I replied, caught at a loss for words. “I…”


  “This next time,” Fremont interrupted, “they’ll come with more marines. Bigger guns, too. Won’t they?”


  There was nothing to be gained by lying. “Yes.”


  “I thought so,” Snow replied. Then he scowled. “We only have two demolition charges left. That means the fighting will be hand-to-hand.”


  “That’s true too,” I agreed, my heart sinking. “Look, I know you Rabbits aren’t really trained for this. No decent being in the universe would ever expect—“


  “It’s going to be ugly,” Snow said, and part of me marveled at how far they’d come. Once upon a time I’d had to wheedle them into offering opinions, and now they were interrupting me! “We’ve come to ask you something, sir.”


  “Look,” I replied. “I’ve already decided that I’m not even going to try and—”


  “We want you to stay down here in Tunnel Zero when the fighting starts,” Devin explained, cutting me off again. “You’ve been brave enough already, sir. And we can’t afford to lose you. We Rabbits, I mean. Everywhere.”


  I gulped. “It’s not—“


  But they weren’t hearing it. “If you have to come out and fight, you have to,” Fremont said as the rest nodded solemnly and shifted their feet. “We’ll understand. But… this next one will be our fight, sir. The way things are, it has to be. We know enough to be able to see that now. You’ve already fought and won your battles many times over. But we’ve never had the chance before.” He sighed. “We don’t just want to fight and win like you did. We need to.”


  “Because it’s the only way we can be like you,” Nestor explained, producing yet another perfect cup of tea out of nowhere and placing it firmly in my hand. “We want that more than life itself.”
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  And so it was that I resolved to battle to the bitter end—costs and sufferings and the Emperor be damned. Once I accepted that this was what my bunnies really wanted even knowing they could never win, suddenly the situation was rich with new tactical possibilities. I spent my days poring over Station schematics and charts of the Zombie cluster, issuing what must often have seemed like senseless orders and gulping down cup after cup of Nestor’s wonderful tea. It was amazing how instantly and unquestioningly I was obeyed, including by the chief and his men. Apparently I was now regarded as some kind of miracle-worker. Certainly my human crewmates made it a point to snap-to and salute me nowadays, even though I’d long since suspended formal military courtesy due to everyone’s excessive workloads and our unique situations. It was a tremendous compliment, especially when it came from the chief himself. “We’re all going to die, sir,” Petty Officer Bryant explained to me one day. “We know that. But because of you we’re going to die fighting and proud, for something worthwhile. Everyone’s grateful as hell, including me.”


  I had to look away to hide my tears.


  Soon the Imperial scout ships began appearing every single day. This could only mean that an attack was imminent. Immediately I upped the hay ration so that we could all regain a little strength—we had enough left for three weeks even so, and I couldn’t imagine that our enemies would dilly-dally about any longer than that. Then I began issuing the most bizarre and seemingly-pointless orders of all. “Sir,” Devin asked me. “Are you quite certain that you want to defrost the bodies? I mean… Soon we’ll be back to living in masks again. Because of the odor.”


  “Put as many as we can into the best suits we have,” I explained. “That’ll seal them up nice and tight so they don’t stink. Then strap on the worst, most broken guns we’ve got and stuff ‘em in the airlocks. It’s not a sure thing, but I’ve got a feeling we’ll be needing their help. As for the rest, give them broken guns too but keep them all in one airtight room for now. We may be moving them around in a hurry.”


  Devin blinked at me, and for the first time a flash of doubt crossed his eyes. “I don’t understand at all, sir.”


  I sighed and laid my hand on his shoulder. “We don’t have a live garrison to work with, my friend. So we’re just going to have to make do with a dead one. Waste not want not, and all that. I’m just sorry that I’m going to have to ask these good men to die again for their country.”
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  We had a week’s hay left when the Imperials finally came for real—three assault-transports worth, loaded to the gills with trained marines and escorted by a matched set of five heavy cruisers. It was the end, of course; that was obvious the second I saw their formation. The escorts were irrelevant, given that all our major weapons were out anyway. Blasting our already-scarred surface wouldn’t accomplish a thing. But we were a handful of defenders against maybe three thousand marines equipped with proper assault-craft this time, and that made all the difference in the world. The only good news was that our enemies would have to come and get us.


  “Go tell everyone to eat all the hay they want,” I instructed Nestor after ordering all hands to their battle stations. This wasn’t the kind of detail I wanted the Imperials to overhear from our damaged and possibly leaking wiring. “Each squad should send one Rabbit to go get all they can carry. Tell them I want them to go into battle with full bellies and strong hearts. And, that I’m prouder of them than they can possibly imagine.”


  “Yes, sir!” Nestor replied, turning to go.


  But before he could, I stopped him. “And I’m extra-proud of you. I want to make sure you know that. I couldn’t have asked for a better aide and helper during all these long weeks. In fact, I can’t imagine what I’d have done without you.”


  The little Rabbit froze in place for an instant. Then his ear linings reddened, he stared down at his feet…


  …and was gone without a word.


  Our enemies maneuvered pretty much as I’d foreseen they would; the troopships stood off well out of range while the cruisers bored in at high speed for a pre-invasion bombardment. They didn’t come anywhere near the line of fire of our one working gun—probably they had things all figured out by now. The only surprise came when, just as they were lining up to make their first pass, the communications circuit crackled into life. “Hello Zombie Station,” a voice called out. “This is Admiral Lord Maddox, in command of His Imperial Majesty’s Cruiser Division Six. Who do I have the honor of addressing?”


  I replied once again by text. “Captain Holcomb here.”


  “Captain Holcomb,” the admiral replied, “it’s my genuine pleasure to be in contact with you. You’ve accomplished more than you probably know for your sovereign, sir. I salute you for your ingenuity and dedication.”


  “My duty, sir,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.


  “Quite right, Captain, quite right! And I respect you for doing it so well. Others in the Imperium agree. So much so, in fact, that His Imperial Majesty himself has authorized me to accept your surrender, should you be willing to offer it. I guarantee you honorable terms and a pleasant confinement until the war ends, whereupon you and your men will be allowed to return home to the honors you’ve already done so much to earn. Your position is hopeless; what would be the point in further bloodshed?”


  I frowned to myself. Was he telling the truth, or lying in order to preserve the lives of his valuable marines? And in any event, would Rabbits be considered eligible for honorable confinement? I rather doubted it. Especially Rabbits who’d already stood up to and helped kill hundreds of their former masters. “I fear that I must decline your generous offer,” I replied. Then, just to muddy the waters and hopefully introduce a nagging smidgen of doubt into his mind, I added a bit more. “In recognition of your gallantry, I in turn am prepared to accept your own honorable surrender at any time. Long live the King!” And with that, I powered down the console.


  “But…” Fremont asked as I leaned on the dead cabinet munching huge mouthfuls of fresh, wonderful hay. “I mean… Where would we put them all?”


  “We’ll find a place,” I promised him. “If and when.”


  The bombardment was thorough and long when it came; the cruisers worked the Station over from stem to stern and back again, pounding our already-dead turrets into even worse junk than they already were. They paid special attention to the two which had shown signs of life; these didn’t hold up for even five minutes. Then they worked us over again, pounding the secondary and tertiary armament and even breaching our armor in a few places, so that new parts of the Station were exposed to vacuum. They didn’t get even half of our cameras, however, which were all that really mattered. This was because there were so many of them. It was all for naught, however; long before the cruisers opened fire I pulled everyone back into the safe rock-shielded depths, where human and Rabbit alike sat silently in their suits and waited for the eternal pounding to end, like so many warriors before them. Finally the transports closed in…


  …and launched boat after boat filled with marines.
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  It wasn’t hard to figure out what parts of the Station they were assaulting. Four assault boats headed for the main locks, which by now were all welded shut. Eight more made for the main turrets. It was a textbook assault, all right—the Imperials hit all the classically-vulnerable areas of a fortress. The locks constituted our “gate”, the place where people and supplies normally came and went and which therefore offered in theory the biggest, widest weak point. Meanwhile, even though by now they had to be pretty sure that our big guns were out of action it was essential that they make absolutely, completely certain of this as soon as possible. They’d probably have attacked the bridge as well, had it not been so obviously slagged. “Chief,” I ordered. “You’ve got the weapons decks. Plan ‘A’.”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” he agreed with a grim nod, then he was off. I then forgot about him and his mission utterly—the turrets were the best-defended part of the Station; if he failed all was lost no matter what happened elsewhere.


  Next I turned to Devin. “They’ll have to cut their way in, with the locks welded shut like they are. Send three men and both of our mines. The idea is to let them cut through and pour in, then blow up the whole shebang in their faces and mop up.” I grinned. “Your men are not to show themselves at all; if they’re invisible the Imperials won’t realize how few they are. Once their foothold has been blown up twice I bet they won’t be too energetic about trying a third time.”


  He nodded and smiled, then raced off. Eventually the Imperials would begin blowing their way in, bulkhead by bulkhead. Then his three Rabbits would die very quickly indeed. But we all were going to die, eventually. This little group would probably take more with them than most, and create much delay. In the end, that was what really mattered.


  Then I turned to Snow. “Go power up the special gear,” I ordered. “Then wait for my order. Do nothing without it.”


  “Right,” the big white bunny agreed, dashing off as well. That left Nestor, Fremont and I alone in Tunnel Zero.


  “What do we do, sir?” Fremont demanded.


  “Wait,” I answered. “Which is the hardest part of all.”
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  It didn’t take the chief long to get started, once he was given his head. Almost immediately a series of huge explosions rocked the entire Station as he tapped the main warp cores to do as much damage as possible to the Imperials. Though the guns themselves were useless the oversized power plant intended to sustain them was in near-perfect working order, and the main electric trunks hadn’t been damaged either. Lancrest had spent most of an hour explaining the various high-voltage gadgets he’d dreamed up to make life both brutal and short for the Imperials—my favorites were the improvised railguns meant to fling nuts and bolts down the longest corridors at hypersonic speeds and the overpowered doors capable of cutting a battle-armored man in half. Yes, his little crew had twice as many Imperials to deal with as anyone else. But he was a competent engineer indeed, and had spent weeks doing little but working out and implementing ways to make an already dangerous environment immeasurably more lethal for the invaders. Given that he had enough raw power to propel a battleship to work with, all the actuators and relays and such that a man could ever wish for and had been granted weeks of planning and preparation time, well… The Imperials could indeed land on that part of the Station—there wasn’t a thing we could do to stop them, particularly in such numbers. But I didn’t reckon they were going much of anywhere in a hurry, either.


  So far I’d sent a total of seven soldiers to contain roughly a thousand. That left me quite a reserve, if I could but find a way to make use of it. Plus my tactical nuke, of course.


  It was a long, agonizing wait. I floated patiently up and down Tunnel Zero, stopping only to check the cameras from time to time or wince at the shockwave from an exploding mine or one of Lancrest’s infernal machines. The Imperials decided that the main docks were too hot for them, just as I’d hoped they would, and reinforced the assault on the turrets with eight more boatloads of marines. This was what I'd been waiting for. “Devin,” I ordered. “Take your two best Rabbits and sink a missile into one of those assault boats for me. Then run like the wind for cover and get back here.”


  “Can do!” he agreed from behind precisely the same smile he’d displayed while accepting a thousand other assignments. Scrub a floor, recover a corpse, kill some Imperials—it seemed to matter little to him. He was always happy and outgoing regardless.


  In theory the marines of an assault force were supposed to keep a strict lookout for any threat to their boats—not only were the things terribly expensive for their size, but they were also vital for carrying supplies, evacuating wounded, and a thousand other missions. There were never enough of them about. But the Station’s surface anywhere near the turrets was a nightmare of ripped plating, broken plumbing, and still-sparking wires. And Devin’s Rabbits were the most experienced and graceful spacers I’d ever known. Even with the advantages of having a dozen cameras to call on and knowing for fact that they were there, I didn’t locate the slavebunnies until long seconds after their missile had roared out and killed an unloading boat and everything in it. Instantly, as ordered, they dashed for home…


  …and a rocket-propelled grenade detonated in their midst. They died screaming and kicking, every one of them, deeply wounded from the fragments and sucking vacuum and shorn of all hope.


  “Dear god,” Fremont whispered.


  But this wasn’t the time or place for that sort of thing. “Quiet!” I demanded, feeling like a louse but knowing that it was the right thing to do. “Give me a panning view,” I ordered Fremont instead of doing it myself as usual. Keeping him busy would be a mercy, the only one I could offer. “I want to see how the Imperials react.”


  And react they did. Perhaps it was the stalled attack as much as the lost assault boat—I’ll never know. But, slowly at first, the lead Imperial cruiser swung out of line and began closing the station in order to offer direct fire support at point-blank range.


  Perfect! “Tell Snow to power the corpses up,” I ordered Nestor. “It looks like we’re going to need them after all.”
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  Edging a heavy naval vessel in close to an ongoing invasion was bold to the point of recklessness. The temptation was easy to understand, however; it must’ve been difficult indeed for Admiral Lord Maddox to sit and do nothing aboard the flagship of so many powerful vessels while his attacks stalled and what must’ve seemed like endless casualty reports came rolling in one after another. Then he’d lost an assault boat and, well… Boldness was the Imperial way. Nine times out of ten it was the best way, as well. I nodded slowly to myself as the flagship—of course!—thrusted slowly into a position from which it could offer fire support with all of its dozens of short-range weapons as well as the larger ones. More than likely, it was exactly what I’d have done myself.


  And I’d have been just as wrong as he was.


  When the cruiser finally stopped moving it was just over a mile away— two or three minutes by jetpack, and even less by sled. “Snow,” I finally said into the annunciator. “You’re in command of all the marines now. Prepare to execute Operation Z. Report back when you’re ready.”


  He gulped, but thankfully didn’t ask what’d happened to Devin. “Yes, sir! And thank you!”


  Next I closed all my camera windows and opened up some software left over from our graves registration work. The chief’s crew had done a little hacking on it for me, but a few little details had to wait for absolutely the last second. I entered a series of new coordinates, then carefully verified that they matched the location of the enemy cruiser.


  Right on time, Snow was on the annunciator again. “All systems armed and ready,” he replied.


  I closed my eyes and tried to think of anything I might’ve forgotten. “Go, go, go!” I finally ordered. “And best of luck to you all!”


  Within seconds, all the major airlock indicators on the Station went from green to red as Snow hit the master cycle switch. This left the suited-up corpses we’d stashed there free to drift in space. My fingers a blur, I typed in the recall codes that we’d first used so long ago to instruct the still-functional suits to fly back to Beechwood under their own power. Only this time I’d altered the coordinates so that they homed on the Imperial flagship instead. Hundreds of corpses, all warmed to body temperature and apparently armed to the teeth, went zooming off to assault the enemy in one vast coordinated wave.


  Close behind them, trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible, followed Snow and his Rabbits. And, of course, a tactical nuke.
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  When last I’d seen a mixed group of men and Rabbits cross space under Imperial fire, I’d noted the way our enemies shot at the humans in preference to the bunnies. It’d made quite an impression, in part because I was wearing an unarmored slavesuit myself at the time. Sure enough, they did the same thing again. It took the Imperials long precious seconds to react to our simulated mass assault, which must’ve been absolutely the last thing in the universe they ever expected. After all, they’d known full and well that we only had a handful of crewmen. First a few and then all of their rapid-fire weapons ripped into the corpses, shredding them to gibbets. There was little or no visible gore when their bolts struck home, and at first I cursed myself for not adding bags of red dye or something to mask the corpses’ desiccated state. But the Imperials continued to blast away regardless. Finally I realized that they probably hadn’t seen nearly as many men die in vacuum as I had, so they couldn’t know the difference. Besides, they wouldn’t have much time to think things through.


  Relatively few bolts were directed towards Snow and his crew, and these mostly focused on the sled-teams. I’d instructed these latter to jink and dodge wildly rather than appear determined to drive their mission home- they were decoys too, as the nuke was concealed in an empty bunny-suit being controlled remotely by Fremont. The longer they survived, the more effective they’d be. But ‘relatively few bolts’ could be a misleading term given such a storm of fire; to the Rabbits it must’ve seemed like they were advancing directly into the teeth of all the machine guns of hell. The fire was a demonic vortex, a hurricane of instant pain and death.


  And yet, not one bunny turned back.


  Half of them must’ve been dead by the time they strapped the nuke to the cruiser’s skin, suit and all. And far more than half the rest died falling back. Eventually the nuke went off, however, the equivalent of a direct hit by a torpedo. Field or no Field, no mere cruiser was going to survive the likes of that. The flash was awe-inspiring; it blew the vessel’s stern clean off and launched yet another intact Imperial turret into close-orbit of the Station. I watched the broken hull sparkle and flash for a while as the various electrical potentials canceled each other and died, then turned my attention to the appallingly-small handful of Rabbits thrusting homewards for all they were worth, still being picked off mercilessly by the invasion force dug into our turret area. “I’m going to meet them,” I declared to Fremont, who was bawling his eyes for all the old friends and workmates he’d just watched die. Then I raced to the main airlocks for all I was worth, arriving just in time to watch five Rabbits cycle through. Rather to my surprise, Snow was among the little group.


  Nobody was behind them. No one at all.


  “I— I—…” I stuttered, at a loss for words. Finally, I drew my Sword and formally saluted them.


  “Sir!” Snow replied, his eyes wide and terrified. “Sir!” Then he collapsed into my arms, shaking and trembling and stinking of shit and terror.
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  By then I had less than twenty Rabbits and men left to defend the Station—the very idea was ludicrous and I knew it. Even more, I’d used up all my heavy explosives, my tactical nuke, even my corpses. Yes, all of them had gone to the best purposes I could possibly have put them to; my little improvised garrison had acquitted itself pretty well overall, I grudgingly granted myself. But the root problem was that we’d never had anything even remotely like enough in terms of men or weaponry to throw back a serious invasion attempt. There were no more aces up my sleeves, and the only options left were to either attempt surrender or die game. Seeing as how my Rabbits had just most likely killed the only Imperial in the universe who I had any reason to believe might conceivably accept our surrender, that left only fighting and dying. Which was going to be hard—incredibly hard, even. And yet, I was determined to see things all the through to the bitter end.


  “Hello, Chief!” I called out into the nearest annunciator station, no longer much caring if our communications were secure or not. After all, I had nothing left to hide. “Are you there?” But apparently he wasn’t, because after repeating myself twice he still hadn’t answered. That meant I had to consider the Engineering spaces overrun as well as the turrets, which was very bad news indeed. Frowning, I hit the button again and called Fremont. “Play ‘general retreat’,” I ordered him. This was a coded message instructing all survivors to fall back to Tunnel Zero. “I’ll be down myself with Snow and the rest of the survivors in a minute or two.”


  Apparently Fremont had recovered from his emotional lapse, because almost instantly the coded message began to play. I smiled despite myself as I led my little group back to our final stronghold, Snow still clinging to me and weeping all the way. I’d chosen the message personally—it consisted of a pleasant female voice reading off a fake self-destruct countdown. “Powerplant overload in sixty seconds,” she began. “Fifty-nine, fifty eight…” In point of fact Zombie Station was designed with safety-cores like any other manned space-habitat. She could be made to fall into her own black hole from the primary bulkhead back; heaven knew that was plenty spectacular in its own way. Before all was said and done I might yet arrange exactly that. But along the way the cores would induce one wave of nausea and disorientation after another in everyone not wearing a Field suit, clear and obvious warnings that would come in plenty of time for the Imperials to evacuate. The countdown was a ruse, pure and simple, and anyone who knew anything about engines would’ve realized it in an instant.


  Apparently, however, as few Imperials as Royalists studied engineering. Suddenly the background roar of the fighting redoubled as our panic-stricken enemies discharged their weapons at nothing and began frantically seeking exits. With any luck, some of them might even start shooting at each other. One group flashed by down at the end of the corridor; had the invasion penetrated so deeply already? The first and second enemy slipped by before I could react, but I nailed the last clean in the center of mass with my salvaged Imperial hand-blaster. Fortunately, the others kept right on running.


  There was no direct route from the airlocks to Tunnel Zero, and hadn’t been for quite some time; we’d long since closed off various key arteries to make the invader’s task more difficult and confusing. Along the way we stopped by the room where we’d stored the corpses there’d not been enough suits for—many of these were dressed in Imperial uniforms. We each grabbed one, and they proved very useful indeed. Wherever we thought an enemy might’ve penetrated, we threw a corpse ahead of us and let it float along in the null-gee. If nothing happened, our route was safe. But if someone challenged the thing or shot at it, we backed off and found another way.


  Our little group was the last to make it back to Tunnel Zero; in fact, I closed the vault-like doors of our last ditch keep behind us with my own hands. Now we were enclosed in an armored and stone box many feet thick in most areas, with enough air to last for weeks. There were only about twenty of us left; the five surviving bunny-marines from the assault on the cruiser, one of the three I’d sent to counter the docking-area invasion, and the few Rabbits like Fremont and Nestor who’d been assigned other essential work that so far had kept them out of combat. Plus Chief Lancrest and one of his crew had made it alive out of Engineering, though both were bleeding from multiple wounds. Lancrest, however, still sat stubbornly at his backup console, intent on damaging as many Imperials with his widgets as he could possibly manage. “He’s figured it out, damn his eyes!” the petty officer muttered as I stepped up behind them. An Imperial marine was floating in the center of their screen, reaching out towards what must’ve been the hidden camera.


  “Energize the cabinet,” Lancrest ordered, and the enlisted man struck a single key. There was a bright flash, the screen went dead…


  …and from another angle I watched in grim satisfaction as the howling Imperial tried to apply a vacuum-tourniquet to his burned-off wrist.


  Suddenly the pair noticed me. “We’re still getting them now and again, sir,” Lancrest reported. “But it’s retail, not wholesale. Ones and twos, is all. They overran us through sheer numbers.”


  I nodded. “It was unavoidable. You did a wonderful, wonderful job.”


  He smiled through his pain. “Not half as good as the one you’ve done, sir. They’ll still be telling tales of how you defended this Station a thousand years from now. You’re going to be a legend.”


  I felt my ears redden and looked away. “Keep at it,” I instructed him. “As long as you’ve got anything left. There’s nothing else more constructive to do anymore.”


  His smile faded. “Aye-aye, sir.” Then he turned back to his screen, seeking out another victim.


  “How long do you think we have, sir?” Fremont asked from his station at the console.


  “I don’t know,” I answered. It was the simple truth. “We have two days worth of hay stockpiled here, plus some water and human food. But I doubt they’ll let us starve to death. They’re much too angry at us for that.”


  “I can see where they might be a bit irritated,” the former suit-repair specialist replied with a faint smile. “Sir…” But words failed him.


  “You’ve done magnificently,” I replied, redirecting the conversation. Yes, he’d broken out weeping at a critical moment. But I’d have loved him less if he hadn’t. Then something occurred to me. “You haven’t had a break in hours, have you? Not even when I told everyone to fill up on hay?”


  “No sir. But I’m fine.”


  I shook my head. “Go take ten. Or even twenty, if you’d like. That’s an order. Brush your ears, exercise a little. And above all, eat! I need you wide awake, my friend. Not half-exhausted. I’ll cover the console myself.”


  “Well,” he answered. “If it’s an order…” His hips cracked audibly when he got up—Fremont was getting on and was probably a bit arthritic—and I knew that I’d done the right thing. Besides, I needed a little time to think, and in all truth manning the console had become more a formality than anything else. A parody of navy watchkeeping-normality, in other words, totally inappropriate to our new circumstances. Idly I switched from one interior camera to another—our enemy was in full roar now, enraged at their unexpected losses and the cruel games we’d played with their minds. They were like rampaging animals as they swarmed from deck to deck, working themselves ever deeper into Zombie. Some were even driven to base, instinctual behaviors like blindly smashing everything in sight and beshitting the mess decks. I gulped at the sight of such primal rage and again vowed not to be taken prisoner. Soon they’d find their way all the way down to where the last great armored-steel doors stood closed in their faces, and they’d know what lay just beyond. Then they’d send for torches and jackhammers or perhaps a diamond-tipped drill and exotic explosives…


  …and we’d be dead, no more than five minutes after the tools completed their work. If we were lucky, that was.


  I closed my eyes and lowered my head onto the control board; suddenly I was exhausted beyond all measure. A few more hours, I reminded myself. At most a few more hours, and then you can rest forever and ever and ever. It was overwhelming, the fatigue was, as if I’d been carrying all the millions of tons of Zombie Station on my shoulders for an eternity, and now the burden was at last exacting its toll. I might even have been asleep, as unmilitary as that was, when Fremont returned and shook my shoulder. “Sir?” he asked. “Are you all right?”


  I sat up with a start. “Sorry,” I muttered as I blinked away my fatigue. “I’m afraid that—“


  “Sir!” Fremont interrupted, pointing at the tactical display, which I only now realized was beeping insistently. “That’s a new pip! A big one! And… It’s in red!”


  I blinked again—everything was still a blur. “But… But… That’s impossible! There can’t be any friendlies all the way out here!”


  Fremont reached around me and hit a button, something that no real navy man would ever have dared do to an officer. “She’s HMS Javelin, according to the squawk,” he replied. “Ever heard of her?”


  My jaw dropped so far that it was a long moment before I could speak. “She’s a brand-new deep-penetration raider,” I eventually explained. “A new class of battlecruiser, all guns and speed. Specifically designed to penetrate multiple Jumps behind enemy lines and raise havoc among the Imperial merchant marine.” I turned and looked my fellow bunny in the eye. “Especially in places where traffic is already all backed up and congested. Like, say…


  …here.”
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  The battlecruiser’s unexpected appearance changed everything. My fingers flew as I typed out a message to her. “Zombie Station to Javelin—Midshipman David Birkenhead in command. Be advised that I am under active invasion. Resistance on verge of collapse—enemy controls all vital sectors. Can offer you no fire-support or other assistance at this time.”


  There was a long pause as first one powerful salvo reached across the Zombie cluster, then a second. Javelin had opened fire at very long range indeed, but there was no point that I could see in holding back. The bolts missed their intended target, one of the troop transports. However, they sizzled near enough by her hull to force her to take evasive action. This in turn created total chaos among the orderly little trains of assault boats shuttling back and forth to support their men on Zombie. Two salvoes, I realized, and already the invasion was being disrupted. Why, if it were but offered a little nudge…


  “We’ll be making a sortie soon,” I informed everyone. “All of us, just as soon as the time is right. Get ready.” I checked my internal monitors—there was a little group of Imperials gathered just outside the armored doors on the engineering side of Tunnel Zero, but the other end of our refuge was still clear. I turned to Snow. “Take the marines and go open the dock-end hatches. Occupy a bit of the corridor beyond so that we have our choice of exits. That way we won’t be trapped so easily when the time comes.”


  “But... But…” Snow stuttered, his eyes once more wide in terror. “But…”


  For an instant I nearly screamed “Do it!” in his face. And perhaps I should’ve done exactly that. After what he’d already been through, however, and given his necessarily poor training and preparation for such an ordeal I didn’t have the heart. So turned to Fremont instead. “You!” I snapped. “Go!”


  “Aye, aye sir!” he replied, snapping off a pretty fair salute. Then he was off like a shot.


  Finally Javelin sent us a reply. “Midshipman Birkenhead,” it read. “Your friend James says hello. He wants to know what your favorite flavor of ice cream is?”


  “I can’t stand any of them,” I typed furiously. “Hello, James! You definitely drew a better berth than I did! Can’t wait to tell you about it!”


  There was another pause, shorter this time, as more salvos rang out across space. All of them Royal, of course; the Imperial cruisers couldn’t yet hope to match the range. There was an intense debate raging in navy circles regarding what a group of cruisers should do when confronted with a vessel like Javelin. Some officers believed that the battlecruiser’s advantage in range was so decisive that the only sane option was to retreat as quickly as possible. Others felt that the smaller vessels should charge into action, get up close, and smother the larger vessel with their faster-firing weapons. But none of the proposed scenarios, so far as I knew, took into account the presence of slow, highly vulnerable troopships actively engaged in supporting an invasion. It was no wonder that the enemy commander—who hadn’t even been in overall charge until two or three hours before—hadn’t reacted yet. His mental wheels must be spinning at a gazillion revolutions per minute but getting nowhere. It wasn’t his fault—the confusion was perfectly understandable.


  “How many of you are there?” Javelin asked me. ”Do you have suits and a working beacon?”


  “About twenty,” I typed back, embarrassed that I’d neglected to take an actual headcount. Some kind of commander I was! “Mostly Rabbits, who are fighting hard and well. And, yes.”


  Just then one of Javelin’s shots struck home on the troopship, which crumpled as if it were made of tissue paper. Every major pressurized compartment on the vessel must’ve depressurized at the blow. After a second or two’s delay her munitions hold went up as well. There could’ve been no survivors. Remorselessly the turrets swung and the battlecruiser began firing again, this time at one of the warships.


  “Find your way to the surface immediately,” Javelin ordered. “Remain in one group. Will attempt pickup if practical.”


  If practical. That didn’t sound nearly as definite as I’d have liked. But it was the only game in town. “Roger,” I replied. “Zombie signing off.”
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  Most of us needed a little time to prepare for the bug-out, but because I’d just returned from meeting Snow after his attack I was pretty much ready to go. All I had to do was snatch up the datachip I’d been using as an improvised Station log and then top off my blaster’s magazine. After that I had time to kill while waiting for the others.


  So I spent it watching the unfolding battle as Javelin took on the Imperial cruisers, which belatedly chose to charge. They might well have gotten away with it in a node-cluster as tight as Zombie, save that Javelin shot extremely well. This made perfect sense, when I thought about it. The battle-cruiser was built to sail in harm’s way with no protection other than her firepower and speed—her armor wasn’t much thicker than that of a destroyer. So it was in the navy’s clear interest to assign her the best, most talented gunners and engineers in the fleet. One thing, however, deeply puzzled me. Instead of decelerating for all she was worth and holding her enemies at arm’s length for as long as possible, the Royal raider played directly into the Imperial strengths by charging right back at them! Though she got away with it—the cruisers went up one-two-three once the range grew short enough—it was an inexplicable tactic. Why in the world would any battlecruiser captain with so many as two functional neural synapses do a stupid thing like that?


  I thought about the wording of the message I’d received—we’d be picked up if practical. Then at long last two and two added up properly in my mind and I realized there’d be no long, slow counterattack to hold Zombie Station and wipe out the Imperial landing force after all. Because there was only one scenario under which Javelin’s tactics made sense…


  …and that was if at least a fair-sized chunk of the Imperial Main Battle fleet were hard on her heels, just on the other side of the node!


  Bare minutes ago, the sudden appearance of a friendly vessel in the system had changed everything for us. And now everything was changing again. This time it was the wheels in my own head that were spinning out of control and getting nowhere. Of course they hadn’t been able to tell us, not with the faintest possibility the Imperials might be listening in. Had our enemies known, they’d have tried to cut off the battlecruiser’s escape instead of throwing their ships away in a futile headlong attack. But the information was crucial—time was far more precious than I’d imagined.


  What should I do? And how?


  The first thing I decided was that sitting down in Tunnel Zero wasn’t getting any of us anywhere. “Set the cores to collapse,” I ordered the chief. “On a ten-minute delay.”


  “But sir!” he protested. “That’s not how—“


  “I know,” I interrupted him. “Do it anyway.” The reason no one had ever collapsed the engines before was that doing so would consume most of the asteroid that was the Station’s core, and there weren’t any others nearby to start fresh on. So it was standard procedure to set booby-traps instead, such well-thought-out ones that they weren’t worth messing with when resistance ended. Without the rock’s protective bulk there could be no effective battlestation here. Since the Station interdicted only Imperial trade routes our side was the only one with something to lose if the place were never rebuilt. But there’d been enough death and suffering here for the rest of time, I decided. Besides, the collapse was bound to kill who knew how many Imperial marines. And as a final sweetener, the destruct sequence would serve as just about the most potent distraction possible.


  I watched as the chief began keying in the destruct codes, then activated the radio in my suit. “Fremont?”


  “Yes, sir?” He sounded terribly frightened, which was perfectly understandable.


  “I don’t see anything on the cameras anywhere near you,” I explained, my voice as soft and calm as I could make it. “And I have reason to believe the Imperials are about to retreat, if they haven’t begun already. So most likely you’re not going to run into any trouble.”


  The relief was obvious in his voice. “Yes, sir.”


  “I want you to go to the air duct in Tunnel One where it meets Radial A. Make sure no one’s around that we might’ve missed on the cameras, then have someone cover you while you take off the grille and remove the filter. Got it?”


  “Sir… I mean ‘Yes, sir’. But why?”


  I held my temper. Sure, a disciplined human trooper would never have wasted my time with a question. But on the other hand, the more Fremont knew the better job he’d make of things. Most likely I should’ve explained in more detail to begin with. “We’re going to crawl out through the ductwork,” I explained. “All the way to the surface. Then we’re going to capture a landing craft, so that Javelin won’t have to slow down for us. The easier we make the pickup for her, the more likely we are to get out of this mess alive.”
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  Sure enough, the Imperials were in full retreat by the time I led my little force out of Tunnel Zero and back into the working parts of the Station. My last check of the cameras showed them pulling back almost everywhere except in a few isolated pockets where, I was willing to bet, they’d simply failed to get the word.


  The air-ducts were plenty big enough for even a suited bunny, but our two humans had to strip down in order to fit. Even then it was tight, and we Rabbits had to continually hold up and wait for them. I could only hope we wouldn’t hit vacuum only partway out to the skin—the route I’d chosen was under full pressure when we left, but in combat that could change mighty quickly. While I’d delegated two bunnies to drag along the empty suits, they weren’t something that could be donned in an instant.


  It was eerie, moving invisibly in such close proximity to the Imperials. We could clearly hear their barked orders in all directions as we silently floated through deck after deck. Or at least near-silently; the humans banged and bumped sometimes, unable to help themselves. When that happened, all I could do was grit my teeth and hope the Imperials were too preoccupied with everything else in their universe-gone-insane environment to take much notice of a few isolated thumps.


  And so we made it all the way outboard to the Station’s marine billets without anyone detecting us. The barracks-area had been one of our lowest-priority areas during the cleanup, and we’d never quite gotten around to them. We knew from the cameras that there were eight or ten bodies floating in there. My guess was that the Imperials hadn’t given the area much thought either. Even if they had, most likely they’d opened the hatch, taken one whiff, and redogged the thing just as quickly as they could. In either event it was a good bet that we could exit the ductwork there without encountering the enemy. I took a moment to lift my visor and warn my unsuited comrades about what was coming their way, then hit the manual override button on the baffle that was sealing off the airway ahead of us. Visibly speaking, the air didn’t change any. But almost instantly both humans began retching and I knew that my navigation had been spot-on.


  It took two, maybe three more long minutes to deal with the filter and grating from the back, then I was face to face with a long-dead orderly staring at me through empty eyesockets. Gently I shoved him out of the way, then made room for the humans to come through so they could get into their suits and back to breathing good air before they vomited up their toenails—by the sound of things, that was about all they still had left to lose. While they were recovering I made my way all the way to the back wall of the room, which was also the Station’s outer hull. And there, sure enough, was the emergency airlock the schematics had promised me.


  Working quickly, I undogged the heavy anti-invasion bolts that made entering the Station there even more difficult than cutting through hullmetal and swung the door open. It’d hold either two humans or three Rabbits, I estimated. With meant about seven full cycles at half a minute apiece... “Come on!” I urged my troops. “Now! Now! Now!” Fremont was in the first load. “Take cover the moment you get through,” I ordered him. “Occupy us an area of hull we can hold. I’ll be with the last load.”


  “Yes, sir!” he barked as the hatch slammed shut in his face.


  Next were three more Rabbits, then after an endless time another three. By then the two humans had begun to recover a bit, so I sent them. They were just finishing up when suddenly the lights went out and I felt a wave of sickness flush through me. It was the core-Field down in the engine room, beginning to careen out of balance!


  At first I smiled—I’d estimated we needed about a ten-minute delay before putting the engines to work ruining themselves, and felt rather pleased with myself over the accuracy of my calculations. But… I’d forgotten to account for the reaction of the Imperials! Suddenly the big wheel on the door at the far end of the barracks-hall began to spin, as our foes too began seeking a way out!


  I didn’t know what to do at first—if I fired at them then they’d call for help and smother us by sheer numbers. But Nestor, bless him, moved without orders. With a mighty leap he flew down the hall, then jammed his blaster in the mechanism.


  “Good!” I called out as the lock cycled and the next three Rabbits filed in. One was Snow, who still didn’t look good at all. But there was still no time for him—I slammed the door in his face and began the cycle again. “Stay right there, Nestor! Out of sight, by the edge. If they make it in here...”


  Then I thought things through. He’d stuffed his blaster in the mechanism, which left him pretty much helpless. “You take over here,” I ordered Vollie, one of my reformed slacker-bunnies. “When everyone else is through, join the last load.” Then I leapt after my undersized aide.
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  By the time I arrived at the entryway, the Imperials out in the corridor were backed up and clamoring for a way out. This area was well forward of the primary bulkhead and therefore wouldn’t be involved in the engine collapse—that was why the troops were bunked here in the first place. Our enemies were well and truly panicked, however, and perhaps a dozen were piled up pounding on the jammed wheel. My guess was that they hadn’t a clue there were Royalists on the other side—after all it was dark, they’d only ever seen a handful of us since invading, and the air was still full of drifting corpses.


  I looked back at my last few Rabbits—one more load, and Nestor and I would be the only two left. But the door wasn’t armored, and one of the Imperials was unwrapping a demolition charge…


  Finally the last three Rabbits climbed into the lock. “Stay close!” I ordered Nestor, who nodded in reply from behind wide, terrified eyes. Without a moment to lose I drew my weapon, jerked myself back flush against the wall…


  …and yanked Nestor's weapon free, allowing the Imperials to come bursting through in an uncoordinated mass, rotating and flipping head-over-heels six ways from Sunday. A good friend and marine had once advised me to set my blaster to ‘wide-beam, full power’ when entering into zero-gee combat, and if anything the Imperial model I was carrying was even more potent than its Royal equivalent. I didn’t even aim, just waved it at the Imperials and squeezed the trigger one, two, three times. Each discharge seemed a titanic explosion in such confined quarters; I couldn’t miss such a tightly-packed mass. The firefight was bloody, brutal and short. Best of all it was totally one-sided, my side being the winning one.


  I tossed the exhausted weapon away, then ducked low and leapt into the mass of fresh corpses. It was the best thing I could think of to do, with my primary weapon now empty. I still had my Sword, and that was best employed in the closest quarters possible. I was unlucky, however. Somehow, by a miracle one of the Imperials hadn’t been scratched. He raised his gun and I swung my blade, though I knew with sick certainty that I was beaten. Then, out of nowhere, a single laser-bolt slammed home into the Imperial’s faceplate and the enemy marine went limp.


  “Sir!” Nestor called out from just behind me. “I got him, sir! I got him!”


  “You certainly did!” I answered, my heart still racing and my sphincter squeezed extra-tight. We’d never found time to give the ex-cabin boy any more than the most rudimentary of training, yet he’d just saved my life. Perhaps all of our lives. I panted once, twice, three times trying to overcome the terror-reaction that still gripped me. Finally I grabbed a dead marine, this one a decomposing Royal that’d drifted close, and used him as a pushoff point to zoom back to the still-open hatchway. It closed easily enough, and this time I made sure it was firmly locked. Then I looted myself a fresh blaster as well. “Come on,” I urged Nestor once I was done, after taking a few seconds to hug him close in the lapine fashion. “Let’s go find the others before they forget about us.”


  The last thing I ever saw inside Zombie Station was a roomful of hopeless, floating corpses, this time mostly kitted out in Imperial gear.
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  Fremont had done a good job choosing us a secure area; the moment Nestor and I were through he waved us to cover behind a large rock that eons ago had agglomerated itself onto the original asteroid’s stony surface. It provided a nice overhang so that it was only open to assault from one direction, and he’d already posted three flank guards—left, right, and overhead. Even better, one of them was our engineering petty officer—in other words he’d amplified on my instructions and then ordered about a human accordingly. My already high opinion of Fremont rose—apparently he’d been hitting the tactical manuals as well as the technical ones that’d taught him his primary jobs. And his self-confidence must be growing daily. “Sir!” he said over our radio link. “We should wait right here—it’s perfect!”


  It certainly would’ve been, I grudgingly agreed, if Javelin really was going to have all the time she needed for a nice leisurely pickup. “I’ll look things over,” I temporized, taking advantage of a series of handholds to scale the little outcrop.


  My naked eyes were no substitute for the dozens of magnified cameras I’d previously had at my disposal, but that didn’t mean I was totally blind. There were now three clouds of debris where the troop-transports had once hovered, nor could I make out any sign of the enemy cruisers. While it was conceivable that they might be hidden behind the bulk of the Station, which was where Javelin was, there were no bright-red heavy-caliber laser bolts zipping past either. I could only suppose that this was due to lack of living targets. The battlecruiser was queen of the system now. If she were decelerating heavily, that would mean that I’d guessed incorrectly about the Imperial Fleet being in hot pursuit and that she’d have all the time in the world to bring us off. If she wasn’t slowing down, then we were either going to capture a boat or be left to die in her wake.


  How could I know for sure?


  I couldn’t, of course, and that was the ugliest, hardest-to-swallow truth I’d ever faced. Even asking Javelin’s captain such a question might yet somehow endanger her, so that was out too. But in my gut I felt that I’d reasoned things out properly, and that staying here where it seemed safe would be the surest possible route to death. So, I decided, that meant that we had to steal a boat and that was that.


  Fremont didn’t want to abandon such a perfect little hidey-hole, especially not once the sick-making core collapse began flaring up more frequently and urgently. There’s a lot to be said for sticking to cover when the birth of a new black hole is both imminent and close at hand, and I couldn’t blame any of my troops for the way they looked at each other in doubt as I led them the wrong way across the outside of the primary bulkhead and into the collapse zone. Yet they followed, and that was enough.


  The Station’s turrets had been built close to the engineering center in order to simplify power-transmission issues—a blaster fires energy, not a physical slug, so in essence the cores served as Zombie’s magazines. The bulk of the Imperial invasion force had landed in that area, so therefore there should still be large numbers of troops to be taken back off before things went kablooie. But… Where could they be taken to? Where would the assembly points be? Who would land where, and how would collisions be avoided? The troop transports were gone, along with the last vestiges of Imperial command and control on the navigational and logistic end of things. Every assault boat commander—usually a petty officer with little training in anything but basic navigation—would be on their own. The result would be—had to be!—chaos in the extreme.


  Sure enough, when I cleared the last rise a dozen assault boats were jockeying for position to land on a patch of hull that could at most accommodate three, while panicked marines darted about the allegedly-cleared area beneath them. Finally one bore in and landed regardless, smashing at least three Imperials beneath its skids while the others circled and dithered. It was like a scene from the Inferno—hundreds of screaming lost souls surging mindlessly about and getting in the way of their would-be rescuers while a few individuals used their jetpacks to put all the distance they could between the dying Station and themselves. These latter would likely survive, I knew. But only if an Imperial fleet really was on the way—otherwise without the air in the boats they’d be goners in hours.


  The wheels in my mind spun yet again—I hadn’t been able to plan this part out ahead of time. Then I looked back at my little force to make sure everyone was keeping up…


  …and was struck with the stark contrast between the orderly discipline they still radiated and the mad, raging mob scene unfolding not so far away. If I were an assault boat captain, I asked myself, where would I rather try to land? Next to an orderly, under-control group of friendly Rabbits, or amidst a mass of rioting, terrified troopers liable to swarm aboard and prevent everyone from getting away?


  The question answered itself, especially since all of we bunnies, even me, were wearing non-combatant slave-suits that carried no military ID chips. I decided to sweeten the deal even further by promising prisoners—surely the Imperial staff officers had assigned captives a high transport-priority so they could be interrogated while what they knew was still useful? Even better, almost all my bunnies were carrying Imperial weapons, just like I was. That was because we’d given the suited corpses priority for the Royal stuff to make them more convincing. “Everyone,” I ordered. “Throw away every bit of king’s military gear you’re carrying—guns and everything. Fremont, you and Nestor are to enable your safeties and keep your weapons pointed at the human’s heads. You two are going to pretend to be POW’s. Got it?”


  “Yes, sir!” the chief replied, sounding surprisingly unruffled.


  I waited until all the weapons had been discarded. “All right,” I ordered. “I want us all to move out into the open in a nice tight group, just as sure and confident as if we owned the place. Then, if a boat comes near, smile and wave like hell!”
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  It worked like magic. Given a choice between the maelstrom and an easily-justified and safe-looking alternative, well…. Our ride arrived within two minutes, and the airlock slid silently open. The loadmaster’s eyes widened at the sight of Rabbits under arms, but it’d been a strange and stressful day all around, and perhaps he wasn’t processing data so well anymore. I pointed him out to Fremont and, still smiling, made a furtive throat-slitting gesture. Then I worried about that particular Imperial no more as I led the rest of my Rabbits forward towards the cockpit. The pilot thrusted us off the surface without warning, and I picked up a nasty bruise on my right thigh. But otherwise it went off like a charm.


  “Hello, Master!” I declared with vacant eyes as I stepped without slowing through the bright-red “No Admittance” doorway that separated the cockpit from the cargo bay. “Thank you so much for picking us up.” I tried to look proud of myself. “The major told us to get the prisoners aboard a boat, and we did it, we did it, we did it!”


  “Good Rabbit!” the copilot replied reflexively, eyeing my Sword. I’d forgotten all about the thing, and clearly game-time was over. So, still much nearer to the Station than I’d have liked, I drew my blaster and held it to the copilots head. Beside me, the quick-thinking Nestor did the same for the pilot.


  “Don’t move a muscle without being told,” I ordered them. “Keep thrusting us away from the Station. And bring up a tactical readout.”


  “Why, you…” the copilot protested. Then he began to rise out of his seat—


  —and without the slightest hesitation I splattered his brains all over the controls.


  “Holy shit!” the pilot screamed. “Jesus Christ! I mean…”


  Then I leveled my weapon at his head. “Wipe off the screen,” I ordered him, my voice still calm and gentle. “Then bring me up a tactical display.”


  “I’ll see you in… Jesus!” he screamed, the last in agony. For I’d just blown off the toes of his right foot.


  “We don’t have time for this,” I explained. “It’s also quite tiresome. Besides, I think I just might be able to fly this thing myself.”


  “Ooooow!” he moaned, rocking back and forth.


  “Wipe off the screen,” I prompted him. “Now. Or I’ll do the other foot too.”


  “Shit!” he muttered, skin ghost-white. “I have a handkerchief in my pocket.”


  “Dig it out,” I allowed. “Nice and slow.”


  He did so, then used it to wipe the glass clear. Or mostly clear—it was still streaked up something awful. The tactical display wasn’t much like its Royal equivalent, but with just the one large ship left in the system it wasn’t too difficult to interpret. “The Royal vessel,” I asked. “Is it slowing?”


  “No,” he answered. “But not accelerating either. No one understands what’s going on anymore—everything’s gone totally to hell. Christ! This was supposed to be a milk run!”


  I allowed myself a faint smile. “It still can be, relatively speaking. Because my side does take prisoners. At least sometimes, that is. When they’re nice and cooperative. We’ve even been known to grant them refugee status.” I let that sink in a moment. “Do we understand each other?”


  “We do,” he answered after a long, thoughtful moment. “May I please put a dressing on my foot?”


  “Soon,” I promised him. “I’ll get Nestor to do it for you—he’s good at that sort of thing. For now, I want you to put us on a course to intercept Javelin—that’s the Royal battle-cruiser. I don’t care if you run the tanks dry or burn the motors out either one; get us as close as you can.”


  “Aye aye, sir,” he replied, pressing what certainly looked like the proper buttons to me.


  I nodded, satisfied. “Nestor, go ahead and get out your first-aid kit.”
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  Javelin might often have been referred to as the fastest thing in the sky, but that wasn’t quite the literal truth. What people meant was that she was the fastest large interstellar warship in the sky, which was another thing entirely. Smaller vessels could be and often were much quicker, in the fashion of speedboats compared to ocean liners, and by virtue of their intended purpose assault boats were sprinters, designed to duck into and out of ‘hot’ landing zones as quickly as possible. No, we'd never catch the battlecruiser unless she chose to shed some of the massive delta-vee she’d built over a period of who knew how long. But we could come fairly close, if we were willing to totally trash the boat’s engines. For the rest, all we could do was hope.


  Our first order of business was to turn off our Imperial squawker and mount the Royal beacon we’d brought along on the boat's outside hull. I sent Fremont and Snow to attend to that, though the former was perfectly capable of doing it by himself. I didn’t at all like the looks of the big white bunny, and felt he needed something to do. Then I had Nestor yank the dead Imperial out of the copilot’s seat and let the chief ease himself into place there instead. He and I were both engineers, but I didn’t have a tenth of his experience. Our pilot might or might not attempt something funny; if he did there was at least a good chance that one of or the other of us engine-room types would catch him in the act. Not that I thought he would—he seemed like an intelligent, reasonable sort of man for an Imperial, and after what I’d already shown him it’d take a raving lunatic to offer even the slightest resistance. He moaned once or twice while Nestor cut off his boot and bandaged his truncated foot, which was understandable enough. Other than that, however, all we got out of him was an instant “Aye-aye, sir!” to every request, as if the little cockpit were the bridge of his fleet’s flagship and I the most gold-adorned officer in Imperial history.


  Like I said, he wasn’t stupid.


  Communicating with Javelin was problematical at first—our suit-to-suit communicators didn’t have half enough range. But I finally established a link by broadcasting on the interstellar distress frequency. Using that for military traffic was a violation of the laws of war, but attempting to tote up the number of such violations that occurred during almost any large-scale military encounter tended to evoke rapid dizziness anyway. For my own part I’d already run up such an impressive sin-count that one more wouldn’t matter. “Captured Imperial launch to Javelin,” I said in the clear. “Do you read?”


  “Loud and clear, launch. We note your beacon. Who and what are you?”


  “Zombie’s survivors,” I replied, knowing that my words would incense every Imperial listening in. Which they certainly were, of course. Security no longer mattered so much, now that I knew for fact that the sky was at least momentarily clear. “This is Midshipman Birkenhead again. We’re doing our best to match your vector. However, we won’t make it on our own.”


  A long, long silence followed. “Who was your tutor, Midshipman?”


  By then I was tiring of the game. “Mr. Banes,” I replied. “And James has a heart-shaped mole on his left butt-cheek as well. He doesn’t know that I’ve seen it.”


  “Well…” the voice replied with a chuckle. “We won’t be verifying that one, I don’t think. At least not up here on the bridge.”


  I still wasn’t in any mood to laugh. “Sir, there are nineteen Royal servicemen aboard, many of whom have recently survived combat of the utmost savagery. Two are wounded. All have served their sovereign well, if I’m any judge. Plus I have a prisoner here who’s wounded too.”


  There was another long pause. “That’s an Imperial boat,” he pointed out. “I’m not sure what it’s capabilities are.”


  I turned to the pilot. “Life or death,” I warned him.


  “Life,” he replied. “I’ve long since decided. Please, let me speak to them directly?” With commendable efficiency he reported on the capabilities and fuel status of his craft. “We can’t close you,” he finished up. “But we ought to manage something fairly near to it. It depends on exactly when the engines fail.”


  “Right,” the captain replied. “I see.” There was an endless delay before he answered back, while every man and Rabbit aboard awaited word of their fate. “Damnit,” he muttered. “I could never face His Majesty again if I didn’t at least try. Stand by for docking instructions.”
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  After that, it was all an endless, excruciating ride. The engines grew hotter and hotter, and our eyes remained so firmly fixed to the gauges that we hardly looked up when Zombie finally imploded and over half the Station vanished from our universe. Heaven only knew how many Imperials died in the collapse—it was a shame at a certain level, because no one really had to have been killed at all. There’d been plenty of time for their marines to either move forward of the primary bulkhead or else climb into an assault boat in an organized manner. But it hadn’t happened that way, for a thousand reasons. I looked guiltily down at my feet for a moment, realizing that Lancrest’s booby-traps and my own barriers across the main corridors probably had a lot to do with the inflated body count, though not nearly so much as Javelin’s main battery.


  Did every commander feel guilty about how many of the enemy he’d slain, I wondered? Or was it just me?


  My respect for Imperial hardware grew by the minute as we raced towards our rendezvous with the raider. None of us, including our prisoner, ever expected for a moment that the boat’s engines would hold out long enough us to complete our docking maneuver. But they stubbornly refused to blow despite massive abuse. Imperial blasters were more powerful and their grips slimmer, their demolition charges more potent and easier to set up… I’d learned a thousand lessons, having actually fought a campaign largely using the enemy’s own hardware. Even their warships were tougher and faster and more powerful, with the sole exception of brand-new Javelin. But that sole exception was plenty good enough for me, right at the moment.


  We were still sweating bullets over the engines and maneuvering to dock when three Imperial battle-cruisers flashed into Zombie space, from the same node and along the same vector Javelin had used. They opened fire instantly, but our rescuer stood firm and refused to spoil our docking by taking evasive action. Instead the Royal ship held steady and fired back, the bolts crossing in mid-trajectory. The first Royal salvoes missed, and so did the second. I heard later that Javelin scored a lucky hit on the third, however, though I didn’t see it because by then we were pouring through the dock into the big, safe hull beyond.


  Though I’d ordered everyone else to leave their weapons behind, I forgot about my own in all the confusion. I was the last one out, being all the way up in the cockpit, and chose to assist our prisoner myself. “You’ll be treated as well as I can arrange,” I was promising him as neatly-uniformed marines leapt forward and snatched my Imperial blaster out of its holster. The crew was treating us as hostiles, of course—it was the only prudent thing to do. Still, the marine lieutenant in charge should’ve known better than to try and relieve me of my Sword. “His Majesty gave me this with his own hands!” I shouted, slapping his filthy mitts away from the hilt. “And by god I’ll surrender it to no one else!” It was stupid, of course. But it’d been a long, hard day.


  “Leave it, Peter,” a new voice interjected just about the moment I was about to test my hand-to-hand combat skills for the first time ever. It was a good thing I didn’t have to—like the rest of my crew I’d been living in null gee for months without access to a centrifuge and could barely even stand.


  “Thank you, sir!” I addressed the new arrival, a much-decorated commander. Most likely he was Javelin’s first officer, since her captain could hardly leave the bridge during combat. I did my best to snap to attention…


  …but the world spun, and suddenly I found myself lying on the deckplates.


  “My god you’re a wreck, Midshipman!” he declared, taking in the dull eyes and patchy fur and wasted musculature that'd greeted me in the mirror every morning for I didn’t know how long. But his voice wasn’t critical. Instead, he seemed… awestruck. Then he pulled himself together and raised his voice so that all could hear. “We’re currently in action,” he explained. “So I have to hurry back to the bridge. Until we can find time to sort things out you’ll all have to be considered prisoners of war—I’m sure you understand why this is necessary. I promise you’ll be treated with dignity and respect.” The main guns fired again, and he turned to the marine officer. “And that one there? You let him keep that Sword, you hear? Or I’ll know the reason why!”


  Then he turned to face me, saluted as if he were on a parade-ground, and left before I could react.
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  They gave me a private cell, at least, and access to a datapad so I could type up my after-action report. It was an old naval tradition that this be delivered the first minute possible—nothing short of brink-of-death wounds was accepted as a proper excuse for delay. Fortunately I had the Station’s log-chip with me to serve as the bulk of the document, and I’d already written out two different versions of the events leading up to my taking command of Zombie Station.


  In one of them I’d killed my captain, and in the other I hadn’t.


  It was tempting—terribly tempting, in fact—to simply fail to mention that one teensy-weensy little part where I’d drawn my Sword, slashed my CO’s throat, and then dragged a bawling Nestor to safety. Only the cabin boy and I could possibly know the true story, and he’d certainly never talk once I made it clear to him how important it was to Rabbits everywhere that my name remain clean and unbesmirched. No one else would ever know.


  So while composing the final section covering our counterattack with the nuke and subsequent escape from the Station I considered what I should do. Then just as I was finishing up I felt Javelin’s smooth, powerful engineering plant warp space and Jump us out of the system. For a time at least combat would be unlikely. The hands would be released from Action Stations to get a little rest...


  …and the captain would be coming to see me, expecting his report.


  I was sick unto death, exhausted, battle-weary and perhaps might even be able to credibly argue that I was temporarily insane from all the stress I’d been under for so long. There were a thousand excuses I could’ve made for filing a false report, in the unlikely event it were ever discovered to begin with. But every time I even considered doing so I somehow found myself picturing His Highness scowling at me, and not offering chocolate milk. Or Father, turning away from me in disgust. So I deleted the sanitized version and resolved to stand by the truth. Then for the first time ever—I’d never handled such a high-level document before—I pulled out my signet ring and touched it to the receptacle as proof of my identity. “That’s for your captain,” I explained to the brig sentry as I handed it to him. “He’ll be expecting it.”


  “Aye-aye, sir,” he replied with a salute.


  “By the way,” I asked before he could go. “I still haven’t heard. Who is your captain, anyway?”


  The man smiled, clearly proud. “He’s Captain Lord Quenton,” he replied. “Sitting Earl of the House of Quenton.”


  I blinked. “Thank you.” Lord Robert had spoken several times of the House of Quenton—it was a smaller House, but a proud one indeed. The Earl was his good, respected friend. More often than not, Quenton found itself allied with Marcus in the various squabbles of the nobility. Though precisely what that meant under the current circumstances, I couldn’t say.


  It took Captain Quenton far longer to come see me than I’d anticipated— almost half a day, in fact. Apparently he had important ship’s business to attend to first, or else perhaps he’d decided to read the report. I spent the time gorging on hay and sleeping, since my body was so far behind on both counts. In fact, I was busily sawing logs when he finally arrived.


  “Sir!” I spluttered as I leapt to my feet…


  …and once more collapsed to the deck. “Sir! I’m so sorry that…”


  “Never mind, David,” he answered, his tone gentle. He smiled and gestured for a chair. “Let’s both sit, if it makes you more comfortable.”


  I blushed bright-red under my fur. I hated being treated like an invalid, but the fact was that I couldn’t remain vertical for long. And probably wouldn’t be able to for many long days to come. “Thank you, sir.”


  His eyes shifted to my ceremonial weapon, which was leaning up against the back of the cell wall. “I see that Frank left you your Sword—I’m pleased that he did.”


  My blush deepened. “I’m afraid I made a fuss, sir. When I really shouldn’t have.”


  “Heh!” he countered. “You’ve made more than one fuss recently, David. And quite large ones at that.” His eyes narrowed. “Did you know that you disrupted Imperial merchant traffic for four Jumps in all directions?”


  “I… I hoped I would, sir. Or that we would, I should say. Everyone worked so hard! But I couldn’t know, of course.”


  “No,” he continued, his voice still soft. “You couldn’t know for sure. Which makes it all the more remarkable.” The Earl’s deep brown eyes burned into mine. “Compared to the mess you made of their logistics, the direct combat damage you inflicted on the Imperials is almost nothing. Yet even that alone…” He shook his head again.


  “Everyone worked hard,” I repeated. “And was very brave. I think that Snow deserves a Sword, sir.”


  “Yes,” he agreed. “I think so too. If he gets it, he’d be the second Rabbit to receive one. While fighting in close proximity to the first. Do you expect me to believe that’s a coincidence?”


  “I… I…” But no more words would come out.


  “Your report was thorough, professional and complete,” he said. “It was also remarkably modest. You can be quite certain that I’ll be making certain appendages and endorsements, including the testimony of at least three witnesses on your account, as well.”


  I gulped. Three witnesses were the minimum required for the award of a Sword.


  He sighed and leaned back in his chair, then crossed his legs. “There’s one thing I’d like to ask you, if you don’t mind. How did you know to risk everything on capturing the Imperial boat, instead of waiting for rescue?”


  “Because… Sir, there had to be capital ships chasing you. Otherwise you’d never have charged the cruisers. Would you?”


  He titled his head. “You inferred that much from my maneuvers alone?”


  “Yes sir,” I answered. “How could I not?”


  The Earl shook his head, sighed, and stood up. “If only…” he muttered. Then he met my eyes once more. “For what it’s worth, I fully intended to pick you and your people up until our number eleven control rod shattered without warning. After that I was forced very much against my will to write you off. Until of course you captured the boat. That changed everything.”


  Something relaxed inside of me that I hadn’t realized was taut. “I see, sir. And understand.”


  He nodded again, then folded his arms. “That leaves just one bit of official business between us.”


  My eyes fell; I knew what was coming next.


  “Are you quite certain,” he demanded, “that your report was both correct and complete in all details? Including the circumstances under which you found yourself in command of Zombie Station, that is? If not, I’m prepared to, ah… Testify that you weren’t entirely yourself when you wrote that part. For the greater good of the service, that is. My word of honor as a nobleman. This sort of thing has been done before, under certain conditions.”


  I looked down at my feet. “That’s the key word, sir. Honor. So… Yes, sir. That’s how it happened. I killed him. In cold blood. Or perhaps it was hot blood—even I’m not sure which.”


  He nodded again. “I see. And very much respect your decision.” He straightened his spine and assumed the commanding posture that no one but a ship’s captain issuing orders can match. “Then in that case, Midshipman David Birkenhead, I find myself forced to place you under arrest for the high crimes of mutiny and murder of a superior officer.” He paused. “As there are insufficient officers available aboard to convene a court-martial, I hereby offer you the option of honorable parole instead of close arrest. Do you accept?”


  “Yes sir,” I replied, still staring at my feet. “Thank you.”


  “Then in that case I declare you confined to His Majesty’s Ship Javelin until further notice,” he declared. “Later, perhaps, we’ll expand that radius a bit. Once we get home, that is.”


  I blinked—there wasn’t anyplace for me to go except aboard Javelin! That meant… My arrest was meaningless!


  “Your parole officer will be Midshipman James Marcus,” he further declared, the faintest trace of a smile revealing itself behind his granite face. “You'll be required to formally report to him at regular intervals to prove you’ve not escaped. Shall we set the interval at, say, once every five years?”


  By then all the Academy discipline in the universe couldn’t keep the smile off of my face. “Sir!”


  “And, one last thing. My engineer suspects that we might’ve lost that control rod due to a design flaw. This is still quite a new layout, you know, and all the bugs aren’t worked out yet. So… He’s requested a special assistant to help him investigate the matter more thoroughly—someone to help him interpret the readings and such. I’m aware that we don’t have a Field suit to fit you, so you can’t perform any hands-on work yourself. But… Would you be interested? Once you’ve recovered, I mean. As temporary duty.”


  “I…” But by then, I could only nod.


  “Excellent,” he replied. “By the way, that job carries an acting-lieutenant’s rating—I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Sir! But—“


  “And now,” Captain Earl Quenton declared with a formal bow, “I’ve taken up enough of your time. Someone’s waiting outside to see you. Though I hope he doesn’t insist on showing you that mole again—if he does, I don’t want to know about it.” He grinned. “Half the ship’s still laughing about that one, David. He’ll never live it down.”


  “But—“ I tried to stop him, and to explain that I hadn’t been in any way in a joking mood at the time. He left before I could find the words, however.


  Then somehow my best friend James who I’d despaired of ever seeing again was opening my cell door, weeping almost as hard as I was. And for the first time in I didn’t know how long, I knew that everything was going to be all right.


  


  David Birkenhead’s adventures will continue in Book 4: Commander
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