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  1


  “Would you like me to bring you anything special to eat? Or maybe something else?” James asked before leaving, just like he always did. He visited me at the veterinary hospital every day, even though it was almost an hour’s trip by aircar from where he was staying with the Royal Governor. Only now was I beginning to appreciate what a good, true friend I’d made for myself.


  “No thank you,” I answered as I always did, lowering my head so as to hide the reddening of my still too-soft and tender ear-linings. The Tank had rebuilt my body from practically nothing, and every inch of me was still as soft and fluffy as if I were an infant. The chief vet said that I still had weeks of supervised toughening-up to go through before I could return to heavy labor, which seemed to be the only standard of health he recognized in regard to we Rabbits. Until then I was stuck sharing a clinic room with Patrick, a grizzled old field-buck who knew nothing of the universe except plows, seed drills and harvesters. He’d had to grow a new liver after being over-exposed to a certain fertilizer, and seemed to think I existed for no better purpose than to listen for the tenth time to his story of That Terrible Day when he’d had to corral a sixty-ton runaway tractor with a passed-out Rabbit at the controls. After all, it was obvious to him that with me being as young as I was, I couldn’t possibly have any stories of my own to tell…


  “All right then,” James agreed, glancing around nervously. He always did that before he left, as well. Near as I could figure out, this was because of something that’d happened upon my arrival. The vet on call when I’d arrived, still riding in a portable Tank, had flat-out refused to treat me once he learned I was a free Rabbit and not a slave anymore. While on the one hand he felt that it was okay for Rabbits to be manumitted, on the other he felt that they shouldn’t have their lives prolonged afterwards by artificial means. “Eventually they turn all sullen and sour when they’re not owned anymore,” the vet tried to explain to First Officer von Selkim. Apparently I’d only been accepted as a patient in the end because I was in the navy, or more specifically because I was part of Hummingbird’s crew. These days even a mere Rabbit from Hummingbird was a celebrity, liable to have his ears scratched for him by perfect strangers at any moment. Or so Pedro assured me, the one time Pieter brought him by for a visit. “All right,” the vet reluctantly conceded in the end. “If the navy’s paying the bill, then who am I to object?” Still, James had given me a little emergency-medallion to press if I felt I was being treated badly. Not that there was the faintest chance I’d ever activate the thing. If the vet spoke brusquely and ordered me to ‘sit’ or ‘stay’ sometimes, what did it matter to me? I was getting better and stronger every day, and that’s all that really mattered. Soon enough I wouldn’t have to live behind a locked, barred door.


  Though I had to admit that I was beginning to have my doubts about exactly what kind of life I was going to be allowed to live once the clinic finally released me. I sighed and picked up a little booklet that Captain Blaine had sent, extolling the virtues of a certain servant’s training center. All the Royal footbunnies were educated there, it seemed. Sir Leslie wasn’t certain he could get me in, he explained in a nice little note. But if he could, well… Once I graduated, if no one else of higher social standing would hire me then he’d take me on himself. And at near-human wages, too! It looked like a nice enough place, and certainly among Rabbits it was a mark of distinction to serve in a nobleman’s household—the higher-ranking, the better. But…


  …the entire pamphlet was written for Rabbit owners, not for Rabbits. While it emphasized how well we “most-cherished and beloved assets” would be treated and taken care of while in training, it also mentioned that no student would be accepted without a written authorization allowing the use of shock-collars. So as much as I appreciated Sir Leslie’s help—his goodwill or perhaps even outright gratitude seemed genuine enough—I didn’t expect that I’d be attending the footman’s academy. Even if they would accept a Free Rabbit, which I rather doubted.


  I was intently re-reading the flyer that Captain Blaine had forwarded me about databunny school as an alternative to listening to Patrick when there was rather a stir in the front of the clinic. My ears rose at the sudden murmur of conversation, and so did Patrick’s. We looked at each other helplessly and shrugged; whatever it was, what could either of us do about it? Then a lone human began walking down the corridor towards our room, his long, purposeful stride growing louder and louder. I shouldn’t have been surprised when a man in an expensively-cut suit stopped at our door, but I was.


  “May I come in?” the distinguished gentleman asked.


  I looked at Patrick, whose eyes were about to bug out of his head. He seemed too frightened to speak, so I did it for him. “Certainly, sir. But the latch is on your side.”


  “Oh!” the man declared, startled. “I see.” He fumbled at the catch for a moment, then swung the heavy door out of the way and left it open behind him. He looked oddly familiar, yet somehow I couldn’t place him.


  “My name is Robert,” he said eventually, after looking me over for a rather long time. “Lord Robert Marcus, younger brother of the late Lord Marcus.” He smiled slightly.


  Suddenly I was all aflutter, trying to get out of bed to bow properly and getting all tangled up in the sheets. “My lord!” I cried. “Forgive me! I—”


  “Now, now!” he corrected me, holding up his hands in a ‘stop’ gesture. “You’re ill, David. Very sick indeed, I’m told, though far better than you’ve been recently.” He smiled again. “Please, lie back down.” He turned to Patrick. “And you too, sir. What was your name again?”


  The old farmer-bun muttered something, though even my ears couldn’t quite make out what. Lord Robert smiled regardless. “Most pleased to meet you, as well.” Then he turned back to me and his smile widened. “I’ve been hearing the most extraordinary stories about you,” he continued. “Some of them from my nephew. But, rather surprisingly given his youth and still-powerful imagination, the truly astounding tales originate with others.”


  My mouth opened and closed, but I wasn’t able to say anything.


  “I’ve just arrived to pick up James and bring him back home with me to Earth Secundus," he continued. "I mean literally, I’ve just arrived—I haven’t even paid my respects to His Majesty’s governor yet. But I’ve been reading radiograms about you for several weeks now.”


  I gulped, but still remained silent.


  Lord Robert sighed and began pacing up and down the bare concrete that was the floor of my room. “Well,” he said at last. “My family always intended to do well by you, David. Even long before you were born. Our hopes originally were for you to follow in your father’s footsteps and qualify as a chief engineer, and everything seems to indicate that you’d have done so easily. But then, you see, the plan was to put you aboard a larger ship where you’d actually need an engine-room crew.” He ceased pacing and looked me in the eyes. “In other words, you’d have had humans as subordinates. Under your legal orders.”


  I gulped, and he grinned at my expression. “Ha! You’d have done well enough, I’m certain. All the indications were positive. And your own son, David…” His smile faded. “We’d have made him a merchant-marine captain.”


  “I… But…”


  “Step by step,” Lord Robert continued as if I’d not spoken at all. “Step by tiny, inadequate step we’d have advanced your kind, in the most visible places possible. And inch by inch we’d have moved forward, for the eventual good of all the various humanities—Rabbits, Dogs, Horses…” Then his smile faded and he shook his head. “But, you know what they say about the best-laid plans of mice and men. Certainly we never planned on losing Marcus Prime. Or my brother. Or your father, either. For which I’m terribly sorry, by the way. I knew him well and respected him.”


  I nodded. “And I think your brother was a great man as well. Perhaps the greatest I’ll ever know.”


  Lord Robert’s eyes moistened, then he smiled. “Yes, he certainly was. And as you well know, he left some instructions regarding you.”


  My ears perked up.


  “It may not feel like it to you,” he began. “But almost seven months have passed since you were promised an annuity. A balance has accrued; it’s yours to collect. And you’ve also been manumitted. But…” He scowled. “Son, you’re still only thirteen.”


  I nodded. “I know I’m not grown up yet.”


  “Good,” Lord Robert agreed. Then he looked away. “You of course couldn’t have known this, but I’ve been representing my brother’s interests at Court for many years now. While I’m not his legal heir, he filed papers long ago naming me as the one to manage his affairs under circumstances such as these. Until his eldest son achieves his majority, at least.”


  “Of course,” I agreed, bowing my head slightly.


  “My brother also named you a Friend of the House of Marcus, a decision with which I more than concur.” He smiled. “So… We find ourselves in a very odd legal situation here, one for which there's no precedent. You’re a young Free Rabbit, so far as I can determine the first ever to be freed while still a minor. Plus my family owes you a significant debt of honor.” His smile faded. “If your situation went before a panel of judges, as perhaps it legally should, there’s no way of knowing what might come of it. But if I were to sort of just step in and for lack of a better word, informally and extra-legally take charge of you….” He smiled extra-wide. “Well, I must say that I can’t see anyone daring to make much of an issue of it. Especially if you agree.”


  I felt my ear-linings redden as I looked down. “I’d be proud.”


  “Don’t be hasty!” Lord Robert replied. “If you choose this path, one so closely associated with that of our House, much will be expected of you. And doubly, maybe even triply so because you’re a Rabbit, David. People imagine all sorts of silly things about noblemen’s lives, and those of the ones closest to them. But somehow they almost never seem to notice how short our life-expectancies are. We’re living targets in many ways, David, and this accursed Emperor and his endless wars only makes matters worse.” He looked down at my databunny pamphlet. “There are less perilous and less challenging paths open to you, and you’d receive our House's full backing in any of them. You’ve seen enough danger and death by now to realize that there’s nothing romantic or desirable about any of it. If you hitch your star so tightly to ours, son, you’ll be expected to remain loyal to our House come thick or thin, even unto death.” He looked me dead in the eyes. “There’s nothing dishonorable about learning computers and facing nothing more dangerous than an overheated memory bank instead. You’re plenty gifted at math—I imagine we could find a cubicle for you at one of our programming centers. Or we might even get you back into an engineering apprenticeship and try to return you to your original course. Though that won’t be so easy now that Marcus Prime is lost and your father with it.” He pursed his lips. “It’s up to you, David. I can give you a few days to think it over, if you like.”


  I smiled and raised my eyes from the databunny pamphlet. Dad had asked me to make him and my mother proud. While he’d have been satisfied with a good, honest programmer for a son, I knew what his heart would truly have desired. “I don’t need them,” I answered.


  He nodded silently and clasped his hands behind his back, ready for anything.


  “All of my life,” I explained, “people have told me that the worlds of Marcus are the freest, most-enlightened, richest places in the universe, and their ruling House the most benevolent and noble.” I bowed slightly. “I suspect that this is true, from what little I’ve seen. All you Marcus’s seem to care about is what’s good for those who depend on you, serfs and anthro-slave alike. I want to be like that, more than anything else in the universe.” I smiled. “So, my Lord, I throw the question back on you. You’re wise where I am ignorant, and mature where I’m young. What I want is to do what’s best for everyone everywhere, no matter how difficult or risky it may be. Therefore, I’ll willingly follow wherever you may choose to take me. It’d be especially nice if you led me back to an engine room—I’ll admit that freely. I very much liked being an engineer. But, it’s up to you.” 
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  It was amazing how quickly my situation changed, once Lord Robert finished greeting the Governor and got down to serious work. The first thing that happened, just about midnight, was that some vet’s assistants came in and tried to take Patrick away. Neither he nor I could figure out what was going on until fresh flowers appeared in a vase and someone rolled in a little bed-desk with a data terminal on it. Then suddenly, all at once, I understood. “Do you want to stay here with me, Patrick?” I demanded of my bucolic room-mate just as they were ready to roll him out.


  “I… I… I mean…” he stuttered, clearly at a loss for words. “I like you, David.”


  I nodded and thought about how James would handle things. “I like you too, Patrick,” I reassured him with a smile. Then I looked up at the lead assistant. “Does he really need to go? I’d miss him an awful lot.”


  Then she was stammering, and so was everyone else until finally the old farmer was rolled back in next to me again, his eyes still the size of saucers. I was glad they took my suggestion—the fact was that Patrick had been almost as badly off as I was, and needed a lot more than just a new liver to be truly healthy again. Why his owner refused him better care I had no idea. But the one thing I knew for certain was that telling his tractor-story was good for him, and I wasn’t sure that anyone else would listen more than once.


  The next morning Dr. Drusy was in bright and early to see me. Which was in itself remarkable— up until then he’d only come by for a few seconds once or twice. He listened to my heart, thumped my chest, and beat on my knees with a little rubber hammer, stuff that his assistants always did for him before. Most amazingly of all, though, he smiled a lot and called me by my first name. Something had clearly changed, and I didn’t think it was his opinion of Free Rabbits.


  About ten-thirty, while I was still getting the data-console set up the way I liked it, another human appeared and knocked on my door. “Come in!” I cried out—it wasn’t latched anymore—and a rather plump gray-headed man in highly-formal dress stepped in. “Master Birkenhead?” he asked politely.


  “I’m David,” I confirmed, nodding.


  He smiled. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Israel Banes. You may’ve heard young James refer to me?”


  My jaw dropped—Mr. Banes, as James called him, was the House of Marcus’s chief tutor. He’d overseen the education of three generations of nobility. “I can’t believe… I mean, James was afraid that you’d been left behind!”


  “He had every reason to so fear,” Mr. Banes replied. “But I was able to stow away aboard a neutral freighter after the invasion was over.” He smiled. “A far less adventurous escape than your own, I’ll grant. Yet, it had its moments.” His eyes narrowed. “I’m told that you’ve accepted my tutelage.”


  I looked down at the sheets. “I’ve agreed to do anything Lord Robert wants me to do. So if that’s what he says, than I guess I have.” I raised my eyes again. “If you’ll have me, that is. I mean, I don’t…”


  “Rubbish!” Mr. Banes declared, shaking his head. “Absolute rubbish!” Then his face went hard. “Let’s make one thing perfectly clear from day one, young man. You’ll get no special treatment from me because you’re a Rabbit, d’ye hear? I’ll expect no less from you than I would from James or anyone else.”


  I gulped. “Yes, sir.”


  He smiled at that, his features softening once more. “Your accomplishments to date speak for themselves, son. So I’ve no concerns regarding your basic character, and that’s always the most important thing. But… What about your academics?”


  “I left a copy of my apprenticeship files with James before the boarding action,” I explained. “I’m okay with numbers, or at least Dad always thought so. Though I’m afraid I can’t read Latin.”


  “Heh!” my tutor snorted. “Few boys your age can, so don’t worry too much on that account. But… How far advanced is your mathematical training? Have you begun quadratics yet?”


  I blushed. “I’m a little past those, actually.”


  He smiled. “Calculus, then?”


  I blushed redder. “I can do rough Field-theory approximations in standardized six-dimensional format. Though I still get them wrong sometimes. And I haven’t learned n-dimensional formulations at all yet. I sort of need some help with those, I’m afraid. No matter how hard I study the book, I can’t quite figure them out alone.”


  Mr. Bane’s mouth opened, then closed without uttering a word. Then he looked away. “So help me, I’m going to whip that little whelp!” he muttered eventually.


  “Sir?” I asked, not understanding.


  “James,” he explained. “He told me you knew a little math.”


  “Ah,” I replied, understanding. Then I smiled too. “He’s a little smart himself.”


  The tutor snorted again. “Heaven only knows what mischief you two are going to dream up together. Probably blow up an entire planetary system or something.” Then he smiled. “He also says that you’re deficient in social studies. Though that’s natural enough, given the way you’ve concentrated on just one subject.” He titled his head to one side. “Was he sandbagging me on that, too?”


  I shook my head and looked down. “No sir. Dad didn’t want me to spend time on anything but engineering-related stuff. He said that was more than enough for a Rabbit.”


  Mr. Banes nodded. “Sensible enough, if all you ever aspire to be is a highly-competent yet one-dimensional technician. Which, sadly, is the very best that Rabbits have ever been able to hope for.” He tilted his head slightly. “Until now, that is.”


  I blinked and lowered my ears, not really understanding. “I was going to read more novels and history and stuff as soon as I got the console set up right,” I explained defensively. “I like them.”


  “Then by all means do so!” Mr. Banes agreed with a nod. “In certain exceptional cases, the very best thing a teacher can do for his student is stand back and keep out of the way; James is such a case, and you may well prove to be of the same caliber. Certainly that was the intent.”


  “The intent?” I asked. “What intent?”


  The tutor smiled and changed the subject. “I’ll be your primary instructor in other things besides academics, David. Etiquette, for example. And far, far more.” He stepped over to the door and waved at someone; a young gray-furred Rabbit not much older than me stepped through the door and looked down at the floor. “This is Barton,” he explained, patting the bunny on the shoulder. “And Barton, this is David.”


  “Hello, sir,” Barton whispered.


  “Hello!” I replied, smiling. Then I looked back at Mr. Banes.


  “Barton,” he explained, “has been assigned as your personal servant for the time being. We bought him locally, expressly for this purpose. While you’re still infirm, that is—only milord has his own personal footmen under ordinary circumstances.” He looked at me very closely. “He’ll be here to run errands for you, or to do anything else at all that you might wish him to.”


  I blinked. “But I don’t need—“


  “In the meantime,” Mr. Banes continued, raising his voice and speaking over my objections, “I suggest you might indeed be well-served by reading a few novels and histories of your own choosing—I’m not disposed to assign you anything substantive yet; the truth of the matter is that you’re still very weak. Though I’ll go so far as to suggest that biographies, if you haven’t discovered them yet, often combine the best traits of both novels and histories.” Then he smiled and nodded formally. “And with that… Good day, David! It’s been a genuine pleasure to meet you, and I expect that our relationship shall be a mutually profitable one. On my end at least, it’s certainly off to an excellent start!”


  Then he turned and left, leaving Barton standing in the corner with his eyes fixed firmly on his toes, and poor farmer Patrick staring at me from the next bed in sheer terror.
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  A long, long time passed as Barton and Patrick and I thought things through, all of us afraid to speak. Then at last I turned to Barton. “Is it true?” I asked. “I mean…”


  He nodded. “I’m assigned full-time to you, sir. Master Banes bought me at auction this morning; I’m fresh in from Montclair Five.”


  Suddenly it was hard to speak again. Montclair Five was infamous among us bunnies—the planet’s primary export was slaves. “Uh…”


  “I need a cold glass of water!” Patrick suddenly declared, grinning from ear to ear. “And fresh veggies from the kitchen, lickety-split! Whoopee!”


  “No!” I countered, even as Barton turned to obey. “Stop right there!” Then I turned to Patrick, whose grin had suddenly vanished. “Do you like it when you’re treated like that?” I demanded.


  “Well,” he admitted. “Not particularly. But we’re in charge of him, see? So—”


  “Stop right there again,” I corrected Patrick. “I’m in charge of him. There’s no ‘we’ to it. Is there?”


  Patrick shook his head, suddenly looking scared again.


  “Good,” I answered. Then I turned back to Barton. “I’m very pleased to meet you,” I said, keeping my voice as gentle as possible. “This is as awkward for me as it is for you; I hope you understand that.”


  He nodded, though he was still looking down at his toes. I sighed.


  “Well then…” I thought about how James had treated me aboard Hummingbird and smiled. “I suppose the first thing you ought to do is go out and find yourself a chair—a nice comfy one, since you’re probably going to be spending a lot of time sitting in it.” I looked around the small, cramped room. “It’ll be tight, but we’ll have to find you a bed, too. You might as well get on that right away, as well.” Then I frowned slightly. “Can you use a data console?”


  He shook his head silently, still not looking up. “No, sir. I’m very sorry, but I can’t read.”


  I nodded, then turned to Patrick. “How about you?”


  “A little,” he admitted. “I touch the pictures on the screen when I need more supplies.”


  “Right,” I agreed, sighing as I pushed the console away from my bed. It’d be rude to sit and read all the time, if I was the only one who could. Somehow it was different, now that we were three. “Then… Barton, while you’re out perhaps you could find us a deck of cards too? I want to teach you guys a game called ‘Old Maid’.”


  ***


  By the time that Mr. Banes returned that afternoon with two navy officers in tow, Barton and Patrick and I were all seated on pillows in a little circle, playing cards. We were chatting and laughing and joking together as if we’d known each other all of our lives, munching hay and slurping wonderfully-cold ice-water and in general having what slavebunnies the universe over refer to as “a big old time”. I had to rest between hands, and Patrick’s IV lines kept getting in the way. But Barton hustled about and helped us both without being asked. He even leapt to his feet and steadied me when, for the first time in ages, I went in to use the facilities on my own. No one had to give him orders; he just came forward and did what any Rabbit could see needed to be done, smiling all the while. I hadn’t wanted or needed an assistant, and still didn’t understand why I’d been assigned one. But all in all, I couldn’t complain much about how things were working out.


  “Come in!” we all cried together when Mr. Banes knocked at the door—people were coming and going all the time now, with fresh flowers and paintings to hang on the walls and all sorts of stuff. Once we’d even had to interrupt our card game while a carpet was laid on the bare cement floor. So by now the traffic was routine.


  Still, when I saw that it was my tutor I tried to leap to my feet. It didn’t work out very well, however, since I sort of almost passed out and nearly fell over. Barton was right there to prop me up, however. “I’ve got you, David!” he cried. “Hang on!”


  “Thanks!” I declared, patting his back in gratitude as he steadied me. When I was finally able to look up at Mr. Banes, he was smiling wider than I’d ever seen before.


  “So!” he said. “I see that you two are getting along well.”


  “Uh-huh!” my new friend answered first, smiling back. “Thank you so much for buying me, sir! I was so scared, and… Well, this is wonderful!”


  Mr. Bane’s eyebrows rose, then his smile grew wider still. He reached out and tousled Barton’s ears, then turned to me. “You’ve done well indeed, David!”


  I blinked. “At what, sir?”


  “At proving it unnecessary for me to administer what might’ve been a very painful social lesson at some point in the not-so-distant future,” he explained. Then he laughed out loud and slapped his thigh at my confused expression. “Never mind son; just know that you’ve done well.” Then he gestured the navy people forward. “David, meet Admiral Bennett and Captain Xiang.”


  I snapped to attention as best I could while leaning so hard on Barton. “Sir!”


  The admiral smiled, then squatted down to look me in the eyes. Captain Blaine had done the same thing once, but somehow it felt different this time. “So you’re the one I’ve read so much about,” he observed. “After studying the reports, I must admit that I was expecting a far larger Rabbit.”


  I blushed. “I don’t know about any of that, sir.”


  He smiled, then stood back up. ‘Why don’t you climb back into bed and relax for a minute or two, David? Then if you feel up to it, the captain and I would like to ask you some questions about Hummingbird’s loss. And perhaps about some other issues as well.”


  I blinked, then looked up at Mr. Banes.


  “It’s a mere formality, David,” he explained. “According to ancient tradition, a captain must be court-martialed upon the loss of his ship. Even when he loses it most gloriously, under completely honorable circumstances.”


  “As Captain Blaine unquestionably did,” the admiral added. “No one is in anything even remotely resembling trouble over Hummingbird’s final action, David. Least of all Blaine or yourself.” He smiled evilly. “Except possibly a certain Imperial cruiser captain I could name. But we’ll let him deal with his own service in good time.”


  “The admiral is going to put you under oath, David,” Mr. Banes continued. “Which means that you’re obliged to be totally, completely honest. As the admiral said, you’re in no trouble. But… You must tell the truth, son. As fully and as completely as you can. On your honor.”


  Captain Xiang mumbled something. I had no idea what it was, except it was about Rabbits and honor. But the admiral apparently heard it just fine. “Belay that!” he snapped, suddenly angry. “The Tribunal has ruled; you’ve no further standing to question it. The boy is free, and he’s quite thoroughly earned the right to swear an oath. So we’ll be hearing no more about the subject, Captain. Will we?”


  Captain Xian’s face was pale and pinched, but he nodded sharply and the admiral let it go at that. Barton helped me into bed while the seals on the recorder were verified, and then Admiral Bennett was leaning over me.


  “David Birkenhead,” he began. “Do you hereby swear…”
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  And that was pretty much all the interesting stuff that happened for the next few days. Though answering the admiral’s questions wasn’t hard, I had some really bad dreams about them. Sometimes I woke up screaming, trying to explain to the hard-eyed Captain Xian that no, I hadn’t known the healing foam was conductive when I attempted the second hookup, and that yes, it’d truly been my own idea to move sternwards down the Sword’s hull in order to head off a possible counterattack. He never believed anything I said no matter how hard I tried, and at first Admiral Bennett seemed pretty dubious as well. But my dreams were far worse than the reality had been. The captain screamed and called me a liar and held a blaster to my head until the muzzle grew so huge I feared it’d swallow me, while Admiral Bennett drifted slowly away in a cloud of vaporizing blood. Rather surprisingly it was old Patrick who did me the most good when I woke up screaming, telling me to hush and that everything was going to be all right and holding me close until I stopped shaking. He smelled a lot like Dad, and I guess that was part of it.


  James had to quit coming by, though he continued to send daily notes. His security threat-rating had been raised, he explained, and it wasn’t as easy for him to move around anymore. I understood, of course, and when I wrote him back I encouraged him to be careful. One day Lord Robert dropped in unexpectedly to make sure that all was well. I didn’t think anything was wrong, but he scowled at my chart and soon a physical therapist was coming by every day to help me grow strong again. She was really nice and explained up front that she’d never worked with a Rabbit before. I liked her a lot, even when the things she did hurt me. Lord Robert also happened to be there when Patrick was finally released and his owner came to pick him up. I’d asked several times why the farmbunny had only been a given a new liver when he needed so much more, and my new patron wasn’t able to offer a good answer. There was a terrible argument out front when they met, and afterwards Lord Robert didn’t speak to anyone for half an hour. I decided it wouldn’t be nice to ask about the matter anymore after that, though I sure hoped old Pat would be all right.


  Meanwhile, Barton grew easier and easier in my company. Too easy, in fact. One afternoon he disappeared for almost three hours, during which time I really could’ve used his help with a bathroom run. After thinking it over for a while, I reminded him that even though he was a slave someone had to pay for his food and stuff, and that he really ought to be grateful for good treatment. At first he got all snotty about it, then I reminded him that I’d been a slave myself for almost as long as him. After that he never brought the subject up again, nor did he vanish for long periods without asking first. But there was a new barrier between us. It hurt that we couldn’t simply be friends, and it hurt badly. What was so terribly wrong with the world, that we two young Rabbits couldn’t just be Rabbits? It got so bad that Barton’s mere presence made me feel guilty. Or perhaps more correctly, a little bit dirty inside. Things grew even worse when I learned that he was pocketing little items and trading them for liquor. I wanted, even needed to discipline him. For his own good, he needed to be disciplined. A thieving, alcoholic Rabbit is of no use to anyone, including himself. And yet… And yet…


  It was a great relief when Mr. Banes came and took him away. By then I was mostly able to fend for myself anyway, so life became a lot simpler. I didn’t rat Barton out to his face, though maybe I should’ve. But after considerable soul-searching I wrote my tutor a note and let him know about the drinking and the thefts and how I wasn’t sure if I’d handled the situation properly. His reply was short and to the point. My tutor thought that I’d pretty much made the right choices all the way through, and it wasn’t my fault that things hadn’t gone well. In the same note he also gave my very first school assignment. I was, he explained, to write a paper of whatever length I chose explaining the differences from an ethical point of view between a slave and an employee as well as between an owner and an employer, and in said paper also to lay out and define the responsibilities and moral obligations of each party. Writing something like that really made my head hurt—Dad’s assignments were never anything like this!—and I was sure I must’ve gotten it all wrong because it came out that a master owed far more to a slave than he did to a voluntary employee, and that an employee owed far more in return than any slave. This couldn’t be right; it was all backwards! Yet no matter how long I scratched my head it kept coming out the same way. Mr. Banes gave me an “A” for my efforts, complete with a big bunny-eared and buck-toothed smiley-face drawn atop the grade. It was “well reasoned”, he claimed, and showed that I was “sensitive to my obligations to others”. The whole thing affected me pretty deeply; over and over again for many years I found myself looking back on the whole episode and thinking that somehow I’d failed to learn a very important lesson. It was only much later in life that I finally grasped Mr. Banes’s true intent, though perhaps it sank in at a subconscious level long before then. What my tutor wanted me to learn from the experience was that the higher a person climbs in life and the more power they accrue, the greater their obligations towards others become and the less personal freedom of action they enjoy. Life cannot in fact be lived any other way without becoming a mockery of itself.


  If the individuals involved have any honor, that is. Or empathy.
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  I was terribly glad to leave the hospital when the Big Day finally came, even though I had to wear a coat and tie for the first time in my life. The garments were hideously uncomfortable, probably as much because I wasn’t used to them as the way they kept rubbing my fur the wrong way. While a few servant-buns wore formalwear such as tuxedos and gowns on the job, even they were glad to strip down to normal slave-gear when off duty. I’d never worn more than a pair of simple, cheaply-made shorts in my life until Dad had my apprentice-engineer’s coveralls made, while all the Rabbit-girls wore little bikini-thingies. While whoever made my new clothing clearly had experience in dressing lapines—the tail-hole, for example, was as comfortable as could reasonably be expected—I felt half-choked and overheated to boot. I could take it, I knew—anything the servants could tolerate I ought to be able to handle as well. But still… Mr. Banes seemed like a reasonable person. Maybe I could explain to him about fur and clothing, so that at least around the house I wouldn’t have to feel like I was dying all the time? Even if he didn’t, however, well… The fire-lily embroidered on my jacket pocket made it all seem worthwhile. For it, I’d put up with anything. It appeared only on the clothing of milord’s blood-relatives and closest, most trusted staff. Even Dad hadn’t worn one.


  Rather to my surprise nobody I knew personally came to the hospital to pick me up. Instead, they just sent a limo. The driver was all smiles and extra-nice; he asked me what was mine (almost nothing) and what stayed (practically everything). Then he insisted on carrying my stuff for me! It was terribly embarrassing—I’d never had a human do that for me before, or at least not when I wasn’t in a Tank and therefore totally helpless. But before I was halfway down the hall I was glad for the assistance. My legs were ready to give out on me by then, and my back was cramped from the stress of holding me upright. I’d asked Mr. Banes for a little bit of money so that I could buy a thank-you present for the vet and his staff. He gave me more than I’d requested without so much as blinking, and I bought my caretakers an artificial flowering plant that grew and bloomed just like a real one but never needed care. Neatly tucked into the pot alongside it was a nice little card with a small-“r” rabbit’s picture on it. They were terribly embarrassed at the nurse’s station; the woman I gave it to stammered and blushed and wouldn’t look me in the eye. I wasn’t exactly their favorite patient, I knew—my mere presence as a non-enslaved Rabbit upset their routine and created all kinds of extra work for them, while Lord Robert’s interference must’ve been even worse. In return I’d tried to be nice to them and not to trouble anyone for anything I didn’t genuinely need.


  I wished they’d liked me better.


  When I was finally seated in the limo and we were rising into Nova Europa’s clean blue sky, the driver activated the intercom. “Sir,” he said softly. “There’s a message for you loaded on the screen. I’ve been instructed to ask you to view it.”


  I nodded, then activated the panel. Sir Robert’s face appeared. “Good day, David,” he greeted me with a smile. “Congratulations on your escape from the clutches of the medical community!” Then, still smiling, he nodded slightly. “While nothing would’ve made me happier than to liberate you personally, I fear that urgent business has delayed both your tutor and myself. Indeed, the business is so important that we’re not going to be able to meet you at our townhouse either. So instead, we’re going to rendezvous somewhere else. I hope you don’t mind!” He smiled again. “Oh! And lest I forget James will be there too. So will Pedro and some of your other old friends. You’ll be able to eat dinner together, if you like, and share most of the evening.” His smile widened. “Some of it will be boring, I’m certain. But I expect you’ll mostly have a good time regardless.”
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  Nova Amsterdam was named for its numerous canals and waterways, as well as its prominence as an interstellar center of trade. Of course the canals served no economic function in a modern economy; they were just there for looks and so the townspeople could putter about town in brightly-painted gondolas when the weather was nice. But how the locals loved them! Everywhere I turned, once we grounded and were rolling along instead of flying, there were immaculate little waterways lined with perfectly-planned flower beds that seemed to be eternally in bloom. I’d never seen anything like it! Even back home on Marcus Prime where fire-lilies were held in such high esteem, you didn’t see half so many blossoms! And everywhere there were patient Rabbits to be seen, weeding and feeding and seeding and performing all the other stoop-labor that kept things so perfect for everyone. They smiled a lot, and I supposed there were worse lives to be lived than working the soil and making possible such incredible beauty. But still… For perhaps the first time in my life, I wondered if this was really how things should be.


  As we worked our way downtown—Nova Amsterdam was a provincial capital as well as a trade center, so private personal air traffic was prohibited in the city core—I began to see that the residents loved other things besides waterways and canals. The planet was under direct Royal rule, and it showed. The closer we came to the Governor’s Palace, the more flags and patriotic banners I saw. “Down with the Imperial upstart!” read a slogan hung above a large tavern, while a hotel ran “God bless Hummingbird! Glory to the King!” in flashing letters over and over again above their main entrance. It was the war, I supposed. Humans took such things very seriously indeed, though Rabbits tended to only be at best vaguely aware of politics. I mean, we Marcus-Rabbits loved and supported milord with all of our hearts, but that was mostly because we knew that he actually, for-real cared about us and let us live better lives than anyone else did. Even Dad hadn’t been able to tell me much when I showed him a newspage headline predicting war and asked why the emperor was angry with our own monarch. “It’s better not to worry about such matters, son,” he’d replied with a smile. “War is like bad weather; it just happens. Instead of wasting time and effort on things you can’t control, you should work at mastering your trade.”


  I didn’t like his answer very much at the time, but somehow I’d never worried much about the matter afterwards except when someone was actually shooting at me. And the Rabbits of other Lords were even less interested in politics than we Marcuses! I bet Lord Robert knew all about what the fighting was over, though! And James and Mr. Banes too, though if I asked the latter he’d probably make me write a bazillion-word report on the subject.


  We kept driving on and on into older parts of town, until I began to wonder exactly where we’d end up. Lord Robert had mentioned a townhouse but by now all that I could see were government buildings, blocks and blocks of them stretching in every direction with only an odd tavern or lunchroom here and there to break the monotony. Nova Amsterdam was the administrative hub for dozens of planets. So it was natural that the government needed lots of space. But still… I was a little overawed at the sheer scale of it all.


  Finally we went through a little checkpoint where a Dog sniffed us both and waved a little scanner-thingie at our limo. Then his master scowled at me, checked something off a list, and waved us through. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised at what came next, though I most certainly was. We drove perhaps another block, made a left turn…


  …and there I was, sitting directly in front of the Governor’s Palace!


  At first I thought it must’ve been a mistake, even when I saw the big mockups of Hummingbird and Sword of the People locked side-by-side in battle stretching across the Royal front lawn. Then Pedro came galumphing up to greet me and a Royal-liveried Rabbit appeared with a wheelchair. “It’s a terribly long way, sir,” the latter explained when at first I wouldn’t sit down in it. “You’ll be all worn out if insist on walking yourself, or so I’m told.”


  “Come on, David!” Pedro urged, clasping my shoulder. He was wearing a blue hat that said “Hummingbird Crewman” in big red and white letters. “Don’t argue! You always make things so hard for everyone!”


  I smiled at last and seated myself, whereupon the Royal footbunny bent over, laid his hand on my shoulder, and whispered in my ear. “We’re all so proud of you, sir!” he explained. “We servants, I mean! And you’re even younger than I imagined! Please, just rest easy and trust us. We’ll take perfect care of you.”


  How could I reply to that, except to lay my hand over his and smile back at him? Then we were on our way, with Pedro marching soberly at my side.


  “Here comes the hard part, sir,” the footbunny whispered again in my ear as we approached the Palace doors. “Keep your arms and legs tucked in, and I’ll rush us through lickety-split.”


  Before I could even ask what the problem was we passed through the portals and suddenly I was surrounded by absolute bedlam. “How’s it feel to be free?” a woman screeched in my face. “Did you really kill three Imperial marines?” another voice demanded. “Who died because you took up a Tank that should’ve gone to a human?” Then they all let loose at once, a sea of angry, demanding voices closing in from all directions as bright lights flashed in my eyes and the footbunny hunkered down over me as closely and as protectively as he could.


  Fortunately it didn’t last long—a few seconds at most, though I was quite certain at the time that I’d never forget the experience as long as I lived. We passed through a second door, and suddenly it was as if the insane crowd had never been. The hallway was now dark, quiet, and dignified. “Wow!” Pedro whispered from close alongside me. “That was terrible!”


  “Oh, yes!” the footbunny agreed, nodding. “Some Rabbits think it’s all tea and crumpets, serving a Royal Governor. Well, let me tell you something! I often dream of a nice, quiet ship’s steward berth out between the stars, far away from all this nonsense.” He shook his head, making his ears waggle ridiculously. “Humans can be so rude! And what’s amazing is that they treat each other even worse than us!”


  The hall stretched on and on and on, until it felt almost like the limo-ride and I began to appreciate the wisdom of whoever had reserved me a wheelchair. Then finally it grew lighter up ahead, and I could make out soft music and the murmur of conversation. “Where are we going?” I asked at last.


  The footbunny smiled, but Pedro spoke first. “It’s a party!” he explained. “For all of us Hummingbirds! They’re even going to let you and me eat with ‘em!”


  I blinked. “Wow!”


  “The governor is presiding personally,” the footbunny continued. “It’s a great, great honor, sir. I can’t remember this being done for any other ship’s crew, ever.” He smiled. “But then Hummingbird’s done something no one else ever has. Though I’m afraid that the technical details go right over my head.”


  They didn’t take me straight into the ballroom; instead I was shunted off into a little antechamber where Mr. Banes was waiting for me, reading a datapad. He stood and smiled as I rolled in. “Congratulations!” he greeted me as, a bit awkwardly, I clambered up and out of my wheelchair. “I hope the surprise is a pleasant one.”


  I looked around a little bit, suddenly feeling very lost. The little chamber was all done up in fancy textured wallpaper, and expensive-looking busts adorned the corners where they met the ceiling. The knap on the carpet was so deep that it felt strange under my toeclaws. “I… I…” Mr. Banes’s brows knitted, and he opened his mouth to speak. But Pedro beat him to it.


  “It’s okay, David!” he declared, slapping me heartily on the back. “We’ve got a day off, see? Someone else is making the sandwiches!” Then he smiled and picked up another “Hummingbird Crewman” cap off of the counter. “We get to wear these, and no one makes us work!”


  I looked at Mr. Banes. He smiled, took the hat from Pedro, and clamped it on my head. There were even ear-holes—someone had thought ahead. “Yep!” he agreed. “This is your special day, all right.” Then he looked at Pedro and smiled. “A day for all of our heroes.”


  “Hooray!” the big Rabbit cried out, dancing with joy. Pedro might not’ve been very bright, but he was certainly pure of heart.


  Then my tutor examined me more carefully, verifying that my shirt was tucked in and my tie properly knotted despite the fact that I’d never put one on before. Next he picked innumerable little specks of lint and fur from my jacket. Then he stood back and sighed, shaking his head. “That’s the best that can be done for now,” he admitted eventually. “Though we’re simply going to have to commission special shoes. And the ever-shedding fur…” He sighed, shaking his head. “We’ll never solve that little problem, I expect. But for now, fresh out of the hospital, you’ll do.”


  I smiled and nodded, even though I really didn’t understand what he was getting at. After all, Rabbits didn’t wear shoes! None of us did, ever, except sometimes when working around broken glass or something. But it didn’t matter because just then James poked his head around the corner, and in an instant we were hugging each other and laughing and dancing a sort of improvised jig. “James!” I cried out. “It’s been so long!”


  “Three times as long as for me as you!” he countered. “I’ve had more homework!” We were still laughing when suddenly the music playing in the ballroom transformed itself into something martial-sounding and the lights dimmed three times. “I’ll show you where to sit, David!” James said, pulling away. Then he smiled at Pedro. “And you too, of course. Come on!”


  I looked up at Mr. Banes, who merely smiled and nodded. Then we were off at a dead run, ducking and weaving our way between the uniformed and tuxedo-ed and evening-gowned adults like mice through a maze. It was something we really shouldn’t have done—both James and I were really too old to behave so childishly, and when we finally stopped my heart was racing and I was gasping for breath. Besides, poor Pedro was hard-pressed to keep up without offending anyone. But it felt so good to see each other again! We were still laughing when James skidded to a halt at a table for four, located a lot closer to the front of the room than I’d have preferred. In fact, it wasn’t five feet from where Lord Robert sat in regal splendor in full ceremonial robes at the foot of the VIP table. I gulped at that, since there were at least a dozen other Lords scattered around both ends. Pedro had taught me a little bit about social precedence so that I’d know who to serve first, and as near as I could tell Lord Robert was the second-highest ranking person present. Only the Royal Governor at the head of the table outranked him, he being a direct representative of His Majesty's person. In the middle, after all the nobility and their wives had been accounted for, sat the uniformed men. It was rather a shock to see that all of Hummingbird’s surviving crew, distinguished by hats like mine and Pedro’s, were spread out intermingled among the rest of their tablemates without any regard for rank. There was Captain Blaine conversing eagerly with a peer, with Percy the marine of all people sitting right next to him! And there was First Officer von Selkim, who winked when I caught his eye, and Sergeant Wells, and…


  Everyone!


  “We'd be over there with them,” James explained. “But…”


  I nodded, understanding instantly. My friend had been a mere passenger during the battle. And Pedro and I… Well, I didn’t expect us to be slurping hay at a Royal Governor’s table anytime soon. Just eating in the same room was far more than I’d ever have anticipated.


  But I didn’t have very long to dwell on the subject before the appetizers began coming. At first I was really looking forward to trying them, but it turned out that they were all either cheesy or greasy or so full of meat that Pedro and I couldn’t stand them. One of the footbunnies, however, was kind enough to bring us each a plate of timothy-hay and alfalfa from the Rabbit-kitchen, and that was nice enough. The salads were also wonderful when we got to them, and because Rabbits are smaller than humans these were really all Pedro and I needed. The delicate young carrots and cauliflower and potatoes served with the main course were enough to distend we lapines as much as everyone else, though the ragout of pork smelled pretty awful. Dessert was some kind of gooey frozen stuff that I found out later was called “ice cream”. It smelled wonderful but tasted really, really foul. So the yummy carrots and such served as our desserts, and neither of us had any complaints. It could certainly be said that Rabbits had dined far worse.


  After dinner the pipes and cigars came out, and Pedro and I exchanged long-suffering glances. No Rabbit ever born has ever understood what humans see in tobacco smoke, and we ship’s boys were no exception. Over and over again we’d been forced to wade through the stuff while serving aboard Hummingbird. Tobacco smoke stank, pure and simple, even worse than either Rabbit or human droppings. And how stubbornly it clung to our fur, defying every known shampoo! How any living thing could derive pleasure from inhaling the nauseating stuff was utterly beyond us.


  But smoking time passed, as it always did eventuality. I was just beginning to think that perhaps dinner was over and it was time to leave when the governor stood up and walked over to a little podium near his chair. Suddenly a spotlight stabbed down on him, the band ceased playing, and the mutter of conversation died down to nothing.


  “Good evening!” the old man finally said after looking up and down the table and smiling for what felt like forever. “I hope everyone’s dined well?”


  “Oh, yes!” various voices called out. “Magnificently!” “Thank you, sir!”


  The governor smiled and nodded. “It’s the least we can do for you Hummingbirds,” he replied. “After what you’ve done for us.” Then his face sobered. “At approximately 32:21:15 Galactic Standard time, just barely on the Coal Sack side of Marcus Prime’s number five Jump point, a miracle occurred.” There was a little rumble of conversation at that, but the governor spoke over it. “Yes—a miracle I said and a miracle I meant. For when a king’s ship, already badly damaged, not only defeats but captures and makes a prize of an Imperial carrying ten times her broadside’s weight of metal, well…” He shook his head. “That’s a miracle in my book.”


  There was a long, thoughtful silence. “I don’t need to detail the action,” the governor went on. “It’s been all over the media, and now I can officially confirm that the reports are for the most part accurate. Hummingbird did indeed grapple and board The Sword of the People in the manner so often described. Yes, Hummingbird’s brave captain truly did refuse to surrender for fear of sullying a proud name. Yes, her able officers cobbled together an ingenious assault plan in a matter of minutes, then implemented it coolly, effectively, and with utter ruthlessness despite the fact that many were already wounded. Yes, her marines—led by a mere sergeant!—prevailed though outnumbered five to one. And strangest and most miraculous of all, well… I’ll get to that a bit later. In the meantime, I’ll begin by announcing that a special commemorative medal has been struck to memorialize this extraordinary action—all crew members and surviving family members are hereby authorized to wear it in perpetuity.” There were cheers, but His Majesty’s representative plowed right on ahead. “In addition, a monetary prize of a thousand credits a man has been awarded, along with sixty days special leave.” Predictably, the cheers grew even louder.


  Then, rather suddenly, the governor was standing ramrod straight. “Sergeant Percy Middleton!” he cried out in a voice that was clearly navy-trained. “Front and center!”


  And suddenly my marine-friend, still wearing his Hummingbird Crewman hat, was standing at attention before the podium. The governor explained how Percy had led the boarding party that actually broke into Sword and cleared her compartment by compartment. “By the power invested in by his Royal Highness King Albert, by grace of god sovereign of a thousand suns, I hereby award you the Marine Medal!” There was a pause while a gaudy blue ribbon was pinned to Percy’s tunic, then the marine saluted, spun on his heel with parade-ground perfection, and marched back to his seat.


  “He told me he’d get his stripes back in nothing flat!” I whispered to James, who grinned. “I bet even he didn’t think it’d be this fast, though!”


  Then it was First Officer von Selkim’s turn, and seemingly that of almost every other crewman. Practically everyone received some sort of special recognition. The chief engineer was awarded a special ribbon for coming up with the big battery-arc that’d done so much to mislead the Imperials, while the chief gunner got a posthumous medal and his assistant (who was in charge for practically the entire battle) was offered the chance to attend officer training. Almost at the very end, Sergeant Wells received the most impressive medal to date—the Order of the Great Bear—for volunteering to singlehandedly cover the grappling operation, thus freeing up more marines available to go with Percy. And then…


  “Captain Sir Leslie Blaine! David Birkenhead! Front and center!”


  Suddenly I felt all small and scared and even a little sick—being a Rabbit I wasn’t supposed to have to go up front and get medals and stuff. Plus the crowd was murmuring now, and not entirely in a happy way. They knew that Rabbits weren’t supposed to get medals, too! For a moment, I froze and just sat there with my mouth hanging open. Then James kicked me under the table hard enough to hurt. “Ow!” I complained, glaring at him. But that was enough to break the spell. I looked next at Lord Robert, who solemnly nodded and waved me forward.


  The thirty or so feet to where Captain Blaine was standing were perhaps the longest and hardest I’d ever traveled—certainly they were worse than when I’d clomped roughly the same distance down Sword’s hull on charred feet. When I arrived next to Sir Leslie he clearly hadn’t decided yet on what he should do. The man liked me well enough by now, and had even called me brave and capable to my face. But... I was still a Rabbit, and there was all that nasty murmuring going on! Finally he came to a decision, smiled, and fozzled my ears. But when the murmuring grew worse, he yanked the hand away.


  The governor missed none of the interplay, but apparently chose to ignore it. Instead he turned first towards Sir Leslie. “A captain,” he began, “is always responsible for what happens aboard his command. It is right and proper that he be held accountable when things go badly. Thus it is equally right and proper that he should be rewarded unstintingly when things go well.”


  This time the governor went on and on and on, detailing Captain Blaine’s actions in the battle. Some of it I’d never heard before, like how when Percy had gotten bogged down in Sword’s hull Sir Leslie had personally led a small group of spacers he’d held in reserve for just such an emergency into a flanking attack. I’d already suspected that, silly and ineffectual as he was in certain ways, my former commanding officer was no coward. Until it came to standing up against disapproving murmurs, that was…


  “...hereby recommend to his Royal Highness that Sir Leslie be elevated to Knight of the Most Honorable Order of the Garter,” the governor continued, “and be awarded the Staff of Hercules.”


  My jaw dropped again, and so did Sir Leslie’s. James had told me long ago that I should expect Captain Blaine to be knighted— it was standard practice after victories against far lesser odds. But… The Staff of Hercules was a great distinction indeed! Only the Sword of—


  “And now we’ve finally come to you,” the governor said, smiling down at me. “You’re very young, David. How old, exactly?”


  “Th-th-thirteen,” I finally sputtered.


  “Thirteen!” the governor repeated, smiling wide and looking about the now-silent room. “And a Rabbit.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just looked down at my toes.


  “David Birkenhead,” the governor continued. “I’ve been forced against my will to accept that you’re a very extraordinary young Rabbit indeed. Unique among your kind, perhaps.” He sighed, then turned to the people sitting at the table. “Let’s be bold here, and cut to the chase. Everyone here knows—and soon everyone in the universe will know!—what David Birkenhead did during the Hummingbird-Sword action. Don’t we?”


  There was a long, sullen silence.


  “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” the governor replied. “Now… Is there anyone here who feels that a human crewperson who knowingly volunteered for the most dangerous of duties despite a lack of training and proper gear would deserve recognition? A human who suffered horrific, agonizing injuries in the course of performing said duties, and then not only willingly exposed himself to the risk of further pain, making victory possible in the process, but who also then despite his wounds went on to play a key part in the boarding action itself? Who here, I ask, dares to say they wouldn’t place a human who did the exact same things that this young Rabbit unquestionably did among the highest rank of heroes?”


  Again, there was silence.


  “Good,” the governor continued. “Then let no one who was unwilling to object to my face show David Birkenhead the slightest disrespect. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not twenty years from now. He’s done far more than his duty and served his sovereign with great honor. To snub him is to snub me.” Then he turned back to me and smiled again. “David,” he said softly. “You did well, son.”


  I felt myself blushing, thought I was finally able to look up and meet his eyes. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Thank you, son. For if you hadn’t stepped forward and done what practically no one would’ve thought possible, well…” He waved his hands, indicating the whole room. “All these crewmen would be dead. We wouldn’t have an Imperial cruiser complete with fully intact databanks to analyze. And, I can assure, no one in the entire kingdom would have much of anything to celebrate right about now.”


  I gulped. “Yes, sir.”


  He smiled again, then turned back to the others. “And that is why I must—must!—accept the recommendations of the Admiralty and petition His Royal Highness to award David Birkenhead the Sword of Orion.”
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  Over the next few weeks I was largely able to make myself forget about being awarded a Sword. It was something I didn’t like to think about, though I wasn’t sure quite why. Mr. Banes helped a lot by giving me so many standardized tests to take that for a while I thought I was going be the first Rabbit in the history of the universe to die of multiple choice. It was terrible—he gave me math tests, reading tests, history tests, IQ tests… Every single afternoon, by the time he was done with me my head was spinning like a carnival ride.


  There were still some good times, though. My room was right next to James’s, and we often sat and played videogames or studied together. At long last, Mr. Banes sat us down after dinner and declared himself satisfied with our overall progress. “Your academic background is patchy,” he explained to me. “But given how far you’ve advanced in mathematics and allowing due credit for your engineering apprenticeship, well…. I can’t say I’m displeased. Far to the contrary, in fact, given the limitations of your background. Your overall results are far above your grade level. You owe your father an even larger debt of gratitude than you realize, son.”


  All I could do was look down at the ground. Mr. Banes probably didn’t know it, but Dad had died saving my life as well as that of James. So I knew exactly what I owed him. Everything!


  My tutor reached out and clapped me on the shoulder in satisfaction. “The papers you’ve done for me are promising as well. Overall, we’re very fortunate indeed.” Then he turned to James. “And you, of course, are as always at the top of your class. Though I suppose it helps that it’s a class of one.”


  James smiled back—it was an old joke between them. I’d overheard Mr. Banes use the word “prodigy” to describe James more than once when he thought neither of us could overhear him. But he really shouldn’t have worried. My friend knew just exactly how smart he was—when someone’s that intelligent things can hardly be otherwise—and I wasn’t under any illusions about myself, either. Frieda and I had always been the smartest Rabbits in our school by a very long shot, yet I wasn’t anything even close to where James was. Except in math, of course—I was ahead of him there. But I’d had special help from Dad for as long as I could remember, so it didn’t really count.


  “Therefore,” Mr. Banes continued, eyeing us both up and down. “I suppose it’d be all right if you put aside the books for a while and worked at strengthening your bodies.” He looked at me. “You’ve been terribly ill, David, and you’re still nowhere close to being as fit as you once were. We need to remedy that, and now’s as good a time as any.” Then he turned to James. “And you, young sir—” he sank an index finger into my friend’s belly—“are getting chubbier every year!”


  James blushed—he truly was sort of fat, which was natural enough for someone who spent as much time reading as he did.


  “It’s time for you both to get some exercise,” our tutor declared. “Fresh air, sunshine, all of that rot. We have thirty-four days before we up-ship for Earth Secundus, and I propose that we make the most of them.”


  I felt my ears perk up at the idea of exercise and sunshine, but James wasn’t at all pleased by the prospect. “Aww!” he complained. “You’re not sending me to camp again, are you?”


  Mr. Bane’s face hardened. “Your body is the sustainer of your mind,” he countered. “Neither can be truly healthy without the other. And besides…” His eyes narrowed. “Before you know it, it’ll be time for you fulfill your obligation and head off to the Academy.”


  I blinked at that, and the tutor must’ve seen me. “Military service is one of the basic obligations of all male nobles, David,” he explained. “The House of Marcus traditionally serves in either the navy or the marines. Though milord was an army man, as befitted his generally contrary nature. It was something he never outgrew.” Mr. Banes smiled gently, and suddenly I appreciated that I was being educated by the same man as… Finally I just gulped and nodded.


  “I guess,” James replied, though I could see that he was deeply unhappy. He’d told me many times that he wanted to be a philosopher or novelist or maybe even a journalist when he grew up. I hadn’t realized that these were unattainable dreams for him.


  “It’s only five years,” Mr. Banes replied, smiling even though I could see he was hurting almost as badly as my friend was. “After that you can have your brother recall you to help run the fiefdom—heaven knows he’ll need you, what with him inheriting so young.” Then the tutor scowled and turned away, and I frowned too. It was an open secret that nothing had been heard from Benjamin Marcus or his mother since the day of the invasion. Either they were in deep hiding somewhere, or…


  “Five years!” James whispered, as if it were a death sentence. Then he squared his soldiers and straightened his back. “All right, then. What must be, must be. I’ll do my best to start getting in shape for it.”


  “That’s the right stuff!” our teacher replied, smiling and nodding. “Besides, I think you’ll like this camp. It’s way up in the New Alps!”
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  Mountains were definitely pretty, it didn’t take me long to decide. But they were also cold even in summer, and terribly difficult to tramp up and down. Which was pretty much all we seemed to do most days over and over again, the routine interrupted only by impromptu geology lectures and long scrambles in pursuit of local wildlife.


  It wasn’t so bad at first. Mrs. Pruett, who Mr. Banes had left in charge of us, wasn’t by nature a cruel woman. She lived at Camp Zurich year-round, instructing kids like us in skiing and sledding and even mountain climbing. You can’t do something like that for a living without genuinely liking children, at least deep down. And at first she was really nice to us. We swam in the heated pool and walked endlessly around a nice, level track. But soon…


  It was a lot harder on James than it was on me. We Rabbits were gengineered for hard labor, which when you think about it describes hiking in the mountains pretty well. Yes, I was soft and weak from my time in the Tank. But my leg-muscles bulked up noticeably every day, and I never did have any problems with the thin air. But poor James was another story entirely. He gasped and wheezed endlessly, so much that even Mrs. Pruett looked worried sometimes. Nor did his body adapt nearly so quickly—it took his legs at least a week to manage as much firming-up as mine accomplished overnight. It was sort of eye-opening, really; I’d never imagined that humans were so fragile and helpless. More than once my friend broke down and seemed right on the edge of giving it all up. Then, his face a rictus of determination, he’d clamber back up onto his trembling legs and stagger on, while Mrs. Pruett nodded in approval.


  At night when he thought no one could hear, he sometimes cried.


  Still, we both survived. And when on the last day we hiked up the Krestenberg and James planted his fire-lily flag on top, well… He was proud indeed. “I…. I….” he declared, huffing and puffing. “I promise… Never to let… Myself get so soft again.”


  I nodded and smiled, not even seriously fatigued but trying not to let it show. “You’re very determined, James.” I observed.


  He smiled back, the little droplets of sweat on his face glittering in the sun. “Pig-brained stubborn’s more like it,” he replied. “Runs in the family.” Then he shook his head. “But all in all, I’d rather be gengineered.”


  The next evening Mr. Banes loaded us onto the Cherry Blossom, one of the quickest and most luxurious liners in space. Lord Robert had, I was shocked to discover, reserved an entire quarter-deck of first-class staterooms for his entourage. So James and I got a room of our own. It must’ve been horrendously expensive, but when I sort of hinted at the subject Mr. Banes peered down at me over his glasses and pointed out that operating Broad Arrow hadn’t exactly been cheap, either. I’d never thought about it that way before, but still… I wasn’t exactly accustomed to studying at a mahogany desk made on Old Earth, or eating with golden utensils. And it weirded me out a little when Rabbits kept appearing all the time asking us if we needed anything. I made up for it by sneaking out now and then to explore the ship. I wandered her from stem to stern—no one ever questions a busy-looking young Rabbit wearing slave-shorts who looks like he knows what he’s about—and got to know quite a few of my fellow lapines along the way. Most of them were nice to me, especially an elderly doe named Flora. She was assigned to clean our cabin sometimes, and I made it a special point to thank her for taking such good care of us one day when I ran into her while off exploring. The old Rabbit’s face absolutely lit up when I did that, then she hugged me like I was her own kit and explained how all the ship’s Rabbits were so proud of me being free and a hero and all that. I thought we’d were well-taken-care-of already, but after that little incident James and I got even better service than Lord Robert did!


  Mr. Banes probably knew I that was sneaking out and visiting with the other Rabbits—it was pretty much impossible to hide something like that even on the largest of liners. I was breaking at least one of his rules along the way, too. After a long, earnest discussion regarding how uncomfortable human-style clothing was for me, we’d agreed that until something more tolerable could be worked out I was allowed to wear shorts in our private block of staterooms. Outside of that area, however, I was always to grit my teeth and put on full dress. But Mr. Banes never said a word about my rule-breaking. I was glad, because it was amazing how much better I always felt after talking to a Rabbit or two on equal terms. When I told James about it, he just grinned and said he wasn’t surprised in the least to find out that I “needed to let my hare down” sometimes.


  Overall the trip wasn’t an unpleasant one, nor was it particularly long by interstellar standards. A hundred and twelve days was just long enough for me to write six or seven papers on history and science to Mr. Banes’s exacting standards. He also arranged for the Cherry Blossom’s third engineer, Jiro Asahi, to help me along with my math. At first Jiro was obviously angry—even I could see that he was reluctantly following orders after strings far above his head were pulled. So I tried to be extra-nice and smiled a lot. And maybe it also helped that when he saw how far along I already was he realized that something useful might come of his efforts after all. By the final week of the voyage we were drinking tea together at all hours in the Blossom’s engine room, and I was a junior watchstander in all but name. I had to be careful, however, to show up only when Jiro was in charge. The other engineers chased me out with curses and shouts when I tried to help them. On our last day together Jiro administered my final academic examination, and I couldn’t believe I actually passed! Because he was a certified journeyman, it was official and everything! Dad wouldn’t have called me even half-ready yet, I knew. Besides, I still couldn’t legally be certified as a journeyman because I was too young and didn’t have enough watch-hours logged yet. But the academic test was the hard part—everyone knew that! It was too bad that Jiro had to make me promise not to tell anyone—he was afraid that if anyone ever found out he’d be run out of the Guild. Even so… At least my tutor knew, and through him my record was officially updated. That was what was really important. Mr. Banes somberly shook my hand and told me how impressed he was, while Lord Robert (who Mr. Banes must’ve informed) presented me with a gold pen that’d once belonged to his grandfather.


  That made me cry a little. I hoped that somewhere, wherever he was, Dad was proud too.
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  Earth Secundus was a Garden of Eden by any standard one cared to apply. Practically the entire planet had a mild, pleasant climate, and there was no ice anywhere except near the poles, where the mountains were just high enough to make for perfect ski runs. Even better, there’d been a native ecology similar enough to Earth’s in chemical terms that the soil and stuff was rich and fertile and perfect to plant ornamental gardens in. Best of all, Secundus’s native plants and animals were all so primitive that even the most delicate and overbred of Earth flowers pushed them aside with ease. It was difficult to conceive of a planet more perfect for colonization, and thus it was no surprise that the monarch had snapped it up for himself back when the Kingdom of Man was first reaching for the stars. There weren’t even any insects on Earth Secundus, except for the beneficial ones. Secundus had never evolved anything so advanced as an earthworm, while we’d been very careful indeed to leave the mosquitoes and such back on humanity’s world of birth.


  While Secundus was a king’s world, the noble families were all allowed small holdings there. The House of Marcus maintained the most significant. It extended across the heart of the largest continent, New Africa. This choicest of all land had been awarded to our House, James informed me, after a brief civil war two hundred years back over the Royal succession. “We Marcuses aren’t as loyal as people sometimes think,” he explained. “But we are amazingly good at picking the winning side.”


  I smiled when he said that, but the history I was rapidly learning claimed otherwise. The House of Marcus and that of the Royal Family, Kandoro, had a long, intertwined history that went all the way back to the Great Exodus. Yes, Marcus had proven very astute indeed at backing winners. But, the history books claimed, we were even better at making winners; at perceiving trends and getting out so far out ahead of them that no one else could compete. In any event, our support had proven decisive in crisis after crisis. Though of course James would never claim such—he just wasn’t made that way.


  There was more natural beauty to be seen just in the Marcus holdings on Earth Secundus than there had been on all of Nova Europa. Massive rivers carved canyons through the hills, then wandered majestically across the endless plains. While a certain percentage of the land had to go towards farming and the like in order to support the populace, there were strict bans in place on most kinds of mining and even manufacture. The planet was for all intents and purposes a massive nature-park dedicated to preserving all that could be saved from terminally-ill Old Earth; the Marcus grasslands featured huge herds of zebras, antelope, and bison all living together in perfect harmony, and we also controlled part of an endless forest where countless varieties of monkeys flowed through the trees at all hours of the day. James and I spent weeks flying from place to interesting place with Mr. Banes, all the while composing papers, and it was so wonderful that I almost decided to give up being a ship’s engineer and become a master ecologist instead. “It’s up to you, David,” my tutor replied when I broached the subject. “We require trustworthy people to care for our lands every bit as much as we need skilled spacers.” Then he arranged things so I could spend a week following the Secundus estate manager around.


  Was he really and truly saying that maybe someday I could hope to…


  Eventually all good things must come to an end, however, and my time wandering Secundus was no exception. I’d known all along that eventually His Majesty would issue a summons so that he could award me the Sword of Orion, and the call came in just as I was finishing up my week with the estate manager. “We have thirteen days, David,” Mr. Banes explained gravely as he picked me up. “And that’s none too long to prepare for such a big event.”


  I sighed and nodded, having been warned long since how complicated it was all going to be. There were all sorts of special Court rules I had to learn, even just to visit for a few moments. And there was ceremonial clothing to try on over and over again, documents to be prepared… I’d even have to learn how to behave at the press conference afterwards! I was so scared! The only good news was that James would be standing right there alongside me while I was with the king, acting as the representative of my House. That was really Lord Robert’s job, but His Majesty had apparently heard how we were best friends and all that, so he was allowing James do it instead. For some strange reason, my friend was actually looking forward to it. For my own part, however, I wished that he could just accept the silly thing for me—since he seemed to enjoy Court ceremonial so much—and get it all over with!
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  When the Big Day finally arrived both James and I had to get up early. We breakfasted together as usual, then were handed over to the household costumers. I still can’t imagine how or why things worked out this way, but James was placed under the care of Rebecca, a Rabbit, while I was assigned to a human named Gary. He was a lot older than Rebecca, and seemed terribly excited about the concept of dolling up a young Rabbit for Court. “Come on now!” he urged me as I shivered under what felt like my tenth cold-water rinsing. “Sit still!” It wasn’t too bad, really—by then Gary and I had already practiced this a few times so that we knew what to expect from each other. But still… Each sudsing was followed by an herbal rinse or mousse or conditioner or something, all of which stank to high heaven! It was sheer misery, it was! And then, when he was finally finished with my fur, he made me wear eye-liner! I hated that part most of all; the only thing that made it tolerable was knowing that the His Highness would be in full makeup, too. And so would James and everyone else. It was an old tradition, adopted because at Court one never knew when one’s face would end up in a newscast and be beamed all over the Realm. So everyone there strove to look their absolute best, all the time.


  And, I had to admit, Gary did quite a job on me—Even Dad, I reckoned, would’ve a hard time recognizing me in my white satin robe. It was trimmed out in fire-lily red and orange, and came with a matching oversized and an ear-holed hood. My fur was glossy, my eyes were clear, and my nose was as brilliant shiny as modern cosmetics could make it. I expected that James would laugh when he finally saw the final result, but he didn’t. Instead he just stared a moment, then bowed like we’d been trained to do before His Majesty, making a wide saluting motion with his right hand. I smiled and bowed back the same way, even though my friend’s cosmetic-wok made him appear about five years old.


  Then we were carefully loaded into wheelchairs—this time so we wouldn't scuff our ceremonial slippers—and whisked off to the waiting air-limo. There we met Lord Robert (who scowled mightily as he examined us from head to toe from his own wheelchair before finally nodding his approval) and Mr. Banes, who wouldn’t be entering the Royal Presence and therefore was merely dressed in white tie and tails. “You both look wonderful!” he gushed at last, fairly bursting with pride. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”


  This time at least the ride was short, though the wait afterwards wasn't. We’d been warned that might be the case; King Albert was so busy with war-related business these days that he often ran behind schedule. Luckily James and I were important enough that we rated an anteroom, where we sat and giggled at each other’s makeup and passed a video-game back and forth. Then there came a knock at the door, and just as I was climbing out of the wheelchair with my heart racing at about ten jillion beats per minute a familiar face burst through. It was Captain Blaine! And in one hand he was clutching a brand-new Staff of Hercules!


  “My lords,” he greeted Robert and James first, bowing so extravagantly that I feared his overstretched ceremonial outfit would split at the seat. Then he smiled. “Forgive me, sirs. But I wanted to drop by and congratulate my former crewman on his big day.”


  Lord Robert half-bowed from his seat and smiled. “But of course, Sir Leslie. And I congratulate you, as well.” He nodded at the staff and the brand-new Garter still fresh on the captain’s thigh from where His Majesty's own fingers had tied it into place. “I greet the new Sir Leslie, Knight of the Realm!”


  Captain Blaine smiled again, blushing so red that it almost drowned out the ultra-fashionable false mole drawn on his heavily-rouged right cheek. “Thank you sir, is all I can say.” Then he turned to me. “Congratulations, David,” he said, extending his hand.


  I accepted it and shook it warmly. “And you, sir.”


  He nodded back happily. “I’m very glad for you, of course! Though of course I’ve lost all hope of retaining your services.”


  “Retaining David’s services?” Mr. Banes asked from the back of the room as I blushed nearly as red as the captain had. “He never mentioned anything to us about that.”


  “Oh, yes!” Blaine exclaimed, straightening his back and rising to his full height. “I know full well what a hero David was, you see. And I’m not ungrateful. It was my hope—before your own family took him in, that is—to train him as my personal footman.” He smiled at me again and laid a proud hand on my shoulder. “At wages, of course. But now…” He sighed and shook his head. “Even as a Knight of the Garter, I could never retain a holder of the Sword of Orion as a footman. My family isn’t nearly distinguished enough for that—people would think I was being uppity, even if he was an old shipmate. So I suppose he’s all yours.” He smiled and bowed again. “Not that I begrudge him, mind you!” he added hurriedly. “I’m sure you’ll be able to train and care for him far better than I ever could.”


  “Perhaps,” Lord Robert replied, the irony in his voice totally lost on the new knight.


  “I’m sure it’s all for the best,” Sir Leslie replied, still aglow at his opportunity to share a private moment with Lord Robert. Then he patted my shoulder again. “You’ll do well with the Marcuses, David. They’re legendary for their indulgency towards anthros. Especially their personal-service staff.” His smile widened. “I certainly don’t begrudge you a little coddling after all you did for Hummingbird, and for me as well. You’re a very special Rabbit indeed.” Then he looked up to meet Lord Robert’s eyes, in the expectation of sharing a knowing grin.


  But there was no grin on the face of the Head of the House of Marcus. Indeed, there was no discernable expression at all. “Thank you stopping by, Captain,” Lord Robert replied, his words warm but the tone icy. “And again, all of Marcus congratulates you upon your most-deserved elevation.”


  “Thank you, sir!” Sir Leslie replied, once again bowing extra-deep. Then, moving rather oddly, he left the room in a series of further bows. “Long live the House of Marcus! May it prosper and thrive!” Lord Robert smiled icily back, nodding in acknowledgement to each ridiculous little prostration. Meanwhile, James sat shaking his head.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked him after the captain was finally gone.


  “Nothing,” he replied, looking at me strangely. “And at the same time, everything. Didn’t you notice?”


  “Notice what?” I asked. “He was going to take me in, you know. Despite everything, from his point of view he was trying to do right by me.”


  He stared at me again for a long moment, then looked away. “Perhaps the situation is worse I thought,” he murmured.


  That ticked me off a little until I finally figured it out. “Oh!” I said at last, recalling how strangely the captain had moved as he retired from the room. “He got the protocol wrong, didn’t he? Captain Blaine didn’t turn his back on your uncle. But you don’t have to worry about that for anyone but His Majesty.” I smiled. “Don’t worry! I won’t shame your family in the throne room.”


  James sighed, then licked his lips and turned away. “I’m quite certain you won’t, David. In fact, I never worry in the least that you might possibly shame us. It’s the thought of everyone else shaming you that I lose sleep over.”
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  It was probably just as well that Captain Blaine stopped by, because his visit left me practically no time to worry before it was our turn in the throne room. I was still mulling James’s words over and trying to figure out what he really meant by them as I was greeted and examined at the rear of the chamber by the Royal Chamberlain, then lined up just so with James slightly ahead of me and to my right. From that point on, my mind sort of blanked as I went through the pre-programmed motions and bowed before the throne. “Rise!” the Chamberlain was intoning in his deepest, most ceremonial tone before I really began to appreciate where I was and what I was doing. I smiled and slowly straightened, then stood stiffly at attention before my sovereign. We’d rehearsed it all a thousand million times, and so far everything had gone so perfectly that I was a little shocked when, without the slightest warning, His Majesty upset our routine. Instead of immediately calling me forward, he looked my friend and down, smiled, and addressed him with amazing informality. “Hello, James!”


  My friend smiled back, bowing slightly a second time. He was at home with ritual in a way that I never could be. “Hello, Your Highness. It’s good to see you.”


  The king’s smile widened; the expression did good things for his elderly, careworn face. I’d seen photos and paintings a million times, of course—they’d been all over Hummingbird, for example. And yet… For the first time he looked terribly familiar.


  “Did you like the train set I gave you for Christmas?” the King asked. “It was my own, once upon a time.”


  James grinned. “Thank you so much!”


  Then they were grinning at each other, and it hit me like a bolt of lightning. James and His Majesty shared the same eye color, the same nose-shape, the same chin… I sniffed discretely at the air. My heavens! They even smelled alike! And milord had resembled His Majesty even more closely.


  Suddenly my heart was all aflutter again. It was true! Milord almost had to have been the king’s illegitimate son! Reality sort of swam and shifted for a bit, then my sovereign was facing me. “And you, David! You’re looking excellent today, as well.” His grin faded. “I’m told you saved James’s life, at least twice. And nearly saved that of his father as well—certainly you gave your best in the effort. I’m eternally grateful to you as a result.”


  I gulped and mumbled something, though I’m not sure what. But it must’ve done the trick because he smiled and nodded. Then he waggled a finger at the Chamberlain, who approached the throne immediately. “Douglas,” he whispered. “When this is over I’m, afraid that I’m going to require another unscheduled break. I’m sorry about the disruption, but well… There it is. I think I’m going to spend it with David here.” He nodded in my direction, and my heart raced again. “If you have the time, son.”


  I gulped. “Of course, Your Majesty!”


  He smiled and his hand twitched, for all the world as if he’d started to reach out and stroke my ears but stopped himself at the last moment. “Excellent!” Then he waved the Chamberlain away and pulled out a long, formally-worded official document. This he read in a high, singsong voice. It was the certificate that went along with my award, telling the story of how I’d grappled The Sword of the People and then played a key role in the success of the boarding action proper. Frankly I was getting a little bored with it all—every time someone retold the story it seemed to grow a little, and all the “whereas”es and “For the Glory of the Realm”ses in this particular version didn’t help any. Then seemingly out of nowhere a glittering sword with a midnight-black hilt and scabbard appeared and two footmen stepped forward to buckle it to me. There were three large diamonds mounted on the scabbard, not quite in a perfect line, to indicate that I’d won the highest form of the Sword, the one awarded for personal valor. Then I drew the Sword in the best salute I could manage—it was a lot heavier than the dummy I’d practiced with, and I’m afraid it wobbled a bit—as everyone in the room including His Majesty bowed to me. It felt really strange, maybe even a little wrong. But that was the way it was done, and I wasn’t in any position to argue. I’d never be required to bow to anyone again for the rest of my life, save His Highness himself. Then it was all over and the Chamberlain whispered in my ear. “Don’t leave, son. The king is going to withdraw.”


  I nodded slightly, then stood and blushed as all the glittering and gilded Court hangers-on cheered and applauded me. Their appreciation seemed genuine, which just made it worse. I was still standing and blushing when the Chamberlain cried out “All rise!” even though everyone was already standing. Then His Majesty climbed stiffly off of his throne and vanished through the purple curtain behind it. After that I didn’t have the faintest idea of what to do with myself, so I sheathed the Sword and looked at James. He smiled back and rocked his head a little side to side, indicating that I should just stand and wait. So I grinned too and did exactly that…


  …until a full-dress-uniformed and medal-spangled marine appeared at my elbow. “His Majesty awaits you in his private audience chamber, sir,” he whispered in my ear. “Shall I lead the way?”
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  The audience chamber looked more like a luxurious office suite than anything else. In addition to a desk and data console there was a little open area with a fireplace and several comfortable chairs and divans arranged in an oblong where His Majesty could sit and converse with a small group if he liked. He was working at his paper-strewn desk when I was let in, wearing a pair of thick-rimmed reading glasses and studying a document intently. “Ah, David!” he greeted me with a smile as I stepped through the door. “Thank you so much for coming!”


  I smiled back, then walked carefully across the room—carefully, because just a minute or so earlier I’d almost tripped over my new Sword and fallen on my face—and sat in the chair His Highness was pointing towards. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked. “Chocolate milk, perhaps? That’s what I’ll be drinking. Some may find it juvenile, but I absolutely love the stuff.”


  “Th-That sounds fine,” I eventually managed to stammer out. James absolutely loved chocolate milk too; while I could take or leave the stuff (and too much made me ill) it was clear that most certainly today I’d be taking.


  His Highness smiled again, and then to my shock opened a refrigerator under his desk, pulled out a gallon of milk and a messy can of chocolate syrup, and began mixing. “I always make my own chocolate milk,” he explained. “Just as I still make most of my own sandwiches and dress myself on those rare occasions when I’m able to manage a day off.” He smiled at me. “Long ago, I used to sneak out of the palace and wander the city, trying to learn about how everyone else lived. I’ve always been a bit of a rebel, you see. I rode the busses, signed up for and performed day labor, and once even drank ale in a thieves guild.” His smile widened. “Those were wonderful times!”


  “I can imagine, Sire,” was my rather lame reply.


  Finally he came tottering over and handed me a frosty glass with a straw in it, then sat down in a slightly more ornate chair and sipped. “Ah!” he declared, his eyes rolling just like my friend’s always did. “That’s so good!”


  I sipped and smiled too, then politely waited.


  “David,” the king said eventually. “The first thing I wanted to say to you was that I’ve never handed out a Sword that I thought was better earned.” He nodded down at it. “May you wear it in eternal, untarnished honor.”


  I blushed and looked down into my chocolate.


  “And,” His Majesty continued, “I also wished to offer my most sincere apologies for giving it to you.”


  That got my attention. Against my will, both ears rose abruptly.


  “Heh!” His Highness declared. “My advisors claimed that you were a real charmer. I’m glad to see that they were right. Because you’re going to need that ability, son. And far, far more.”


  I took another sip before replying. “Forgive me, sir. But I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.”


  His Majesty nodded. “Which is part of what makes all of this so cruel. No one really expects you to understand, you see. Not yet, at least. I, however, feel obliged to at least try and explain.” Then he sighed and lowered his glass to the table. “As you must certainly know by now, there’s a strong, ah… Connection, let’s call it. A strong connection between myself and the House of Marcus.”


  I nodded silently.


  “It goes deeper than you probably realize, no matter how good your nose is.” He smiled knowingly at me. “I’ve been privy to their deepest, darkest secrets for most of my life, and they to many of mine.” His smile faded, and he met my eyes. “Therefore, I’ve known all about you for a very long time now. And your father, as well.”


  I looked away. “I see.”


  He laughed. “You can’t see, son. Because you don’t—can’t possibly!—have all the facts. But I intend to share some of them with you. Because of the Sword, see? And because things have gone so badly wrong.”


  I tilted my head, not understanding.


  “The House of Marcus created you Rabbits,” he continued after a time. “Horses and Dogs too, of course. But it was Rabbits that first made them wealthy, then ennobled them, then carried them to the highest ranks of all. There will always be unpleasant, mind-numbing labor that absolutely needs to be done. You Rabbits were specifically bred to perform it so that we humans wouldn’t have to. Dogs and Horses have their places, yes. But it’s Rabbits that are the key.” He paused. “Did you know that there are nearly as many Rabbits in this kingdom as there are humans?”


  I blinked. “No, sire.”


  “Almost no one does. Because we keep the fact carefully suppressed. It’s a terrible strategic weakness, you see. An uprising might be unlikely, given how submissive and even meek Rabbits tend to be. But still…. The results could be disastrous.”


  I blinked again. “Sire,” I tried to reassure him. “I’ve never met a Rabbit who would even dream… I mean…”


  His Majesty waved his hand airily. “Yes, yes, yes!” he replied, for the first time sounding his true age. “I’ve heard all that before, a million times.” He looked down at my Sword and smiled. “And, I assure you… If I had even the slightest doubts regarding your personal loyalty, you’d not be armed in my private chamber.”


  I nodded, wanting to say more but holding my tongue.


  “Anyway…” my sovereign continued, looking off into the distance again. “Widespread slavery carries far more subtle poisons with it than just the crass fear of revolt.” He smiled again. “Did you know, David, that in the beginning being the King of the Empire of Man was a purely ceremonial job?”


  “No!” I answered, eyes wide. “But… I mean, how…”


  His Highness shook his head and smiled. “We truly are pathetic creatures, we human beings. In the beginning there was His Majesty and a handful of Lords to assist him in opening public buildings, addressing schoolchildren and all that royal rot. But as people grew more and more conscious of how much better they were than mere Rabbits, well… They started thinking about how much better they were than each other, too. The whole feudal structure revived itself in nothing flat.” He looked away. “There were other factors in play as well, like the semi-isolation of the new colony worlds and the need for centralized authority on such an inhospitable frontier. But, the eggheads claim, it was mostly you Rabbits who did this to us. And now we’re not only stuck with a wretchedly inefficient governmental system run largely via graft and intrigue, but are also plagued with a population that’s half made up of illiterate, uninventive, zero-initiative slaves.” He looked away. “I’m sorry, David. But that’s how it really is.”


  I nodded slowly. It was true, so what could I say?


  “For three generations it’s been the secret goal of both my House and that of Marcus to at least begin to remedy this, though the scale of the problem is so incredible that it boggles the mind.” He frowned. “As always, the first thing that needs to change are attitudes. You and your father were part of a plan to accomplish this.” He sighed and reached out to pat my shoulder. “A most successful part so far, I might add. Though there’s still so far to go…”


  I looked down at the ground. “We’re different, aren’t we? Me and Dad, I mean? I’ve always sort of felt that way.”


  His Majesty nodded. “Illegally different, actually. The same gengineering tech that created Rabbits to begin with can serve to alter them as well, you see.” He looked away again. “You were optimized for intelligence, initiative and ability, David, instead of servility. More specifically, you were gifted with technical and leadership skills in the hope that you’d make an exceptional merchantman’s officer someday. Because for a Rabbit to succeed in a human world nothing less than truly exceptional would do.”


  “I see,” I whispered back.


  “There are a few others,” the king continued. “You’d have found one of the females far more attractive than a run-of-mill servile type, or at least you were so designed. Eventually you’d have been encouraged to marry, and with a little help your children would’ve been more capable still. We’d have seen to it that they rose even higher, so that humanity might learn that ancient bloodlines don’t mean so much after all.” He sighed again. “Certainly it would’ve led to chaos and turmoil. Maybe even war and suffering. My own House might’ve fallen. But growth is like that, David. You have to accept the pains with the gains.”


  I nodded slowly. “I see.”


  He sighed and sipped more chocolate milk. “This current war changes everything, of course. And so, in its way, does your Sword. Truth be told, I expect we’ll be forced to the table soon to make peace. It won’t last long, however. We’re at loggerheads with the Imperials in a very fundamental way, and this fight won’t end until either their realm collapses or mine.” His eyes hardened. “I may be forced to accept a short-term peace; their surprise-attack accomplished that much even if it blackened their names forever.” His ancient hands formed fists. “But I intend to win the larger war, David, never doubt it for a moment! If it takes every last credit and costs me my crown, I’ll win it!” He pounded the arm of his chair. “Because I must! Because Mankind and Rabbitkind and all the rest of us should move forward, not fall back into some wretched dark age.”


  “I’ll do whatever I can to help,” I heard myself say, though I wasn’t really sure I meant it. Burning had hurt a lot, and I didn’t ever want to have to face it again.


  His Highness smiled. “That brings us back to square one, David. And why I’m so sorry I had to give you the Sword. The plan as it once stood, the one where you’d have spent the rest of your life as a chief engineer and your son would’ve become a merchant captain, is wrecked beyond all salvage. That plan would’ve demanded much of you, though in fairness it also offered much in return. But now…” He sighed. “Son, I won’t force you, because what I’m going to ask isn’t something that can rightly be demanded of a man or a Rabbit either one. Nor do I want you to decide here and now. You’ve a little childhood left, and I want you to enjoy every minute of it that you can. But…” He looked away.


  “The greatest stronghold of the nobility in this entire realm is the navy, David. The bulk of the officer corps are of blue blood, and the higher one rises the truer this becomes. Like it or not, these are the movers and shakers of our universe—impress them, and the impression will spread.” His Highness sighed. “My beloved subject, quite by accident you’re in an advantageous position to advance some of the Kingdom’s most important goals at a crucial time in our history. We’re about to fight a long war, or more likely a long series of wars, and successful military leaders will be held in the highest of public esteem. You’ve already been decorated for courage after actions which speak for themselves to the most closed of minds—even that pompous ass Blaine was decent enough to properly credit you for his victory. It’s almost like it was somehow meant to be. Even your engineering education, son…. While it was meant for something else, it fits a naval career perfectly. And, as predicted, you have quite a knack for it.”


  I gulped. “You’re asking me to enlist in the navy, sire?”


  He smiled and shook his head. “Of course not! At your age and with your proven abilities, it’d be a waste for you to become an enlisted man. Instead, I want you to apply to the Academy and become an officer. You’re acceptance is certain, I might add—while I can pull only just so many so many strings on your behalf without ruining my own purpose, that particular one I can manage.”


  I nodded again. “And this is the burden of the Sword, your majesty?”


  His Highness's smile faded. “Yes, David. I fear that it is. A burden of honor, for those noble-hearted enough to feel it.”


  I nodded back. “Thank you for explaining all this to me, sire.”


  “Don’t mention it. It was owed you, and far more besides.” He sighed and, joints creaking, rose to his feet. Then he arched his back and stretched in a most unkinglike manner. “A-a-a-rgh!” he declared as the vertebrae popped. “I fear that I must get back to work, David. Poor Douglas is probably improvising like a fiend right about now. I should be ashamed of myself, I treat him so shabbily.” He reached down and fozzled my ears with both hands. “Forgive me, but I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I first laid eyes on you.”


  I smiled back. “Anytime, sire.”


  Then his face grew serious once more. “Your Mr. Banes has my ear, David. Once upon a time he was my tutor as well, you see. Let him know what you decide; I’ll see to the rest. And please, forward him my regards as well.”


  I nodded. “Yes, sire.”


  Then he smiled again. “One of the few benefits of being king is that no one ever questions your basic prerogatives. So sit down and finish your milk once I’m gone, David—I won’t be back for hours. Take as long as you need to relax and settle down before facing the press—waiting won’t kill them, and it’ll be your last chance for quite some time. I’ll leave instructions on the matter.”


  I smiled one last time, then bowed even though protocol didn’t call for it. “Thank you, sire. For everything.”


  He smiled back. “Thank you, David. For all you’ve done, and for what’s yet to come. No matter what path you choose, I’m certain you won’t let me down. In fact, I begin to doubt that you’re capable of it.”
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  His Majesty told me that I didn’t have to answer him about the Academy right away, and I was glad of it. For a long time after getting the Sword I felt all twisted up and confused inside. I wasn’t sure what was wrong, though when I talked to Mr. Banes about it he smiled and told me that he suspected my fourteenth birthday just might have something to do with it. And it probably did—he gave me a nice little booklet to read about going through puberty, for which I was grateful. But still… I felt like something was terribly wrong inside of me. I cried for no reason, grew angry at James, didn’t study as hard…


  …and then one day it all blew away like a passing summer storm, and I felt like I could actually think again a little. In fact, judging by the comments Mr. Banes wrote on my papers, I was thinking better than ever.


  Bu it wasn’t all just puberty. The Sword was definitely part of it as well. I’d never really wanted the thing, nor enjoyed any of the other stuff that went with it like not bowing to anyone. Most especially, I hated all the obligations that were part of the package. “I don’t want everyone treating me differently!” I complained late one night to Mr. Banes, during the weeks when I was at my worst. He’d overheard me weeping from the corridor, and stopped in to see what was wrong. “All I ever wanted was to be an engineer and run a safe and efficient ship like Dad did. It’s not fair! I don’t want to be anyone’s hero!”


  “There, there!” Mr. Banes replied, hugging me close alongside him. Thank heavens James was away visiting His Majesty—I couldn’t have stood for him to see me like that. Then my tutor sighed and looked me in the eye. “Wherever did you get the idea, young David, that life is fair?”


  “I… Well…”


  He laughed a single, harsh syllable. “Was it fair that you were born a slave, David?”


  “No,” I answered without even thinking about it. “Not really. But—”


  “Was it fair that your father never knew a minute’s freedom till the day he died?” he interrupted.


  I opened my mouth, then bit off my reply. Somehow, I’d never really considered the issue. “Gee,” I answered at length. “That was really terrible!”


  “Yes,” my tutor agreed, nodding soberly. “Utterly wretched, in fact.” Then he looked off into the distance. “How about all the other Rabbits, David? Or for that matter, all the other enslaved individuals of history? However many billions there’s been, of all races and creeds?”


  I pressed my lips together and nodded. “You’re right,” I admitted. “They all had it a lot worse than I do.”


  He nodded again. “And then we might consider the destitute, the ignorant, the endless legions of the crippled…” He shook his head and sighed. “Life’s never fair, David, nor can it be made fair. No matter how hard people try. If I could share only one lesson with you, this would be the one. Every single person there’s ever been was a universe unto themselves, and their path through life a unique, individual voyage that can’t be meaningfully compared with that of any another. Nothing’s ever the same twice and therefore no two lives, or two people, are comparable.” He sighed. “So fairness is an illusion, David, and yearning for it is a waste of precious time.” He squeezed me extra-tight. “Especially for someone like you.”


  “I… I guess I am more different than most,” I admitted.


  “In many ways,” Mr. Banes agreed. “Which must make you feel very lonely. I understand this and make allowances for it when I can. But I fear that no one can ever be lonely for you. It’s something everyone has to go through for themselves.”


  I nodded slowly, my face screwing up again. “You expect so much from me! All of you!”


  Mr. Banes nodded. “Yes, we do. Including His Royal Highness. Or so I’m informed.” He smiled softly. “I suspect I know what’s really bothering you, son. No one will make you attend the Academy. I’d offer my own word of honor, but His Majesty has already made you his promise. And he never, ever breaks his word on things like this.” He peered at me intently. “Did I guess right?”


  I nodded. “He says it’s okay if I don’t. And I know he wouldn’t make me. But…” I looked down at my feet. “I guess I sorta have to go anyway.”


  Mr. Banes smiled again. “And why is that, David?”


  My eyes filled with tears. “Because… Because I just do! Part of it’s the Sword, yes. But…” I looked up at him. “Someone has to be first. His Highness is right about how important it is. And so are you and Lord Robert and everyone else around here. Something’s gotta give, you see. And… And… And…” I looked down, and Mr. Banes squeezed me again.


  “Something’s got to give,” he whispered. “And someone has to be the first. You’re the best-placed there’s ever likely to be. You know it as well as we do, and because of that you can’t run away. Even though it’ll make you miserable.”


  I nodded wordlessly.


  He squeezed me around the shoulders and we sat in silence for what felt like forever before he spoke again. “David,” he said at last. “You’re aware by now that I’m no ordinary instructor.”


  “Yeah,” I answered. “You’re a special-good one. And I’m thankful for all you’ve done for me. Even if I don’t say it out loud very often.”


  He smiled. “You’re most welcome.” He looked at James’s empty bed and sighed. “The privilege has been mine, really. I’ve tutored no less than eleven lordlings and a royal prince in my time. Or, perhaps it may yet turn out to be ten lordlings and two royal princes—who can know?” He shook his head. “And now a Rabbit as well.” He squeezed me again. “One of the traits I’m expected to encourage in my charges is a true sense of nobility. An understanding that being a nobleman is more about obligations than privileges, and that true honor is the greatest burden that a man, or a Rabbit, can ever bear.” He shook his head, then turned to face me. “The greater one’s abilities and power, the greater their obligations. Some people never come to understand that, David. They become monsters like the Emperor. You, on the other hand…” He shook his head and stood up to leave. “Some men devote their entire lives to seeking the very highest titles and decorations. To them something like the Sword—or even better a crown!—is more precious than gold. They’ll do anything—even commit terrible crimes—to obtain what they seek, all the while never having a clue about the substance that necessarily lies behind the symbol. Others, however, live quietly and try to do what’s right even when it’s not easy. They don’t seek medals or crowns or glory—instead, all they’re interested in is satisfying the demands of their own personal sense of honor. Yet, though this sort of man doesn’t chase after honors, somehow the honors tend to find him.”


  Then to my shock Mr. Banes bowed to me. “I can teach you nothing about honor, David Birkenhead, because it’s clearly a subject you’ve long-since mastered. It was honor that won you first your freedom and then your Sword. It’ll also be honor that you’ll curse again and again all through your life as it drives you do what’s difficult—sometimes even impossible!—instead of what’s conventional and easy.” He shook his head. “I don’t envy you, son—not at all! But know that I’ll always be here for you so long as I live, and also that you’ve earned my eternal respect. I’m proud to include you among the lords and princes, David. Never doubt it for a moment.”
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  In a way, having the big decision behind me made life a lot easier. In some ways more fun too! James was obliged to attend the Academy by birth, so it wasn’t any great trick to set things up so we’d be in the same class. We even got to study together!


  Or not-study, more often than not. Instead we went out running in the mornings and did pull-ups in the afternoon. Sure, the Academy sent us a little brochure warning us of their strict academic standards, but the fact of the matter was that both my friend and I were already studying at a level equivalent to their graduation requirements… in our weakest subjects! This sort of bothered me, not because we were so smart—though James certainly was!—but because it looked to me like graduation was going to be terrible easy in scholastic terms. I did a little research, and found out that once upon a time degrees from military academies had taken four long years to earn and tended to be among the most prestigious. In modern times, by contrast, the course of study took only a year and the emphasis was more on decorum and deportment. For example, we’d have to take two military science classes, one on basic strategy and tactics and the other on military courtesy and discipline. James and I asked for a copy of the strategy textbook, and just in our spare time we were able to teach ourselves enough to earn near-perfect grades on the study questions in less than two weeks. In fact, I found two math errors in the text and James snorted at one of the translations from Caesar’s “Gallic Wars”. Anyone with a good grasp of geometry and the maneuver-limitations of modern starships could understand basic tactics, and it looked to me like basic strategy hadn’t changed much since the time of Sun Tzu. “When you set out to take Vienna,” I typed in answer to the most difficult essay question, “take Vienna.” It was counted as wrong, of course, and the study-comp didn’t appreciate my little joke. But the larger point was that I didn’t need to get the question right in order to pass; the subject matter was just that easy. I laid awake a lot of nights afterwards trying to figure out why it was so easy, until I found myself imagining what Captain Blaine must’ve been like when he was a fifteen-year-old soon-to-be nobleman and attending the Academy. And even more, what his father might’ve been like if someone had dared give his child a poor grade. Then, somehow I not only understood it all but also felt terribly sorry for His Majesty.


  A lot other stuff happened during those months as well. As His Highness had feared, he was indeed forced to make an unfavorable peace with the Empire. We got Marcus Prime back as part of the final deal; while other Houses suffered territorial losses of various degrees, Marcus’s strategic position both in physical and political terms once again paid us large dividends. The Empire would hold our home planet for a few more months as security against other concessions, then hand it over to us. They’d also use those extra months to scourge and pillage it as thoroughly as possible, of course. But what was a war-loser to do?


  The worst part was when the Empire returned Stephen Marcus, James’s elder brother. Until the treaty was signed they hadn’t even admitted knowing he was alive. Now, however, they wanted to return him as soon as humanly possible. Ostensibly this was because he was badly injured—the Empire’s representatives claimed they had no idea as to how it’d happened—but they didn’t give us a clue as to how badly. Sir Robert arranged for everyone who was anyone to meet the rightful heir at the spaceport, along with the coffin containing the corpse of his dead mother. Everyone was terribly worked up, not least Mr. Banes. He concealed his worry with hustle and bustle, making me dress and re-dress no less than three times and requiring that I wear my Sword to the event. But the Imperials proved far crueler than anyone had reckoned. This didn’t become clear until Stephan came rolling across the terminal in a wheelchair with a vacuous grin on his face and drool glistening on his chin. We didn’t think he recognized anyone, though we couldn’t really be certain because his vocabulary had been reduced to about twenty words. A huge scar ran across his brow and then down the right side of his head where his skull had been crushed and then repaired. The Imperial medic bowed to Lord Robert and gravely presented a receipt. The temporary head of our House, white-faced in rage, signed it and handed it back. Then the Imperial removed a red medical datacube from his pocket, placed it atop Lady Marcus’s coffin, and strode away without uttering a word.


  James’s eldest brother was all of seventeen. “That… That…” my friend muttered.


  “Easy, now!” I whispered back. “You’ll have your chance at them.”


  He raised his balled fists, then lowered them back to his sides. The right one, I knew, contained his dead father’s signet ring, which he’d been holding for Stephen ever since the loss of the Broad Arrow. A ring that would now never be delivered. “More than a chance,” he swore. “I’ll destroy them forever, if it’s the last thing in the universe I ever do!”


  I nodded back and, decorum be damned, wrapped an arm around him. Presently, he was weeping on my shoulder.


  No one complained.
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  James and I were still wearing black armbands in memory of Lady Maria when he and I arrived at the Academy, her state funeral fresh in our minds. “War is a terrible disaster,” His Majesty had declared during her eulogy. “One that weighs heaviest upon the weak and innocent. But there are things even less tolerable, and those who would disturb the honest labors of the universe would be wise to keep this in mind.” Even I knew that it was a warning shot across the Emperor’s bow; we might’ve lost the most recent round but there were still plenty more to come. And now, well…


  For the first time, I was beginning to understand in my heart what war was all about. Stephen’s injuries, our own doctors had determined, might indeed have been the result an accident. And the Encyclopedia Britannica might’ve been the result of an explosion in a printshop, as well. It wasn’t something that could ever be proved, but the best in the business were of the opinion that it’d probably begun as a relatively minor skull fracture, then the damage had been systematically and cold-bloodedly enlarged in such a way as to remove the heir’s inhibitions and self-control—to get him to talk, in other words. Then, after he’d been wrung dry, they’d ruined him once and for all to cover up their own work. And then, lastly, sent back the empty husk in the hope that someday it might somehow interfere with the House of Marcus’s line of succession. James had been in an icy rage ever since the truth was shared with the inner family—he hardly ever smiled or laughed anymore.


  And certainly neither of us were smiling or laughing as our limo first circled the Academy in a holding pattern while other cadets were unloaded, and then finally gently eased us to the ground outside the big, iron gate. “Well,” James observed as a pair of footbunnies dashed forward to open our doors for us. “We’re here.” I only just had time to nod back. Then the door flew open, the warm summer air swirled in, and it was time to begin.


  There were young noblemen standing everywhere, it seemed, all gathered around in little knots and wearing bright new uniforms. I was wearing a uniform too, of course, though thank heavens it wasn’t entirely like theirs. Mine was made of much thinner, more breathable fabric and was equipped with outlets for ears and tail, though the tailors had done such a good job that the result looked just like standard-issue broadcloth. Only my sandals seemed really out of place. Those, of course…


  …and the black cravat with the three white stars of the Sword of Orion that regulations required me to wear at my neck at all times. It rather stood out, I had to admit, against the glittering hereditary honors and orders of nobility that most of the rest wore.


  So it was natural, I supposed, that silence instantly spread itself across the unloading zone the moment my ears emerged from the limo. “Greetings, sir,” the footbunny at my elbow declared. “We’re very, very glad to see you here.”


  I smiled back and patted his arm; the extra “very”, I suspected, wasn’t scripted. “I’ll do my best,” I promised.


  “I’m sure,” the servant replied with a bow. Then he was gone and James and I were alone with our peers. Or rather, we were sort of alone together, surrounded by a large bubble of empty space. It went on and on and on, until finally James nodded at someone he knew. “Hello, Pieter!” he declared heartily. “How’s your sister doing? Did her broken leg mend well?”


  A young blonde boy blushed. “She’s fine, James,” he replied. “I’m glad to see you.” His eyes shifted towards me, then away again.


  James smiled wider and stepped forward. “I’ll never forget that picnic!” he declared, apparently full of good cheer. “And I’m so sorry that she fell. I only wanted to tag her!” Then he turned to me. “Have you met my friend David yet, Pieter? He’s rather a lot of fun, too!”


  The boy’s face turned bright, bright red. “I… Uh…”


  “Oh!” another boy declared. This one was Oriental, and wore many gewgaws indeed on his tunic. “So that’s who did such a good job dressing you this morning, James! Tell me, is he for sale?”


  My friend’s face went rock-hard for an instant and something very ugly might’ve happened save for the fact that just then a whistle began blowing. “Young gentlemen!” an adult voice roared. “Over here! Immediately, please!” Then began the long, dull process of first getting everyone arranged in alphabetical order, then teaching us how to stand properly at attention and salute—“That’s all you’ll need for the next few days, but you’ll be doing rather a lot of it!”—and getting us assigned to our squads and residence halls.


  “Squad One!” the red-faced Sergeant Piper bellowed at last. I pricked my ears—by virtue of having a last name that began with the letter “B”, that included me. “Form up!”


  I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by “form up”, and apparently neither did anyone else because we sort of created an amorphous blob around him. “Damn you ignorant snotties!” the marine roared. Then he drew a line in the dirt with the toe of an immaculately polished boot. “Tallest on the left! Shortest on the right! Move, move, move! We haven’t all bloody day!”


  Because he didn’t specify if he meant his right or our right—quite deliberately, I suspected—there was even more confusion. But finally we formed a ragged, ill-kempt line. “Well, young gentlemen!” he declared with his foghorn voice. “That only took maybe ten times as long as it should’ve.” He strode down to my end of the line—I was easily the shortest in the whole class, not just the squad. “Name?” he demanded, lip curled in disgust.


  “David Birkenhead, sir!” I replied.


  “I am not a ‘sir’!” he exploded in apparent rage. “I’m an enlisted man, you damned fool! Call me ‘Instructor-Sergeant’! And the proper form is ‘Birkenhead, David!”


  “Yes, Instructor-Sergeant!” I replied. Apparently this was correct form, because though he glared at me for another endless second he then moved on the next cadet. His name was William Abercrombie, it turned out, and the poor kid was easily flustered. He stammered and choked and finally cried a little before the Instructor-Sergeant eventually moved on. Finally, once he’d insulted pretty much everyone, Sergeant Piper announced that it was time for our training to begin. “God help the king,” he declared, “if you represent the best and brightest of the realm! I’ve never in my life seen such a miserable lot of…” It went on and on, and I could see that some of the young noblemen, particularly those wearing the biggest medals, were growing angry. But the sergeant knew just when to cut it off and let his cadets blow off some steam. “As you probably know,” he began in a new, more respectful tone. “You are now walking on hallowed ground. Countless heroes have walked these paths, sat in these classrooms and slept in your beds before you. No less than five hundred and forty-six holders of the Sword of Orion have attended this Academy. You’ve therefore much to live up to.” I gulped at that. The number in the brochure had been five hundred and forty-five—were they actually counting me? “One of our most sacred traditions,” he continued, “is the Daily Mast. More cadets wash out over Mast than any other single cause.” He smiled. “And there’s nothing I like more than washing out cadets, gentlemen. So let’s get started right now!”
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  Sergeant Piper made us all run to the Academy’s physical training center, outside of which stood incongruously a single sailing-ship’s mast, fully rigged-out with ropes and yards. “This is the Mast,” Piper explained, once we were all lined up again from tallest to shortest. “Perhaps you’ve heard of it.”


  Of course we’d heard of it—it was famous across the universe and featured on the cover of our brochure. The colossal thing was a hundred and ten feet high, as near as James and I’d been able to figure out from the many photographs we’d analyzed, and had been transported all the way from Old Earth. Once it’d been part of an ancient ship of war.


  “You will climb this mast halfway this week,” our Instructor-Sergeant proclaimed. “Next week three quarters of the way, and so on until by the time you leave this establishment you’ll be running up and down it against the clock three times a day.” He smiled evilly. “On the last day, the various squads will compete. The winners will be granted extra leave. The losers will perform the extra duties of those who’re gone.”


  The others stared glumly, but Mast didn’t particularly worry me. James and I had been doing little but working out for weeks, since our academics were so well in hand. We’d found a river-bluff that we reckoned was just about the same height as the Mast, and had tested out all sorts of strategies. Now that I was finally up-close, it seemed to me that there were even more handholds here than at the cliff. So—


  “Birkenhead!” Sergeant Piper roared. “Climb that mast!”


  I didn’t know if I should verbally acknowledge the order or not—clearly part of our “training” was to be kept guessing about the rules as long as possible. So I did the next best thing and took off so quickly that if I was wrong I’d be halfway up the thing before the sergeant realized it.


  We’d made a systematic study of climbing, James and I had, since the navy seemed to consider the skill so important. I’d been especially lucky, quite by accident coming across a documentary film about a group of stevedore-bunnies that hand-carried live plants and other non-containerable materials in and out of the deep hulls of spaceliners. While we Rabbits were in most ways more human than lapine in the hips and legs, these stevedores had discovered over the long years that the best way for our kind to climb long ladders with the least effort was by a series of tiny stutter-hops. And what was a cliff—or a ship’s mast—but a sort of ladder? Once I’d mastered the art James no longer even tried to keep up—I frankly didn’t think any human alive could. This wasn’t to say there weren’t any challenges at all. At one place I had to hang backwards from my hands and feet, dangling in the wind with nothing between me the cement far below. (I later learned that generations of cadets before me had named this passage the “Death Grip”.) And the little hole at the bottom of the crow’s nest was plugged. With my short arms, it wasn’t easy to reach around and lever myself in over the rim. (“The Writhe,”) Overall though… Well, our practice-bluff was a lot harder. And now that I knew the hopping trick, I could race up and down the thing over and over again. In fact, I actually rather forgot myself and spent a moment sightseeing at the top, it was so much fun. The entire Academy grounds were laid out at my feet, and there was James drilling on the quad! Then I remembered myself, however, and peered over the edge of the crow’s nest for further instructions. Sergeant-Instructor Piper was staring up at me with his mouth wide open. In fact, he stared so long that I reckoned he couldn’t tell where I was. So I waved my arms over my head. “I’m here, Instructor-Sergeant! At the top!”


  The mouth finally closed. “Very good, son!” he shouted. “Come on down!”


  It always took me a little longer to descend something than it did to climb it—I thought I was doing something wrong until I checked the films with a stopwatch and found out that the stevedore bunnies had the same problem. Bouncing was still the most efficient method, and it certainly beat conventional climbing. The sergeant didn’t seem to notice, though. His mouth was hanging open again when I hit the bottom and, hoping it was the right thing to do, dashed madly across the ground to my previous place and resumed standing at attention.


  Where I stood for a long, long time before the silence was finally broken. “Most impressive, Birknehead,” an aged naval captain declared as he stepped around the little concrete wall that served as an anchor for some of the Mast’s rigging. “Most impressive indeed. Show me again.”


  I’d been in the navy before, as a ship’s boy. When a captain wanted something, I knew what to do about it. “Aye-aye, sir!” I declared, leaping forward and racing up the mast yet again. The officer was already waving me down when I got to the top, so I descended again without a break. He had me do it over and over and over, growing angrier all the while. “Sir!” Sergeant Piper protested as I departed on my ninth trip—by then I was beginning to breathe hard.


  “Don’t bother, sergeant!” the captain replied as I bounce-bounce-bounced my way back up. He waited until I was halfway up before speaking again, underestimating my ears. “It’s our job to break his kind, and by god we’ll do it!”


  “Sir!” the sergeant complained again, his face white with rage. Then he stood stiffly at the most perfect “attention” I’d ever seen, face expressionless.


  After my forty-third trip aloft, as a climb of the Mast was generally termed, the unknown captain finally stopped me. “Birkenhead!” he snapped.


  “Sir!” I declared, freezing in place and standing at as best an attention as my heaving chest could manage. I’d climbed the practice-bluff thirty-five times in a day before; if the captain had known how exhausted I was growing he might’ve been more patient.


  “You’re a snotty, Birkenhead!” he declared. “As uppity a one as I’ve ever seen in all my long years. Do you hear me?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Tell me you’re an uppity snotty,” he ordered.


  “I’m an uppity snotty, sir,” I repeated.


  “And you’re a filthy Rabbit, too! Your parents were animals! Repeat that!”


  By then I’d had about enough. If this was what he meant by ‘breaking’ me, perhaps it’d be best to get it over with. “I’m a filthy Rabbit,” I repeated, saying no more.


  “And your parents?” the captain demanded.


  “I never knew my mother,” I replied. “But my father was a chief engineer who died at his console in battle against the Imperials, saving the lives of Lord Marcus and his son. How about yours, sir?”


  There was a long, cold silence. “Cadet Birkenhead!” the enraged captain screamed. “You’re insolent, young sir! That’s five… No, ten! Ten demerits! And you’ll spend the night on masthead duty!”


  “I do not understand, sir.” I replied. It was, I’d already figured out, a reply that was at least sometimes permissible. Apparently, this was one of them.


  “Because you’re an ignorant, unteachable moron!” came the inevitable reply. The officer pointed up at the crow’s nest, where I’d been forty-three times already. “The Mast continues above that nest, Cadet. You're to climb all the way to the top and stand at attention atop the butt-end until relieved sometime tomorrow morning. Do you understand now, snotty?”


  “Yes, sir!” I roared.


  “Good! Then do it!”


  “Aye-aye, sir!” I replied. Then just to spite him I bounced up the Mast more quickly than I had even the first time (practice makes perfect!), skivvied up the naked pole, and stood at attention atop its end as ordered.


  “Now, Sergeant,” I heard the officer say, clearly if faintly. “I think this little demonstration should clarify our staff discussions on how to handle our little Rabbit problem?”


  “Yes, sir!” Sergeant Piper replied, though I could tell he was deeply angry.


  “Good,” the captain replied. Then he looked up and down at the rest of his charges. “The rest of you are all good boys from outstanding families,” he explained. “Please, don’t let this upset you too much. But also never forget that the armed forces are the guardians of our social order in more ways than one. You’ll see many ugly things during your careers—this is only the first.” Then he turned back to Piper. “Take ‘em to the dining hall, Sergeant. There’s nothing more to be accomplished here.” Then he looked up at me. “We’ll have this settled in a week or less, I reckon. Then things can get back to normal.”
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  I couldn’t possibly have been the first cadet ever to weep at the masthead, I reassured myself over and over again as the tears flowed and my nose ran and waves of anger and frustration and shame took their turns washing through my heart. My thighs ached, my feet felt like two broken lumps of concrete, my arms throbbed, and sometimes when the clouds broke the sun blinded me. I was also terribly hungry and thirsty. But despite it all I stood at rigid attention as ordered, unsupported and swaying gently in the wind. I was lucky enough to be facing west, which meant that I could appreciate the colors of the sunset as they gathered in the approaching gloom. Though how I was going to make it through the long night to come, well… It’d be best if I took it hour by hour, and didn’t think ahead any more than I had to.


  It was well after dark before I suddenly realized I wasn’t alone on the Mast. At first I felt nothing but a series of vague thumpings and bouncings in the wood underneath my feet, but soon there came voices as well. “Rig that paint can on the yardarm, Cletus!” a high-pitched voice cried out. “And Jeremy! You and Derek reeve the new footropes on the sky-yard!” It was a maintenance crew, made up of Rabbits like me. I certainly hoped I wasn’t going to be in their way.


  At first it didn’t seem like I was. Soon twenty or so Rabbits were working busily in the Mast’s upper reaches, and the scents of paint and tar were heavy in the air. They ignored me, as I was sure they’d been ordered to do, and I ignored them. Until someone climbed up the last little way from the crow’s nest to the masthead and looked up at me. “Excuse me,” a respectful voice asked. It was that of the crew-chief. “May I speak to you?”


  I frowned at first, not wanting to get anyone else into trouble. “I’m not sure it’s allowed,” I replied. “Am I in your way?”


  “Oh, no!” the crew chief replied, smiling. “Not at all. Then he held up a little bag. “But I thought you might want some dinner.”


  I blinked, and my stomach roared its approval at the idea. “Thank you so much,” I answered. “But that’s definitely not allowed.”


  “I thought not,” the Rabbit replied. “But then, we’re not allowed to sleep on duty either.” He pointed down into the crow’s nest, where a midnight-black Rabbit was all curled up napping. “We’re also not allowed to play cards when we’re supposed to be working.” He pointed to where two of his workers were doing exactly that. “And, most of all, we’re not supposed to hang paint cans and tarps in front of the monitor cameras.” He grinned. “Which we’ve done, of course. Because we’re obviously too stupid to remember where they are. So when it's dark they have no idea what goes on up here.”


  I blinked silently, and my mouth watered. “I could stand a bite,” I admitted.


  “And a nice long rest, as well,” the foreman declared. “Come on down to the crow’s nest, David. Don’t worry—you won’t get caught. It’ll be our honor to share what we have with you.”


  ***


  “…and that’s what got him so angry, I guess. When I compared my parents to his.” I shook my head and looked around at all the work-crew bunnies. They were sitting and squatting with ears erect in rapt interest. I took another mouthful of hay, then a sip of water. Sure, my meal was made up of ordinary slave-rations. But as famished as I was, it tasted as good as anything I’d ever been served in the Governor’s palace. Better, even! Besides, I’d been raised on the stuff. I sighed and looked down at the floor of the crow’s nest. “I guess I pushed things too far.”


  “Maybe,” Sergei answered. He was the foreman, and the others always deferred to him. “But… I’ve been a groundskeeper here all of my life, and I’ve never once seen anyone stand Mast for more than an hour before. Much less all night.”


  I nodded sadly, but didn’t know what to say.


  “David’s a Rabbit,” another commented. “No matter what they say, they won’t let him get ahead.”


  “He shouldn’t even try,” a third added. It was Lenny, who’d been asleep in the crow’s nest before I displaced him. Being coal-black, he wasn’t easy to make out in the night. He looked directly at me. “Nothing personal, kid. I mean, I really respect what you’re trying to do. But they’ll never let you be the same as them. Not for anything! So why are you even trying? It’s best to just take things as easy as you can.”


  I pressed my lips together and sighed. “Some of the humans have treated me right,” I pointed out. “And I bet one or two have been good to you, too!”


  “Damn right they have!” Sergie declared, glaring angrily at Lenny. “And don’t you ever say anything to discourage David again, d’ye hear? He’s the most important Rabbit alive!”


  The black lapine was just about to reply when suddenly the mast began to tremble again. Something far larger than a Rabbit was ascending, and fast! “Shit!” Lenny declared, grabbing a paintbrush and slipping over the side of the crow’s nest. Suddenly the upper Mast was alive with Rabbits scattering this way and that, myself not least among them. I’d just hit my “attention” position at the masthead when a marine’s black hat appeared at my feet. “David?” a voice whispered. It took me a moment to recognize that it belonged to Sergeant Piper.


  “Yes, Instructor-Sergeant!” I snapped.


  The marine sighed, clearly relieved. “I’ve been watching you on the monitor every chance I had,” he explained. “Then, when they hung that tarp in front of the camera, well… I was going to climb up and check in on you anyway. Now I’m doing it a little earlier than planned, is all.” He smiled.


  I stood rigid and expressionless, not sure what else to do.


  Finally Sergeant Piper sighed. “At ease, son.”


  I let myself relax, then folded my arms behind my back in the approved position. I wasn’t supposed to have learned it yet, but had picked it up while a ship’s boy.


  “How are you feeling?” the sergeant demanded. “Are you all right?”


  My jaw worked before answering—I wasn’t sure of the proper form. “I’m tired and sore, Instructor-Sergeant,” I admitted. “But basically okay.”


  He nodded. “Are you strong enough to climb down for a rest on your own? Don’t be foolish, David. If you need for me to carry you, I will. There’s no shame in it.”


  “I’ll make it,” I replied.


  “Good,” he answered. Then he smiled again. “I brought you dinner, David. Still warm! And water, too. Eat and drink first—I’m sure you must be half-starved. Then, I fear, we must have a very serious discussion indeed.”
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  “…the captain who did this to you is the Commandant of the Academy,” Sergeant Piper explained as I ate heavenly warm beans and drank water that still carried a pleasant chill. Yes, I’d already eaten. But there was still plenty of room after all the climbing I’d done. “And Captain Drecher has it in for you, David. I wasn’t certain before. Now, however…”


  I nodded and wiped my dinner plate as clean as I could with my napkin, then put it back in Piper’s rucksack for him. “Thank you,” I said. “From the bottom of my heart.”


  He smiled back. “It was my pleasure. But, son… What I’m trying to tell you is that he’ll do anything to drive you out of here.” He pointed up at the masthead. “That punishment is meant for the most severe offenders, and never in the kind of dose that was dished out to you.” He shook his head. “You might not’ve lived through the night. All it would’ve taken was to doze off for an instant, and…” He looked away and sighed, then met my eyes. “I’d have gotten here sooner, if I could’ve.”


  I nodded. “I know.”


  He shook his head and looked away. “As an instructor, I’m cruel. Deliberately, viciously and wantonly cruel. Because it’s a cruel universe out there for King’s officers, and it’s my job to make you hard. It’s not, however, my job to murder you. Or the Commandant’s job, either.” Then he looked up and met my eye. “David… I barely know you yet. But I fought to be assigned as your instructor.”


  I tilted my head, not understanding.


  “It’s true,” he admitted. “It’s also the last thing I should ever tell you, if I thought you had the faintest chance of finishing up here.” He looked away. “As your instructor-sergeant, I’m empowered at any time to accept your resignation. It’s even my job to suggest resignations in the cases of those whom I don’t think will cut the mustard.” He looked down at his feet. “In this case, however, it’s the institution itself that’s the problem. It’s failing you, David—not the other way around. Today was bad enough—you might’ve died! Who knows what tomorrow will bring? And I fear that I’m not in a position to do much except watch it happen.”


  “I see,” I said finally. So I was to be a washout after all, despite how far I’d come. Then I thought about His Majesty and his chocolate milk, of all things, and the little talk he’d given me about the burden of the Sword. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Instructor-Sergeant. But I fear that I can’t resign.”


  His mouth formed a hard, thin line. “Son, I don’t want to have to bury you. Don’t think I’m exaggerating here.”


  I nodded again, then stood and brushed off my uniform. “I’m very grateful,” I explained again. “And I understand your position entirely. This may prove to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done or will ever do. But I simply cannot quit. It’s not an option. His Highness wouldn’t approve.”


  Sergeant Piper gulped. “His Highness?” he asked.


  I nodded. “You’ve shared your secrets, so I’ll share mine. His Majesty pulled strings to get me in here.” I shook my head. “What sort of an ingrate would I be after that, if I just up and quit on my very first day?” Besides, I didn’t add while looking out over the Rabbits laboring away all around us and pretending not to listen, I owe too much to others in lower places as well.


  The sergeant nodded. “Well,” he admitted. “That does indeed put a new spin on things.” He looked off into the distance for a moment. “I can only protect you in small things, not large ones. Your demerits, for example. Ten is enough to get you expelled all by themselves. But it’s my job to cancel them. I’m hereby deleting nine in recognition of your outstanding performance climbing the Mast over and over again today—I’ve never seen such a magnificent display of stamina.”


  “Thank you, Instructor-Sergeant!” I replied.


  He nodded. “The tenth, though… You sassed an officer, son. The Commandant, even. That one you’ll work off like everyone else. I promise you won’t enjoy it.”


  “Yes, Instructor-Sergeant!” I replied. By now, somehow I was standing at attention again.


  “Since you’re too great a goddamned fool to resign,” he continued, his face slipping into its perpetual mask of anger, “then I suggest you climb back up and perform the rest of your duty.” His face softened again. “If you feel woozy, you have my permission to climb down to the crow’s nest and take a twenty-minute rest. In fact, I so instruct you. The blame will come back entirely on me.”


  “Yes, Instructor-Sergeant!”


  “And as for the rest, well… I’ll be thinking about it. Maybe I’ll come up with a little something.” He shook his head. “Now climb up there, you snotty young fool! What’re you waiting for, an engraved invitation from the Queen Mother? Move! Move! Move!”


  Despite myself I grinned. “Yes, Instructor-Sergeant!”


  And so it was that I spent my entire first night at the academy standing at attention atop the Mast, looking out across the sleeping grounds. Though my legs ached like fire and my feet nearly froze, I never even came close to crying again. Or at least I didn’t until dawn, whose first, earliest rays cast a perfect shadow of the Mast across the Academy’s parade grounds.


  And that shadow revealed the entire Mast beneath me was crowded with Rabbits and uniformed adult humans, all standing silently at attention and waiting for the Commandant to come and order me down.
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  The next day was unlike any other in the history of the Academy, I’m told, though I didn’t get to see much of it. Instead of the midshipmen being taught how to form up for roll call, as was normal for the second day of the session, soon they were wandering around all over the place, many standing at the base of the Mast and gawking up at us. This, I later learned, was because nearly all the instructor-sergeants were up there with me instead of coordinating the students. When the upper faculty leadership finally realized how terribly wrong things had gone for them, well… Let’s just say that officers are supposed to be good at dealing with unexpected crises, but that doesn’t mean they actually are. They scurried about in total disorganization, shouting so loudly at the cadets that sometimes I could make out their words despite the brisk breeze that'd sprung up sometime around midnight. “Back to the barracks! That’s an order, damnit!” Some even broke out their sidearms at the apparently-threatening sight of Rabbits and instructors standing silently at attention together. Eventually, though, the leadership managed to shoo all the other students back inside. Whereupon they all stood in a disorganized knot at the base of the Mast and gesticulated wildly at each other. Finally, around nine o’clock, Captain Drecher strode out away from the others and, shading his eyes, looked directly up at me. “Cadet Birkenhead!” he bawled out in long, loud tones. “Come down here this instant! Move, move, move!”


  I honestly tried to move, move, move. But by then I’d been standing still for a very long time. So long, in fact, that merely bending my knees without any load on them wasn’t easy—they made cracking noises and didn’t want to move at all. Thus, I suddenly realized that I was much further gone than I’d appreciated. The world sort of spun ‘round on itself as I negotiated the rim of the crow’s nest, so badly that I teetered and might’ve fallen…


  …save that a powerful hand grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and dragged me to safety. “It’s all right, David,” Sergeant Piper explained. “I’ll carry you.”


  “I can make… I mean…” I protested. But my heart wasn’t in it and the sergeant knew it.


  “Hush, now!” he replied. “You’ve done plenty, son. Let someone else carry part of the burden sometimes. That’s something all good officers must learn sooner or later, and now’s as good a time for you as any.” He tossed me over his shoulder and carried me down like a bag of flour. The man must’ve had muscles like an ox!


  When Sergeant Piper stood me in front of the Academy Commandant, the ground heaved and bucked so badly that I collapsed. “On your feet, snotty!” the Commandant roared, and I took a moment on all fours to shake my head and try to bring myself around. But everything remained gray and formless no matter what I did.


  “Sir!” Sergeant Piper declared. “The cadet should report to sickbay, sir!”


  “How dare you?” Captain Drecher replied, his attention distracted. “And, while we’re at it… Exactly why are all of you instructor-sergeants standing around instead of performing your duties? Alongside a bunch of filthy Rabbits at that?”


  “We are performing our duties, sir,” he replied.


  The captain’s mouth dropped open.


  “Our duties to our students, sir,” he continued. “To keep them safe, among other things.”


  “What utter rot!” the Commandant replied, looking down at me. I’d tried again to stand but failed, and now was on all fours again. Plus, I was also starting to feel nauseous. “He was never in a moment’s danger. Why, the grounds-bunnies work up there all night long all the time!” He shook his head, then looked up at the Mast. “Come down, all of you!” he ordered. “This is your last chance before I file mutiny charges!” Then he turned back to Sergeant Piper. “It’s already too late for you, I fear. I know a ringleader when I see one.”


  “The cadet,” Sergeant Piper replied, his voice now a loud, deep bellow that might’ve carried for miles. “Should report to sickbay. Sir!”


  “The cadet,” the commandant replied, “will perform his daily physical training under my own supervision. And I will personally monitor his condition, to ensure that there is no danger.” He looked down at me. “You’re all right, Mr. Rabbit. A little hard work doesn’t even faze your brutish kind, does it?”


  By way of reply, I threw up.


  The commandant scowled and looked away. Then his eyes rose to the Mast, where everyone was still standing at attention. “I said to come down here!” he declared. “Immediately!”


  Not a soul moved.


  His scowl deepened. “You!” he declared, returning his attention to me. “Give me ten pushups for making that mess. Now!” He turned to his officers. “We’ll break him, all right! This very day! And that’ll fix it all! Everything will go back to being just like it was before.”


  I nodded and tried to get up on my hands and knees and crawl away from the vomit. But a boot came down on my back and pressed me down into it. “That’s a good spot right there, snotty. Now, give me ten!”


  “No, by god!” a nearby voice declared. It belonged to a lieutenant, one of the commandant’s personal staff. He stepped forward and stood between the Commandant and I. “That’s about enough, sir!”


  “You miserable wretch!” Commandant Drecher screamed, a vein jumping out in his forehead. “I’ll have your commission, sir!”


  “And you may take it from me whenever you damned well please, sir!” the lieutenant replied. “Folded until it’s all corners and tucked where the sun never shines! And what a shame that’d be! I’d have to return my estate and spend the rest of my life fox hunting. Such a tragedy!” He shook his head. “Besides, how much can a king’s commission be worth these days, anyhow? If they hand them out to uncouth brutes like you, I mean. That cadet is a hero, damnit! He's done nothing whatsoever to merit such mistreatment!”


  “You….” The commandant muttered. Then he turned to another officer, this one equipped with a sidearm. “Frederick, arrest that man!” he ordered the commander, pointing at the lieutenant who’d spoken up for me.


  The commander’s eyes closed as if in pain. “I don’t have an estate,” he replied eventually. “And I’m certainly not of noble birth. So there’s nothing protecting me. But…” He sighed and shook his head, then turned his back on the commandant. “The instructor-sergeant is correct, sir. As they usually are. I’d advise listening to him.”


  Soon Captain Drecher was rushing from officer to officer, seeking support and growing more and more upset by the minute. But with varying degrees of reluctance, each and every one of them turned their backs on him. He was just approaching the very last, and I was wondering what he’d do if that one turned his back too, when I finally fainted and thereby missed seeing how it all came out.
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  Most cadets probably considered sick bay to be a bare, spartan place. Being mostly of the upper class, they weren’t used to sharing hospital rooms or seeing equipment wheeled about on naked, military-issue carts. But it was a very nice place indeed, in my opinion. Certainly it was a lot better than the veterinary hospital where I’d recently spent so much time. And the staff was nicer, too.


  “…note the elevated heartbeat,” Doctor Jefferson was explaining to a younger colleague as he pointed to a monitor above my head. “In Rabbits, the heart-rate varies enormously with the patient’s emotional state. When they’re startled or truly frightened, I’m told, the readings can go off the scale.” Then he looked down and smiled at me. “Nervous, son?”


  “A little,” I admitted, licking my nose and front teeth for the tenth time in as many minutes. This wasn’t something I normally did, at least not around humans. It seemed to upset them, somehow. But I’d broken an incisor on the sidewalk when I fainted and the putty-smeared stump was endlessly fascinating to my tongue—I couldn’t leave it alone to save my life. The injury was both a lot more and a lot less serious than it sounded. On the one hand, eventually it’d grow out and I’d be just fine. But on the other it was hideously ugly and I couldn’t speak quite properly. Much to my annoyance, for the first time in my life I now had a baby-bunny lisp. The Academy dentist didn’t wasn’t sure what to do because there was nothing in the textbooks about capping open-rooted teeth. None of the local vets knew how to handle the situation either, because people simply didn’t bother fixing broken slave teeth. So the debate raged on, and in the meantime I just tried not to talk any more than I absolutely had to.


  The doctor laid his hand on my shoulder and smiled. “I don’t blame you, son. You’ve had a rough day. So just lay back and relax. I don’t want to have to prescribe a sedative.”


  I nodded and smiled, even though I was growing a little frustrated at all the lying around. I’d slept all morning and well into the afternoon, which fixed most of what was wrong with me, and had taken in I didn’t know how many liters of fluids, muscle-relaxants and electrolytes via IV tube. As near as I could tell, that’d taken care of most of the rest. Yeah, I was still achy in places, and my tooth was broken off low enough that it hurt a little sometimes. But I was basically ready to rejoin my section in training, and everyone around me had to know it. The longer I was kept separated, the harder it’d be for me to become part of the group.


  And worst of all, no one would tell me anything about what’d happened after I passed out!


  It was almost eight o’clock in the evening before the first crack appeared in the wall of silence. James came by to visit, and I was never happier to see anyone in my life. “I can only stay for a minute or two,” he explained once we were done smiling and laughing at the mere sight of each other. “But… Wow!”


  I felt my ear-linings darken. “What elthe could I do?” I lisped, shaking my head.


  James smiled. “Knowing you, nothing. In hindsight I should’ve expected something like this, and so should everyone else. But… for what it’s worth I think you handled yourself well. I’m sure my uncle will agree. And so will many others.”


  My blush deepened, and to avoid more lisping I simply smiled. My friend smiled back, then impulsively fozzled my ears before dashing back to his quarters. His departure left practically all my questions unanswered, but at least I felt better.


  I was just about to fall asleep at long last and make the doctor happy when about nine o’clock there came a knock at my door. Then it swung open…


  …and in stepped a Royal Herald, in full Court regalia!


  I blinked, then tried to scramble to my feet. A Herald serves as the personal representative of the sovereign, delegated at His Highness’s pleasure. As such he represents His Majesty's person, and was therefore one of the tiny handful of officials I was still obliged to bow to.


  “No, no, no!” the Herald declared, shaking his head. He was an unusually young man for such a responsible position. It was difficult to tell through the makeup, but he was certainly still in his twenties. “Stay in bed, please! His Highness specifically instructed that you should.”


  I nodded and gave up trying to disentangle my IV from the sheets. “Forgive me, th-th-th-… Er, sir.”


  The Herald smiled and sat down in my visitor’s chair. “Of all the king’s subjects on these hallowed grounds this evening, David, you perhaps have the least to apologize for.” Then the expression faded and he sighed. “There’s much to be done, and little time to do it in.”


  I nodded, even though I really didn’t understand.


  “First,” the Herald began. “His Majesty has a personal message for you. He says that he appreciates you more than ever, and hopes you’re not too badly hurt.” The Herald scowled at my broken tooth. “May I examine that, David? So that my report on this matter can be complete?”


  I nodded, and for a long moment the Herald held my chin in his hand, turning my face gently this way and that. “Thank you,” he said eventually. “Anyway, he also wishes you to know that you’ve made him proud. ‘This,’ he said—and I’m quoting now—‘is exactly what he was sent to do. Though I never dreamed that matters would come to a head so quickly’.”


  I nodded again, at a loss for words.


  The Herald smiled again. “David, you may not know this but my job is to be more than the King’s mouthpiece. I’m supposed to understand what he wants and why he wants it in great depth, so that I can behave as he would were he handling matters personally.” His smile widened into a grin. “Otherwise I’d just be just another Court-fop in makeup and tights.”


  I smiled, as I was clearly meant to.


  “His Majesty is intervening on your behalf, David. As is right and proper and ethical, under these narrow circumstances. Indeed, it’d be immoral not to intervene. No one is criticizing you in any way. But…” His face fell. “It’s essential to your purpose for being here that you stand on your own as much as possible, son. His Highness can intervene in the face of gross injustice, yes—especially when you and others highlight it so well. However… The more the palace is seen to be propping you up, the less significant your achievements appear in the eyes of others.” The Herald sighed. “So, this time we can and will help. And, in similar circumstances of gross unfairness we can and will help you again. But every time we do so we’re damaging your image as a Rabbit who’s as good and able as any human.” He looked down.


  “I understand,” I replied. “And I promise you as my sovereign’s representative that so long as the game is even close to fair I can play as well as anyone without needing any special help. Please, will you tell His Majesty that for me?”


  The Herald smiled wide, then nodded and stood up. “That’s all anyone can ask, David. And, for what it’s worth, it’s the answer His Majesty told me to expect.” He reached into his puffy, voluminous sleeve and removed first an envelope, then a brightly-wrapped package. “From His Highness,” he explained.


  I gulped, then reached for the Royal-stationery envelope. It was a brief get-well card from the king, signed by his own hand and illustrated with a stick-figure broken-toothed bunny. “May he who stood so long in my cause lie in comfort and recover quickly,” the note read. And inside the package was a cold-bottle of chocolate milk, mixed by his own hand!


  “You’re being kept isolated for the moment,” the Herald explained as he poured me my first glass. “It’s most convenient to do this here, in sick bay. This is for both your own protection and that of certain others. The less said at this point, the better” He winced. “I’m going to have the devil’s own time ensuring that your Sergeant Piper is dealt with fairly. Not to mention the Rabbits on the maintenance crew. It’s better if you’re kept apart for now, though you should know that the sergeant has attempted to visit you twice. As have two of your instructors whom you haven’t even met yet—to their credit, they considered it their duty.”


  I nodded and silently sipped my royal drink. It was much better than ordinary chocolate milk after all, I decided.


  “So,” the Herald declared, turning to leave. “I expect that I’ll be leaving you in good hands, once all the furor dies away. Which will be shortly after the Commandant issues his public apology to you, in front of your classmates.”


  My ears perked and my face froze—it must’ve looked funny, because the Herald laughed aloud. “Ha! I only wish I could be there in person to see it with you.” He shook his head, then tilted it to one side. “His Majesty sent one last message, David. I’d like you to pay special attention to it, if you would.”


  I nodded and sat up a little. “Yeth— yes, sir?”


  He smiled again. “He asked me to tell you that you have every reason to be proud of your parents. And, that Captain Drecherd’s purported father was a worthless drunken gambler-Lord who pissed away a fortune, while his mother’s reputation was such that no one would wager much on the results of a paternity test. You’re not to quote His Highness on this, but he wanted you to know. Since you asked, you see.”
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  Capping my tooth eventually proved to be such a difficult proposition that it was two whole days before I joined up with my squad. Or perhaps ‘difficult’ is the wrong word—the root of the problem was that no dentist wanted to be the first to experiment on me. Finally Lord Robert had to send Mr. Banes to sign a dozen or more liability releases. I felt bad that I was taking up so much of the time of so many important people. Still, it was nice to see my tutor again. I’d not realized how badly I’d missed him.


  Even when it was finished, my tooth repair wasn’t anything even remotely resembling satisfactory. While the prosthesis looked fine, the material it was made of wasn’t nearly as strong as the original enamel. So I couldn’t gnaw properly, not even when I was alone. This may not sound like much to a human, but it about drove me nuts. Rabbits naturally gnaw things in order to deal with stress, and heaven knew I was experiencing no shortage of that. I tried not to do it front of humans, though Mr. Banes never so much as raised an eyebrow whenever I asked for fresh chew-sticks. But like any other Rabbit, gnaw I did, often during the darkest hours of the night after a bad dream when I should’ve been sleeping. And now… Well, one side of my mouth still worked. But everything was off balance, I had to think about what I was doing instead of relaxing and… I guess a human might feel the same way if he was prohibited from scratching with one hand, and then had to go extra-slow and careful with the other. In any event, it wasn’t pleasant. Though things would steadily get better and better as my tooth grew out and more of the fake part was ground away.


  My squadmates were as distant and formal with me as I’d imagined they’d be when I returned. As I’d foreseen, they’d already begun bonding without me so that I was even more an outsider than my being a Rabbit dictated. It wasn’t that they hated me or anything. Some of them might’ve, I suppose, had the masthead-duty incident not taken place. The naked ferocity of that little encounter, however coupled with the scale of the forces involved was enough to cow even the best-bred, most status-conscious fifteen-year-old alive, at least for a little while. The real problem was that they just didn’t know how to treat me. It took me a little while to understand that I was something entirely beyond their experience, a creature that didn’t fit any of the neat little social boxes their world was so dependent on. So they politely avoided me, smiling nervously and giggling a lot. Even after I figured out what the basic problem was, it was terribly lonely. James was always too busy to visit, and because I was so far behind there was even less free time in my own schedule.


  At least I knew my instructor-sergeant fairly well, or perhaps more correctly I knew him lot better than I reckoned any of my fellow snotties did theirs. A Sergeant Jenkins was filling in for Sergeant Piper when I returned to my unit, but within hours he was gone. After re-introducing himself to the squad in a burst of pushups and extra homework assignments, Sergeant Piper took me aside in his office. “Birkenhead,” he growled. “I shouldn’t rightly be assigned to you anymore, and we both know the reason why. We’ve become too close.”


  I stood silent.


  He smiled and continued. “But it seems that someone in a high place thinks otherwise. The old ways are falling left and right these days, so perhaps this is just another example.” He looked me up and down, and his expression softened. “If you’re uncomfortable with the arrangement, however, I expect we can get Sergeant Jenkins back.”


  I let myself relax ever so slightly—it seemed the right thing to do. “Instructor-Sergeant, I’d willingly have no one else. Even though I know you’ll be extra-hard on me to make certain you’re not playing favorites.”


  The corners of his mouth twitched before the iron-hard mask slipped back into place. “In that case, snottie,” he roared, “you have a demerit to work off! The latrines are filthy—disgusting, I tell you! In this barracks and the one next door too. You’ll find supplies in the linen closet. Move, move, move!”


  I was surprised, though, at how nice my little stateroom was. I hadn’t expected a private room in the naval academy, and to be honest not many cadets got them. Being in the first squad meant that by pure chance we were assigned to the oldest barracks building, which was the only one with individual quarters. I was extra-grateful for this, because otherwise I’d have had no privacy to gnaw and groom and lick my nose and such. Sure, everything had to be kept in perfect order—there was a painted square on the floor for my space-chest, for example, which itself had to be arranged a certain way. But there was a place on the wall where I could hang anything I wanted, so long as it was decorous. I put my ‘get-well’ note from His Majesty there, and as expected no one made me take it down. Right next to it I hung my other get-well card, complete with scratched-out and mis-spelled words. This one had come from the Rabbits of the groundskeeping crew who’d done so much to help me through that terrible night. No one made me take that one down, either. And after careful study I determined that there was no rule against adding a second pen to the slot in my desk, right next to the standard-issue academy model. So I stored the gold one that Lord Robert had given me for passing my engineering examination there as well. Just that easily, except for James never being around, everything felt a lot more like home.


  Except for Leyland, of course. He was my footbunny, shared with another cadet named Thomas Clayburn of the House of Vorsage. I didn’t want a footbunny, especially not since things had gone so badly back at the veterinary hospital. In fact, telling Leyland what to do made me feel even worse than trying to work with Barton. But the fact was that the academy didn’t issue us snotties anything without good reason. There weren’t enough hours in the day for us to do everything required of us, plus shine our own shoes and sew the ever-shifting patterns of cadet-rank onto our tunics and all that nonsense. Someone had to do it for us, at least most of the time. (Though late in the second term I filled in for Leyland on the night his first child was born without anyone ever noticing a thing. Both of us were gray-furred and about the same size, and as always no human looked twice at a Rabbit in slave-shorts. Besides, I knew all that I needed to know about tunic-sewing and shoe-shining from my time with the marines aboard Hummingbird. Thomas treated me wretchedly, though, which was disappointing. I’d thought he was nice.) Don’t get me wrong—Leyland was a gem. He worked hard on my behalf, and seemed terribly proud of being assigned to me. But… Perhaps it was just as well that he always knew exactly what needed doing, because I never could bring myself to give him an out-and-out order. It would’ve felt like whipping a kitten.


  Despite my late start, then, it could be said that I was about as well settled in at the academy as it was reasonable for me to expect. By the time the traditional hell-weeks were over and it was time for our academic classes to begin, I was a cadet-corporal. This ranked me above a full third of my classmates. That was the best that could be reasonably expected, given my late start and the demerit. Where I really expected to shine was in academics, and all of that was yet to come. I was looking forward to it, actually.


  And it’d all begin tomorrow morning, I reminded myself as I stretched out in the too-large bunk that Leyland made so perfectly for me every morning. Right after the Commandant’s traditional class-opening speech. During which he was supposed to apologize to me.


  Personally.
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  By the time classes began I’d been a cadet for almost a month. This meant that I knew my rank insignias and who and when to salute, could perform basic drill without thinking about it, and knew how to avoid angering the instructor-sergeant—most of the time, at least. It also meant that I knew how to properly don my overly-ornate and formal (to my taste, at least) full-dress uniform in five minutes flat, race to the mess hall without scuffing my perfectly-shined sandals, breakfast with my squad while sitting at attention (a position that didn’t actually exist in the drill manual, but was apparently much-beloved by our instructors) without dribbling anything on myself, and then dash out to the parade-ground for today’s special event, a traditional speech by the Commandant congratulating us on surviving the most difficult weeks of our training and explaining what would be expected of us during our classroom hours.


  I arrived on the parade ground with at least twenty seconds to spare, which put me ahead of most of my fellows. “Move, move, move!” the instructor-sergeants shouted, though they seemed less enthused these days. Probably, I reasoned, because none of us were stupid—or masochistic—enough to be late anymore. We formed ranks and snapped to attention when Colonel Xing of the Royal Marines called us to order, then stood at-ease as he delivered a preliminary address about the Academy’s tradition of dignity and the dignity of tradition. His voice was full of fire, and he waved and gesticulated as he warmed to his subject. In short, what he lacked in actual content he made up for with fireworks. Then, after a summing-up that we were all afraid not to applaud, he announced…


  …the Commandant!


  I have to admit that I stood a little taller, waiting for him to come out and apologize to me. I was still deeply angry about the Mast incident, though for the sake of His Majesty and the House of Marcus I’d never make anything more of it in the future. The Herald had sent me a letter explaining that His Highness had specified that I was to be called out front-and-center to receive the apology, which was to be gracious, complete, and at least sound sincere. Indeed, for the past few days my First Squad had been lining up in the center at assemblies instead of at the far left, in preparation for the big event. This was so I wouldn’t have to walk so far, and thereby keep the proceedings as short as possible. It was going to be highly embarrassing for almost everyone involved, of course. So, the quicker it was over and done, the better.


  But apparently no one had informed the Commandant about the need to hurry. We waited and waited and waited, while the Colonel first grew nervous, and then after a hurried conference on the podium launched into an improvised extension of his “traditions” theme.


  “Traditions aren’t just important, they’re what gives life true meaning. I can’t tell you how many good men I’ve known that’ve died—” he was just declaring when the single blaster-round rang out across the quad. We all heard it, though our discipline was already too well-ingrained for us to break ranks. For an instant the marine officer stood with his mouth hanging open, ready to deliver whatever words might’ve been next. Then slowly he hung his head and sighed as the rest of the podium crowd dashed off into the Administration Building, which loomed immediately behind them. For a long time nothing happened—Colonel Xing stood at the mike but said nothing, looking frequently over his shoulder. Then he apparently received some sort of signal, because his head fell again. “Class dismissed,” he finally declared. “Instructors, make use of the rest of the hour at your discretion.”


  We all knew what’d happened, though it wasn’t made official until dinnertime. We all donned black armbands and a few days later attended a special service for our fallen Commandant. I was offered the opportunity to opt out, given the special circumstances of Captain Drecherd’s suicide. But I went anyway, on the assumption that he must’ve been sick somehow to do such a terrible thing to himself. Besides, I was at the Academy to learn. And for all his faults, Commandant Drecherd taught me the most important lesson I ever received there.


  It was only right that I should be properly grateful to the man who first demonstrated to me the lengths to which at least some humans were prepared to go in order to deny a Rabbit anything resembling justice.
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  Things fell into a smooth easy groove after that, or at least as smooth and easy as things could ever be for a cadet at the Academy. We wore our black armbands for thirty full days, then cast them aside immediately after being introduced to our new Commandant, a Captain N’Dobe. He also delivered the apology that should rightly have been issued by his predecessor. I must say, the captain did so with dignity, class, and sincerity which didn’t seem at all forced. Even better, afterwards he invited me to his office to see if I had any further complaints.


  Which I didn’t of course. Dr. Stanley, my mathematics professor, doubled as my personal counselor. He took this role very seriously, to the degree that I was at least to some extent a teacher’s pet. Once he recertified my test scores and verified that I really, truly had already passed a chief engineer’s final examination, I was immediately named a teacher’s assistant and excused from all normal math classes. Instead of doing my own math work, I acted as a tutor for any of my classmates who were in trouble. This was about the best thing that could happen to a cadet, because it meant that I had to be allowed at least some freedom to set my own schedule and move about at times and places when no one else could. At first I was worried that it was because of His Majesty's interest, but then I learned that James and two other cadets had also been tapped to become assistants in other subjects. I felt better knowing that, because after all I really had mastered the subject more thoroughly than any of the other midshipmen. No one could credibly claim that I didn’t deserve the job. In any event, between the responsibilities of my role as Dr. Stanley’s assistant and him being my personal counselor, I met with the mathematics instructor several times a week. At first I thought he was just being friendly when he asked me all sorts of questions about my day-to-day life on the grounds. Then one day I was offered six new varieties of hay to sample at dinner time, just hours after I’d mentioned to him in passing that the Academy’s slave-ration hay was far tastier than my own even though it probably cost half as much. From then on I had to be careful of what I said to Dr. Stanley. This wasn’t because I didn’t like him or he didn’t want to help. Rather, he wanted to help too much.


  Being a tutor should also have given me the opportunity to meet a lot of the other cadets and get to know them socially. It didn’t work out that way, unfortunately, except for one. It was probably humiliating enough for a fellow cadet to be assigned a to a tutor at all in the first place— mandatory extra coaching meant one was in danger of flunking out, and everyone knew that the Academy wasn’t all that demanding in academic terms. But… I fear that many of the cadets I tried so hard to help never could get past my Rabbithood. Some insisted on instructing me in detail about how to do my job, while others complained right in front of me to Dr. Stanley that they were entitled to assistance from a real teacher. Only three of my dozen or so charges actively worked and cooperated with me. Of these only one, a certain Jean Le Vorsage, Heir to the House of Vorsage, seemed genuinely grateful. By graduation time he stood roughly in the middle of our class in math, which had seemed far too much to hope for at first. Even better, on those rare days when we happened to eat a meal at the same time he made it a point to sit down with me and share all the latest gossip as a sort of thank-you for my efforts. I was very grateful for this indeed, because with James doing his own tutoring work as well we rarely so much as saw each other anymore. It’s barely an exaggeration to say that not one other cadet ever spoke to me about anything but business my whole time at the Academy except for James and Jean. Best of all, when Jean passed his final with points to spare, he gave me a little golden card that would admit me to his family’s holdings for the rest of my life as an honored guest. I almost cried, it meant so much to me.


  This wasn’t to say that the other cadets didn’t respect me. According to both Jean and James, I was usually spoken of in the same way that a professor or instructor-sergeant might be. “They’re confused,” James explained to me one day during one of our all-too-infrequent moments together. “On the one hand they hear larger-than-life stories about you, and know you just well enough to realize they’re true. So they want to admire you. But on the other… Well, you’re a Rabbit, David. And most humans aren’t ready to look up to a Rabbit yet, no matter what he’s accomplished or how polite and well-spoken he is.” He sighed. “I don’t think very many of them actually hate you. Or, at least they don’t dare say so in front of me. You simply don’t fit into their picture of the world and how things ought to function in it. Because you’re one-of-a-kind, there’s no little box in their minds that neatly fits the situation.” He shrugged. “Quite a few do resent you, however. And deeply indeed. The worse you make them look, the more they hate it. That may be why they don’t want you as a tutor, now that I think about it. But we’re all still just kids, and there’s still time for them to grow out of it. So I guess we ought to give them a little space and hope.” He shook his head. “This whole situation where certain people are allowed to own others… I discover new dimensions to its wretchedness every single day! Maybe we just ought to be thankful that you’re tolerated here at all.”


  I took James’s advice to heart, the way I always did, and tried my best to simply be grateful for what I had. I also treasured every second of my blossoming friendship with Jean as well. By and large, however, I spent my days at the Academy deeply lonely in a crowd, watching the others laugh and smile and pass the time of day with each other as if I weren’t even present. I was lucky to be here, I reminded myself, instead of planting flowers or cultivating wheat or madly dashing about a house trying to cater to a master’s every whim. It hurt sometimes, and hurt badly.


  But when times were the roughest, I thought about Dad. He’d been a loner too, I recalled. As well as perhaps the most highly-accomplished Rabbit of his day. All through my childhood I’d wondered why it was always work, work, work with him, and no friends. Now that I was growing up myself, however, I was beginning to understand that just maybe it hadn’t been by choice.
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  School went smoothly month after month. As expected the curriculum didn’t challenge me. Only three classes covered ground that was really new—etiquette, astrogation, and (rather surprisingly) strategy. James and I had already studied the Academy’s strategy textbook, but in the meantime a new instructor had been hired. He brought a whole new syllabus with him. Instead of dry, uninteresting chapters droning endlessly about industrial and logistical bottlenecks, Professor Lambert spent almost every class examining actual wars of the past and encouraging us cadets to speculate on who’d actually won and why. Sometimes it was terribly confusing, like when he listed Russia as among the losers of the First World War and Britain as one of the greatest losers of the second. But… As counter-intuitive as the professor could be sometimes, he always made us think outside the box. “So,” he explained in class one day. “In 1990 Coalition troops raced across Iraq at will until a surrender stopped them short of Baghdad. Yet in retrospect Saddam Hussein clearly won this war, while the United States proved the biggest loser. Who will tell me why and how? And even better, what lessons should we learn from it all?”


  Some of the cadets hated Professor Lambert, because with him nothing was ever hard and fast. Some cadets got F’s for agreeing with him on their papers, while others (including me) were praised for defending a contrarian position. This confused a lot of my classmates, who never did seem to grasp the underlying purpose of it all. “Strategy is the most fluid subject you’ll ever study,” the professor began our first class. “There can be thousands of correct answers, many of which can and will become wrong ones at a second’s notice. Everything is theoretical, yet results can only be judged pragmatically. Strategy is perhaps best seen as an art-form that combines one quarter chess, one quarter high-stakes poker, one quarter anthropology, one quarter bull-headed determination, and one quarter sheer intellectual capacity into a seamless, perfect whole. And yes, as a matter of fact I did just list five quarters. In strategy nothing ever fits together quite right. That’s the sort of thing that makes it such a satisfying field of study.” At this the eyes of most of my classmates glazed over. I, however, looked forward every single day to Professor Lambert’s class. Jean le Vorsage whispered to me one day in the cafeteria that the faculty mostly didn’t like our new instructor because he’d been forced on them by His Highness as the beginning of a big shakeup. He was also considered too young and brash. Near as I could tell, however, a shakeup was long overdue. Certainly Professor Lambert’s class was time better spent than pairing off in ridiculous couples and learning the ins and outs of ballroom dancing. Which, because of my big feet, I couldn’t help but get terrible marks in.


  We were also encouraged to develop our leadership skills. While my tutoring counted towards this goal, the theme was a constant one and so like everyone else I was required to lead in a dozen different ways. I rocketed up through the cadet-ranks until I was a captain at the mid-term, for example, which was pretty good because our class was only large enough to support a single lieutenant-colonel. And even that post hadn’t been filled yet—it was too early in the year. For the moment at least, only two of my fellow cadets outranked me. Both were cadet-majors, both were doing spectacularly well, and both were scions of hugely important Houses.


  James, of course, was one of them.


  Somehow or other I’d been made Information Officer, which meant that it was my duty to write and edit a weekly Academy news-sheet and e-mail it to everyone. Additionally I sometimes wrote up news-releases for the outside media—under strict supervision!—and acted as a reporter at intramural sports events and the like. For a long time I couldn’t figure out why they gave me that particular job—my writing ability was nothing special, I’d never taken a holoshot in my life, and all I really wanted was to sit in my room and study as much as possible. Then I noticed that James, who absolutely loved to make and be around friends and who therefore would’ve made a truly outstanding Information Officer, had been placed in charge of scheduling and inspecting the sentries. We all stood sentry sometimes, so this was an unpopular job that required making cold, pitiless decisions and then standing by them despite all the complaints that were sure to come. In other words, it was perfect for forcing the warm, gregarious James to develop new skills in one of his weaker areas, just as being the Information Officer was for me. Overall, I reckoned I got the better end of the deal. Reporting on an endless series of fencing matches, water-polo games and dancing contests wasn’t so bad compared to having to be the studentbody’s hardass-in-chief. Especially since it almost always got me out of sentry duty myself.


  Everyone was also required to participate in at least two group extra-curricular activities. This was particularly difficult in my case, because I was prevented by my Rabbithood from taking part in competitive athletics of any kind. I didn’t like that at first, not so much because I wanted to play sports but because I thought I was being discriminated against. Which was true, actually. But it turned out that there was good reason for it. All human sports are based on the premise that fundamentally identical beings are going to be competing against each other. Therefore any team I joined would suddenly find itself gifted or disadvantaged in ways that it was impossible to foresee. While it was obvious why I couldn’t be on the track team (too fast, too good a leaper!) or lift weights on equal terms with my fellow cadets (inadequate upper body strength), it wasn’t until I was actually allowed to try out for the fencing team that everyone involved began to appreciate the scale of the problem. Sure, my arms were a little on the weak side. But I had leg-strength and stamina in spades, so at first glance it appeared that everything would come out in the wash. On the first day, however, my reflexes proved to be so much better than anyone else’s that despite a complete lack of training it took everything the assistant coach had to beat me. Even worse, I could see my opponent’s next move coming a mile away. That, it turned out, was due my somewhat rabbitish fovea. A feral rabbit’s eye is designed to detect movement instead of perceiving detail, and therefore has no central concentration of visual-receptors like a human’s. While capital-R Rabbits like me do have such concentrations, our eyes are still somewhat more geared towards detecting motion at the expense of detail than those of humans. If competitive watch repair without magnifying lenses were a sport, my classmates would’ve beaten me at it every single time. But it wasn’t a sport, of course. Practically all human athletics were all based on hand-eye coordination involving fast-moving objects, the very kind of vision I excelled at. In the end they simply excused me from team sports altogether and allowed me to climb the Mast a few extra times a day to stay in shape. By then I couldn’t argue. It was lonelier, but also fairer.


  So I had to find two non-physical extra-curricular team activities. Since I’d rather have died than join the dancing team, and since my legs would always be too short for my marching to ever really look pretty, that left the debate team…


  …and Professor Lambert’s new wargaming team!


  He made me the captain almost immediately, which secretly delighted me to no end. And James signed up too, which was even better! We started out with chess, and I was particularly taken by the elegant mathematical relationship between central piece-position and the total effective power of one’s “army”. I might’ve gotten really good at chess if I’d focused on it for long enough. The professor moved us on to other games, however, first based on phalanxes, then knights and archers, lines of musketry, and by near the end of the second term twentieth century ships and aircraft. While James was most interested in—and excelled best at—the ancient warfare games, I found myself sometimes dreaming about captaining an Alaska-class battlecruiser or a Queen Elizabeth-class dreadnought against brave, doughty foes. I made no real effort to memorize the gun layouts and specifications of the various ships, yet in a week I knew them all by heart. It was, frankly, the first time that I was ever much interested in any aspect of a naval vessel except its engines, and Professor Lambert saw to it that my interest remained fully stoked. When no other opponent was available he played against me personally. Late one Friday night I totally foxed him by invading Port Moresby instead of convoying reinforcements to Guadalcanal as the game’s designers had anticipated (and as the admirals of the time had actually done). I’d never seen anyone so happy to lose a game before! The Commandant traditionally met with a few students every Sunday, mostly those about to fail. In my case, however, he shook my hand. “Professor Lambert is absolutely agog about your gaming last Friday night,” he explained. “Though I admit I’ve never been much for games myself and don’t quite understand what you did that was so special, well… It clearly was. Congratulations, Cadet! Well done!”


  I blushed under my fur and wished that I’d been allowed a little extra shuteye instead of having to get up early and don my full-dress uniform. Or, even better, been permitted to play more wargames!


  Soon, however, I was allowed to do exactly that. Our new strategy-game program was blatantly copied from something the Imperial Academy had been doing for many years. Since they’d beaten us so badly in the war, His Majesty’s advisors reasoned, it was necessary that we figure out why and do what we could to bring ourselves up to their level of performance. War-games at the academy were among the first fruits of this new policy. Because they were so much in vogue (and because both James and I were obviously so far ahead of where we needed to be academically in order to graduate) we were permitted to test out of whatever classes we could and devote as much time as possible to studying strategy via gaming. I still had to go to ballroom classes and write a weekly newspaper, of course, while James continued to get up in the middle of the night and find things wrong with the uniforms of the sentries. But mostly we were permitted to take our finals two months early, which was a wonderful thing indeed. Professor Lambert spent more and more hours encouraging us to think outside the box and find new approaches to old strategic problems, while I dreamed of Ironbottom Sound and Jutland and zones of relative immunity to plunging fire practically every night. It seemed too good to be true. Which it was, of course. For Professor Lambert knew something I didn’t.


  The Imperial Naval Academy’s wargaming team had invited us to meet them on New Geneva, it seemed. Where they planned to beat the pants off of us in the first direct competition of any kind ever held between our two schools excepting only war itself.
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  “…going to be representing your sovereign, the navy, and not least this most venerable institution,” the Commandant explained for perhaps the fifth time as he strode slowly up and down his office carpet. “It’s both a great honor and a great responsibility. I hope you young gentlemen appreciate how much trust is being placed in you.”


  We five gaming team members didn’t reply, of course. One didn’t speak when standing at rigid attention.


  “You will continue your classwork via independent study,” he continued, still pacing, “and remain under full Academy discipline.” He stopped and looked us each in the eye, one by one. “I regret that due to the length of the trip you’ll miss your formal graduation ceremony. However, for purposes of seniority you will be considered to have graduated with the rest of your classmates.”


  If ever I wanted to smile at attention, that was the moment. Even though it was still two months away, we cadets were already wasting time learning fancy new drill techniques for the Big Day. So I wouldn’t have to spend endless hours being cursed at by Instructor-Sergeant Piper in exchange for the dubious privilege of throwing my hat in the air and cheering in front of a King’s Herald? What a pity!


  “All five of you,” the Commandant continued, “are well in advance of your peers in terms of academics. So I don’t anticipate many problems in that regard.” He shook his head, looking off into the distance. The fact was that three of us five Gamers were his very brightest cadets, and we all knew it. It seemed to bother him immensely that Professor Lambert had attracted the cream of the crop away from the Academy’s mainstream. “Nor,” he added, staring straight at Cadet Private von Schtolen, “do I anticipate any disciplinary problems.”


  This time the ghost of a grin did cross my features, though I suppressed the expression before anyone noticed. Heinrich was the most unremittingly rebellious being I’d ever known. The son of a renowned hyperspace physicist, Heinrich would openly tell anyone who asked that he despised both the navy and the Academy, and that the only reason he didn’t ever quite get himself thrown out entirely was because he’d promised his father he wouldn’t. Academically speaking, he was the only other cadet on campus at James’s or my level. Still, he let his resentment show a thousand different ways, from standing sentry with his fly wide open to improvising some sort of chemical reaction in our science teacher’s seat-cushion. Professor Vashi had torn off for sick bay screaming like a banshee, but because no permanent damage was done my team-mate had merely been required to stand Mast for a few hours rather than being expelled. He considered marching in ranks to be the most miserable of all conceivable human activities, and his always-original approach to virtually any gaming problem endeared him enormously to Professor Lambert’s heart. As a sign of mutual regard, Heinrich never messed with his seat cushion.


  “No disciplinary problems whatsoever,” he continued, eyeing the Yan twins suspiciously. Several times during the year their barracks had undergone surprise bedchecks. Rumor had it that this was because the Yans had worked out a system whereby one snuck off campus for a night on the town now and again, while the other covered for the missing cadet. Not once had they actually been caught, but it couldn’t be denied that they always had far more sweets and such in their pockets to share around than anyone else. Their father was a self-made millionaire retail merchant who’d urged them into the navy in the hope that one or both might someday earn a title and thus raise the entire family into the highest circles of society. The pair specialized in playing strategy card games that incorporated more than the usual share of luck and were absolute murder at anything resembling poker, especially when allowed to share a table. James believed that they cheated, and so did I. But when Professor Lambert overhead us speculating on the subject he merely shrugged and asked whatever in the world led us to imagine that war would always be fair?


  “I suppose that’s all,” the Commandant finally said. “Except of course for wishing you all the best of luck.” He smiled. “Kick their Imperial asses, young gentlemen.” Then his smile faded. “Mr. Marcus! Mr. Birkenhead! Please remain behind. The rest of you are dismissed.”
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  I couldn’t say just how I knew it, what with both of us standing at attention. But somehow I was aware that James was every bit as puzzled at being held over as I was. “At ease,” the Commandant ordered once everyone else was gone. “Please, sit down. I’m afraid we need to have a rather long talk. Would either of you like a glass of juice?”


  James accepted; I did not. When the Commandant was done pouring he smiled for a long moment at each of us. “First of all,” he began, “I wish to congratulate you both for your excellent performances here, since you’ll be gone later in the year when the Commandant traditionally honors the best and the brightest.” He looked at James. “You, son, are a credit to your breeding. And believe me, I fully appreciate exactly what a fine bloodline that is.” He licked his lips and looked away. “Rumor has it that you’re going to be elevated to a Dukedom when you achieve your majority. As was planned for your father. My congratulations, in advance.”


  James nodded soberly but said nothing. In point of fact a Royal Herald had come by and visited privately my friend for several hours not a week before. He’d not spoken to me about the matter, and I’d not pressed him. I suspected, however, from the redness in his eyes and the puffiness of his features afterward that he’d learned for the first time who his grandfather really was, and why His Majesty took such a keen personal interest in him.


  “And as for you,” the Commandant declared. He met my eyes for a moment, then turned away. “I find myself at a loss for words. When I first heard that a Rabbit had been admitted to the Academy, well… I’ll admit it to you, Birkenhead. My first reaction was one of pure indignant rage. It seemed to me that to let you in would make a mockery of everything this institution stands for—honor, courage, and tradition.” He shook his head. “And how terribly wrong I was! When I heard what you did, standing on that pole all night… Well, someone had sent me a protest petition that was going around the Fleet, and I’d already signed it and was about to forward the thing to His Highness. But then…” He shook his head again. “What my predecessor did to you somehow made everything clear to me. I’m deeply ashamed of what I once thought and felt, Cadet, and when I was offered this position I accepted it immediately, without a moment’s hesitation. Simply because by then I wanted to be the one to apologize to you. So that I’d know it was done properly.”


  My mouth fell open. “Sir, I—”


  He cut me off with a gesture. “My predecessor,” he said slowly, “systematically abused and then endangered the life not only of a fifteen-year-old boy, but also of a most deserving wearer of the Sword of Orion.” He shook his head again. “Your friend on the throne didn’t have to turn the screws in order for me to give you a fair shake, David. Not after what you did, and how much elegance and honor you displayed while doing it. No one is more delighted than I am that you’ve not only passed the program, but done so with greater distinction in some ways than any cadet who’s ever come before you.” He smiled a little. “Son, you will go far. If, that is, the people above you allow it.” 


  Again I didn’t know what to say. So, I just blushed.


  He turned back to James and smiled. “Now… I didn’t hold you two over merely in order to stroke your egos.” He reached down into his desk and produced two ordinary-looking datachips. “These are advanced textbooks,” he explained. “Or at least they’d be advanced for most young gentlemen—it wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn that you two have already flown past them.” He laid them on the table; one was titled Mastering the Calculus, and the other A Guide to Classical Greek Grammar. “Or at least they look like advanced texts. In point of fact, they’re actually codebooks.” His smile faded. “The kind that spies use. Though you’d have to study them closely indeed in order to prove it.”


  My mouth fell open again, and so did James’s.


  The Commandant smiled. “I should inform you that the Imperials have invited us to compete against them for decades now, in almost every field imaginable. Fencing, water polo, drill… You name it. We haven’t taken them up on the offer for many reasons, most notable among them that we’re not willing to push our students to the ragged edge of insanity like the Imperials are, in search of victory at all costs.” He scowled. “Nor, even now, do we want to offer them even the appearance of legitimacy. So far as we’re concerned, even though His Highness has officially recognized the Emperor’s crown his government is still founded on bloody rebellion and regicide. In the navy, at least, we try to keep that in the front of our minds at all times.”


  I nodded slowly. The Empire had once been a group of three Dukedoms within the Kingdom, plus some other assorted fiefs. A group of republican radicals had murdered King Cetshwayo and started a long, terrible civil war. Or series of wars, really. According to my history professor, the most recent fight that I’d been caught up in was just the latest in a long, long series all fought over the same basic issues.


  “Anyway…” the Commandant continued. “Royal Intelligence asked us, just this once, to accept the Imperial offer. Supposedly we have an…” His lips puckered—obviously he found the whole matter distasteful. “An ‘asset’, they call it. An ‘asset’ associated somehow with the Imperial Academy that needs a new codebook.” He leaned back and folded his arms. “In all honesty, given the fanatical indoctrination forced upon their cadets we can’t reasonably expect to win any competition with them. However, in this case we can win far more than is readily apparent even if on the surface we lose.” He smiled again. “It’s believed that you two have the best chances of getting the books through undiscovered.” He looked at James. “In your case, it’s a matter of birth. The Emperor knows who you are as well as anyone, and even if they were to actually learn the truth it’s unlikely they’d make much of it. We’d go to war over you in an instant, and well they know it. They’re not quite ready for that again so soon.” Then he turned to me. “And, in your case, well…” He frowned. “To be quite frank, slavebunnies have even less status in the Imperium than they do here. There’s a large school of thought today, David, that believes you’re either some kind of fake. Much of the Imperium seems to share this opinion.” He looked down apologetically. “You and I know it’s not true, of course. But they think people lied so that you could get a Sword and are being carried through the Academy purely on royal influence, so that the anti-slavery types can make much of you.” He shook his head. “They can’t imagine that a bunny might truly be brave and intelligent. Not to mention loyal or honorable. So we doubt that the Imperium will be watching you very closely.” He looked down at the table. “In fact, David… We’d not ask this of you, except that the books are so important. But, the truth is the truth.


  “You’re being asked to play stupid. In public, at least.”
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  Playing stupid proved to be a lot more difficult than I ever imagined it’d be, as I discovered on my very first day aboard the liner King Jelani the First. Enough people knew that I was an unusually good mathematics student that I wasn’t expected to pretend on that score—I was free to continue my advanced studies even right out in public if I wanted to. But other than that… A Royal Intelligence officer spent most of two days teaching me how to appear to be the biggest, dullest ass there ever was without straining my credibility as a cadet. Mostly he felt that it’d be best if I appeared as much a Rabbit as possible, so while aboard ship I ceased wearing most of my clothing when off-duty and did my best to retrain myself to lick my nose and such in public, sometimes even while standing at attention. In the public dining areas I ate far less human food than usual—this at least was no sacrifice!—and sometimes even scratched myself with a hindpaw, like the rawest of rural buns. When forced to make conversation with civilians I spoke endlessly of the correct way to plant and fertilize various sorts of flower bulbs and feigned meek acceptance of every rebuke, including numerous imaginary ones. I was a lot more comfortable in the physical sense, but mentally the whole thing galled me enormously. Even two or three years before such behavior—or most of it, at least—wouldn’t have troubled me at all. It would’ve seemed natural and normal, even—certainly nothing to be ashamed of. But now… It made me think of the maintenance bunnies who’d stood Mast with me throughout the long night and feel like I was letting them down somehow. If I hadn’t been allowed to go back to normal when among just we cadets, well… I might’ve gone mad!


  I think that the Yan twins and Heinrich and maybe even Professor Lambert actually did think I’d gone round the bend, even though they must’ve been told something to prevent them from asking embarrassing questions. James, of course, grinned and wrung every last drop of fun possible out of the situation. One night out in the dining room he used his high social rank to keep turning the subject back to flower-care again and again, pretending rapt interest in my words while all the rest of the civilian dignitaries trapped at our table practically died of boredom. And, once just before bedtime, he sat on his bunk and aped scratching his ear with his foot. That was the best part, I guess—we were sharing a room once again, with no newsletters to write or sentries to inspect. Soon we’d be men, and therefore required to live up to men’s responsibilities. But during this unexpected short reprieve we could be kids together one last time. It was a gift beyond price, and both of us knew it.


  All five of us, plus Professor Lambert, spent the bulk of every day preparing for the tournament. The two sides had agreed that the first day would be devoted to chess, at which Heinrich excelled and I was passable. The Yans would represent us at cards on the second day, while Heinrich and James would play something ancient-themed on the third. The fourth day it’d be James and I teamed up for a twentieth or twenty-first century conflict. In the unlikely event that the two teams were tied at that point, a modern-era space battle would decide things. I was passable at those as well, and the same could be said for James. But modern three-dimensional combat was so difficult and complex that major real-life battles were usually planned by experts with lots of high-powered computer help. Professor Lambert hadn’t emphasized them much, because he said our brains needed to physically mature further before we could truly appreciate what we were studying. He hoped that by the time we were old enough for staff college, he’d have written a new textbook for us.


  So all through the trip the Yans played cards and studied probability tables. It was a near-certainty that they’d be playing poker, so that was what they hit the hardest. I spent most of my time at the chessboard, since that was where I needed the most help. Heinrich grimly worked at learning what he could of modern space-war, driven all the harder by being told he was too young to truly master the subject. James labored at learning his old-school ships and aircraft better, though he never did lose his annoying tendency to confuse the strong points of the Me-109 with those of the Zero. And perhaps Professor Lambert worked hardest of all, darting from table to table and clearly worried to death. Sometimes I had to smile and shake my head, sitting there watching him over my chessmen as he encouraged the Yans to raise in larger increments or Heinrich to think more three-dimensionally. After all, it was sort of funny in a way. As a civilian, I was willing to bet, he knew nothing at all of the code books that were our real reason for the trip. How much more would he have fussed and fidgeted, I had to wonder, had he known that some of us were risking a lot more than merely losing a tournament?
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  New Geneva was the most strictly neutral place in the universe. The entire realm consisted of a single large station orbiting a dead star, one of only a handful of such facilities to be found anywhere. Professor Lambert explained to us during the trip that all such stations were the result of unique strategic and economic circumstances. This was because they cost so much to build and run. In the case of New Geneva a direct route between the capitol worlds of our Kingdom and the Empire had been discovered very late in the game, when a new Jump-point prospecting technique was developed. The route was too useful commercially to be ignored; in peacetime, ships sometimes actually had to queue up in line to Jump. Being by far the most direct available way to get from here to there, it was of huge military importance as well. In the end the two rival governments had agreed to declare the Geneva Passage a neutral zone and jointly financed the building of Geneva Station for purposes of supporting commerce. Only the government of New Geneva itself was permitted weapons, and again both sides cooperated by keeping Geneva armed to the teeth so that their enemy could never slip by. The Station was effectively the largest dreadnought ever built by a factor of perhaps ten, minus the propulsion system. Someday, everyone believed, the agreement would come apart and the Station would be blown to flinders with terrible loss of life. But so far the arrangement had proven surprisingly durable. Even in wartime, it seemed, people needed a place to trade with the enemy. Not to mention insert spies and slip through codebooks…


  Because the Station was so crowded our rooms were even smaller than the ones back at the Academy. It was only for a week or so, though. And no one would ever inspect these particular quarters, so none of us were about to complain.


  Our ship docked slightly more than a day ahead of that of our opponents. Professor Lambert declared this a holiday and urged us to wander the station and relax as best we could. “Gaming is a mental exercise,” he explained, “and minds need rest too. Please go out, see the sights, and do anything except thinking about gaming. I don’t want to see you again until fourteen hundred hours tomorrow, when we’ll form up to greet our opponents.” Then he smiled. “I’m proud of each and every one of you. And I smell an upset in the air.”


  James and I couldn’t discuss the codebooks out loud, of course—not in a place where there might be a microphone under every chair. But we’d talked the matter over at length back at the Academy and therefore knew just what we’d do. Whenever we were out and about, one of us would carry a codebook and handle it very casually, half-inviting anyone who wanted the thing to steal it. The other copy would always be left back in the rooms, right on top of everything and easy to find. We also had been most carefully instructed to get a look at whoever lifted it, if at all possible. But the main thing was just to make the delivery.


  Sadly, New Geneva proved to be a much duller place than I’d imagined. The entire galaxy pictured the Station as an excitingly cosmopolitan place, where someone with money might obtain anything his heart desired. Neither James nor I, however, were much interested in the sort of stuff we found for sale. We already had all the luxuries we could ever want. And neither of us were into either drugs or sex. While I was almost sixteen, no human prostitute could ever hold any interest for me. (Whenever I dreamed of romance, for some reason it was always of Frieda, the classmate I’d left behind on Fire Lily Day so long ago. The Imperials were still holding Marcus Prime, though supposedly not for much longer. So I didn’t even know if she was dead or alive.) And while James might well indeed have been tempted to sample certain forbidden fruits, the New Geneva government had agreed to provide him with such a substantial security detail that, well… Even the Yan brothers wouldn’t have stood much of a chance of escaping their attention. So we walked the straight and narrow, left James’s Greek grammar book lying carelessly about from time to time, and pretended we weren’t bored as we played mini-golf in variable gravity fields with kids several years younger than ourselves. It was still better than our best day at the Academy.


  The next day after lunch we got all dressed up in our class-A’s and James (being the highest ranking) inspected us minutely. He didn’t cut us a single break, which was right and proper considering that we were about to officially meet our Imperial opposites for the first time in history. Even I got dinged for not having enough of a shine on my Sword. At least he didn’t write me up over the fact that I was shedding— it was that time of year, so I couldn’t help it. Despite frequent full-body vacuums I left dead fur swirling behind me like a blizzard wherever I went. To compensate as best as possible, my friend rearranged our marching order so that I went last. That way no one would have to pass through the noxious cloud I left in my wake.


  James chose to march us all the way over to Lock Ninety-Two, where the Imperial’s liner was to dock. At first I resented this a little—hadn’t we done enough marching back home? But as we passed through the station everyone stopped and stared at us, clearly admiring our swagger and precision. We were naval officers, after all, or soon enough would be. Not boys playing games. So why should we not be proud? I can’t speak for anyone else, but I certainly held my head straighter and squared my corners better than I ever had on the parade ground back home. And from what I could tell the notoriously unmilitary Heinrich, stationed directly in front of me, pretty much felt the same way. All this time, I mused, he’d known how to march properly after all…


  We formed up in a rigid line at the airlock and stood at ease, as confident and proud as we’d ever been in our lives thanks to James’s genius in marching us. Our uniforms were perfect, our shoes were slabs of ebony, our brasswork shone like the sun. And, I knew deep in my heart, my Sword showed up not least of all.


  The Station trembled slightly as the liner clamped on a mere minute and a half late—a superb performance on the part of her captain. Then there was the usual delay as pressures were equalized and such. Having spent so much time on an engineering deck myself, I knew exactly what all was involved and tried to predict when the hatch would finally swing open. Now! I whispered to myself. Rather to my surprise, the seal cracked as if at my command.


  The first person through was a petty officer, of course; it was his job to verify the automatics and ensure that all was well. When he was done the first class passengers came bustling into Geneva—wealthy traders, rich old women, nobles wearing golden orders on their chests, all with Rabbits carrying their luggage. Each and every one of these bunnies stared at me wordlessly as they passed for just as long as they possibly could; some of them actually tripped over each other. Then there was a long pause during which no one emerged.


  “Ten-hut!!” James declared, catching some insignificant hint I’d missed. Instantly we all snapped-to, just as the sounds of marching began to emerge from the liner’s hull. Clomp, clomp, clomp—it shook the Station itself! Numerous feet stamped as one, in a steady monotonous drumbeat that was just a tiny bit slower than our own accustomed tempo. As they emerged I saw why. They were not only goose-stepping, but stamping down extra-hard with heavy riding boots. One arm remained rigid at their side, while the other was swung twice as far as if to compensate. The overall effect was as arrogant and overwhelming as could be. Clomp, clomp, clomp! And there were at least twenty-five of them!


  I wanted to gulp, or at least lick my nose. But just then wasn’t the time to play dumb-bunny, mission be damned. Instead I held my gaze level and icy as the Imperials marched out, formed a line that couldn’t have been drawn straighter with a laser, and then saluted in an elegant two-stage movement. Their arm began at their side, then they covered their heart, and finally they stuck their fists straight out in front of them at shoulder-level. After that they stood as motionless as statues, while I wondered how much muscle it took to maintain such rigidity in such an awkward pose.


  “Hut!” James declared, as calmly as if we found ourselves confronted with five times as many Imperials as expected every day of the week, all of whom could obviously march our pants off. “Birkenhead, hut!”


  Rigidly I took two steps forward and saluted with my Sword; this gesture required two elegant motions as well, and by now I pretty much had it down. This was a good thing, as the Imperials were saluting me personally as the wearer of such a high decoration. Ordinarily they’d have refused to acknowledge mere fellow cadets.


  “Hut!” their commander acknowledged, spinning beautifully on his heel “Ri’face! For’ard, hut!” Then, without so much as a single word of acknowledgment or greeting, they crashed off into Geneva Station making ten times as much noise—and turning ten times as many heads—as we ever had.
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  “I sometimes despair,” Professor Lambert declared over dinner, “of us ever overcoming such a highly militarized state.”


  James nodded solemnly in reply, but the rest of us said nothing. The gaming team was gathered in a private room at one of New Geneva’s finest steakhouses. Everything must’ve cost a fortune—each of us had our own private waiter-bunny, water-and-bread bunny, and general helper-outer-bunny. Normally the Academy didn’t offer cadets too many five-star dining opportunities. Station security had insisted, however, for James’s sake. No one argued the matter further. Besides, whoever was paying could probably well afford it. I was particularly glad that the Rabbits here had so much contact with us customers, because they knew what foods I’d like and rearranged my portions accordingly. It wasn’t often that I had a chance to spend my own money, but these Rabbits I tipped well indeed. I could only hope they were allowed to keep at least part of it.


  “They’re only a quarter of our size, in terms of population and resources,” the professor continued. He’d been present at the airlock earlier in the day, but had remained in the background as befitted a civilian during ceremonial activities. “And yet…” He shook his head. “It’s humiliating, is what it is. They’ve won four wars against us now, and the other three could at best be called draws. Each time we grow a bit weaker, and they stronger.”


  “They consider us decadent,” James opined, once he’d finished chewing on a bite of meat that must’ve been very succulent indeed. I’d learned to sit uncomplainingly with humans while they ate dead animals—it was their nature, after all. But the smell still bothered me. “Weak, flighty, effeminate.”


  “And so we are, by their standards,” Yan Ho offered. I blinked and perked up my ears; the Yan brothers almost never spoke of their own accord except to each other. “Our Academy is nothing compared to theirs. They kill cadets in training every week. And yet thousands clamor to attend, where we have to scrape and make demands to find dozens.”


  “Their entire social structure is centered around the armed forces,” Yan Chang agreed. “On our side, bloodline and family means everything. That’s important there too, but who you are in the army or navy is what really counts. Officers are treated like gods on the streets. My father trades with them; we lived on Imperius itself for five whole years.” He shook his head and met his brother’s eyes. “We were miserable!”


  “I’ll bet,” Professor Lambert agreed. Then he sighed and set down his fork. “It’s a pattern that repeats itself over and over again throughout history. Militarism is obnoxious, oppressive, nasty, and brutish. It’s also a damnably efficient and effective way to unify a human society.”


  James scowled. “They started out as republican revolutionaries. One-man/one vote types. Which is pretty much the opposite of an Imperium.” He shook his head. “I’ve read books on the subject, Professor. But I still don’t really understand how the Republic ended up with an Emperor.”


  “It didn’t, in some ways,” our strategy professor replied with a sad smile. “Emperor Tallsdale is technically President-For-Life. As was his father, and his son will inherit the title after him. They still have elections every six years. Anyone can run for anything. So long as they don’t mind ending up dead afterwards, that is.”


  “The root problem,” Heinrich suggested, “is that they can’t form a government without the blessing of the military. If the Army or Navy Secretary resigns, the cabinet falls and Parliament is forced to offer a more acceptable slate.”


  “In the beginning that might’ve been it, maybe,” James replied. “But now… their Parliament’s dead. It’s degenerated to the point that nowadays it’s just a place where Emperor keeps his closest friends all together in one place so he can keep a better eye on them.”


  “Heh!” Professor Lambert replied. “Well spoken, James!”


  He blushed. “Actually, His Majesty said that when I was visiting him last summer. To the Foreign Minister.”


  There was a long, long silence after that. Long enough for us all to eat another course, in fact, and move on to dessert. Usually that was my least-favorite part of a formal meal. Humans crave sweets far more than do we Rabbits, so normally I forced down a little bit of something and then felt sick later. But this time the Rabbits took care of me and offered me a plate of dried banana chips. Manna from heaven, it was! For a while I even forgot to follow the conversation, they were so good!


  “…is a problem not amenable to most traditional solutions,” the professor was saying when I finally returned from paradise. “In the long run militarist societies eventually collapse of their own weight. They stifle innovation and trade, which are any society’s lifeblood. But the process is slow—it sometimes requires hundreds of years.” He sighed. “The problem is that I’m not certain we loyalists can hold out that long.”


  “Trade helps,” Yan Chang offered. “Our society is much wealthier than theirs, and they know it. My father’s outlet on Imperious is his most profitable of all. You can’t buy advanced merchandise anywhere else on the planet.”


  “And as you said,” Heinrich added, “they don’t invest nearly as much in science as we do, except for stuff that’s directly military-related. My father left the Empire because he couldn’t get funding, and look where he is now! That sort of thing will bite them, in the end.” 


  James nodded. “Our king is beloved, by and large. And our people believe in their government. You don’t need secret prisons and internal spy networks when everyone’s happy.” He frowned. “Except to counter theirs, of course.”


  There was a long, thoughtful silence. “Professor?” I finally asked.


  “Yes, David?” he replied with a smile.


  “You said that many militarist cultures have persisted for centuries. But that means others don’t. Right?”


  He nodded, and I wriggled a bit nervously in my seat. No matter how old I grew or how many medals I won, I’d never enjoy being the center of attention. “Then… What usually brings down the failures? What are militarist societies vulnerable to? In the shorter term, I mean?”


  He smiled and looked dead into my eyes. “The short-timers quite often fall because they couldn’t adapt quickly enough to new circumstances, David,” he replied softly. “It’s not a sure thing, mind you—several of the nastier examples of the breed have thrived on continual upheaval. But as a rule they’re far more vulnerable than freer societies to any form of fundamental change in the basic order of things. Whether said fundamental change be economic, technological, or…” His grin widened, and his eyes bored into mine.


  “Social.”


  


  30


  We awoke bright and early the next morning, breakfasted in our rooms to make Security happy, then formed up once again in our Class-A’s. At first I thought James was going to march us down to the tournament area, but at the last moment he ordered “Fall out!” instead. I was a little disappointed at this. Then I thought things all the way through and realized that my friend was right. Yes, marching yesterday had indeed been a lot of fun, and had built up our confidence enormously. But that was then and this was now. We couldn’t outswagger the Imperials; that was obvious to anyone with eyes. So our best bet was to abandon swagger entirely and find a new way to gain a psychological edge. Besides, the tournament room was only a couple hundred yards away, the journey broken by an elevator trip roughly halfway through. So far as I knew, no drill manual in the universe dealt with proper elevator etiquette. “Select floor button, hut!” I pictured James declaring solemnly, and so arrived on the main floor with a big grin on my face. Which was even better than swagger, I decided.


  The entire lobby seemed to be awash in Imperial green; there were rigidly-formal cadets and officers standing around everywhere! I scowled at the presence of the latter; we’d stood formed up at the docking-ring for two hours yesterday waiting to greet them as well their cadets, but they’d never shown. Now, looking around the room and meeting one by one their cold eyes, I decided that this had been no accident. They’d wanted to humiliate us.


  “Well!” James declared overly-loudly as we stood there with the door open in front of us. “Looks like there’s plenty to go around. Eh, Captain?”


  I fear that it took me a moment to recognize that I was being addressed by my cadet-rank. “Yes, sir!” I agreed, also a bit too loudly. “Shall we head on into the gaming room and set up shop?”


  “The sooner we begin, the sooner it’ll be over,” James agreed. “God, I need another drink! Why anyone would hold these games at such an uncivilized hour, I can’t imagine.” He looked up at Professor Lambert. “Sir, you don’t have another hangover pill on you by chance, do you?”


  Our strategy professor had spent months teaching us to do the unexpected, grasp every possible advantage, and fight dirty at every opportunity. War was of such grand, sweeping importance to a society, he taught, that the ends can and quite often do justify the means. And what was gaming but war in miniature? So he didn’t have any trouble at all playing along. “I fear not, James,” he replied, blinking sickly in the bright light. “I took the last of them myself.”


  “Shit!” James swore, again deliberately breaking one of our strictest regulations. “I’ll have to find a vendor-bunny!” Then he shook his head and stepped off the elevator, leading us first into and then through the thickest knot of Imperials as if they didn’t exist. “Tell me,” he declared turning to the nearest Yan as I struggled to keep a straight face. “Were those girls from Benedict Four as good as their pimp claimed? How about the little boy? I can’t wait to hear!”


  I licked my nose and followed close behind, stopping for a moment to scratch and thus spread my shedding fur far and wide among the oh-so-perfect uniforms. While doing so I carefully noted the gaping mouths and wide, shocked eyes of our suddenly babyish and innocent-looking opponents.


  Apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d decided that a grin just might be a good answer to swagger.


  We got our first rude shock in the gameroom itself. Rather to our surprise, no less than thirty chairs were packed into each team’s designated area. Professor Lambert went ballistic at this, though you had to know him well to appreciate how angry he was—on the outside he remained cool as a cucumber. “I don’t understand,” he declared to the nearest New Geneva gaming official. “What are all these seats doing here? We’re not allowing spectators in the team area, are we?”


  “Why, no!” the official replied. “Of course not!”


  “Then,” our coach continued, his voice urbane but his eyes icy, “won’t you please remove all but six? From both sides, of course.”


  The official shook his head. “Would you have me leave most of your opponents standing, sir?”


  It was right about then that the awful truth began to sink in on us. The Imperial academy was many times as large as ours, and on top of that wargaming was a long-established and presumably prestigious activity there. So, their team was simply that much larger than ours.


  “There are only four events scheduled, plus a possible tiebreaker!” the professor sputtered, knocked off balance at last. “What possible justification can there be—“


  “Sir!” the Geneva man interrupted. “Your team was invited, and so was theirs. They came, and so did you. That’s how it is.” He turned and looked at the wall-clock. “Opening ceremonies are in ten minutes. If you wish to register a formal protest, I suggest you hurry. But I can assure you that it won’t do you any good. I’m the chairman of the rules committee, you see. If you wanted more players, you should’ve brought them.”


  Our instructor’s shoulders spread like the hood of an angry cobra, then very slowly and deliberately he deflated himself. “I see,” he replied, bowing formally. “Thank you.” His eyes narrowed, then met those of the Yan brothers. “I’m sure we’ll adapt to circumstances somehow.”


  Opening ceremonies, like most such events, were a bunch of useless bushwa so far as I was concerned. Professor Lambert delivered an insincere speech about how competition can help heal old wounds, while the Imperial coach—an elderly full admiral who’d won several real-life battles—glorified the art of strategy as the highest calling of humanity. Then it was time for Heinrich and I to shake hands with our opponents, sit down at our chessboards and begin.


  My opponent was a pasty-looking young man who looked more like he belonged in a group home than at an Imperial military academy. His uniform was stained with egg yolk, his face was covered with the kind of sores that humans called ‘acne’, and he kept making odd facial expressions for no reason that I could discern. He even smelled bad, though not so much that a human nose would pick up on it. Yet an uncanny, distorted intelligence blazed in his eyes, and he seemed far more at home sitting behind the chessboard than he had while standing at attention. His name was Crager, according to the plate on his chest, and he was a cadet-corporal. Rapidly I spun everything I knew about chess, chess prodigies and military academies through my mind, and came up with what I believed was the right answer. Cadet Crager was probably both a ringer and a savant. While he might well be enrolled at the Academy, all he probably ever did was play chess, chess, chess under the finest coaches available. Instead of graduating to become an officer he was destined for the Imperial team, where he’d continue to compete for the greater glory of his Emperor. This, I also realized, was the beauty of having so many team members. They could specialize, while we were perforce generalists. Heck, he probably hadn’t even marched onto the Station with the rest—he didn’t look half strong enough!


  Instead of letting my dismay show, I did what Professor Lambert always advised and dithered as long as possible while I thought things through. Cadet Crager was unbeatable by conventional means, I decided. Or at least he was unbeatable by the likes of me. Nor was chess a game one could effectively cheat at. That left me only one worthwhile strategic aim—to lose in such a way as to further my ultimate goal as much as possible. And that goal was of course to win the series overall. With that understanding, at last all came clear. So, once I was plenty good and ready, I tapped the New Geneva man’s left hand…


  …and drew the black chessmen.


  “Hooray!” the Imperials screamed, stamping their feet and making as much of the insignificant victory as possible. Even poor Cadet Crager clapped his hands in an infantile manner and smiled so wide he drooled. The psychological pressure in the room was palpable; you could cut it with a knife. For a fleeting second I wanted to get up and run, to go hide in a place where I didn’t have to face swaggering Imperials and struggle against freaks in battles that I was destined to lose no matter what. Then I reminded myself for the first time in a very long while that the Imperial system had killed my father, and was even now busily looting my once-beautiful homeworld.


  After that I was pitiless, and made my coach proud.


  Wargaming chess differed slightly from the traditional tournament version. The basics remained unchanged; all the pieces moved the same way, the board still had sixty-four squares, and the ultimate objective remained the enemy king. No timer was employed, however, because it was impractical to use one in certain other wargames. And, again because it was useful in other games, a notepad and pencil was provided.


  Rather to my surprise, Cadet Crager (I never did learn his first name—it was almost as if he’d never had one) took voluminous notes from his very first move— the traditional two-square advance of his king’s pawn. He used a sort of dot-dash code with circles and squares thrown in here and there, clearly meant to be incomprehensible to his opponent. Recognizing a standard opening, I replied automatically to his next few moves…


  …but only very slowly, taking plenty of time with my own notepad. On which, inspired by James’s earlier ploy, I began to sketch a large-breasted, long-legged bunnygirl in the skimpiest clothing possible. Lying on her back, with her legs spread wide and a seductive smile painted on her face.


  At first Cadet Crager didn’t seem to notice. He was a glandularly-normal male, however, and an adolescent one at that. As I filled in the details (my bunnygirl looked amazingly like Frieda, though of course no one else could know it) his face grew redder and redder. Then he began shifting uncomfortably in his seat. I was shifting too, of course. But poor socially inept Crager, who’d certainly never kissed a girl in his life and probably had given up all hope of ever doing so, went slowly mad as I roughed in hard nipples behind ‘Frieda’s’ halter-top, wrinkled her shorts just-so in a not-so-subtle hint of what lay beyond...


  …and, quite unexpectedly, snatched up a knight when he left it foolishly exposed.


  There was a loud groan among the Imperials when that happened, and one of their officers stood up and shouted at Professor Lambert. Our coach merely stood and smiled as the Imperial raged about smut and decadence and indecency. “It’s David’s notepad,” my coach replied in calm tones. “Not yours. He’s allowed to do whatever he likes with it. I’m quite certain that he’s violated neither the rules nor any local law.” His smile widened. “Though at the rate he’s going, he may well yet push the limits of the latter.”


  And, to my secret glee, the New Geneva referee agreed with him!


  By then ‘Frieda’ was about done, so I drew suggestive carrots in various stages of engorgement around the borders of the piece and took a rook in the process. “This is absurd!” the Imperial admiral raved as I removed the piece from the board. By then he was practically foaming at the mouth. “I refuse to participate any longer in this low-minded mockery!”


  “Then you concede, sir?” the referee asked.


  The admiral’s mouth opened, then closed twice before he could find the proper words. “I don’t concede; I withdraw!”


  “That’s a concession in my book,” the official replied. “So I hereby declare Cadet Captain Birkenhead the winner by default.”


  Poor Cadet Crager didn’t know how to handle it; I suspect it may’ve been the first time he ever lost an official game. Certainly he wasn’t emotionally normal, and I felt genuine pity for him as he grabbed up the pieces and sent them flying about the room, shouting and cursing and drumming his fists on the table. Meanwhile I completed my drawing by sketching in the title ‘Mate’ across the top of the paper. Then I tore it off the pad, stuffed it into my pocket and stood to take my formal victory bow beside the New Geneva official. The room was absolutely filled with booing and cursing by then; only James and one of the Yans and Professor Lambert stood applauding and laughing their faces off. Poor Heinrich was locked in a match of epic proportions on the other side of the room; he didn’t even seem to notice my victory, which I certainly understood. But… Where was the other Yan off to?


  Probably, I decided, it was best if I didn’t know.
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  The next morning we were up and at it again. But right from the getgo things took on a much more serious tone. There was no lighthearted mockery as we once again walked across the lobby and directly to the gaming area, and the glares that met us along the way were uglier and icier than ever. We were tied 1-1 after the first day, and our opponents didn’t like it at all. Apparently they’d had their hearts set on a sweep. We met their gazes with quiet pride, or at least all of us except Heinrich did. My unfortunate team-mate fought a noble battle indeed, but was finally forced to concede on the fifty-sixth move. It’d been an epic match, and no one blamed him for the loss. Nor was he anything less than courteous and sincere in congratulating me—there wasn’t a petty bone in Heinrich’s body. But still… It rankled, and rankled deep. Especially since it seemed likely that I’d been matched against the stronger player. So Heinrich was full of fire, and the embers behind his eyes blazed every bit as hot as those of our opponents. Indeed, some of them were compelled to turn away.


  Today it was my turn to carry the code book. I brought it along with several other mathematics texts, and planned to consult it throughout the day while doing practice-problems. Card-game tournaments tended to run even longer than chess matches, and were just as boring for non-participants. I could only hope, like everyone else, that the Geneva people would announce that poker was the game of the day. While the Yans could and did perform well at everything from canasta to contract bridge, poker was their true strength and love. The professor informed us that most tournament masters chose poker because it was considered the purest and most highly-developed of all strategy card games, but I worried right up until the moderator walked out to the podium carrying four equal-sized stacks of chips.


  The first hands were lightly-bet and tentative as the players felt each other out. Not too many chips changed hands as the teams concentrated on deceptively simple games like five and seven-card stud. Then, not long before lunchtime, things suddenly escalated over a more complex hand of seven-card deuces wild. On the final down-card both Yans raised against each other again and again, catching the Imperials in the middle. “Call!” the Imperials replied every time, meeting each other’s eyes worriedly. The pot grew and grew. Yan Chang laid down five kings…


  …and instantly the Imperials used one of their challenges, accusing our team of cheating and demanding a complete scan of the cards and table, plus a review of all holofilms.


  I winced inwardly at this, knowing my friends as well as I did. Externally, however, my face revealed nothing. Nor did those of the Yans as the Geneva people obligingly swept their sensors back and forth and a panel of experts retained just for this purpose from the local casinos studied the players’ every recorded move. Rather to my surprise, however, everything came back clean and Yan Chang was awarded the fat pot.


  The Imperials, to say the least, weren’t pleased. Apparently they’d somehow caught wind of the Yan brother’s flair for creative play, and reckoned they’d be caught at the first challenge. But the Yans were far more clever than that. As team captain, in my heart I’d counted whatever game they played as won before it began. And they didn’t disappoint me.


  It was just after lunch that a second large pot developed. This time the game was seven card stud. Yan Ho was the dealer, and soon the stakes grew to epic proportions. The twins were at their most impressive. They munched roast-beef sandwiches, drank hot tea and raised, raised, raised at every opportunity, all the while not displaying even a trace of emotion. Once again Chang won the hand, this time by virtue of high-carding the Imperials. He had a full house consisting of nines over twos, while theirs was fives over fours. At first there was consternation among the cadets and officers on the other side of the room. Then the Imperials used up their second and last appeal, calling for another complete scan. I was plenty worried, because last night after dinner I’d seen one of the girls who’d served lunch loitering in the corridor outside our rooms. I should’ve had more faith in my teammates, however. The scanner did indeed emit a loud buzz as a solido card was detected, said card being programmed as a five of hearts. But…


  …the card was not only found in an Imperial hand, but was exactly what they needed to complete the full house they’d raised so aggressively on.


  “You’re disqualified!” the Geneva Station man declared to the Imperial players—possession of a cheating device was forbidden at all times, without exception. It didn’t matter that the Imperial team was who’d made the appeal, or that they held a losing hand. This time there was even more shouting and outrage, with some not-so-muffled threats and cursing thrown into the mix in as well. The Imperials requested—and got—a second film review by the experts. Even the professional casino security men looked worriedly at the Yans when no clear evidence could be found of them planting the card. None of that mattered to us Royalists, however. We stood and whistled and applauded like little kids—even Professor Lambert! The all-important scoreboard rolled over to read three to one, in our favor.


  And that, we students of high-level strategy understood with acute clarity, was all that really mattered.
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  Because the poker game broke up so unexpectedly early we young strategists found ourselves with an afternoon to kill. With Professor Lambert’s blessing we decided to make the best of it by throwing ourselves an impromptu party. Pizza was ordered and laid out in one of our rooms and video games set up in a second. A third was reserved for poor Heinrich, who was determined to study, study, study after his loss no matter how much fun the rest of us were having. I didn’t eat pizza, of course, and planned on getting by with a few mouthfuls of hay that the maid-bunny had thoughtfully left me for emergencies. But then at almost the last minute Professor Lambert walked in waved his arms for attention. “I’m sorry,” he declared. “There’s been a change of plans.” He looked at James and I, who were currently teamed against the Yans at a game called “Mystique”. We were losing badly, and as always seemed to be the case when playing against the twins, were having the devil of a time figuring out exactly why. “The Imperial coach just called me in my room,” he explained. “We’ve been invited to dinner. Just three of us, I fear—the two ranking cadets and myself.”


  James and I looked at each other. “Do we have to?” he asked for us both.


  “I fear so,” the professor replied. “Though I’m about as excited as you are. The Commandant would see it as a priceless educational experience for you both. And he’d be right.”


  I nodded, then sighed long and loud. “Class A’s, I suppose?”


  “Of course,” our instructor replied. “And a tux for me. We’ll meet in the lobby at five; that should just give us all time to get ready.”


  We ended up eating in the same five-star steakhouse we’d dined at before, though in a different and larger back room. Most likely, I figured, the Geneva Station security types had once again had a hand in the matter. I was pleased to see the same server-bunnies assigned to me as before, and they seemed happy to have me back as well. If it hadn’t been for the Imperials, we might’ve had a very good time indeed. The fact that they’d invited us made them the hosts, which to an extent also meant that they set the ground rules. For example, contrary to our own military tradition they leapt to their feet and saluted the moment I brought my Sword into the room, and maintained such a strict level of formality that it reminded me of eating at attention back at the Academy. It wasn’t until everyone else was enjoying some sort of ultra-sweet iced dish and I was munching banana chips that anything in the way of meaningful conversation took place. “So,” the Imperial team leader declared to Lambert. His name was Benton. “This is your first year teaching strategy?”


  The Professor smiled. “Actually, no. I’ve taught at two other military schools among the Independent Systems, plus I’ve guest-lectured here on New Geneva.”


  “And written several excellent books on the subject,” Admiral Benton agreed, nodding as if to himself. “I enjoyed them very much. Your emphasis on keeping one’s ultimate ends firmly in mind at all times is good advice indeed.” He smiled slightly. “My superiors expected a blowout, as you probably imagine. I, however, tried to warn them.”


  Then one of the Imperial cadets spoke up—his name was Jason, and he was a full cadet-colonel, a higher rank than any of us at our academy could ever aspire to. There weren’t enough of us to justify the existence of such a high-level officer, yet the Imperials had several just on their team alone. “’The game isn’t over until I’ve won’,” he quoted one of the professor’s favorite sayings. “Simple, succinct, effective.”


  The Imperial coach nodded and smiled. “You’d have made a good Imperial officer, Professor,” he agreed, emphasizing the point with a jab of his dessert-fork. “We are of one mind in many ways.”


  Our coach blushed. “I fear that I wasn’t cut out for a military career,” he replied. “I never could quite master that left-right, left-right thing.”


  James and I smiled, but the Imperials all looked confused for a long moment. Then the officer dropped the subject and turned to James and I. “And you two are of course the heart of the team.” He nodded at my friend. “You won’t be in the navy for long. Which is a major loss to the service, though perhaps a fine thing for your kingdom as a whole. Please forgive me for saying that I could wish you were a bit less promising.” Then he turned to me. “And you…” He shook his head. “I must admit that you have me baffled, Cadet. Utterly and completely.” He tilted his head to one side. “It’s clear enough that you did what’s claimed for you on the battlefield— our own survivors confirm it.” Then he placed his elbows on the table and pressed his hands together, as if praying. “And yet… How is it possible?”


  I looked down at my banana chips and shrugged, but said nothing.


  He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t understand at all.” Then he turned back the professor. “He’s clearly intelligent as well as brave. Does he get good marks?”


  “David stands number two in his class,” Professor Lambert replied proudly, failing to mention that James stood number one. Not that James would mind the omission, under the circumstances. “His leadership capabilities are extraordinary.”


  “Leadership!” the Imperial admiral snorted. “Courage and intelligence, yes. I’ve been forced to accept that these can exist in Rabbits. But… Leadership?” He turned back to me. “In our fleet, you’d have been rewarded for what you did. We’re not ungrateful, after all. You might’ve received special treatment for a time, or been moved to a more desirable assignment. But you’d never have been freed, much less…” He shook his head in wonder again, unable to complete the sentence. “Surely this can lead only to chaos and ruin!”


  “Still,” the assistant Imperial coach declared suddenly. He was a captain and had hardly said a word all night, instead studying we Royalists as if we were specimens under a magnifying lens. “We agree that the Rabbit here behaved bravely, no? Perhaps we should show him the picture?”


  The Imperial team commander scowled for a moment, then nodded. “I suppose.” He looked at Jason. “Let him see,” he ordered.


  The cadet-colonel smiled and pulled a datapad out of his breast pocket. He punched a code into it, then slid it across the table. The display showed a middle-aged man dressed up in a raggedy bunny suit and slave collar, carrying a mop. “Who is this?” I asked.


  “Fuzzbrain,” the cadet explained, his smile widening. “Formerly Captain Sir Ricardo Gonzales, commander of the Emperor’s light cruiser Sword of the People.”


  I blinked, then wriggled my nose in puzzlement. Luckily, the Imperials interpreted the expression correctly.


  “That’s his punishment,” the Imperial captain explained. “For losing his ship, you see. He’s legally a Rabbit now; the Emperor himself came up with the idea.” He grinned. “See those big buck teeth and the harelip? They’re implants! People make him show them off all the time!”


  I looked again into the dead, broken eyes and something snapped inside of me. I’d made an effort to like these Imperials, or at least to like them enough to remain civil throughout dinner. But… “Professor,” I declared.


  “Yes, David?”


  “I don’t feel well,” I lied. Then I turned to the Imperials. “Forgive me, please. But sometimes human food makes me ill.”


  The admiral nodded. “Of course,” he replied, though his eyes showed he knew the truth.


  “I don’t feel so good either,” James declared, shaking his head. “Perhaps it wasn’t just because the food was meant for humans, David. I think there was something wrong with it.”


  “Actually,” Professor Lambert replied, “I feel a bit queasy too.” He nodded to the Imperials. “Thank you gentlemen so much for having us.” He smiled, and the expression might even have been genuine. “All of us will remember this dinner for the rest of our lives, I’m certain.” Then we all stood up, giving the Imperials no choice but to do the same. “Good night, then!” the professor finished up for us. “See you at the games tomorrow!”
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  Sometimes things work themselves out ways that make a Rabbit wonder. I’d pled illness in order make a polite escape from an awkwardly intolerable dinner. When James and Professor Lambert seconded the motion I figured they were just sort of jumping on the bandwagon. But it turned out that they truly were sick; terribly so by the time that we got back up to our rooms. James actually had to run the last little bit in order to get to a toilet in time, while the professor was so nauseous that he asked me to call a doctor. I did even better than that, on the theory that the professor was ill enough not to be thinking clearly. As soon as he vanished into his room, I hit the little red emergency button that alerted Geneva Station security to a possible assassination attempt. And I was in deadly earnest, too; people just didn’t get that sick that quickly from the food served at a five-star restaurant. The Geneva people agreed, praised me for raising the alarm, and immediately shipped all three of us by ambulance to the VIP wing of their central medical facility. They pumped our stomachs, which was a special shame after such a fine meal, and declared that somewhere along the line we’d been exposed to massive doses of the latest, greatest stomach flu that was making the rounds on Geneva Station. This was a lot nastier than it sounds, because in a station environment viruses were continually exposed to mutagens. This in turn meant that they learned new tricks in a hurry, so quickly in fact that even with the help of the most modern techniques the public-health people were unable to ward off frequent outbreaks. “I’m sorry,” the doctor explained to the professor, whose eyes were dull and feverish. ”But we haven’t developed a serum for this strain yet. You’ll be ill for several days at a minimum.”


  Of course it wasn’t possible to prove that the Imperials had deliberately infected us; in fact, Geneva Security assured us that it was impossible. But then again the solido card that the Imperials had found in their hand was impossible too, and turnabout was fair play. Or unfair play, as the case may be.


  James took it well, though the professor was angry that his students’ health had been endangered. “One should never undertake significant risks unless the potential rewards justify them,” he always taught us. But the sad fact was that both of them were out for the count. We’d be well on the way home before they fully recovered. It was fortunate that Rabbits weren’t affected by human flus; the doctor told me that he’d once heard that we had gengineered immunity to most highly-communicable human diseases so that we could work in hospitals without fear of spreading infections. So I was lucky. Or maybe not so lucky, I realized once I was halfway back to my room.


  Because now, as ranking cadet and team captain, I was completely in charge.


  The next day was just awful, so bad that I still wish I could erase it from my memory. It was already late when I got back to the rooms. The Yan’s were missing, off to sample who knew what forbidden pleasures, while Heinrich was fast asleep. He was scheduled to play an ancient-themed game with James in the morning, so I felt obliged to let him know immediately what had gone wrong. Since it was obvious that he and I would have to partner up, he insisted on spending hours going over likely scenarios with me. The result was that we both entered the gaming room half asleep. Meanwhile the Yans, damn them, were bright of eye and practically sparkled with early-morning energy. I knew for fact that they’d still been out at four in the morning; how they managed it, I’ll never know.


  I still had maniples and phalanxes and cohorts and other unfamiliar tactical units whirling through my head as I sat down across from Jason, the cadet I’d dined with the previous night. He smiled extra-wide at me. “I hear your friends got some bad meat or something?”


  “Something,” I agreed, smiling back through clenched teeth.


  He nodded back. “Too bad. I hope they get better. In a few days.”


  Just then the judges laid out a board in front of us. “Gentlemen!” a Genevan declared. “Your challenge today is to refight the Battle of Pharsalus!”


  I nodded and smiled outwardly even as my mind raced, trying to remember even the tiniest detail about the battle. It took place during one of the Roman civil wars, I knew, and Julius Caesar had personally commanded one side. But beyond that I couldn’t remember a thing.


  “Call it,” the judge ordered, looking at the Imperial.


  “Heads,” he declared. The gold ten-credit piece spun in the air…


  …and came up tails. “Choose your side,” the official declared, looking at me.


  I thought things through as well and as quickly as my muzzy brain would allow. If Caesar had commanded personally, then he must’ve won or he’d never have become emperor, right? “The Imperials,” I declared, hoping I had the nomenclature right.


  Apparently I did, because the judge silently began apportioning counters. Meanwhile, Jason’s mouth opened for just a millisecond in shock at my choice before he could recover. Soon I saw why; he received almost twice as many counters as I did. And their values were nearly as high as my own.


  In later months when I had leisure to study the matter, I learned that Caesar was considered by historians to have been as lucky a general as he was skilled, though he was certainly the latter as well. Even he personally admitted as much. He won the historical Battle of Pharsalus by weaving together both attributes in roughly equal proportion. As an example, his opponent Pompey (a legendary general in his own right) ordered his men not to charge Caesar’s legions and meet them halfway as was the Roman tradition. In theory, this should have left them well-rested after the Imperial men ran twice as far as they were accustomed to. In practice, Caesar’s men were so well-trained that he simply ordered them to stop and take a break in mid-charge, a maneuver requiring such an incredible level of discipline in the ranks that Pompey must’ve considered it impossible. And Caesar also took advantage of a huge dust-cloud to secretly maneuver some infantry into the path of a Republican cavalry charge. This in turn caused the horsemen to flee in panic and eventually made Caesar emperor. All in all I learned a lot from studying the battle, and came away impressed as could be with how Caesar had taken advantage of every circumstance at just the right time to ensure victory.


  But all that was much, much later. Then and there, I didn’t know that Caesar had lengthened his line to match Pompey’s by making it only six deep rather than the usual ten; instead, I chose to maintain the standard depth and refused the left flank to compensate. While I was vaguely aware that the “swirling dust” rule was in play, I had no idea that it could be used to counter my foe’s vastly superior cavalry. And while I knew that my units were indeed superior on a man-for-man level, I tried to take advantage of it defensively to wear Jason down instead of chewing a hole and pouring through it for the kill.


  In other words, I did pretty much everything wrong.


  The result was foreordained, though on top of all my other woes I rolled terrible dice as well. Gamesmanship and dirty tricks are all well and good, but they’re no substitute for at least a modicum of genuine ability. I was out of my depth. In less than half the time it took the actual Julius to secure an empire, I was down to a surrounded knot of men with my “Caeser, +2 on all rolls within three hexes” counter right in the center. To spare such a great man further humiliation, I had him fall on his sword by resigning. A great cheer rose among the Imperials…


  …and Jason, grinning like a fool, gave me the erotic bunny drawing he’d been working on since Turn One. “Something to remember today by,” he suggested.


  Heinrich did a little better than me, though only marginally. Roman civil wars were the theme of the day, and he drew Marc Antony’s side at the Battle of Actium. Unlike me Heinrich knew all about his subject, and he maneuvered with the verve and reckless skill that made him such a fearful opponent. He at least put on a good show. But his opponent cast charmed dice to an even greater extent than mine had. Thus Antony’s flagship eventually burned, Cleopatra met her appointment with the asp…


  …and we left the gaming room with our heads high but our butts well chewed, tied 3-3.
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  “The dice were loaded!” Heinrich protested for perhaps the fifth time as he and I and the Yans sat around the little conference table in the professor’s room. “They must’ve been!”


  “Maybe,” I agreed. “Or maybe not. We can’t prove it either way.” I tried to meet Yan Chang’s eyes, but he turned away. As adept as he and his brother were at all the various forms of cheating, neither had been able to detect anyone messing with the dice. “But the study you and I did showed a normal probability curve, no?”


  He nodded and sighed. In point of fact, both he and I and our respective Imperial opponents had rolled precisely the expected dispersion of “good” and “bad” numbers. What had killed us, and especially my team-mate, were the circumstances under which the best and worst rolls had occurred. While I’d have lost regardless, Heinrich might well have won and made Marc Antony and Cleopatra the joint rulers of the Empire had a few key rolls gone differently. Or even just a little less disastrously. He’d rolled badly when attempting to grapple the enemy flagship at the height of the battle, for example, while hitting sky-high maximums for damage on already-crippled ships that were about to sink anyway. It’d been painful to watch; I could certainly understand why he was suspicious. But the fact that the overall averages were dead-on for both sides argued heavily that the Imperials hadn’t been able to figure out a way to fix the dice any more than we had. “So,” I continued. “We have to assume it was just a streak of bad luck. Tomorrow will be better.”


  “Maybe,” Heinrich replied, his head hanging. For all his rebelliousness and general contempt for things military, Heinrich wasn’t accustomed to defeat when he really, truly exerted himself. After losing first at chess and now at ancient games, he seemed broken inside. “I just don’t know anymore.”


  I sighed and leaned back, looking down at the ruins of dinner. To be safe, I’d bought everything except my own hay from a randomly-chosen vending machine and carried it back to the room myself. My own food I obtained from a travel-supply shop down in the main terminal that catered to rich passengers. They offered packets of hay for the servants. My dinner was half-green and tasted terrible, and I gathered that the tuna-fish sandwiches weren’t much better. But the food was at least borderline nourishing, and as safe as could be managed for the moment. The military life wasn’t meant to be one of luxury.


  I sighed and gave up on Heinrich for the moment, then turned back to the Yans. Someone had to partner me during the twentieth-century session tomorrow and if Heinrich’s spirit was broken, well…“Are you sure you two aren’t up to a board-gaming match?”


  Ho met his brother’s eyes, then shook his head sadly. “Not at this level, sir.” He sighed and looked away. “You know what we are, at heart. All soft skills, no actual brains.”


  I winced as my own words were thrown back at me. It had fallen to me to punish the Yans for being AWOL the night before, and I’d come down on them like a ton of bricks. It was perfectly justified, I still believed—after all, we’d needed them badly after James and the professor grew ill and they’d been nowhere to be found. While it was an unwritten rule at the Academy that cadets never ratted each other out—I’d never report their absence formally and they knew it—the pair could at least have taken turns and covered for each other, as they’d done so superbly while sneaking off the Academy grounds back home. I’d put them on indefinite watch-and-watch, with one assigned to stand sentry down in the lobby at all times except when both were required elsewhere. It was a harsh punishment; in a few days they’d both be dizzy with fatigue. But their offense hadn’t exactly been insignificant either, and I of all people couldn’t afford to be taken lightly even by my fellow cadets.


  They were also correct, however. The Yans were terrible at chess and only slightly better at higher-level board games. Their true genius lay in their ability to understand and exploit human blindnesses, foibles and frailties. It was damnably difficult, however, to cheat at the higher forms of gaming. They might or might not make good naval officers; the jury was still very much out on that one. For the purposes at hand, however, they were superlative card sharks and nothing more. I sighed and turned back to Heinrich.


  “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I just don’t know.”


  I shook my head, unsure of what to do next. Inspire the team! was the obvious solution. Be a leader! But, like most obvious answers, this one was a lot easier stated than accomplished. And worst of all, the code books still hadn’t disappeared! What was that damned spy waiting for, anyway? Did I have to mount flashing lights on the worthless things?


  “Tomorrow’s going to be so bad,” Heinrich moaned. He looked half dead, with dark circles under his eyes from having stayed up all night to try and coach me in linear tactics.


  “Maybe,” I agreed, making my decision at long last. “Or maybe not. But one thing’s for certain.”


  “What’s that?” Chang demanded.


  “We’re all worn out and exhausted,” I replied. “It’s only eight o’clock, but I propose that we hit the sack early and get some extra sleep. I’ll even excuse you two from sentry duty tonight,” I added, nodding towards the Yans. “We’ve got one hell of a challenge ahead of us, and important decisions to make. We’ll do a better job making them on a good night’s sleep.” I met Heinrich’s eyes again. “They may’ve kicked us around today. But we’ll whip ‘em tomorrow, sure enough!”
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  Sure enough, we did feel better in the morning. Which in retrospect was probably inevitable, given how miserable we all were at lights-out. Once again we made a meal of either vending-machine sandwiches or slave hay, and as always hunger proved to be the best sauce. I formed up my troops for inspection, and was pleased to see that all was one-hundred-percent in order the first time around. “Gentlemen,” I addressed my fellow cadets. “Let’s go kick some Imperial ass!”


  In truth, I wasn’t feeling nearly that cocky as we stepped into the elevator and began our short trip down to the field of battle. The sheer impossibility of defeating so many members of the ultimate cream of Imperial society was beginning to sink home in my soul. Professor Lambert had lectured us several times about how in militaristic societies young people sought to become officers with as much passion as our own youth pursued careers in high finance, the law, and the corporate world. Broadly speaking, their elite perfected the arts of battleship gunnery and coordinated invasion from high orbit while ours developed new ways to get rich trading complex financial derivatives. Almost certainly the young men my little team was arrayed against were the very best the Empire had to offer by any standard one cared to name. Test scores, breeding, intellect, health… they had it all. In our society, by contrast, over half of our cadets had to be drafted via a mandatory-service law that was universally hated and evaded whenever possible. Sure, we had some volunteers—the Yans and I were among them. And James would certainly be counted among the cream of any society. But as for the rest of us… Heinrich was the biggest screw-up on campus. No one hated the military more than he did. The Yans were conniving social climbers, albeit amazingly good at it. And me? I was an ex-slave, not even human! So what in the world’s business did I have, trying to compete in the same league with the Empire’s best and brightest? None, they would reply. And after my drubbing yesterday, I was beginning to agree with them.


  Then the elevator doors slid open and we four remaining gamers stood facing the oversized Imperial team. Their eyes were cold and hard, and a nasty sneer was just beginning to manifest itself on their features as the scent of victory grew stronger in their nostrils. I hated these malformed, emotionally-twisted prigs, I decided, hated them with all of my heart and soul. And I’d have hated them even if they hadn’t killed my father and Milord and invaded my homeworld. Because some things deserved hating in and of themselves, through the fact of their mere existence. Professor Lambert claimed that hatred was a weakness in a strategist; cool heads made the best decisions. And I knew that he was right. But I supposed that I’d have to somehow muddle through regardless, because I couldn’t not hate the Imperials and still have any love or respect for myself. The Commandant of the Academy had told us that this trip would be a wonderful learning opportunity for us cadets; well, I’d learned something all right. And that was to waste no more energy on pity in dealing with the likes of these.


  “All right,” I declared, stepping out and leading my cadets through the sea of hostile uniforms. “I’ve had about enough of this crowd. It ends today.”


  I put off making my most important decision until the very last minute. While chess was Heinrich’s forte, the physicist’s son wasn’t bad at all with submarines and fighter planes. But last night he’d been shaken like I’d never seen him before. If his confidence was broken… Well, in that case I’d be better off going with Yan Chang, who at least would have a good excuse for losing and thus wouldn’t suffer a crushed ego if the worst happened. Someday Heinrich was liable to have to fight a desperate action against the Imperials, and I was damned if I was going to put him in that position with his spirit already crushed by three previous defeats. In the end, however, it wasn’t necessary to bench him after all. “Please, David!” he begged me as I sat in the team captain’s seat and thought things through. “Give me another chance! I want a piece of these bastards so bad!”


  It was the last sentence, coming from the normally suave and professorial cadet-private, that decided me. “You’re in,” I declared.


  The Yans seemed pleased with the decision. They’d been cold and distant and perhaps even a bit nervous about something since going AWOL. But now their eyes were full of fire. “Slaughter them!” Chang declared, while Ho nodded and clenched his fists.


  I was led to the table first, as befitted my cadet-rank. Rather to my surprise, my old friend Jason was standing across from me waiting to shake hands. Given the size of the Imperial team, it was amazing that he’d been allowed to compete twice. I put on my best smile. “I kept the picture you gave me. It wasn’t bad work, for a virgin.” He smiled and bowed slightly in reply, keeping his temper in perfect check. “So,” I added. “I’ve never caught your last name, Jason. One of your ribbons dangles over the tag.”


  He smiled wider. “Tallsdale,” he replied. “I’m Jason Aaron Tallsdale.”


  “Thank you,” I answered, sitting down and pretending not to recognize the Emperor’s own surname. Now I understood why he was playing in multiple matches! “I like to keep track of these things.”


  “Gentlemen,” the Geneva Station gaming official declared, cutting off further conversation. “Today’s challenge is to win the war in the Mediterranean, Summer 1941.”


  I smiled even as I lost the toss and was forced to accept the Axis side; the Second World War was my special favorite area of military history, and of all its aspects I loved air-sea problems the most. If the Mediterranean of World War II was anything, it was an air-sea problem. While I felt more at home commanding Japanese or American naval units than Italian, the principles were fundamentally the same.


  We were allowed unlimited setup time, which was a good thing given the complexity and unit-density of the map. While the North African and Greek theaters were represented only by naval and air bases that would change hands at pre-determined times, there were land units in play at Malta, Crete, Sardinia, Pantellaria, Gibraltar, and a series of small Aegean islands. The forces were well balanced. My Italian fleet was distinctly inferior, especially in night-fighting. However, that was in part compensated for by my central position, which made it far easier for me to concentrate my forces. And in the air I was certainly the stronger. Victory conditions were as complex as the theater of war itself—one could earn points via any combination of destroying enemy units, taking bases, or running successful supply convoys to North Africa (for me) or Malta (for him). At first it would appear that in scoring terms the entire game was slanted slightly in my favor, but this wasn’t so. The British convoys to Malta were worth three times as many victory points as an equivalent Italian run to North Africa. His warships were also individually worth less than mine, so that it was virtually impossible for me to “win” a purely naval battle even if I did more damage than he. And, just to make things more complex still, the board was blind. This meant that you couldn’t tell what the enemy was doing unless you “saw” him with a search unit. Only the base’s values were relatively even, with Malta worth the same as Crete and Pantellaria nearly as valuable as the top prize, Gibraltar. This was a bunch of nonsense in historical terms, of course; square foot for square foot Gibraltar was easily the most militarily-significant real-estate on Earth during that era; the equivalence in points was merely an attempt to balance the game. Pantellaria in real life wasn’t a tenth as valuable as The Rock. Not that it really mattered anyway, I supposed; in 1941 the Allies couldn’t even dream of taking heavily-fortified Pantellaria. And as for Gibraltar, without Spanish help—which wasn’t allowed for in the game—well… that was a pipedream as well. Though of course in real life the Allies had to fortify it regardless—they couldn’t count on a portion of their playing-area being colored in “no-entry gray” after all. Gibraltar, in fact, had been as heavily defended as the American Corregidor, the Belgian Eben-Emael, and the British Singapore. It was completely immune to attack.


  Then I blinked, leaned forward, and examined the western part of my map more closely. For, I suddenly realized, every last one of the other “impregnable” places I’d mentally listed had fallen and fallen hard to Axis forces during the early years of the war, despite being referred to as “Gibraltars” in their own right. And each totally-unforeseen collapse had resulted in a massive strategic defeat for those who’d lacked the imagination to see it coming.


  So… Why shouldn’t the original fall as well? And my oh my! Wouldn’t that surprise the heck out the Emperor’s seventh cousin, or whatever the heck my opponent was?
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  Professor Lambert was fond of saying that a good strategy usually felt right, because as it was executed unexpected symmetries and benefits tended to develop and reveal themselves. This wasn’t mere serendipity, but rather solid evidence that your enemy genuinely hadn’t a clue what was up your sleeve.


  If the professor was correct, then I was on the right track no more than four or five turns into the game. By then absolutely everything was working together and going my way on more fronts than I’d ever anticipated. Jason Tallsdale might’ve beaten me soundly yesterday, but he’d revealed no great talent in doing so. That was partly my fault; when fighting against an incompetent, one need merely stand back and let them ruin themselves. In the first turns of our new encounter, however, Jason showed me absolutely nothing original. He hit my naval bases with precision carrier strikes, sent convoys to pull as many troops as possible out of the collapsing Greek theater, and began a buildup on Crete. Just exactly what the real-life British did, in other words. Meanwhile I did my best to give the impression of a timid, defensive-minded gamer who had no confidence in what his units could do. Since this had been the actual truth yesterday, it wasn’t so hard to manage. I shuttled tentative little convoys back and forth to North Africa while hoarding my capital ships in port under the densest fighter cover possible, meanwhile attempting to interdict Allied supply runs with weak Italian submarine units and my few potent U-boats. I slammed Malta a few times with maximum-effort air raids, then let my ears droop at the ‘heavy’ losses my Luftwaffe and Regia Aeronautica squadrons took. If Jason had looked carefully, he’d have seen that I hadn’t chosen to risk the long-range stuff. While losing so many Stukas and Me-109’s and assorted Fiats wasn’t a lot of fun, they couldn’t do beans to help me at Gibraltar anyway. And the continual action kept Malta beaten down enough that it lost a lot of its usefulness as a raiding and reconnaissance hub.


  That was the nub of my entire strategy, really. Jason couldn’t destroy what he couldn’t see, and he wouldn’t see anything where he didn’t (or couldn’t) look. I needed a series of storms or heavy cloud formations to really gum up the visibility in the Western Med, where Jason probably wasn’t really looking for me all that hard anyhow. Once I was partway there he could only effectively oppose me with half his fleet, and the airstrip on The Rock was limited to a handful of aircraft due to a lack of level ground for support facilities. But until then the delicate mishmash of infantry-laden merchantmen would be terribly vulnerable to the marauding Royal Navy, especially at night. Moving so far by sea was an awful risk for the Italians; I’d only get just the one chance.


  So I did everything I could to make it look like I was playing straight out of the book as well, except even more timidly than the actual Italians had. I send a few fast raiding forces against the Greek convoys, and even managed to shoot one up rather thoroughly before my elderly and expendable cruisers were all sent to the bottom. I moved my U-boats about extra-frequently, so as to ensure lots of daylight sightings of them in the Eastern Med, and detailed my long-range bombers to make extra searches there so that my opponent wouldn’t wonder where they were and what they were up to. Only once did I stir things up in the west—I sent a submarine-launched underwater demolition team into Gib’s harbor to blow up whatever it found, and to my delight knocked the ultra-valuable aircraft carrier Ark Royal and a light cruiser out of the war for six vital months. It looked more like a diversion that’d gotten lucky rather than part of my core plan, and the lucky part was true enough. Ark Royal was the most powerful carrier in the theater, and I had nothing whatsoever to counter her with. For the first time, I began to scent victory on the air.


  Finally the weather did indeed turn stormy in the Western Med. In a flash I relocated all my long-range air assets to Sardinia and ordered my ragtag convoy on its way. With it I sent virtually the entire Italian Navy as an escort, holding back only a few ancient destroyers to show themselves escorting a group of high-speed Siebel ferries to Africa. Siebels were virtually unstoppable anyway because they were so fast and small, so this reinforced the illusion that I was too timid to attempt anything more.


  Then I sat back and waited and tried not to look nervous.


  At first nothing seemed amiss to Jason. The weather was so bad that he couldn’t tell if my ships were still in port or not, so he made the easy assumption that of course they were. After all, I’d never risked them before had I? Not even when he’d tempted me with juicy Malta-bound merchies bare miles off my own coast. Nor was the sudden disappearance of the bombers anything to worry about; searching in poor weather made for extra losses, and I was obviously a risk-averse player. In fact it was the Genevan referee I was most worried about—he could see every move I’d made, of course, and was practically dancing in his seat at the sheer excitement of it all. But Jason didn’t tumble, not even after quite by chance my fleet ran into a small convoy bound from Gibraltar to Malta and sank most of it. His covering force never caught sight of my merchies, and from what I could see of his frantic maneuvering afterwards Jason’s main focus was on putting as many warships as possible between my fleet and its nearest home base, on the theory that (like the real Italians) I’d immediately run for the safety of port after battle.


  But I didn’t. Once I thought my ships were well out of sight I turned them west at flank speed. Away from Italy, in other words. And therefore also from Jason’s trap.


  The Italians could never have pulled it off in real life, of course; my ships repeatedly violated Vichy French waters—in the game that entire nation was represented simply by gray no-entry hexes—and sometimes actually steamed well within what would’ve been sight of the shore. The required level of secrecy would’ve impossible to achieve.


  But this was a game, not real-life. And so just before dawn broke on the morning of July 6, 1941 (in my game’s universe, at least) a bored British radar operator buried somewhere deep under The Rock detected an unexpected surface blip. And then another, and another, and another…


  Per standing orders, he contacted his officer. Who in turn promptly defecated his drawers.
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  “…can’t possibly have moved that far without being detected!” the Imperial Admiral was soon screaming at an increasingly-vexed Genevan. “The search-rolls were fixed! They must’ve been!”


  I sat silently, as did Jason. This was probably an even wiser move on his part than it was for me. Based on his pattern of play, my guess was that Jason had dedicated no more than a handful of seaplanes to search the entire region I’d passed through, if that much. In good weather that might’ve done the trick, given the distances involved and my troop-carrier’s lack of speed. But when the storms came, well… My high-value U-boats were all off in the east, and the whole game seemed set up to force me to invade either Crete, as the real-life Axis actually did, or else maybe Malta as a long-shot alternative. Wouldn’t it have been awful if he’d searched extensively off the French Riviera and located nothing but bathing beauties, while I sneaked in enough troops to seize an airfield on the island that was my “proper” target?


  No more awful than the reality of the German alpine division and reinforced Italian infantry brigade about to land on The Rock, I thought to myself as I smiled and listened to the shouting go on and on and on. That would be all I needed and more to take and hold the airfield area, while my four capital ships and three cruisers, supported by the long-range bombers, packed plenty enough punch to deal with the batteries. Then once the airfield was secure and the shelling halted, there was a whole division of super-elite German paratroops waiting to be flown in to clean out the tunnels. Jason knew this as well as I did—his ashen face told me all I needed to know. And once Gibraltar fell… The Rock was the anchor of the entire British position in the Med, both in reality and our little game. Half the convoys to Malta that added so much to the British score magically appeared there, for example. Once I owned the real estate they’d be diverted to Alexandria all the way at the other end of the mapboard—after a prolonged delay to allow them to round the Cape of Good Hope. Meanwhile, all his ships in the western basin would suddenly find themselves without a base; they’d be forced to run the gauntlet of Italian-based Stukas, Fiats and Messerschmitts in order to refuel. Many would fail to make it. The loss of Gibraltar was in fact such a profound and total disaster that one couldn’t absorb the implications all at once; they sort of slowly sank in via wave after wave of sick realization. The game was not only mine, I was going to rack up such a godawful high score that I actually felt a little guilty thinking about it. If in real life Churchill had lost Gibraltar, not only would he have resigned on the spot but whatever government replaced him would most likely have been forced to sue for peace. The disaster was of enormous magnitude.


  Finally Jason looked up and, still pale with shock, shook his head slightly. Then, moving quickly enough that his coach didn’t have time to intervene he stood up and extended his hand to me. “I resign,” he said softly. “You’ve beaten me fair and square.”


  “We’re one and one,” I replied with a smile, accepting the hand and shaking it warmly. Jason might be an Imperial bastard, but he lost like a gentleman. And that I could respect.


  “No!” the Imperial coach screamed, his fist crashing down on the ref’s dais. “I won’t permit it! We must find where this… this livestock cheated!”


  The ref shook his head. “I hereby declare Cadet Captain Birkenhead the official winner,” he stated into the PA system. Then he turned to the Imperial flag officer. “One more peep out of you, sir, and I’ll have you removed from the gaming area.”


  The Yans were dancing with glee as I re-entered our little team area and sat down, half-exhausted. One pressed a little bottle of vending-machine grape-juice into my hand, while the other pointed to the monitor covering Heinrich’s game. He was playing the Germans in an economic-military simulation of the last days of the Third Reich, and at first I didn’t see where there was much to cheer about. All his forces were tightly constricted around Germany proper; in fact, the British were on the verge of taking the priceless Ruhr. But then I looked more closely. The game-turn indicator read “Spring, 1946”. Heinrich’s airfields were packed with supermodern jet aircraft. And even as I watched he laid down a new counter atop a battered Wehrmacht unit. “Anti-Tank Guided Missiles,” it read. “Plus ten against all mechanized units”. Just like that, all of a sudden the pile of Soviet armored division counters matched against it didn’t look half so menacing.


  “He’s almost done it!” Yan Ho declared, bouncing about like a little child. “The next turn is Summer 1946. If he can hold out against just one more round of attacks that guarantees a tie at worst. And with your win…” I nodded, suddenly feeling a little bouncy myself. Then Heinrich looked directly up into the camera and smiled. Clearly he was aware of the situation too. As was the Imperial ranged against him, whose back was one huge sweat-stain. Still smiling, Heinrich maneuvered a group of Royal Hunting Tiger tank-killers into position to protect the Ruhr, laid another guided missile counter atop them, and ended his turn. Now his biggest factories didn’t look so vulnerable anymore either. Clearly, the British were in for a bad day.


  Then, off in the distance I heard a buzzer. The thing was modulated across three unpleasant tones, intended to instantly grab a human’s attention no matter what he or she might be doing. It worked for Rabbits, too. Suddenly I was on my feet again, ears fully erect and swiveling.


  “What?” Yan Chang asked.


  “Fire alarm,” I replied. “A good ways off, though.”


  Chang looked at Ho, who gulped. Then the local alarm went off as well. “Come on,” I ordered the Yans. A fire on a space station was no joke. “Let’s evacuate. We’ll grab Heinrich on the way”


  “But…” Ho protested, pointing at the screen. It was the Imperial’s turn, but now he was the one smiling. He seemed very reluctant indeed to move his pieces. “Damnit!” Chang swore as the Genevan finally declared a halt. “Damnit all to hell!”


  Very soon, however, it became obvious that the Genevans were correct to interrupt the match. Within seconds thick black smoke was pouring out of the ventilators and visibility dropped to nothing. Heinrich met us halfway, then we formed a line with each of us grasping the belt of the man in front of him and made our way to the nearest stairwell. We climbed up several decks and emerged on our home-floor…


  …only to find that everything was business as usual. Two rabbit-maids were cleaning a guest’s room, and their happy chatter seemed terribly out of place after the chaos we’d just emerged from.


  I looked around and scowled. I was the only one among the cadets fully space-emergency trained; in the normal course of things, that came after we were assigned to our various stations. “This is all wrong!” I declared. “Everyone within seven decks of a fire should be evacuated; it’s standard protocol! And that smoke… I’m not coughing. No one else is, either!”


  “It’s a fake!” Yan Chang declared, pounding his fist in his hand.


  “Those miserable Imperials!’ Ho seconded, nodding savagely. “They’re cheating us!”


  My eyes narrowed. There was something wrong here—the Yans were far too certain of the situation, somehow. And too quick to blame the Imperials as well. Besides, they’d been AWOL all those long hours with no explanation whatsoever…


  I don’t know why I turned around and looked towards my room just then; perhaps my subconscious mind was way ahead of the game. But down at the far end of the hall I saw a blur of gray with a Rabbit’s pooftail attached to it silently disappearing down another set of fire stairs.


  “We can win far more than is readily apparent,” the Commandant of the Academy had explained back when he was telling us about the code books. “Even if on the surface we lose.”


  I turned back to the Yans, whose faces remained blank and innocent. Were they part of the code book operation as well? Had they set the fake fires and jiggered the alarms to create a diversion so that an Imperial’s Rabbit-servant could use the fire-stairs without attracting attention? I’d never know, and perhaps it was better if I didn’t.


  “Those miserable cheats!” Heinrich spat as, a bit tardily, his own version of the truth set in.


  “The worst!” I agreed, looking the Yans over again. I no longer doubted in the slightest that they’d make fine naval officers indeed. But, I was certain, they’d never command a ship or spend much time in uniform. Their talents lay elsewhere. Instead I was willing to wager my left ear that they were headed for murky careers in naval intelligence, where their special flair for the illegal would prove to be a game-changing godsend. Perhaps I might even find myself working with them again someday?


  Then I shook my head and dragged myself back to reality. “All right,” I said finally. “We’ve established that this is a safe place, and if we went back downstairs we’d just be in the way. So let’s wait in our rooms and see what the New Geneva people say. All right?”


  But I did more than wait in my room. I’d left my code book there, since I couldn’t bring it to the gaming table. Sure enough, it was gone. Even more intriguingly, however, I’d been left something in return. Just underneath where the text had been, there was an oily patch almost too faint to see; soon it’d evaporate entirely. There was never any chance of my overlooking it, however—it was a Rabbit’s scent mark, from the little gland under the chin. There wasn’t any way I knew of to preserve the thing, and I wasn’t sure I should even if I could. Humans couldn’t make use of scent marks, so the message was obviously meant strictly for me personally. I spent several long minutes inhaling its essence until the odor was burned immutably into my brain; if I ever encountered that Rabbit again, I’d have no doubt whatsoever as to his identity.


  Then I laid down my bed and tried to calm my overexcited, fast-spinning brain for whatever came next.
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  I must’ve done an especially good job of calming down, because the next thing I knew several hours had passed and someone was knocking urgently at my door. “David!” a familiar albeit weak voice was calling out. “Are you in there?”


  Instantly I was on my feet and across the room; it was Professor Lambert, and he sounded terrible! He looked even worse when I opened up the door; my instructor was sitting in a wheelchair with a Geneva security man standing behind him doing the pushing. The professor’s face was pale, his eyes were dull, and his skin sagged as if he’d just lost twenty pounds. “David,” he croaked. “We’re leaving.” Then he looked up at the security man for help.


  “We no longer feel able to guarantee your party’s safety,” the guard explained. “There’ve just been too many incidents.”


  Something further down the corridor caught my eye; it was James lying on a gurney, looking even sicker than the professor. He didn’t seem to know where he was. “I see,” was my only reply.


  “Get them back to the ship,” Professor Lambert instructed me. “Organize it and get it done, immediately. I know you can handle it; the Geneva people will help. And…” He smiled weakly; I’d seen corpses make a better job of it. “I heard about Gibraltar. Good work, son!”


  I smiled back, then despite his illness and all the rules and protocol about how we cadets were supposed to address teachers I bent down and hugged him tight. “Thank you, David,” he replied. “You’ve made me prouder than any student I’ve ever had.” Then he pulled away a little. “Now get our people out of here while it’s still safe.”


  Orders weren’t always easy things to obey, and I didn’t blame Heinrich for pitching a fit when I informed him that it was time to go. “But… I’ve got him on the run! Another ten minutes of play, and—”


  “Our lives are bigger than any game,” I took the time to explain, even though almost any other cadet-officer would simply have bellowed in outrage at less-than-instant obedience. “And… Look, I know this is easy for me to say, because my victory is already official and all that. But you had your man nailed too and you know it. So did he, so did his coaches, and so did everyone else.” I looked down at the deck. “We beat them, Heinrich, in all but official, acknowledged fact. We broke their pride. You were a big part of it. And that’s just going to have to be good enough.”


  For a long moment he glared at me, his eyes every bit as cold and hard as those of the Imperials his father had once fled. Then he stared down at the deck. Finally, though, he raised his eyes to meet mine once again. “Thank you, David. For showing me that the navy has a heart after all.”


  I smiled back and turned to leave, but he stopped me. “At first I had my doubts about you,” he continued. “I was afraid people would laugh when they heard I’d been your classmate. Just like everyone else was afraid. But now… I’m proud to be graduating alongside you, Captain. And I want you to know that you’re one of the tiny handful I’ve met that I’ll willingly serve under. And would die for.”


  Then, almost miraculously, the navy-hating cadet who’d attended the Academy against his will and done everything he possibly could at every point to make a mockery of military discipline stood rigidly straight and executed a perfect parade-ground salute.
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  The professor had told me to get our team “back aboard the ship”, but he was still too sick to really know what he was about. Instead the Geneva people led us to His Majesty’s Courier Whippoorwill, an exact clone of Hummingbird save that all armament had been deleted so that she could legally operate in Genevan space. According to the security people she’d been standing by for dispatches, but by now I knew how to see through the cover stories. The navy had kept her there to get James out if it seemed necessary. The giveaway was the fact that fact her captain didn’t seem to have been at all taken by surprise by our sudden boarding. The tiny sick bay was already set up for two severe influenza patients, all stores were complete, and no personnel were on-leave in the Station. The other cadets and maybe even Professor Lambert might not’ve tumbled to it, but I’d seen a few up-ships as a crewman already. Things just didn’t go that smoothly without a plan already in place.


  Which made it sting all the more when Captain Sir Joseph Devers bedded me down with the ships’ two Rabbits. “I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable down there with your own kind, David,” the ship’s commanding officer explained with a condescending smile. How many times was I going to have to refight this war, anyway? But I wasn’t a billeted officer, which meant that I didn’t have a solid claim to even a shared stateroom. Therefore it was my duty to sleep wherever and whenever I was told to sleep. “Aye-aye, sir!” I replied with a smart salute, which rather caught the captain by surprise—clearly, he was surprised that I was capable of it. I was just making up a nice straw pallet for myself when Heinrich and the Yans came trooping down after me with their own personal gear. “He offered us cabins,” Ho explained. “But then we explained that we’d rather be with you.”


  “Then he got really mad,” Chang continued for his twin. “And said that we could damned well rot down here if we felt that way about things.” He smiled. “Can you show us the ropes, David? I get the idea we’re going to be bedding down together for the entire passage.”


  And they in fact did exactly that; Sir Joseph was apparently an even more stubborn bigot than Sir Leslie back aboard Hummingbird. The man didn’t even break down when first Professor Lambert and then James moved in with us after their recoveries. That left us all terribly overcrowded, including the two original Rabbits for whom the quarters were intended. To help compensate for the discomfort I pitched in to help them with their work, insofar as I could without running into the captain any more than necessary. Soon all of us cadets were helping Kanren and Armitage scrub pots, shine shoes, and all the rest. “They say that an officer should know the jobs of everyone under them,” James pointed one day while he was mopping the mess deck. “I wonder why they never taught us this stuff?”


  “Because it’s considered beneath we humans,” Professor Lambert replied as he spit-shined the First Officer’s right shoe. “I imagine the rest of the crew thinks we’re quite mad.” Then he smiled at me. “But James is right; it’s been a wonderful learning experience.”


  Though Captain Devers grew angrier every day, he wasn’t prepared to push matters any further than he already had. Indeed, on Graduation Day, at the very moment when our classmates were throwing their hats in the air back home, the captain formed us up and handed us our new rank badges. Now were true naval officers at long last, full midshipmen every one of us. Ready for our first assignments and to begin really learning what the navy was all about.


  “I bet you’re going to Engineering school like you want,” I told Heinrich a few minutes later, while we all sat around and ate celebratory ice cream cones courtesy of the ship’s cook. Or all of us except me, that was. Kanren and Armitage had gotten hold of some banana chips somewhere and saved them for me. They were a treasure beyond price for a shipbound slave. I almost cried, I was so moved by their generosity. “You’re plenty good at math. And it isn’t like they’ll want to make you a line officer. Not with you so near the bottom of the class.”


  He smiled for a moment, but it didn’t last. “At first,” he admitted, “that was what I wanted. I didn’t care for the navy as a career, and engineering school seemed like a good way to start learning advanced physics even if I couldn’t go to university. Now, though..,” He sighed. “I guess it’ll be okay if they send me there. But I’d really rather do something else.”


  I nodded, understanding the unspoken part. Heinrich had changed a lot during our little field trip. Meeting the Imperials first hand, then losing his first two matches to them (not to mention being robbed of an official victory in the third) was probably why. Ever since then his uniform had been super-sharp, and all the things about navy life he’d previously mocked he now took seriously. James thought our classmate was suffering from a bad case of growing up and finding a purpose in life, and perhaps he was right. It was just unfortunate that it hadn’t happened a few months earlier, when he still had the opportunity to shine and stand high in his class. Engineers trod a different career-path than everyone else—they followed a separate line of promotion and everything. Rare indeed was the officer who was rated to stand watches at both ends of the ship. And command always went to regular line officers.


  I smiled back at him and laid a friendly hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Heinrich. Maybe we’ll be assigned together.”


  “Maybe,” he agreed, brightening a little. Everyone at the Academy knew that I was already about as close as one could get to being qualified as a full-fledged engineer without actually being one, so it was a shoo-in that I was headed for engineering school. Anything else would be a terrible, stupid waste of my previous training.


  “We all know where you two are going,” James interjected, nodding towards the Yans. By now I’d mentioned my suspicions that they were headed for careers in Naval Intelligence to our little group, and the Yans had carefully failed to either confirm or deny it.


  “And you’re going to be the youngest admiral in the history of the Fleet,” Yan Chang replied with a smile. “Everyone knows that, too!”


  James blushed a nice, soft pink. “Probably not,” was his reply, and I understood it perfectly. The fact was that James did have a knack for the navy, and given the chance likely would climb through the ranks like a skyrocket, just as his father Milord had done in the army. But His Highness was old, and it was highly doubtful that even a skyrocket could climb far and fast enough to achieve flag rank before the grand old man died. At which point my best friend would be done with the navy forever, of course. Indeed, what with the truth being such an open secret I could only wonder why he hadn’t yet been recognized officially as the Royal Heir. Probably high-level family politics, at the Ducal level and above.


  “Well,” Heinrich said after finishing the last of his ice cream. “We’ll be home in a week. Then it’s three day’s leave, and the class will assemble one last time to receive our assignments. We’ll know then for sure, one way or another.”


  “Yep,” I agreed, swallowing my last banana chip. “And I can hardly wait!”


  


  40


  For the first time in my memory the Academy was a happy place; we former cadets were all officers now, all of us, and at long last the petty persecutions and pointless harassments were at an end. Pretty much everyone else was on leave when we got back; all graduates received ten days, of which only three were left. James was off visiting the His Highness; he invited me along and perhaps I should’ve gone with him, but I still felt terribly uncomfortable around so many Heralds and Lords-Attendant and the like. He didn’t press the issue, and I was glad of it. I’d never fit in among the aristocracy, excepting always the easy-going Marcuses.


  That left me pretty much alone on campus, except for the Yans (whose parents were offworld) and a handful of less wealthy spanking-new midshipmen who couldn’t afford a shuttle flight to anywhere less boring. So, after making my formal report on the tournament and the code-book affair, I used the time to brush up on navy engine-room practices and procedures. These varied in some small details from the merchant-marine methods I’d learned, so the time was well-spent. And, of course, I rested up and relaxed.


  Somehow on the second morning I found myself wide awake well before dawn. I brushed myself until I shone, then slipped into a comfortable pair of slave-shorts. I’d been hitting the books pretty hard of late; perhaps my insomnia was due to lack of physical exercise?


  It was a bit eerie, jogging around the Academy grounds in the dark, free now to wander wherever I chose without fear of demerits. But somehow the Mast drew me like a magnet; I remembered how magnificent the sunrise had been from its peak on that one memorable day that felt a lifetime ago. And who knew when I’d get another chance to experience it again?


  Climbing the thing was actually a bit more challenging now than it’d been on my first day of classes; where most of my fellows had grown tougher since then, I’d been in such excellent shape that the Academy routine hadn’t been enough to maintain my conditioning. Still it was a lot easier for me than most; making full use of a Rabbit’s leap-based musculature I bounce-bounce-bounced my way up to the crow’s nest in less than no time, then clambered up the last, hardest bit to the masthead. It was still plenty dark and there wasn’t much to see, but I felt warm and proud inside regardless. I’d learned a thousand vital lessons and skills over the last year, from how to march like a human despite my oversized feet to forcing myself forward to ask questions so that I could write newspaper articles. I’d learned to salute and stand at attention, and to properly groom and dress myself in class-A’s in a minute and thirty-seven seconds, just like the humans. I’d learned how to lie, cheat and steal in order to confound an enemy without losing my own sense of honor, and how to tutor the inept and ashamed without damaging their pride.


  Most of all, however, I’d stood up to Commandant Drecher when he’d tried to break me. That’d been the most important lesson of all, I now understood; everything I did for the rest of my life would be built on it. For that was the struggle that had made me free and equal, both in my own mind and that of my fellows. Up until then my manumission hadn’t meant all that much to me, which was natural enough because I’d been a mere child. But now… Drecher with all his rank and years and all the power of his great office behind him had tried to degrade me, and with the help of those who’d chosen to stand alongside me I was the one who’d prevailed. He was dead, while I stood calmly atop the Mast, a newly-commissioned king’s officer awaiting the dawn of a beautiful new day.


  What was this moment, then, if not total and complete victory?


  Presently the sun rose behind me, just as it had on that other day not so long ago, and the creeping fingers of light reached out to reveal the Academy grounds. There was the parade-ground, focus of so much misery. The Academics building, where I’d discovered my knack for games and gaming theory. The Commandant’s office, where Drecher had taken his own life and his successor had made his formal apology on behalf of the entire service. It was all there, lying at my feet and soon to fade into the past, some for better and some for worse.


  Then presently the Mast began vibrating, and I knew that my moment of solitude was over. “We’re to tar the upper rigging this morning!” the voice of a familiar Rabbit blared. “Cletus! You flufhead! What’re you doing with that bucket? Careful, or you’ll dump it on half your mates!”


  I smiled, then laughed out loud. I’d been interrupted by this same crowd the last time I’d met the dawn atop this particular structure, and a welcome interruption it’d been. “Hello, Sergei!” I called downwards, making a trumpet out of my hands so that my voice would carry. “How’re you and the gang today? And isn’t it a beautiful morning?”


  There was a long pause, filled with excited chatter and whispers. Everywhere I went, it seemed, I was a celebrity. Especially among Rabbits. “We’re fine, young sir!” the foreman replied. “And yes it is, though it’ll be plenty hot later.” There was another pause.” “Didn’t mean to interrupt you, sir! We can fix the gymnasium roof first today, then come back here later if you like!”


  I laughed so hard that I almost tumbled off of my perch. “And make you carry up all those tools and tarbuckets again in the heat of the day? Not a chance!” I clambered down the Mast and met the elderly foreman partway. He was carrying a large brush and a bundle of rags. “Let me have those,” I ordered. “And if you’ll sway me up a bucket of tar, I’ll do the very top.”


  He blinked in confusion. “Sir! I mean…”


  I laughed again, then hugged him close as we Rabbits were prone to do when we cared about each other. “A year ago,” I replied, “you fed me and gave me water when I needed help very badly indeed. Then you stood alongside me all night long, risking getting into the very worst sort of trouble.”


  His nose wrinkled. “Well… Sir, it was wrong! You were still just a kit, y’see! And after what you’d already done for the Masters…”


  My smile widened. “But today I’m a kit no longer. So why don’t you pass me up some tar and let me pay back the favor the only way I can? Though you’ll have to show me how to repair a roof when we get that far; I’ve never done anything like that before.”


  Sergei blinked, then he grinned so wide I was afraid his face’d split open. “Why… That’s really decent of you, David!” He leaned over so he could shout down to the rest of the crew. “David Birkenhead’s going to work with us today, boys!”


  “Hooray!” they replied as one, and soon the hottest, blackest, nastiest tarbucket you ever saw came rising up for me to dip my brush in.


  So it was that I spend my last full at the Academy as an ordinary worker-bunny, slapping tar and lifting shingles and carrying our too-heavy ladders back to the toolshed at the end of a long, tiring day. My muscles ached, and I had to shower extra-long to cleanse the nasty residue out of my otherwise spotless fur. But that night in the dining hall an unexpected portion of honey-baked carrots appeared on my plate. Practically all of we Rabbits loved the things, but rarely got to enjoy them because they were so fussy to cook and took a terrible lot of time and attention to get right. “Thank you,” my server whispered in my ear as she laid my dinner before me. “Today meant more to us all than you’ll ever know. You keep right on making us proud, David! And someday, who knows where you’ll lead us?”


  


  David Birkenhead’s adventures will continue in Book 3: Lieutenant
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