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Part One
New Beginnings

Chapter One Common Sense

“‘Maybe we really ought to show this to your father before...”
John had at least a hazy idea about all of the nasty things that could

go wrong with this latest ‘enterprise’.

“You know he ignores anything that doesn’t have proper data to
back it up,” Michael patiently explained again. “All we need to do now

is to record some actual input power-to-thrust figures.”
“But...”

“There’s no risk. It’s all perfectly safe. | have the data recorder
connected, there’s nothing left to do but test it under operating
conditions. Besides, you’ll be the pilot and you have your ticket. That

will make it all very proper and legal.”

“You know what my father said about tinkering with this flyer.”
John certainly remembered. The very modest and well-used craft had
once been his mother’s first flyer. She had earned her basic flight
ticket in the pokey old thing. The secret tinkering had been going on

now for six weeks.

“‘Now who'’s being the old lady? This modification will increase

the efficiency of a standard drive coil by at least four hundred percent.
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It will be a very big deal for the Empire and it will also make us both

very rich.”
‘I suppose. Sort of like the Murphy Shield?”

“Perhaps not that important, but very useful. Anyway, that was
a defense system father developed while in the Navy. He never
earned any money for it. Besides, | don’t know about you but | for one
do not want to sponge off of my father for the rest of my life and this
will make us both sacks full of money. We've already filed the initial
Imperial Patent form but they will require a working model to be

demonstrated to finalize the claim.”

“Then let’s do it before people start to ask a lot of questions.
Shit!” John’s life-long friend and companion had all but called him a

chicken and that would not ever do.

It is one thing to disobey your father’s instructions; it is just a bit
more intimidating when your father is the Emperor. Even so, both
boys were like most boys and tended to act before sufficient thought

had been applied to the situation at hand.

John Grayson had inherited his father’s legendary abilities to fly
and perhaps his talent for leading others. Michael Murphy was as
hopeless at flying as his father was but had a mind that, if anything,
exceeded his father’s. Both boys were almost carbon copies of their
fathers in looks and intellect. However, common sense tends to be
uncommon in the young, no matter what their intelligence and

inherited abilities might be.
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Port Ayers Imperial Marine Induction Center, Australian Continent

It was just before the sun would put in its appearance and a
light rain was falling, unusual for this dusty and arid place. A naval
personnel transport had arrived in the last hour and was in the
process of disgorging its cargo of over three thousand raw recruits.
The recruits were all volunteers and knew at least a little about what
to expect. All the same it was a great jolt to their minds and bodies to
be signed over to the tender mercies of the Marine Gunnery
Sergeants who seemed able to bend titanium with only their bellowed

commands and bad breath.

“Shut your garbage holes and stand at attention on your
marks!” Gunnery Sergeant Hanes had done this all before many
times. Still, he took some secret pleasure in making these green
pukes shake and sweat in fear. The good sergeant also knew that he
had a small audience this cool and wet morning, an audience that he
had met on more than one morning like this. All the same it made the
good sergeant do a little sweating himself. Standing back in the
shadows and unnoticed by the rattled recruits was a modest figure

clad in a simple black rain cloak and hood.

If they had the wits and time, the recruits might have taken note
of some very armed and very intense looking Marines scattered
around the lone figure that seemed to be just quietly observing this
age-old process. The Marines wore the black uniforms of the Imperial
Guard and were known for a certain lack of patience with those who

might even appear to pose a threat to the person they were sworn to
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protect. During the time of the Empire of Rome these guards were
called Praetorians.

While the recruits were frozen in place waiting for their local
transport to arrive the hooded figure quietly moved over to where

Hanes was holding forth.
“Good morning, Sergeant. How do they look to you?”

Hanes snapped to attention and saluted before replying. A few
of the dazed recruits wondered who the mysterious figure might be.

Perhaps he was a senior officer or something?

“‘Above average, Your Majesty. Better physical condition than

most.”
“They’re from Germania, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. A lot of good farm muscles from honest

and hard work.”
“Is there time to inspect a few of them?”

“Of course, Your Majesty. Transport is still a good half hour

away.”
“Then let’s have a quick look.”
“Indeed, Your Majesty.”

Daniel knew all too well how these young men felt at this pivotal
point in their lives. Be it naval midshipman, naval or marine enlisted
recruit, or any of the young men entering service to the Empire, they
all went through a crucible intended to make them warriors or weed

them out and send them home to more mundane lives.
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“Name?” Hanes barked at the scared, wet and bewildered
teenager in front of him.
“D...Dammons, John. Sir!”

“And was your father in the Empire’s service?” That last soft question
was from the mysterious cloaked figure standing next to the burly

Marine.

“My Father is Corporal Albert Dammons, sir! He was a Squad

Leader in the Inchon, sir!”
“Against the Snakes?”
“Yes, sir! At Britannica and then later at Pampas, sir!”
“Alive now?”
“Yes, sir! Discharged with honors after the war, sir!”

“Good. Do not disappoint him. Further honor his name and do

well here.”
“Yes sir!”

Recruit Dammons had no idea who he had been asking him
gentle questions in the wet, dark morning. As the confused young
man was trudging along with the rest to the smaller troop transport

his ‘Gunny’ had a few close-held words with him.

“Do you have any idea at all who that person was who asked

about your good father?”

“‘No, Gunnery Sergeant!”
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“You blithering idiot! That was your Emperor, the chap whose
face is on your pay chit, if you ever earn one!”
“‘God...sir.”
“When you put on the uniform he is God! Remember this day!”

Daniel often came to this place, it helped him to keep some sort
of perspective on life. No sane person can fully accept that he is the

one person who is mankind’s leader and guardian.

Daniel was halfway home and trying to take a short nap when
one of the shuttle’s ratings spoke softly and handed him the message
form. It only took a second for mankind’s absolute ruler to come fully
awake. As he scanned the message his eyes narrowed a little and

the faint scar across his face reddened.
“One day I'm going to strangle that child!”
“Sire?” Rating Benson asked.
“Tell the pilot to divert to Malta.”
“Malta, Sire?”
“Yes. Tell him to land at the traffic control facility there.”
“Yes, Sire.”
Air Traffic Control Holding Unit, Malta

“We are so very dead and buried.” John moaned with his head
in his hands. He now fully realized they had both finally soared

completely over the edge of the cliff this time.
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“If you hadn’t got carried away with...” began Michael who

could also see nothing but pain and grief in their futures.

“The air speed indicator only showed five hundred knots!”

interrupted John.
“It only registers up to five hundred knots, you knew that!”
‘I thought we...”

“Oh, do shut up!” said Michael wearily. He knew he was as

much to blame as John. They both knew they were to blame.

The elderly flyer was pushing more than eight hundred knots
when the Imperial traffic cruiser had nailed them fair and square. One
simply does not exceed the speed of sound in the lower atmosphere
without incurring a great deal of official wrath. The sonic shock wave
upsets livestock and poultry and disturbs the general populace. John
had been briefly tempted to use all of the newly available power to
outrun the law but the old flyer had already been protesting the stress
on its lightly built airframe, any faster and it might have come apart.

And even John knew that you could never really outrun the law.

Now they were cooling their heels in a holding cell that rarely
held such young miscreants and indeed rarely held any miscreants at
all. At least they had been allowed the one message to relatives,

however that was at best a mixed blessing.

The watch officer at Malta now had visions of a long tour of duty
on the far side of Mercury, or worse. One of his men had just arrested
the Emperor’s son and to put the icing on the proverbial cake, Sir lan

Murphy’s son as well.
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The polished black Imperial shuttle landed close in to the
building, completely ignoring the marked off parking slots. Overhead,
six of the new Viper class fighters orbited the facility, also in violation

of traffic procedures.
At least the weather was nice.

“Where are they now?” Daniel was doing his very best to be

correct and civil in tone to these people who had only done their job.

“In the holding cell, Your Majesty. Procedures required

that...we didn’'t know who they were at the time...”

“Be at ease, Captain. Your people have only done their duty
and what is expected of them. Now if you would lead Us to Our son

so that We may properly strangle him.”
“Your Majesty...?”
“‘Perhaps We shall delay the strangling for now.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Captain Haynes could see the slightest

smile on the other man’s face.

The door hissed aside then all of the power in the Empire was
glaring down at them. A Marine firing squad would have been less
intimidating.

“Stand up!”

John and Michael sat frozen stupidly on the rock hard bunk. It

took a moment for them to react properly.
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“Father...Sire!” John stood and moved forward a step,
attempting a feeble sort of smile.
“Shut up.”
Not a good beginning.
“Explain!”

“We were testing Michael’s new drive coil design, it worked

even better than we...”
“Shut up.”

“Yes, Sire.” John could see that mere facts would be of little use
in this situation. Daniel had the quick impulse to slap his son for the
stupid mess he had brought down upon himself and Michael. Instead,
he remembered another Emperor who had once slapped a young boy
and that painful memory stayed his hand. Finally, Daniel just turned
and left the cell in disgust, leaving the two boys to stew and sweat
over their dire predicament.

“Captain Haynes?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Is the arresting officer about?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. If you might accompany me, there is also

something you may want to look at.”
“Of course. And what is it We should see?”

“The flyer, Your Majesty. The drive unit has all of us here

scratching our heads.”
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“Modified?”
“Very much so, Your Majesty.”
One more nail in John and Michael’s collective coffin.

Captain Haynes introduced the Emperor to Constable
Wadsworth who was standing with several other officers in the
impound hanger. They had indeed been scratching their heads over
the odd drive coil in the old flyer. Wadsworth and the others snapped
to attention with visions of ruined careers in their minds. Few humans
ever catch sight of the Emperor and now these men had to answer to

him for their actions.

“Constable Wadsworth was the officer responsible for the

arrest, Your Majesty.”

The Emperor stopped in front of the tall, pale looking young
man for a moment before speaking, as if to size up the nervous

fellow.
“Could you please explain the ‘incident’ as it occurred?”

“Ye...yes, Your Majesty.” Wadsworth felt like his mouth was full
of cotton. “It was a fairly straightforward violation, exceeded sonic

speed below allowable altitudes and in controlled traffic sectors.”
“Did they then follow your directions and cooperate with you?”

“They did, Your Majesty. There were no problems, the
boy...excuse me Your Majesty...your son seems to be a very

competent pilot.”

IndependentBook.com 13



“‘He is a damned good pilot. He's also is a bit deficient in proper

judgment.”

“If I might be so bold, Your Majesty, he is also very young. My
own son is known to occasionally stray from the path of proper

behavior.”

For the second time a slight smile from the Emperor lightened

the mood a bit.

“‘Rest easy, Constable. It would appear that you did a fine job
today.” Daniel further astounded the man by extended his hand to
him.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Wadsworth took the offered hand,

something that was rarely offered by any Emperor to anyone.

“‘Now what about this flyer?” Daniel could now see Michael’s

brains behind this entire debacle.

“If you would step over here, Your Majesty. Perhaps you might

be able to tell all of us here what we have been looking at?”

It looked like a drive coil, after a fashion. Except that it had
been split into two sections and had some very insane looking
windings. It was the work of a genius and Daniel already knew that

lan’s boy was very much his father’s son.

“‘Amazing,” was all the Emperor could think to say. Daniel never

did pretend to understand what lan could blather about endlessly.
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“It is that, Your Majesty,” Wadsworth finally replied. “We also
found these papers and data printouts during the required search of

the craft.”
Daniel examined the documents then smiled once again.

“A receipt copy of an Imperial Patent application.” Apparently
the two boys were not entirely without some small measure of

practical sense.
“So what is the normal course of events in a situation like this?”

“Your Majesty, a hearing would be held and with the very
obvious facts here there would be a heavy fine and a revocation of

permit.” Haynes just wished for this day to be over and very soon.
“And your advice?”

“There was no real malice or intent to do harm, just some poor
judgment by two young lads. They were well clear of other traffic. If |
would dare to presume to be in your position, Your Majesty, | would
take the legal matters into my own hands and deal with them as

might be deemed proper.”

“That might also make your life a bit less...complicated?” Daniel
decided that he liked this man.

“It would indeed, Your Majesty.”
“Then We shall do so. Life will not be easy for them.”
“l do believe that, Your Majesty.”

“‘Please extend Our thanks to your people for their good

judgment and professional behavior.”
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“Go talk to him, he’s your father!” Michael's whisper held some
real desperation in it. Both boys had been hustled aboard the shuttle
at the last moment before departure. They had then been told rather
curtly by the shuttle’s rating to sit in the rear-most seats and to be
very quiet. The Emperor was in the forward passenger seat and had
not even turned to acknowledge their presence. It was all very

unnerving, as intended.

The Imperial shuttle was a study in subdued elegance. Soft
leather, gold fittings and a general atmosphere of unlimited power
and wealth. This was all completely lost on John and Michael, it was
the only sort of surroundings they had ever known. Growing up in the
shadow of the one person who ruled all of the Empire can rather
distort one’s attitude about life in general. Still, the boys knew that
they were in more trouble than they had ever managed before and

they had managed quite a lot in the past.
The Sun Palace, Iberian Peninsula

“Escort these two to their rooms and lock them in!” Daniel’'s
sharp words to the Marine security officer were certainly heard by the

“two” as the Emperor strode quickly by them on the tarmac.

“Yes, Your Majesty!” Lieutenant Eichorn could only guess what

sort of mischief the two boys had been caught at this time.

Now the Emperor had to go and impart the good news to his
wife, the Lady Ellen, as well as to Sir lan and his short-tempered

spouse, Helen.
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Alexandra Grayson had grown to be a greatly respected and
equally feared Talent. Alex’s presence at court and during critical
meetings with the Emperor caused all concerned to speak with more
truth and honesty than might normally be expected. She already

knew her nephews were in very hot water.

It was no surprise to Daniel when he entered the royal
apartments that all three of the women were waiting for him. Sir lan
appeared seconds later having been hastily summoned from the

bowels of his laboratory and workshop.

“| see events proceed me.” Daniel thrust the patent form into
lan’s hands and made for the brandy decanter. The Emperor wasn’t
very much given to strong drink but now and then he did seek out the

calming effect it had on him.
“They intended no harm,” Alex began.

Daniel whirled around. “They never do intend any harm!” He
paused a moment to collect himself and continued in a calmer tone.

“They both disobeyed me. They both disobeyed lan.”

The Emperor almost never used the Imperial ‘We’ with his

family and now was no exception.

lan was staring wide-eyed at the simple schematics and
drawings on the patent form and at the data on the readout paper.
His own son had done this brilliant thing which was now so clear to

him in its elegant simplicity.

Finally Ellen spoke.
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“They both intend to try for Academy in two months. We all

know that they will pass the entry exam...”

“And then what? Both of them are so spoiled and catered to

that | wonder if they will last one week or even two at the most!”

“‘Dear brother,” Alex replied, “you do them both a disservice.
Although they are pampered and catered to they are still named

Grayson and Murphy. They will succeed at academy.”

“Truly?” Daniel had learned long ago to trust in his sister’s

‘judgment.’ He trusted in what only she could see.
“Yes. They only need the one chance.”
“They will have the chance, even | cannot deny them that.”

No male child citizen could be denied the opportunity to take

the tests. It was one of the pillars the Empire was built upon.

“And what do we do with them in the meantime?” Daniel had
passing visions of dank dungeons and awful devices of torture. Not
that he could ever do such a thing to his beloved son. In truth he

thought of both of them as his sons, as did lan.

“Bust their skinny butts with some hard and honest work for a
change!” Helen Murphy had never been one to use flowery and polite

terms, especially with family.

For the third time this day the Emperor smiled, perhaps more
broadly this time. He was sipping the brandy and gazing out the

window at the restoration work on the perimeter path around the Sun
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Palace. It was all handwork so as to be properly done and to spare
the ancient and carefully tended plant life.

“Then they shall experience the blisters and all of the aches

and pains that we common folk have known.”

There was no one in the room who didn’t still regard
themselves as ‘common folk’. At one time or another they had all

known hard work and humility.

And much worse.

Arthur Jackson kept asking himself why he had been so
abruptly summoned to the Emperor’s private study. As the senior
groundskeeper he had often spoken informally with His Majesty but
only at odd moments and always outside on the palace grounds.
Arthur wished his soiled work clothes were more presentable but

there was no helping that now.

A sharp-eyed Marine guard opened the massive door and
motioned Arthur to enter this most inner of sanctums in the vast
palace. The lighting was dim and soft and it took a moment for the
man to focus on the figure seated behind the enormous and ancient
desk.

“Arthur. Come in and be at ease, no ceremony.”

Arthur bowed anyway as he stopped at what he hoped was the
correct distance from the desk. Daniel got up and moved around the
desk, extending his hand to the nervous visitor. “We have a favor to

ask of you.”
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“Your...Sire?”

“The palace grapevine being what it is you probably already

know about John and Michael’s latest...escapade?”
‘I do, Sire.”

“They need some serious adjustments to their outlook on life in

general.”
“They are good lads, Sire - if | may say as much?”

“Yes, they are good in heart. And they are also very much in
need of some sense of discipline, some sense about actions and
consequences. You have two sons and a daughter, you know what

l...We mean.”
“l do, Sire.”

“Then you have two able bodies to put to work on the perimeter

project. You will have then for one month.”

“Yes, Sire.” Arthur smiled at this, his nervousness passing as

he spoke to this most sensible person who was also humanity’s ruler.

“If they return each evening without new blisters and wanting
only food and bed We shall know you have failed in your duties.”
Daniel looked hard into the other man’s eyes but could not suppress

the grin that came to his lips.
Arthur hoped he wasn’t overstating things when he replied.

“If I might quote a certain Marine who attempted at one time to
teach me the ways of combat Sire, they will ‘curse their mothers for

giving birth to them'.”
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“Then we have an understanding.” Once more the Emperor
shook the amazed man’s hand. They did indeed have an

understanding.

“You go in first,” Michael whispered as they approached the

doors that now appeared to be about fifty feet tall.

“We go in together or | tell him about the recent ‘problems’ with

the palace waste disposal system,” John replied.

“l only wanted to make the filtration sensor system program run

more efficiently---" was Michael's lame attempt at a defense.
“Together?” John insisted.
Michael knew when he was licked. “Okay. Shit!”

They didn’t have to knock. The ever-present Marine sentries
opened the doors for them. Both John and Michael thought that they

could detect a definite smirk on the Marine’s usually impassive faces.
“Good evening, father...” John began with some hesitation.
“Shut up.”
“Yes, father.”
It was going to be like that.

‘Do either of you have any recollections at all about my

instructions in regards to tampering with a certain household flyer?”

Michael’s father was also in the historic room, standing off to

one side near the fireplace. So far Sir lan had said nothing.
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“Yes, Sire.” John could sense that awful events were
descending upon them. It didn’t take much sensing.
“And yet you ignored my instructions?”
“We...we did, but...”
“But?”
“Michael needed a test craft for his drive...”

“And that justified your disobedience and then violating civil

flight rules?”
“No, Father.”
“No, indeed!”
“We...”

“Shut up. You will spend the next month considering the errors
of your ways. For this one time in your lives you will learn about hard

work and honest effort.”
“Yes, father.”

“You will report to the head groundskeeper tomorrow morning
and every morning for the next thirty working days. You will be there
waiting for him as he begins his day. You will say good day to him as
he leaves at the end of his day. You will follow his every instruction to

the letter and if not | shall know of it. Questions?”

“But...” John started to protest but a sharp jab in the ribs from

Michael’s elbow stopped him.

“‘But?” Daniel glared at both of them.
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“No, Sire. No questions.”

“After your month working here you will both be packed off to
the farm to help with the harvest. You will work hard there as well, or |

shall know about that too.”
“Yes Sire,” both replied in quiet voices.

“Good. Now get out of here and count yourselves lucky!”

Daniel and lan managed to keep a stern countenance during
the short meeting with their sons. After the boys left they both had

trouble keeping a straight face.

“They will be in good shape to face the month after their
sentence here is up. Another month busting their ass on your father’s

farm will also have a taming effect.”

“And then Academy?” lan wondered if his boy could adapt and

cope with such a life. He wondered if either boy could.
“They will sink or swim, as the saying goes,” Daniel replied.
“As | remember, you sank like a stone.” lan grinned.
“True, but then | learned how to swim in a hurry.”
“‘Barely.”
“I truly hated that instructor.”

‘Do you now?”
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“‘No. He sent me a letter shortly after my coronation and
actually apologized for tossing me into the pool like that. | suspect he

was worried | had a long memory and would get even.”
“He got an actual letter through to you?”

“He did, how | don’t know. | wrote a note and thanked him for
the swimming lesson. | didn’t want the man to spend the rest of his

life looking over his shoulder.”
“At least our two know how to swim.”

“Yes, but they can still sink.”

“| take it you don’t approve of our son’s punishment?” Daniel
could sense a distinct chill in the air as he attempted to curl up next to

Ellen on the enormous bed.
“They aren’t criminals!”

“Only because of who the father of one of them is. They were
facing large fines and John would have had his ticket pulled. They

committed a major traffic offense, a crime if you will.”
“They only intended to...”

“The road to hell is paved with all sorts of intentions. They both

need some idea that...”

“And after they have served their time at hard labor you just

intend to let them waltz off to the Navy!”

“They have that right...”
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“You could stop them! Need | remind you that you are the
Emperor!”
Daniel could see that this night would be a rather unsettled one.

“Yes, | could stop them. Michael would survive that but it would
destroy John. He would spend the rest of his life hating the both of us

and with good reason. You know that.”

Ellen didn’t reply, she knew the truth in what her mate had said.

Finally she did answer him.

“I suppose you’re right but | don’t want my child dying on some
God-forsaken planet or fighting some God-awful war. I’'m a mother,
mothers think like that!”

“The Empire is at peace.”
“Yes, now!”

“I will not deny my son his chance to make his own way doing

what he is best at. Now give me a kiss or get out of this bed!”

Ellen did kiss him, quite well. Their love would survive this

conflict; it could survive anything.

“What time is it?” John mumbled as he wobbled to his feet
beside his bed.

“Just four-thirty, time enough for some breakfast before work.”
John’s manservant would have to get up very early himself for this

month but it was worth it and he was already enjoying it.

“Wh...what time does “work” begin?”
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“The groundskeeper commonly starts his day at dawn, he
prefers the cool mornings for his work.”
“Shit!”

“Indeed, John. Now if | might suggest that you dress and eat. It
will not do to be late for your first day, or any other day for that

matter.”
“‘But...”
“Time grows shorter.”

John finally stirred himself to action, it would truly not do to be

late and then have to face his father explaining why.

John and Michael had a light and hurried breakfast together
while standing at a table in the main kitchen of the palace. This was
another rude shock; no carefully prepared meal served to them on
gold or fine china with white linen. It did not even occur to them to

wonder about lunch.

One of the early shift kitchen staff handed the boys a folded

note and left without a word.
“What is it?” John asked as Michael read the note.

‘We are to report to the groundskeeper at the perimeter path by

the olive grove.”
“When?”

”

“Now.
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“Shit! Let’s go!”

There was no transportation waiting for them as they dashed
out the service entrance in the enormous kitchen. A very bored sentry

took only seemingly short notice of them.

“‘How do we get there?” John asked the Marine. There should

have been at least a ground vehicle to take them!
“Get where?”
“We have to work at the olive grove...on the path there.”

“Yes, | know about that. Better get moving, it's about three

miles and you only have a half hour.”
“‘But how?”
“Run-”

John and Michael could only stare at each other for a moment,

and then they did run.

Some little thought might have told them to ask the Marine if he
possibly had a light of some sort for them to carry. John fell down
once as they tore along in the dark, Michael twice. No bones were
broken as they both managed to arrive gasping and out of breath and
minus a small amount of skin. A little more thought might have told
them to bring along a light jacket or something appropriate for the

cool morning air.

Of course they had been under constant remote observation by

the palace security forces. A little lost skin on their flight across the
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palace grounds was no reason for security to interfere in what they
had all been so carefully briefed about.

When Arthur Jackson and his small crew finally arrived - a little

late - the two boys looked as if they had already put in a full day.
“Good morning lads. Ready for work?”
“Ye...yes sir.” John managed to get past his chattering teeth.

“Bit chilly this morning. Bring something warmer to wear
tomorrow and some heavier shoes. Where’s your lunch?” Arthur was,

like the others in his crew, barely managing to keep a straight face.

“‘But we thought that...” Michael hadn’t thought at all about such
mundane things. Food was always just there for them, taken for

granted.

“Best bring a lunch along tomorrow too. You'll work better if you

eat something during the day.”
“Yes sir.”

Both boys decided that they would probably be dead of

starvation with nothing to eat all day.

Arthur gave each boy a very conventional looking shovel and
pointed at a huge pile of fine gravel. Then he pointed at two
wheelbarrows that seemed to have been rolled out of a history

museum devoted to artifacts of hard labor.

“You two will keep us supplied with paving gravel as we

progress. Where are your gloves?”
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“Gloves, sir?” John asked, appalled at the prospect of hauling
the small mountain of crushed rock anywhere.

“You'll get blisters without ‘em.”

“‘Don’t you have any power loaders, or something?”

“‘Handwork is better on this job.”

“But...”

“We’'re running a little late. Best get to work.”

“Yes sir.”

The morning chill was soon forgotten as hard work warmed the
flesh, and it was very hard work. An adult male could have managed
the wheelbarrows with some serious effort but the two young boys

tended to careen about and spill as much as they delivered.

“Clean that up and mind you don’t dig into the new surface!”
Arthur was mostly just supervising as befitted his senior position. In
truth he felt sorry for the boys who did seem to be doing their best.
However the Emperor had given Arthur his orders and those orders

would be obeyed.

“Yes, sir.” Michael carefully scooped up the spillage and

wobbled away towards the work crew.
At least there was water to drink.

After years had passed it was time for the lunch break. John
and Michael could only sit together and watch the men dig into

packed lunches that seemed capable of feeding entire families. The
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boys already had blisters on their hands and that too was a new
experience for them.

“Shit!” John had made the mistake of picking at one of the nasty

looking nodules on his palm.

“‘Don’t do that. It'll get infected and your arm will fall off.”

Michael advised, also observing the sorry state of his own hands.

“Maybe they’ll drop something?” John was now gazing intently

at the thick beef sandwich that one of the men was devouring.
“‘Maybe we could offer to buy...?
“With what?” John asked in disgust.
“‘Don’t you have any...?”
“No.”

“Shit!”

Eons had passed, entire civilizations must have vanished, but

then the workday was finally over.

“Good day, sir.” Both boys wearily recited what was expected of
them as the work sled started to lift off and turned to depart into the

late afternoon sun.

“Tend to those hands. Mind what | said about proper shoes and
gloves. Bring a lunch!” Arthur wanted to give the two bedraggled boys
a ride but that was not in the instructions. It was a hard thing for the

man to treat these boys like this.
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“Yes, sir.” John felt like just lying down and curling up into a ball
but his stomach had other priorities.

“Come on,” Michael said wearily as the sled vanished, “there is

food to be had but not here.”

They were directed to the kitchen once again. The hike back
had been endless but the thought of actual food was incentive to
keep going. There was no fine china or linen waiting for them and the
two boys could not have cared less. There was all they could eat and
that was a great deal. Eventually they had to stop or risk an

explosion.

The Royal Physician intercepted them as they lurched off

towards their adjoining rooms in the royal apartments.
“‘Bathe and then use this on your hands.”

“Wha...?” John took the ointment container as the man turned

and left without further comment. How rude!

They did sort of bathe and then did use the ointment on their
stinging hands. Bed was all that had any appeal after that. Both boys
also managed to lay out a warm jacket and their hiking boots for the
new day tomorrow. Also a knapsack for whatever they could wheedle
the cooks out of to take for lunch. Their man servants were nowhere
to be found. It was all a very cold dip into the pool that was life

without the royal cushions.

Perhaps the hardest parts of the day had been the way people

treated them. They were no longer persons of privilege to be deferred
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to and spoken to politely. Even their own parents hadn’t so much as
said goodnight to them. It was the attitude adjusting experience that it

had been intended to be.

Being the Emperor’s son conferred no title on John, he was no
prince. All the same he had always been treated as a person of
royalty and now he was just a faceless dirt hauler. It was much the

same for Michael.

Relations between the Emperor and the Lady Ellen were still
rather strained that evening, especially after the brief report from the

Royal Physician.

“Their hands were worked bloody!” Ellen was ready to bite

something or someone.
“They’ll toughen up.” Daniel countered, out of biting range.
“If they don’t wind up in hospital!”

“They did well today. Arthur said that they did what they were
told to do and worked hard, if not very skillfully. You grew up on a
farm,” Daniel continued, “blisters didn’'t seem to harm you beyond

mending.”
“But he'’s our only child...for now.” Ellen said softly.
“Yes, and...” Daniel halted in mid-sentence. “For now?”
‘I am completely knocked up, as the saying goes.”
“What?”

“‘Pregnant.”
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“But...” Daniel needed to sit down but he already was.
“Twins. One of each sort, I'm told.”
‘Oh my God...”

“Perhaps they’ll both be just like John.” Ellen had the most

perfectly wicked smile when she said that.

Eventually Daniel closed his mouth and stood to embrace his

wife. He needed something to hold onto lest he faint dead away.

He would have words with the Royal Physician, this was not
supposed to be happening and was even not supposed to be

possible.

Each day seemed to flow into the next. Stagger out of the
comfort of a soft warm bed and face the cold dawn with all that the
day held. However, after the first week things settled into a more
bearable routine for John and Michael. They now knew how to pace
themselves and work more efficiently as all people who labor with
their hands must learn to do. Hands and bodies began to toughen,
especially the hands. Muscles that in the first few days had ached
and stiffened now were more pliant and better able to do what was

asked of them.

The boy’s minds had also made an adjustment. They were

coming to terms with actions and consequences.
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“They waved at us,” John said as they devoured the lunch they
had learned to pack while still half asleep. “They could have at least

said something.”

As was their routine every morning, the Emperor and his wife

went jogging on varied routes through the palace grounds.

“Yes,” Michael nodded, “perhaps one day they might even stop

and say hello to us.”

“‘Maybe.” John finished off the crude sandwich and then made

another observation. “We’re rich, you know.”

“Very. The final patent papers were posted yesterday.” In the

New Empire such matters tended to occur rapidly.
“You did the brain stuff, you know. It's really your...thing.”

“Yes, | did the theory work. But you made it all happen. We're

even.”
“Fair enough.”

“Off your butts! Time to earn your salt!” Arthur had grown to
truly like these two pint-sized troublemakers. They were good boys
from fine stock and they had adjusted to this hard work with little

protest. Perhaps they might amount to something after all.
Someday.
HMS Pathfinder, Orbiting N7638, Sector Ten outer limits

It was supposed to be just another boring survey mission. None
of the six airless planets in the system were suitable for human

settlement. Remote analysis however, had revealed high enough
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concentrations of valuable metals and rare earth deposits on the
second planet to warrant further investigation. Pathfinder was
preparing to send down sampling parties when the small exploration

vessel’s alarm klaxon sounded.

Ensign Barrows’ voice was about two octaves above normal as

he hit the alarm and alerted the rest of the bridge.
“Unidentified vessel closing rapidly from back-orbit!”
“Do you have a hull class?” Captain Gentry demanded.
“No sir. It appears to be non-human!”
“Activate shield! Inform Fleet, flash priority!”

Activating the invincible Murphy Shield was a waste of time.
The dull gray triangle which was the Jaan raider sliced through the
invisible force field as if it did not even exist. In moments all of
Pathfinder’s crew were lying unconscious on the deck plates. In a
short while the vessel was drifting and abandoned with not a soul left

aboard.

Why was Pathfinder left adrift when it could have been so easily

destroyed?

More to the point, where was the crew?
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Chapter Two Rumors of War

Imperial Fleet Headquarters, Earth
“Is this all?” Demanded an angry Admiral of The Fleet.

“Yes sir. The message appears to have been disrupted before
completion.” Commander Bryce was also at a loss to understand

what the message might truly mean.
‘Pathfinder under attack...?”

“Yes, sir. That is the entire message. It was preceded with the

proper identification coding.”

“What vessels do we have close enough to them to investigate

in a timely fashion?”

“‘Raptor, a fast cruiser, is closest. Kinjo and Spear are also

within range, but barely.”

“‘Have them all divert to Pathfinder’s last reported location. And

have them exercise extreme caution!”
“Yes, sir. Is there anything else?”

“Not for you. | must now immediately go and report this all to

His Majesty. God help me.”

Bryce raised his eyebrows but said nothing more. To take
operational matters to the Emperor was a course seldom taken

unless truly dire events were unfolding.
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The Sun Palace, Iberia

“‘Have you two progressed in your attitudes and thinking by
now?” Daniel had finally yielded to his emotions and went to his son’s
room. Michael was also there for this evening encounter. The
Emperor was violating his own family edict of no contact for this short
visit.

“Yes, Sire.” John was for the first time in his life truly unsure
about his relationship with his father.

“Good. Are you both well?”

“Yes, Sire,” they both replied, both nervous, both bone tired.

“Good again. Now drop the ‘Sire’ shit and both of you come

here!”

They did. The embrace was crushing and warm and perhaps a

bit damp.

“Do not think you are not loved, ever. But do think that you must

learn some responsibility.”
“Yes Sire...father,” John managed to reply.

“Then good for the third time. Now you must both still finish the

punishment you have earned. Actions have consequences.”
“Yes, father. | understand.”
“And you, Michael?”

‘I have learned already that more time should be allotted to the
possible outcomes of ‘good ideas’. Also, | apologize for what we both
did.”
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Daniel, to his credit, held his emotions in check.

“‘Apology accepted. Now both of you get to bed. Arthur has

never missed a day of work and neither will you two!”

Like most people, the Emperor was not amused when rousted
out of bed in the middle of the night. And like most people, the
Admiral of The Fleet was ill at ease with being the cause of the
rousting. It was rumored that people still sometimes found
themselves staring down the barrel of a very famous pistol when
abruptly awakening this particular Emperor. Precautions had been

taken.
“And the signal dropped out after this?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. There has since been no response to any

of our inquiries, nothing.”
“And your actions?”

“l have dispatched vessels to search and investigate, Your

Majesty. With caution.”

“This has a bad feel to it. Until further notice have all naval
vessels maintain active shields at all times. Observe wartime

surveillance protocols.”
“In all sectors, Your Majesty?”
“Yes. And keep Us informed of any unusual...reports.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”
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Daniel was silent for a time as he drew his thick night robe
closer around him. A chill not felt for many years had passed over

him.

“What are your thoughts on this, Admiral? Honestly and with no

protocol.”

“‘Pathfinder was of course shield equipped and would have had
time to activate that shield. It takes far less time than sending a

dispatch. Something must have breached their shield.”
“This cannot be the Snakes?”

“No, Your Majesty. Our picket vessels haven'’t observed any
sign that they can even manage to get off-planet after...what they

have undergone.”
“Then we all have a very big problem.”

“We do, Your Majesty.”
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Chapter Three Port Rat

Bakerstown Spaceport, New Albion

“You little shit! I'll slice your nuts off when | catch you!” Bernie
the Toad was very overweight and entirely too slow. He would never
catch him, not in this tangled place. The junkyard was an endless
maze that the fat boy did not want to get lost in. People had been
known to enter this place and then simply vanish forever and not just

because they were lost.

Sammy stopped long enough to shout a taunt back at his
pursuer. ‘| copped it fair and square, you fat fart! Go jack someone
else!’ The small box of sweet bars he clutched had been a fair find,
apparently spilled by one of the robotic loaders over at the United
Merchant'’s receiving dock. Bernie had wanted half of the small loot,

having seen it fall but too late to grab it for himself.

Sammy slowed to a trot, something that was far safer than
running in this vast pile of scrap metal and abandoned junk of every
description. The boy knew every inch of the place but one misstep

could still get you impaled on some nasty shard of metal.

It was his home but, as the old saying went, most accidents

happen at home.

The New Empire did not take it upon itself to raise the less
fortunate children of society. Private charities could do a better job

with such matters anyway, assuming those they could help actually
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wanted any help. Sammy Winslow didn’t want any help, thank you.
He had been on his own since his father had gotten himself squashed
flat under a falling cargo pod. That was three years ago. He had
never seen his mother or even knew her name. The few times he had
asked his father about her had been answered with a sharp knock to

the side of his head. Apparently she was not very well thought of.

Almost without exception every new colony’s spaceport in the
Empire had its port rats. In the rough society of the port rats at
Bakerstown, Sammy was the runt. Youngest and smallest at ten
years old but perhaps in many ways the toughest. He wasn’t too
much to look at what with his mouse brown hair roughly trimmed by
Auntie Jean (everyone called her that) over at the Pig’s Garter, fair
skin that was occasionally bathed, gray eyes and a nose of average
configuration. His clothing was best described as ‘assorted’ and was

always in need of laundering or perhaps burning.

‘Home again, home,” Sammy mumbled as he punched in the
combination to unlock the old and battered cargo container that was
his ‘house.’ The container had been places in the universe that the
boy could only dream of and he did dream of them. Surprisingly,
inside it was fairly neat and tidy. There was a small bed fashioned
from foam packing material with some actual - if very worn - blankets
spread upon it. A cast off chair and table - equally worn - which held
the boy’s precious book card reader that was the main source of his
education and entertainment and perhaps even his ticket out of this
place. He had a small vid receiver but his books occupied the most of

his evenings. Power came from a cobbled up solar panel system that
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mostly worked except when it rained hard and shorted out the thing.
Water had to be hauled a half mile from the spigot next to the pile’s
main entrance. There was no bathroom and there was all that the
lack of one implied. All of his small possessions had been hard won
over the years. Years of odd jobs, scavenging, and the more than
occasional outright theft had furnished his miniscule home and kept

him clothed, fed, and surprisingly well educated.

A light scratching at one of the small plastic covered windows
cut into the aluminum pod told him that Miss Puss was also home, for

the time being at least.

‘Do come in, madam. Rain is about to commence.” Sammy
bowed elaborately as the amazingly disheveled looking feline

deigned to enter and hop down to the floor.
‘Reeower!” It's dinnertime, you stupid human!

“The menu is a bit thin this evening, I'm afraid. You can have a

bit of my stew or go catch yourself a nice rat.”

“Mrrr.” The stew would have to suffice. The weather was indeed
getting tuned up to rain and no self-respecting cat went out in such

weather. A dog might, but not a sensible cat.

The stew was pilfered military issue in a self-heating pouch.
Nourishing but lacking in a certain degree of elegance. A clean plate
and an almost clean fork made for a more acceptable meal, with a
sweet bar for dessert. There was no milk left in the tiny and dented
Evercooler so a can of beer sufficed. Miss Puss turned up her nose at

the offer of some of the beer. In truth Sammy wasn'’t too fond of the
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bitter brew himself but it had been sitting there on that cargo sled for

the taking so he took it.

Sammy had long ago set himself the lofty goal of getting into
the Imperial Navy, preferably as an officer. He did have his Citizen’s
Card and that meant that he was entitled to take the test. This also
meant actually passing the rigorous entrance exam and you would
have no chance of doing that if you were an ignorant dope. Most did
not pass and there was no shame in failing, but passing could open
up a whole new existence. Every evening and every spare moment
had been spent wading through textbooks on every imaginable

subject.

It had been and still was a very hard thing to do with no adult
teacher or even a parent to help him understand the lessons the book
cards offered. His best smile and some serious wheedling had put
him on the good side of the librarian over at the port navdata and
information center. Questions usually got answered and book cards
were loaned off the record and for free. A lot of people knew how the
port rats lived and did what they could to make that hard life a bit

easier.

Attending an actual school had been out of the question for
Sammy. They expected to be paid and like most of Imperial society
they were privately run. The homes that the well-intentioned charities
ran for adrift children had at times been a temptation for the boy but
he valued his freedom more than security, and like his father,

preferred to provide for himself. Of course there were limits to his
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ethics. Hunger will usually triumph over high-minded ideas about right

and wrong.

“Let’s see...Lyman’s History Of The New Empire. Gads!”
Sammy didn’t care too much for history but he knew that the Navy
test would care about it. He managed to keep at it for two hours

before sleep claimed him for the night.

The boy was still awake enough to check his bed for any
assbites that may have crawled in during the day. The nasty spider-
like parasites were native to New Albion and were well named for
their propensity to dine on one’s posterior in the middle of the night.
You never felt them bite and suck but you certainly felt the after

effects later on when they left the scene of the crime.

Especially the next day when you sat down and then for the

rest of the week.

Bernie The Toad wasn’t one to forgive and forget and was
waiting on the eastern edge of the ‘pile’ when Sammy emerged to
begin the new business day. The junk pile had been growing since
New Albion began as a colony and only lately had any commercial

reclamation efforts began to use it as a source of potential profit.

“Where you goin’ you little shit?” Bernie wasn’t known for his

tact. He had Sammy cornered and he knew it.

“l got places to be,” answered Sammy with a glare at Bernie.
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“You're gonna be in a lot of places after I'm done with you!”
Bernie was three times the size of his quarry or he wouldn’t have

even contemplated this one-sided confrontation.

“Then come on, lard balls. Show me what ya got!” Sammy

wasn’t bluffing. He was quite able to take care of himself.

Bernie hesitated just a second, the runt seemed all too sure of
himself. Still mad and bearing a grudge the fat teenager drew a large
‘one-at’ fighting knife. The weapon gets its odd name from the one
atom-wide carbon crystal edge that it constantly self-hones in its
powered sheath. It will cut through flesh and bone with almost no
resistance and can be as dangerous to the wielder as the enemy. ltis
also a very expensive weapon and of course Bernie hadn'’t paid

anything for it.

Sammy had long ago learned not to run from bullies and
wannabe thugs. He had also learned that a small person needs a

special ‘friend’ sometimes.

As Bernie made his move forward he suddenly found himself
staring into the spout end of a Hammond Mark IV, a small but
particularly unpleasant sort of chemically powered projectile handgun
known for the spectacular wounds it could produce. Sammy had
inherited the weapon from his father. It was about all that he had
inherited. Anyone who has ever stared into the muzzle of such a
weapon held by another will tell you how very enormous and black

that tunnel appears to be.
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“Stay cool...” Bernie was trying to back up and was close to

wetting himself.

“This part of the pile is my ground, you know that.” Sammy

calmly explained.

“‘No problem. No beef.” Bernie’s eyes were darting about as if

seeking some sort of way out of this sudden nightmare.

“Not anymore,” Sammy said softly. He knew that given the
chance the Toad would do for him in some sort of future ambush.

There was no safe choice but this one.

So he shot Bernie the Toad squarely in the fat boy’s forehead,
splattering his dim brains for a good twenty feet behind him. It was
the last of the most despised ‘rat’ in the whole pile and no one would
care to do much investigating. If anyone ever did come across what
would be left of the body after the rats and the nocturnal scrabble

crabs finished with it there would be no finger to point at his slayer.

Sammy didn’t start to shake right away and when he did it didn’t

last very long. No sleep would be lost this night.

The one-at knife had a new owner.

“Any pods to clean?”

“Yeah kid, six of ‘em. Got fish stink all over ‘em.” Martin
Harwood was a sometime employer of port rats and Sammy was well

known to him. Sammy was small but he worked hard and had the
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nerve and smarts to make him useful in some of Harwood'’s

occasional ‘transactions’ that the port authorities took a dim view of.
“Fish...again?”
“That’s life.”
“You owe me money,” Sammy said with no trace of a smile.
“‘Maybe tomorrow, I’'m short today.”
“I get paid today or I'll post your name.”

Martin almost smiled at the nervy little rat. Getting your name
posted on the rat’s bulletin board meant that none of them would
work for you until the debt was paid or the wrong put right. Also, bad
things tended to happen to your property while your bad name was

up there for all to read.
“Asshole! I'll square with you when you finish the pods today.”
“Fair enough. Fish pods?”

“All the work | got for you today.” Martin was lying and Sammy
knew it. Even so it didn’t pay to piss off one’s employer too much.
Work was work and money was always hard to come by. The boy still
needed some decent clothes to wear to the Navy exam that was only
a month or so away. A month until a new life. Failure was not an

option.
“Shit! Is the steamer working again?”
“Mostly. Go easy on the pressure. Keep it under one-twent