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Chapter One

Peace

The officid period of mourning had findly ended, long live the new Emperor. Daniel Grayson wasthat
new Emperor, atitle he had only reluctantly accepted. Agood and smplelife given over to serviceto the
Empire.

Danid had taken sometimeto celebrate a quite fourteenth birthday at Sirlan Murphy's family farm on
New Albion, so had |an, they were only weeks apart inage. The Imperid Y acht had a permanent spot
reserved in awhest field a shortdistance from the farmhouse. A small armada of escort craft would orbit
NewAIbion whenever the new Emperor decided to comefor avisgt. So far there hadbeen only time
enough for one vist since the death of the last Emperor andDani€l's subsequent coronation.

The vist had lasted dmost aweek, Daniel would have preferred that it lastforever, so would Ellen, lan's
twin sster and the young Emperor'sfirst and onlylove. lan had eected to return once again with Danidl to
Earth, the lure of his ownresearch facility on the very grounds of the Sun Palace was just too tempting
topass up. Danidl had told lan that he could pursue any line of research he fancied,he could keep hisown
hours, his budget would be unlimited.

Ellen was as upset as ever when Daniel had to take hisleave once more. Itseemed to the girl that dl they
ever did was say goodbye to each other. She wasconsoled that her school term would soon be over for
the year. Danid hadpromised her along visit with himself and lan on Earth (properly chaperoned by
lanand afew thousand retainers from the Imperia household). Ellen's parents hadagreed to her upcoming
vigt with Danid, if she wasn't safe with the Emperor thenshe wasn't safe anywhere,

The Sun Palace, Earth

lan's research lab had once been an indoor netball court that was rarelyused, Danid had ordered aquick
conversion to suit hisfriend's modest needs. When the Emperor wants something done quickly itisan
amazing thing to witness people do tend to move right along with their tasks.



lan was degp into aspinoff theory of his shield technology, projected andfocused 'beams of shield
energy. Like many eggheads, lan at times dropped adecimal place here and there.

The resulting rumbling explosion brought everyone on the pal ace grounds running,even the Emperor was
seen to be proceeding a an extremely undignified pace (amad dash).

"What the shit happened?’ Daniel demanded as he gasped for breath,courtly language cast aside.
Therewas an extremely large and perfectly round holein the far sonewall of thelab, in the distance there
was aneat quarter-mile long divot taken out of the nearesthill.

"Too much power, gpparently.” lan was covered in sone dust, a dightlybefuddied expression on hisface.
"Areyou dl right?' Daniel asked, abit camer by now. He had feared that hisfriend might havefinaly
pushed the wrong switch and vaporized himself.

"Except for theringing in my ears. | seemed to have damaged your humbleabode.”

"Thisiscoming out of your paychit,” Danid replied, by now relieved and dittle amused a hisgeniusof a
friend'slatest accomplishment (catastrophe).

"| don't get apaychit,” lan rightly observed.

"A good thing too. Maybe you should try out this gadget of yours at amoreremote location next time,
how about the far sde of the moon?”

"That sounds reasonable,” l1an replied, "I had only intended to punch aholein aplastic target, aminor
miscaculation actudly.”

"At least it wasn't pointed at the palace, what the hell isit supposed to dowhen it works right?"

"I thought it would make avery efficient tunndling device, it aso seems tohave some consderable
weapon potentid,” 1an explained.

"To say theleast." Danidl could see the obvious use for the device, this couldbe the fina nail inthe
Snake's coallective coffin.

"Come on, let the medics check you out, you look like you did when thatrating used his starter on you
back on New Taz."

By now the whole areawas awash in emergency personnel and security peoplethe Emperor steered his
dazed friend into the arms of the medical team who thenwhisked lan off to the palace infirmary.

lan would be fine after the ringing stopped, the lab needed some serious repairs.

Marine Colonel Anson Bryce, the day watch head of palace security, was notamused when he cameto
seek a private audience with the Emperor an hour later.

The officer bowed the correct distance away from Daniel before speaking.

"Y our Mgesty, forgive my intruson. May | speak with you about Sir lan?”

Daniel had been trying to make some sense out of the mind bending expendituresfor defense, any
interruption was welcome. The Emperor liked Colonel Bryce,perhaps now was agood timeto try and
put the two of them on amoreinformabass.

"Of course, Colonel. Please be at ease, no ceremony. From now on whydon't you be more informal
when there's just the two of us, spesk your mind at altimes. I...We respect your opinions and advice."
Danid ill had alot of troubleadapting to the use of the roya "WE' in his speech.

"Thank you for that, Sire, | will spesk plainly. Sir lan isatrue gift to theEmpire but | fear that his
experimental work so close to your presenceis adanger. The accident in hislaboratory could have
destroyed the palace and you, Sire.”

"True. We spoke with him about just that, any further testing of experimentaldeviceswill take place a a
distance far removed from here, We suggested the farside of the moon, lan agreed.”

Brycejust had alarge weight removed from his shoulders.
"That would seem awise choice, Sire. It occursto me that whatever Sir 1anwas working on would make
one hell.. Excuse me Sire, one very effectiveoffensve wegpon.”



"We thought the same thing, Colonel. One hell of aweapon.”

It was "one hell of awesgpon" that would not be needed. The Snakes wouldsoon offer surrender without
conditions, they were beaten. Three days after lan'smishap in the laboratory the Admira of The Fleet
camein person to ddiver themomentous newsto his Emperor. The portly officer found Daniel inthe
rosegarden near the south entrance. The boy liked roses, his mother had wayscarefully tended afew of
the plantsin Gryphon's hydroponics section.

"Your Mgesty, itisover."

"Admird?"

"We have recaeived an officid communications from the Home Nest (theclosest trandation for the Snake's
home world)."

"That sayswhat?' Danid asked.

"They have ceased dl resistance, the Snakes have surrendered totally andwithout conditions.”

"Good God." Danidl's response was dmost awhisper.

"Indeed, Y our Mgesty."

"Can this be adeception, some sort of ruse?' Daniel had no trust in anythingthe Snakes said or did.
"They have grounded and abandoned their few remaining capital warvessd's, we now havea

reconnai ssance squadron in orbit around their home worldwith no offered resistance or hostilities. They
have indicated that they havecaptives, human captives, and that they wish to return them to our forces.
They dsorequest to send a delegation here to make their case for mercy. This has alhappened quite
suddenly, our intelligence people believe that some sort of internarebellion or uprising has overthrown
thelr leadership.”

Danid sat down on the garden bench where the Admira had found him. Somuch suffering had occurred,
so many had died, hisfamily had died. He hadnearly died, so had 1an. Now it was over. There was
peace. No war.

Mankind's Emperor wept, the Admira of The Imperial Fleet sood beside hisEmperor and felt moved to
do the same. After some time both were composedenough to continue, there would be much to do.
"Has this news been released to the public yet?!

"No Your Mgesty, that is properly your decision to make. The consensus atFleet isthat we should wait
ashort whilefor thingsto stabilize, to seeif the Snakesare as sincere as they appear to be."

"Agreed. Ingtruct your forcesto make the freeing of our people held by theSnakestheir firgt priority.
Don't take the Snakes word for anything. Let's give it twodays, then if things seem to be holding together
| will addressthe Empire.”

"Very wdl, Your Mgesty. Thisday has been long in coming.”

"Toolong, Admird, far too long."

After the Admira had taken hisleave ingtinct guided Danid to find lan, therewas something he needed to
say to him. As predicted the Emperor's friend couldbe found fussing over his soon to be tested 'gadget’.
The new masonry had justbeen completed on the lab, perhapsin another two-hundred yearsit would
blendbetter with the surrounding stones.

"lan, knock off for abit."

Sir lan Murphy turned at the sound of Danid's voice, he could sense thatsomething had changed.
"What's wrong? I'm not going to power up thisthing." lan dtill felt like atotadassfor blowing alarge hole
inthe Sun Palace.

Danid just motioned hisfriend to come close, 1an was taken by surprise when hisEmperor grabbed him
inabone crushing hug.

"Thank you," Danid said quietly.

"Huh? For what?' lan was wondering if Danid had finally sngppedcompletely.



"For winning the war. The Snakes have surrendered without conditions.”
"Oh. Ohmy!"

Things did hold together, the Snakes were totally defeated and demoralized. A revolt had indeed
occurred, something without precedent in the hive-like societywhere individud initiative was ararething.
The ordinary Snake 'citizens hadfindly had enough of being cannon fodder for the ruling dlite, the uprisng
wasshort and brutal.

Approximately ten-thousand humans were scattered on the four star systemsthat were the core of the
Snake civilization. There had been many more captivesduring thefirst years of the war, most perished
providing amusement for the cruemilitary and knowledge for the Snake scientific community. Most of the
remainingsurvivors were children, elite Snake 'civilians fancied them as exotic pets thatcould be easily
trained and could even provide useful household labor.

On the planet called Home Nest the two human pets of the Holder of Groundnest (household) were
being readied to take to the locd assembly point for humancaptives. They had been washed and
decorated with their best ribbons and fittedwith their nicest leashes. The children were madeto
understand that they would bereturning to their own kind. The two children had learned much of their
captor'danguage and could pronounce agood many of the raspy words, they stillremembered their own
language and used it between themsalves. They spoke asmuch younger children would, words were
rapidly blurred together, some wordswere their own invention. For amost their entire period of captivity
they had onlyeach other for human company.

Jeremy and Alexandra (Alex) were nine and eight-years old respectively. The two children had been
together for amost four years, they had been taken veryearly in thewar. They till had some
remembrance of their families and were afterafashion still mostly sane. Jeremy's last name was Walker.
Alexandraslast name was Grayson.

The Emperor did indeed address his subjects, al of mankind paused tolisten to the rare event of hearing
their monarch's actud voice. Danid hadtermina stage fright but managed to get through the short
Statement withoutpassing out.

"Citizens of The New Empire, thewar isover, we are victorious. Our mortalenemy has surrendered
unconditionaly to Imperia forces now in orbit over theirhomeworld.”

"Our time of darkness has come to an end, the blood we have shed hassecured our freedom from the
oppression of amonstrous foe. Now is atime forcelebration and reflection, we have been spared a
terriblefate.”

"Peaceis once more with us but we must remain vigilant and strong, we nowneed to rest from our
struggle. | would say to dl citizensto give thanksto their God,and to give thanksto the next personin
uniform that you may meet. Let usremember those who have been log, let us honor those who remain.”

The brief announcement waswell received to say the leadt, there waditerally dancing in the streets.



Chapter Two

Reunion

The Admird of The Imperial Fleet was briefing his Emperor.

"The turnover of the captivesis proceeding with few incidents, Sire. Thereare some very disturbing
aspects about the menta and physical condition of thesurvivors.™

"Digurbing?' Daniel could well imagine their condition having once beenone of the Snakes prisoners
himsdlf.

"The captives that have survived are mostly young children. Thisisverydistressng to relate, the children
seem to have been kept as household pets of thedlite class.”

Danid's eyes narrowed and his nogtrilsflared dightly. " Pets?"

"Yes Srre. Mogt are malnourished from the lack of aproper human diet, afew seem to havelogt al touch
with their humanity. They will dl need very speciacare, both for their bodies and their minds."

The Emperor was silent for some moments, he was within a heartbegat ofordering the complete
destruction of every Snakein the galaxy. With some effortDanid camed himsdf before speaking.
"What of the Snake delegation?”

"They are due herein eight days, Sire. Asashow of good faith their new'government' is bringing aong
the former Supreme Warrior to answer to you for theattack and ensuing war on humanity.”

"Good God! What do they expect Usto do with him, or it, as the case mightbe?'

"That | cannot say, Sire. | expect they are hoping to curry favor and lenienttreatment.”

"If they expect any fucking leniency from methey will be sorelydisappointed!" Daniel stood abruptly, the
Admira could only blink in amazement atthe language the Emperor had used as he too quickly stood.
"Keep Usinformed of any development, don't hesitate at any hour of theday."

"YesSire, certanly.”

The briefing was over, Danid fdt likekilling something.

Maybe in eight days hewould.

Asif Danid didn't have enough to occupy hisevery minute, avery rattled lancame to him the next
evening. lan looked asif he had just eaten aplatter of bats.

"You look like shit, are you sick?" Daniel asked with real concern.

"I'minmgor trouble," lan began, "I don't know what to do.”

Daniel guided hisfriend over to thelarge couch facing the fireplace.

"Sit down and spill it."

lan did, hewasindeed in trouble.

"I'vejust been reading a hand ddlivered message from Rebeccas father,he's here on Earth with her and
her mother.”

"Oh shit," Danid whispered.

"Yes" lan agreed.

"And?

"Rebeccastotdly pregnant. Her father is demanding that | marry her or hewill cal meout.”
"Ohghit."

"y es"

"You'reonly fourteen!" Danidl exclamed.

"Yes, | may not seefifteen a thisrate.”

Danid thought for amoment, what to do?



" She seemed to be very free with her favors, are you sure you're the father ofher kid? She cameto me, if
my ratty appearance at the time hadn't scared her off itcould be me who's the father. There were other
males on that tub you know."

"Well.... Wedid do it severd times" lan explained rather weakly.

"Wonderful. Let's be doubly sure about thisand level the field some. Havethem come here to the palace
tomorrow afternoon, I'll stland with you while we sortthis out. | want the Roya Physician to confirm that
you are the daddy before yousay 'l do’ with anyone.”

"All right. God I'm s0 sorry to be causing thismess now of al times!" lanseemed about ready to burst
into tears.

Danid placed hishand on lan's shoulder.

"Weve been in worse messes than this, welll get through this one. Can youchange a diaper?’

Thislast remark earned mankind's Emperor asolid punch to hisleft arm.

"Ow, shit! You know it's an automatic death sentence for striking theEmperor!™

"Better that than digpers,” lan said, abit of asmilefinaly on hisface.

Danid could no more desert lan in histime of need than hisfriend could everdesert him.

Promptly at two the next afternoon Alfred Hyde, hiswife Gertrude (?) and hisdaughter Rebecca
presented themsalves to the pal ace Appointments Secretary asarranged. Alfred Hyde had not counted
on being asked by lan to come to the GodAImighty Sun Palace, thiswas not going quite as planned.

"Sir lan asked us here to meet with him, | believe heis expecting us."

"Yes Mister Hyde, you are expected,” explained the male secretary, "if youwould be so kind asto follow
mel will takeyouto him."

"Thank you." Hyde and hisfamily were like most visitors to the Sun Palacequite overwhelmed by the
scale and opulence of the vast seat of power. The wakto meet with lan seemed to go on for miles. Hyde
began to fed some realmisgivings when four dress uniformed Imperiad Marines snapped to attention
asthey approached a very impressive gilded door.

"Dogoin, Sir laniswaiting for you," the secretary motioned the three peopl ethrough the now open door.
Hyde could see lan standing insde the large andornate room and entered feeling more confident. lan
greeted them.

"Migter Hyde, Misses Hyde, Rebecca. Welcome, please come and beseated.” |an was nervous but
pretty much in control of himsdf.

"Thank you. My wife and Rebeccawill sit, | would prefer to stand while Ihave my say.”

"Of course sir. Do you mind if afriend of minejoins us, aconfidant who willremain discreet?'

Hyde was about to object aslan gestured to where Daniel was now standingquietly behind the three
visitors. The man paled and finally remembered to bowbefore his Emperor, Gertrude and Rebecca did
likewise. lan didn't have to sayanother word during the meeting.

"Please be at ease, no ceremony,” Danidl said quietly.

"Your...Y our Mgesty, we had no wish to trouble you about this matter,” Hydestammered.
"lan'stroubleis Our trouble, sr." Danid then turned to the girl. "HelloRebecca, please sit down. Are you
fedingwdl?'

Thegirl waswell dongin her pregnancy.

"YesYour Mgesty, I'mfine”

"Good. Let'sdl speak our minds on this matter, thiswill remain confidentid. Why don't you begin, Mister
Hyde?'

Danid sat across from Rebecca and her Mother, lan and Alfred Hyde remainedstanding.

"Very well...Sire. Asisal too apparent my daughter iswith child, she hasassured methat Sr lanisthe
father. Advantage was taken of her while on boardthe research vessel Cooke while Sir lan was acting as
engineer and navigator.”



"Advantage, Sr?" Daniel asked camly.

"Indeed, Sire! Thismust be put right or | will be forced to demandsatisfaction on behaf of my daughter!™
"Remaincam dr,” Daniel began, "as We see it there was more than onemal e aboard the Cooke who
could have caused your daughter's condition, Oursdfincluded. Before matters proceed any further, We
must ing st that lan and yourdaughter submit to a paternity test by aqudified physician. We offer the
sarvices ofthe Roya Physician or if you prefer the doctor of your choice”

Danid and lan had along talk with the Roya Physician the day before this meetingtook place.

"Very well, Sire. That does seem areasonable course of action.” Hyde feltlike amouse talking with a cat
but after dl his daughters good name and herfamily's name were at stake here. Hyde apparently held a
higher opinion of hisdaughter than circumstances warranted.

Everyone stood as Daniel did, the Emperor walked over to the large deskand pressed asmall button on
itsmirror polished surface.
"Please send in Doctor Kwan."

lan wasn't the father.

To further put an end to the matter Daniel had himsdlf tested also. Alfred Hyde wasmortified. Rebecca
finally fessed up to her varied shipboard activities.

"Jason. | waswith Jason Becket als0."

"l... Can you forgive mefor this, Y our Mgesty?' Hyde asked quietly.

"Nothing to forgive, sir. Perhaps you now need to speak with Mister Becket,We would suggest cam and
rationd talk rather than duding.”

"Indeed, Your Mgesty. | amin your eternd debt for your patience andunderstanding on this matter.”
"We have dl learned from this, let's consider this as a closed book and partas friends.”

Part they did.

Daniel had some wordswith lan after the Hyde's had | eft.

"Y ou dodged the proverbid bullet, maybe we both did."

"Thank you doesn't quite cover it, | was ready to marry her," lan replied.
"What would you have said to your folks?'

"Please kill me? Father probably would have strangled me anyway."

Home Nest

Jeremy and Alexandra sat clutching each another waiting for something tohappen. The two human pets
werein agroup of perhapsthirty others, they alhuddled close together in the empty dien plaza. As
directed by Imperid forcesthere were no Snakes within sight of the plaza, a safe evacuation of the
childrenwasthefirs priority.

Like the other pets, Jeremy and Alex had been ordered to Sit and stay. Theywere well trained and would
stay put until they died of hunger and thirst if need be. Both children were thin to the point of emaciation,
their hair long and uncut foryears, their skin was tanned and marked with faded scars and afew new
welts. The children were very smdll for their age, the food provided by the Snakes lackedthe right
proportions of nutrients by humans for normal growth.

"I'mscaredJermy!" Alex whispered.

"Metoo!" Jeremy held hisonly friend tighter, two heavy Imperid Marindanding craft were settling near
them on the plaza. The children dl wanted to runaway but they had been ordered to sit and stay.



The Scalies hurt you if you didn't do what they ordered.

Marine Gunnery Sergeant Boone thought that he had seen just abouteverything during the war, the scene
that greeted him in the middle of the plazachanged his mind. The battle ready marines dowly approached
the smal group ofnaked and obvioudy terrified children, Boone knelt down next to asmall boy andgirl
who held onto each other likelifeitsdlf, they were shivering with fright.

"Hello there, don't be afraid. My nameis Tom, can you tell me your names?"

The grownup human was talking to them the way that the children spoke toeach other, they il
remembered grownups. Mommy and Daddy.

"J.. Jermy. Myname'slermy,” the boy replied, hisanswer al oneword.

"Jeremy, you mean?" Boone asked gently.

"Uh huh, JeremyWalker, I'mJeremyWalker."

"Jeremy Walker. Who'syour friend?’

"Lex, shedlex."

"Lex isafunny name. Can shetdk like you?'

"Uh huh." The skinny little boy silently urged the girl to say something, shehesitated for aminute and then
long forgotten words seemed to burst from somehidden placein her brain.

" AlexandraGraysonoutof Gryphon. I'mAlex."

"Alex." Boone could only understand the last part of the girl's blurted outwords.

In any event they had to get these poor kids out of here, there wasn't time foralong talk to put them more
at ease. Other marines were aready gently carryingsome of the other children to the landing craft.

"I need you both to stand up now, were going to take you home now, to yourred home."

"We're 'sposedtostanstay, theScaliessaidto,” Jeremy replied while stilltightly holding onto Alex.

"What they said doesn't matter now, they can't hurt you anymore. Y ou'resafe now, we need to leave this
place”

"Arewegoing... totheGoodPlace?' Jeremy asked.

"Yeswe are, to the Good Place," Boone replied gently.

"iay."

The boy timidly rose, urging the girl to do the same. Boone extended his arms tothem and ingtinct guided
thelogt children asthe large marine carefully picked themboth up, onein each arm.

They didnt weigh very much at all.

The Sun Palace

"The Frigate Sullivan has rendezvoused with the Snake envoy vessd inorbit around Pluto, Sire. Sullivan
will ground here & thirteen-hundred locatomorrow.”

The nava briefing officer kept glancing at bit nervoudy at the ornate revolver hisEmperor was absently
holding in hisright hand.

"Not to worry, Captain. We rarely shoot anyone before lunch," Daniel smiledet little as he replied.
"Forgiveme Sire. If | may observe, that isabeautiful wegpon.”

"Itis isntit." Danid agreed "The manufacturer sent it dong just the otherday asagift.”

Danid surprised the officer by handing him the wesapon, the pal ace security stafftook adim view of
armed vigtors, even nava officers. The captain gingerly held thewegpon with hisfingertips, careful to
keep the muzzle well away from the Emperor. Theintricately engraved and jewe encrusted wegpon was
infact unloaded at themoment, it was the same model now worn by al nava fighter pilots savethat it
wasworth alarge fortune,



"l believe We shdl wear it tomorrow, |..We had usefor apistal the last timeWe were face to facewith a
Snake"

"Indeed, Sire. | don't blame you in the least, dthough | believe our visitorswill be well searched and very
well guarded.”

"They will be. We may shoot the ugly bastards just for the target practice.”

The officer chuckled for abrief moment until he noticed that the Emperor wasn'teven smiling. Daniel had
just received some additional briefingsthat day about the'pets' that the Snakes had been keeping.

On board HM S Striker, Inbound to Britannia

There had been no hospita vessal's near the Snake's home worlds, it wagust too risky. Nava warships
were being rotated in and out of the area, eachcarrying as many of the human pets astheir limited medica
sections couldaccommodate. Sergeant Boone had established a small connection with the twochildren he
had first picked up on Home Nest. The marine spent as much time withthe two bewildered little souls as
he could manage, the ships medica officers a soencouraged this bonding.

Nothing could separate Jeremy and Alex, things got very loud and exciting ifthey were made to be more
than two arms lengths from one another. Boonesometimes felt close to tears as he sat trying to get his
two small chargesto talk andmake some sense. What had they been through?

"Good morning you two, how was breskfast?' Boone st at the foot of thebunk that the two children
shared, they would not deep apart.

"Good!" Jeremy answered. "Hadtoastnjam!" The boy had remembered howto amile, so far the girl
hadn't.

The rescued children were being very dowly readjusted to food more suitedto humans. Their syslems
weren't reedy for asudden influx of calories and theneeded vitamins and mineras they had needed for so
long.

"Alex, can you say good morning to me?' Boone asked gently.

"Gmornen." Alex dill had abit of jam on her chin, she held very ill whileBoone carefully wiped it avay
for her. Shewas il having some trouble withanyone but Jeremy touching her.

The two "pets were also getting used to the fed of clothing again, small hospital pgjamas had been
fabricated to fit them. They remembered (mostly) about humanbathroom devices, how to use atoilet
instead of "theplaceoutsdeinthebigyard.”

Boone remembered the girl saying something he had never redlyunderstood when he first met them on
Home Nest.

"Alex, can you tdl meyour name, your full name. Can you tell me the namethat your mother and father
gaveyou?'

The girl thought for amoment, it came rushing out of her again asif from nowhere.

" AlexandraGraysonoutof Gryphon. I'mAlex!"”

It was s0 fast, both children spoke in a supersonic blur. Boone patiently asked thegirl to say it asdowly
as she could.

"Alex-and-dra Gray..son out...out of..Gry...phon. I'm Alex!"

Something finaly clicked into place in Booné's brain.

"Grayson. Gryphon.” It wasn't possible.

Wasit?

"Alex, do you know what a Free Trader is?' Boone asked.



"Uhhuh"

"Canyoutdl mewhat they are? Try totak dow."

"Mommyndaddy are freetraters, metoo! We liveon Gryphon!”

Boone gave each child agentle pat on each of their heads and told them he wouldbe back in alittle while.
He bypassed hisimmediate superiors and went directly toStriker's commanding officer.

Striker's captain, Anson Schiffer, was a bit put off when he was told that oneof the marine enlisted men
wanted to talk to him. There were after dl properchanndsto follow.

"Very well, tdl him to comein.”

Lieutenant Short nodded and I€eft his captain's day cabin, whatever the marinewanted had better be very,
very important.

It was.

Boone came to attention and saluted.

"Permission to spesk, Sr."

"Granted. Thisisoutside of the linesyou know."

"Yesdr, | do know." Boone almost didn't know how to begin, but he did. "Sir,one of the children... A
girl I have been helping out with."

"Yes, goon." Schiffer looked up from his paperwork at the nervous marine.

"Sir, | have been able to get her to talk some. She says her name isAlexandra Grayson. Her folks were
Free Traders. She says she's out of Gryphon.”

Everyone who could read or understand the spoken word knew the background oftheir new Emperor,
including Captain Schiffer.

"Areyou serious, sergeant?’

"Yesdr, | don't think she knows how tolie”

The Great Court of The Sun Paace

A good portion of al of The Knights of The Empire and alarge number of planetary governors were
present along with most of Heet command. Mankind'sabsolute ruler sat camly on the massive gilded
throne that dominated the hdl, thefingers of hisright hand tapping lightly on the glittering pistol strapped to
histhigh.

An armed Emperor was anew precedent for asession of The Imperia Court,whispered speculations
ceased when the Snake delegation entered under heavyescort.

The Snake that was named Kills With Blades remained unbowed while therest of the reptilian delegation
showed the proper respect to their victoriousfoe. Kills With Blades had just recently been the Snake's
military ruler, their emperor ifyou will.

No more.

The Emperor findly broke the heavy slence.

"Y ou do not bow before Us."

The newly revised and enhanced trand ation modules were working as designed.

"l do not bow beforefilthy animas." The trandator could not mask the hiss ofcontempt in the alien voice.
If anything the silence in the room grew deeper as the Emperor quietly stood anddrew hisweapon.
"Yesyou do, thisonetime."

Danid put al eight roundsin asmdl pattern precisdy in the middle of the thing'schest.

He had been practicing. A lot.



It wasasmall revengefor great wrongs, the oozing thing on the marble floor got offeasy.

To say that this action by the Emperor caused some considerable stir in thegreat hall would be correct.
The Archbishop of The Reformed Church had fainteddead away. The remaining Snake's stood
uncertainly, their neck frills shiftingcol orsin the manner that Nava Intelligence had learned indicated stark
terror. TheSnake envoys had hoped to negotiate some sort of treaty or agreement that wouldallow them
some measure of autonomy or saf rule. There would be nonegotiations, the Emperor smply told them
the way thingswould be.

"Y ou are quarantined. Y ou will remain on the worlds that you now hold. Y oumay have any form of
government that suits you, We want nothing from you, nocontact, no communication. Y ou are denied
interstellar travel of any typefor thenext one-thousand Imperia years. Any violation of thisedict will
result inal of yourworlds being sterilized, you will ceaseto exist. These proceedings are closed.”

Within the space of two years the quarantine would beirrelevant. Snakesociety would collapse totally
into tribalism and endless petty wars. In away thesituation would resemble Earth before the formation of
the New Empire.

Aboard HMS Striker

Captain Schiffer, Sergeant Boone and the vessel's chief medica officerwere having aquiet conferencein
the captain's day cabin.

"l would suggest alow dose of Recdll for the girl. If that helpsto confirm whatshe's told Boone here then
we should do aDNA sequence on her and send italong to Fleet,” Lieutenant Commander Lao explained.
"Isthat safefor her, Sir?' Boone asked, hefelt very protective toward his twoadopted kids.
"Completdly, the dosage that | would give her would be very small, justenough to clear away the dust
and cobwebs."

The gentle interrogation took place an hour later, after Jeremy and Alex hadfinished their lunch. As
awaysthetwo children sat Sde by side, thegirl didn't evenflinch when shewas given thetiny injection.
"Alex, can you remember about your family? Can you say their namesforus?' Lao began.

"Uhhuh."

"Pleasetdl usthen.”

"MommynDaddy, an BigJohnwho'soldest. MaryanLizbethanDanny. | likeDanny, hereadsfunny stories
tome."

"Tak dowly. Ishisfull name Danid Grayson?"

"Uh huh, that's Danny."

The three men exchanged glances @ this.

"Tdl usabout your home," Lao continued.

"Grifun. It was good, the Good Place!™

"What was Gryphon?"'

"Cargship. Good Place!”

"Thank you, Alex. You did redly good."

The DNA coding was dispatched to Fleet an hour later but there was no doubt inBoone's mind about
just whom thetiny girl was. She was the Emperor'slittle sster. Sweet Jesus!



The Sun Pdace

The meeting with the Snake envoys had |eft Danidl feeling dirty and stained,lan joined him for along
swim in the palace's south pool. The cool water and thehard exercise had the desired effect on both of
them. After awhile it seemed that agreat burden on both boys had been removed, there was no more
war.

"So now what happens?' 1an asked asthey sat resting on the edge of theenormous pool.

"So now nothing,” Danid replied. "The entire Empire needsarest, so do I. It'll beyearsbefore dl of the
war damageisrepaired, people will have to adjust tobeing at peace. Everyone will want to get back to
busnessasusud.”

"Most of the Empire wasn't redly touched by thewar,” lan said, "rememberd| of thoserich touristson
Polynesa™

Daniel nodded in agreement, for agood part of the Empire the war had beensomething far removed from
redity.

"Theres dtill alot to be done though, the navy and marines will have to bepared back quite alot. Feet
thinks that we should maintain alarger reserve force,men and shipsthat can be quickly activated. The
active fleet will be at aboutprewar numbers but with better ships and weapons. Y our shield has changed
thestrategic thinking alot. Shit, it won the war!"

lan said nothing for amoment as they sat in the afternoon sun, heremembered back to the first time that
the two of them had met. So much hadhappened in the last four years. Both of the boy's sillent thoughts
were interruptedas they sighted the Emperor's Chief of Staff hustling toward them with amessageform in
hishand.

"Now whet?' Daniel groaned.

Cedric Clarke bowed quickly as he arrived, the COS looked like he hadseen a ghost (or maybe heard
about one).

"Your Mgesty, Sir lan. Something quite unbelievable has occurred. Y ourMgesty, it concerns amember
of your family."

"Migter Clarke, what are you saying. Welost Our family early on in the war,you know that." Daniel had
the oddest feding in the pit of his stomach.

"Sire, thisisvery hard to say so | will not beat about the bush. One of thechildren who was being kept by
the Snakes has been pogtively identified asAlexandra Grayson, your youngest sister.”

Danid looked asif he had just been shot in the heart, indeed he had been. Tears quickly filled hiseye and
overflowed, he could only silently move hislips asifunableto find any words at dl. lan asked the
questionsthat Daniel could not.

"How can this...what happened to her?'

"Sir lan, itisassuredly His Mgesty's Sster, the DNA testsleave no room fordoubt. She remembers her
name and some of her life aboard Gryphon. There isspeculation that when the Snakes attacked Gryphon
they first took captives beforedestroying the vessdl "

Danid findly found hisvoice.

"Shewasonly just four..."

"Could there be others from Gryphon till dive?' 1an asked softly.

"Thereés no way to know for sure a the present, ar. It ssemsunlikely."

Danid stood abruptly and started to towe himsdlf off as he asked the next question,he seemed morein
control of himself.

"Whereisshe now?"'



"Aboard HMS Striker bound for Britannia, Sire." Clarke replied.

"Isthere any reason they cannot divert to Earth?!

"No Sre, noneat dl."

"Divert them. Go do it now!"

"At once, Sire." Clarke bowed and then made good speed for thecommunications center, heran in fact.

On board HM S Striker

Captain Schiffer had been expecting just such an order as the one he nowheld in hishand. A cal to the
watch officer carried out the order.

"Lieutenant Banks, call all handsto station for a course ateration, our newdestination is Earth.”
"Yesdr, a once. May | inquire asto why, Sr?"

"One of our young passengers seems to be His Mg esty's sister, you maypass that word to the crew.”
"Yessr. My God!"

A course dteration involved moving into norma space and recomputing thedestination. Within an hour
HMS Striker was headed for mankind's home planet.

Jeremy and Alex continued adow and painful reentry into human society,the progress of the other
rescued children on board followed asimilar path. Someof the children did surprisingly well, others had
smply lost al contact with sanityand would need specid caretherest of their sad lives.

Sergeant Boonefinally persuaded his charges to accompany him on ashorttour of part of the warship.
Smiling grownups greeted the timid pair along the way,kind words and pats on the head helped to
reassure them. The sergeant wasworried about what would occur when they arrived on Earth, the
Emperor himselfwould no doubt want to have along talk with him. Boone was determined topersuade
the Emperor to keep the two children together, he thought that separatingderemy and Alex would shatter
both of them.

Coming face to face with the absol ute ruler of mankind gave most peoplebutterflies, Sergeant Boone
needn't have worried.

The Sun Paace

While Sergeant Boone was having butterflies, Danidl was having aseriouscase of the blind dithers. As
awayslan was at his sdeto keep him on the ground,at the moment he was sitting on the Emperor's
back.

"Get off!"

"Not until you get agrip,” lan replied camly.

Sir lan and The Emperor were on the west lawn area, by now the security teamshad learned to ignore
any physical or verbal exchanges between the two boys. lanhad managed to get the advantage in the
impromptu wrestling match, usualyDanid was the faster and stronger of the two but he was very
preoccupied as of late.

Daniel sghed and ceased hisstruggles. "'l suppose | have been abit nutdately, thiswaiting isdriving me
insane”
"It'sjust another three days, you need to be camed down some when youmeet Alexandra.” lan got off



the Emperor's back and stood, Daniel rolled over andsat up.

"l wonder if shell even know me?!

"Don't be upset if she doesn't, shewas just four when they took her. Y ou'vechanged, Lord knows what
she's been through.”

Both boys vividly remembered their own time as guests of the Snakes.

"What'sthe last thing you remember about her?' 1an asked gently.

"My father had picked up asmal white kitten for her somewhere, | forgetwhat colony we were a. She
redly loved that scraggly little hairball, she carried iteverywhere. She named it Mister Bonk after some
slly character inastory | read toher. The cat wasafemae.”

"You read to her?' lan asked.

"Yeah. It was sort of an evening ritud, 1'd be trying to watch the vid in thecommon room and shewould
climb up beside me with one of her dopey storybooks. | guess| sort of liked it too."

"Get her akitten then, awhite one," lan suggested.

Danidl nodded in silent agreement. Whereto find one at thistime of the year? Kittenstended to be a
seasond sort of thing.

Some considerable searching ensued. An animal protection shelter in whatwas once Nebraska answered
an anonymous call inquiring about white fema ekittens, yesthey had one. Can you hold it? Yes.

AlmaWindow wastrying to compile the quarterly finance report for the smallanimal shelter when avoice
behind her in the reception areainterrupted her efforts.

"Just aminute!" Almawasn't avery good financid manager, she preferredworking with furry and
feathered creatures who needed serious help.

Thewoman findly ceased her fisca efforts and turned to deal with whoever wasinterrupting her. Standing
patiently was ayoung boy with black hair and greeneyesin some sort of plain black uniform, behind him
was another boy in civilianclothes. Two very large and very armed Imperid Marine Guards stood behind
thetwo boys.

"Y ou said that you had awhite kitten?' Daniel asked politdly.
Almamanaged not to faint.

The purring white fuzzball took an immediate liking to her Emperor.
The shelter received an Imperid Size donation.

Port Ayers, Earth

Danid had been torn between wanting to be immediately with his Sster andthe needs of the other small
refugees from war's crudties. In the end Daniel waitedquietly until al of the other children had been
disembarked. He stood at the bottomof the vessel's ramp and barely managed to avoid weeping in public
asthesmdlvictims of avast war passed by him. At theinvitation of Striker's commandingofficer the
Emperor climbed the ramp into the warship, lan was at his Sde asaways. Daniel carried asmall white
kitten close to his chest to where

Sergeant Boone was waiting at the top of the ramp.

"Your Maesty," Boone bowed before his Emperor. Daniel moved close tothe man and shook his hand
asthe marine stood upright.

"Sergeant Boone, We arein your debt for what you have done for Alexandraand Jeremy.”

"Your Mgesty, they are very specid children. | told mysdlf that | would fighttooth and nail to keep them
together, | would be so bold as to ask you to not toseparate them." Boone had gone over his short



gatement in hismind many times he prayed it would have the right impression.
"We have no intention of parting them, ever. Can you take Us now to see mysister?”
"With pleasure, Your Mgesty.”

Jeremy and Alex were ditting done and abit forlorn on their bunk in themedical section when Danidl
quietly walked in, lan waited just outside the smalward. The Emperor immediately knew that the skinny
little girl was hissster, therewas something about her green eyes and her funny little nose.

Those green eyes fagtened immediately on the white kitten that Daniel held. Shefinally remembered how
to smile as shetook the small warm animal into her thinarms.

"MigerBonk!"

Danid somehow stopped himsdf from picking up his sster and holding herclose to him, instead he sat
closeto Jeremy on the bunk and asked the girl aguestion.

"Pegt, do you remember me?"

The mention of Danid's nickname for the girl snapped her attention away from thekitten that she cuddled
closeto her. Alex tilted her head as shelooked verycarefully at the new person.

"HiDanny." The girl spoke so very quickly, she was used to the dmosttel epathic link she had with
Jeremy.

"Hi Pest, will you and Jeremy come home with me?’

"GoodHome?"

"YesAlex, avery good home. Can you give your big brother ahug?!

She could and did, an opened arm drew Jeremy into the embrace aso. Thechildren felt so thin and small
inhisarms, Danid held them for along while withtearsin his eyes. Findly the Emperor composed
himsdf, it wastimeto go home.

With a child holding each of their hands, Danid and lan made their way towhere Captain Schiffer and
Sergeant Boone were waiting.

"Sergeant Boone, can you come along and stay for atimewith Us at thepaace?' Danid asked.

"I would be very honored to, Y our Mgesty."

Chapter Three

A Good Home

Jeremy and Alex aong with Mister Bonk were finaly adeep, curled up asusud as close to each another
asit ispossbleto get. Bath time had beensomewnhat of an ordedl, the large (huge) gilded and bubble
filled tub had frightenedboth kids, they apparently couldn't swim and were afraid of water. Intheend
ashower had been used, something that Jeremy and Alex were more familiar with,their captors had just
hosed them off periodically. It was debatable as to who wasthe wettest during the shower, the children or
their bathers. lan seemed to havereceived the worst of it and had to go and put on dry clothes.

Danid wastalking that evening in his study with Doctor Kwan and aconsultant from the Royal Society of
Physicians, aDoctor Huntz. Asaways, lanwas there as a needed friend. Sergeant Boone was aso
present, his knowledge ofthe children'sfirst days back with humanity was very welcome.

"The children have been deprived of adult human contact during averycrucid period in their
development,” Doctor Huntz began.

"They have aso been lacking many of the nutritiona needs that a youngperson needs, it has dowed their
physica development, possible it has damagedtheir mental development aswell," added Doctor Kwan.



"How do We proceed, what's the best way to help them?' Danidl asked.

"They are responding well to their better diet and to the supplements, theyare starting to gain weight,”
began Doctor Huntz, "but myself and my colleagues areconcerned about their total dependence on one
another. They do everythingtogether, never more than an arm's length from one another. | think we need
towork on making them more independent of one another, they can never have anormd life without some
measure of independence.”

"How do wethat?' Daniel knew that the children were like one person withtwo bodies.

"May activitiesare agood placeto start,” offered Doctor Huntz. "Activitiesthat cause them to be briefly
gpart, ball games and that sort of thing."

"I'm not sure they know how to play sir,” Sergeant Boone said. The marinehad grown much more at ease
in the presence of the Emperor, in fact heliked theyoung guy alot, Sir 1an too.

"So we teach them," lan concluded.

Asusud lan had the smple solution.

Efforts were underway to try and find any relatives of Jeremy's, so far thesearch had turned up not a
thing. The boy's Situation was not unusua among thesurviving children, many had lost their entire families
and al close rdativesin themassve Snake attacks on the outer colonies.

Danid's officid duties were minimized but could not be ignored atogether, agreat war had just ended.
Thelist of decrees and decisionsto be made seemedendliess and Daniel at timesdidn't fee qualified to
make any of them. Make themhe did though. In truth something as big and complex asthe Empire pretty
well ranitsaf. The Emperor remembered lessons learned whilein the navy, delegate tasksjust tell people
what was needed and let them work out the details.

Word that the Emperor's Sister was among the survivors had swept acrossthe width of the Empirein
short order, Daniel had conceded to the news media andallowed afew photographs of Jeremy and Alex
to be published. The Murphy familyon New Albion had received personal messages from both Daniel
and lan, Ellenwould have to do her share of watching over the children when she cameto visit(that was
only two weeks away). Daniel was reluctant to delegate the care of hissster and Jeremy dthough
inquiries were being made for suitable nannies whohad experience with emotionadly troubled children.

Onthethird day after Jeremy and Alex had arrived at the Sun Pdlace it wastime to go outside and play.
Both of the children were till terribly shy and timid withstrangers, they were most at ease with Danidl, 1an
and Sergeant Boone. Theirtraining a the hands of the Snakes caused them to just Sit quietly together if no
onewas interacting with them, you didn't get hurt if you didn't do anything. A smdlclearinginthe
enormous west gardens would make a good place to play, ared balthe size of an orange would be the
first tool used to start prying apart Jeremy andAlex.

"| throw it to you, you throw it to Jeremy and he throwsit to lan.”

Daniel was attempting to convey the concept of senselessfun to thetwo waifs. " Stand over there, Alex."
Daniel pointed to a spot about ten feet away, Jeremystarted to go with her.

"Wait here Jeremy, you have to go over there next to where lan is standing.”

The smdl boy hesitated amoment before finally doing as Daniel had asked, afterdl he could still seethat
Lex was dill quite close and in plain view. In afewseconds the five people were arranged in asmall
circle, Sergeant Boone thentossed the red ball to his Emperor.

Danid caught the ball and gently lofted it over to Alex, naturaly she droppedit, no one had ever played
ball with her (that she could remember). The girl quicklyretrieved the bal and tossed it avkwardly to
Jeremy, to everyone's surprise hecaught it easily and fired agood tossto lan. Apparently the boy
rememberedsomething of the games he had played before being taken by the Snakes. And soit went.



The process of learning to be ahuman being again might take years,perhaps alifetime. But the process
had begun.

Daniel redlized that he had been taking Sergeant Boone's presence forgranted, he was so absorbed with
Alex and Jeremy that he hadn't even thought toask the marine about hisfamily or his plansfor the future.
An evening around thegrest fireplace in the Emperor's private rooms was agood place to ask
thosequestions.

"Sergeant Boone, tell Us about yourself.”

"Sre?"

"Y our family, what are you going to be doing with your life?"

"I've been putting money aside for my own farm on New Albion, my brotherhas a place there, my wife
and son areliving with hisfamily right now."

"New Albion!" lan and Danid both exclaimed.

"Er.. Yes Sire, near Wasford."

"lan'sfrom New Albion!" Danidl couldn't believe the coincidence.

"Where, sir?' Boone asked lan.

"Just outside of Freehold, we grow grain crops. Wheres Wasford?"

"It'sdead in the middle of Plaindand (a continent on the opposite side of theplanet from Freehold).”
"What do they grow, or rather what do you intend to grow?" Daniel asked

"Cditle Sire, theland is perfect for them."

"Cows are way too big, they can step on you," Daniel observed.

"Dan...HisMagesty isn't an animal person,” lan explained, "1 once got him onahorse, it wasamajor
druggle”

"Not so! I..Welike dogs and cats, smal dogsthat is." Daniel pretendedindignity.

"I have had cows step on my feet, HisMgesty isjustified in avoiding them.” Boon€e's reply caused Danie
togivelanan'l told you so' look.

"Not to pry, sergeant, but will you be able to buy your own place andeverything?' Danid asked.

"I think I'll have to do another tour of duty Sire, | have enough for the landnow but I'll need to buy some
stock to begin my herd.”

Danid just nodded in understanding.

The sergeant wouldn't have to buy anything at al. The Emperor spoke withhis Chief of Staff early the
next day. The marine's discharge papers would be onhand that evening, also first class passage to New
Albion. There would be anenvel ope for the sergeant when he left the palace, dong with stern ingtructions
notto open it until he was underway for new Albion.

The sergeant was handed his walking papers after the evening mea andbefore the Jeremy and Alex's
bath/monsoon.

"Mister Boone, We bdlieve that you are wearing the Empire's uniform withoutauthorization,” Daniel
began with mock sternness.

"Sire?' Boonewas at atotal loss.

"You are now acivilian, thissays s0." Daniel handed the man hisfull militarydischarge document.
"But..."

"No buts. Thefine print saysyou areto receive your full retirement pay,”Danid explained, "therésaso
thisfor you."

Boone accepted thefirst class passage to New Albion asif in adream. With hisfullretirement pay and a
sdejob he could now afford asmall starter herd of cattle.

"The Rose of Arcadialeavesin four hoursfrom Port Bremen, you had bestpack your bags, Mister



Boone."

Jeremy and Alex gave the ex-marine hugs and kisses as they had beencoached to do, they didn't redly
understand that they would probably not be seeinghim again. lan gave the man afirm handshake,
mankind's Emperor gave Boone ahandshake and a very un-regd hug goodbye. By some small feat of
magic Boonehad found afull wardrobe of properly fitting civilian clothing laid out on hisbed,everything
had been aready packed for him. Ashe made alast farewell to theEmperor and his adopted kids Daniel
handed the man afind envelope.

"Under pendty of mayhem you are forbidden to open thisuntil the Arcadiaisunderway.”

"Sre?"

"Go. And thank you, thank you so very much." Danidl pointed to the waitinglmperid shuttle.

"Thank you, Your Mgesty."

Boone did as his Emperor said and wasin his oversized cabin in the Arcadiawhen he sat opening the
envelope. Ten-thousand acres of rich grasdands, onethousand head of pure bred Angus cattle,
five-hundred thousand Imperial dollars. Not a bad start on acow patch.

lan asked Daniel what had been in the last envel ope he had given to Boone,
"Land for acow farm and some cows, some money."

"That would befor a'cattle ranch’ actudly,” lan corrected.

"Whatever. They're dill too big and they smdll bad.”

Aboard the Royal Y acht HM S Persiphone

Ellen Murphy wasthe only passenger on the small and very fast craft, thetwo midshipmen on the vessd
kept falling dl over each other to answer her everyquestion and to fulfill her every desire. Daniel and her
brother lan were only twodays away, they would have dmost two months to be together. Ellen worried
thatAlex and Jeremy might not like her. Silly girl.

Jeremy and Alex's progress continued, they were blossoming physically asneglected plantswill when
finaly given water and fertilizer. Mentally, progresswassower. Y ears of pain and loneliness surrounded
by monsters cannot be maderight with good food and love done. It takestime. A small step backwards
in theirprogress occurred the day before Ellen was dueto arrive.

The Sun Palace was as much amuseum of mankind's history and art asitwas aroyd residence. Thetwo
children's curiosity was beginning to emerge, longsuppressed by the threat of punishment and painif they
were deemed to be unrulypets. A delicate and priceless ceramic figurine of an angel had fascinated
Alexsnce she had first arrived a the palace, finaly she worked up the nerve to actualytouch it.

Danid was deep into discuss ons with the adminigtrators of the Imperia Bank, lan wasin hislab il trying
to work out the bugsin his paace destroyer. Asmal crashing sound and then athin wail from the
adjoining rooms brought theEmperor and agood part of the Empirésfinancid eite running. Mister Bonk
toreby in the opposite direction at a speed only panicked kittens can manage.

Alex was curled up on the floor, Jeremy was wrapped around her asif toprotect her as best he could.
The senior residence maid was torn between theterrified children and the shattered and pricelessfigurine,



she looked at herEmperor with an anguished expression.

"Sire, I.. I'm not sure what happened. They were sitting by the window, | wagust tidying up the lunch...”
Danid put his hand on the woman's arm as he spoke.

"Dont worry, let metak to them."

Danid turned to the bank officids and asked them to please excuse themsel ves forthe moment, they
bowed and did, he then kndlt beside the two trembling children.

"It'sdl right, no one's going to hurt you."

Jeremy's body tensed with ajerk as Danid put his hand on the boy's back.

"Krazzschssziztok!" The boy had gpologized in the throat wrenchinglanguage of the Snakes, terror had
taken him back to Home Nest. Daniel felt arenewed rage at his hated enemy, he forced himself to let it
passfor now.

"Jeremy, look around you. Y ou are both very safe here, no onewill ever hurtyou again. Thereisno
punishment here.”

After amoment Danid's gentle words had some effect, Jeremy and then Alexpeered up a him. The
children'strembling ceased as Danid gathered them intohis arms, the three of them sat together on the
floor in aquiet embrace for averylong time before total calm was restored.

The finance officias could come back tomorrow. Mister Bonk poked her nosearound the door, it was
safe to come back.

The Colony of Temple

Fanatics of dl sortsand persuasons have existed in dl civilizations, theNew Empire was no exception.
The planet called Temple had been colonized by ardigious sect known as The True Children of God
nearly one-hundred yearsbefore Daniel assumed thetitle of Emperor. The planet waswel insde
theEmpire's sphere of influence and rule, something that of late did not st well with thenew Named Priest
of Temple.

The True Children of God, referred to by most people as The Children',believed in tota purity of race
(white) and did not tolerate those who believed inanything €l se. Thiswould not ordinarily beaproblemin
thelive and let liveEmpire, but of |ate the sect had been attempting to export their religion and
geneticpreferencesto planetsthat didn't especially appreciate the effort. Danidl'spredecessor had come
down hard on the leadership of The Children. A newlmperia governor had been appointed for Temple
aong with asmall garrison ofImperia peace officers. The new governor wasfinding it very hard to
penetrate thecl osed religious society. There were reports of citizens being kept againgt their will little
more than serfsfor the church hierarchy. So far no hard proof of such thingshad been established.

In another time and place in history Temple's Named Priest, whose namewas in fact Wilfred Beemens,
would have been perfectly happy wearing a swastikaand stoking ovens with humanity that was deemed
to beinferior. At this point intime Beemenswaslaying plansfor overthrowing the Imperid rule of Temple
andwith some luck and God'swill perhaps sowing the seeds to destroy the Empireitsef. Beemenswasa
lunatic, but history is replete with lunatics who have causedthe desths of millions.

"Purifying our Temple will befutile without control of our own planetaryshield to hold the Empire at bay,
we must congtruct our own device," Beemensexplained quietly.

"The device at the Imperid compound cannot be taken, it hasfail-safe salfdestruct circuits, any attempt to
saizeit will render it into so much dag." Erik Stromewas Beemens strategist and was as much of a
madman as Beemens was. " Thetechnology is closay held by the navy, so far our people have been
unable to gainaccessto it on any planet. The security isjust too tight.”



"So how closely held isthe shidd'sinventor?' Beemens asked.

"He's a the Emperor's side dmost congtantly!" Strome exclaimed.

"Almost congtantly. Sir lan can be taken if the right care is used. Anyonecan be made to cooperate with
theright sort of persuasion.”

The Sun Paace

HM S Pers phone was one of the smallest of the Imperia yachts, it settledwith room to spare onto the
vast forecourt of the royal residence. There were onlyfour people to welcome Ellen Murphy, the only
four people who really mattered toher on Earth. Jeremy stood tugging at the collar of hisfirst forma shirt,
Alex had onan actua dresswith a pattern of soft pastel flowers, sheloved it dearly.

lan and the Emperor stood just behind the two smdll children as Ellen wasescorted down Persiphone's
ramp by the vessdl's captain. Daniel managed toresist the urge to say the hell with dignity and to run and
meet hisfirst love. Somedistance from his Emperor the naval officer stopped and bowed to correctly
kissEllen's hand goodbye, another bow to the Emperor signaled Ellen to proceed onher own. Ellen wasa
nervouswreck with al of the attention but she treasured themoment and awayswould.

"Hi, 99" lan spokefirg.

"Hi yoursdlf, braincase."

Ellen then correctly bowed toward her Emperor, Danid felt awkward as dwayswhen someone closeto
him showed the proper respect in public.

"Your Mgesy."

"Hdllo, Ellen. We come to the house of confusion,” Danidl began, " say hi toJeremy and Alex."

Danid gently prodded the two children forward, they had been carefully instructedabout whom Ellen was
and to not be afraid or shy. They weren't redly afraid butthey were dtill rather shy asthey tentatively
stepped forward. Ellen bent down andgently kissed each of the waifs on their heads, their smilestold
everyone that theyapproved of this new person.

Danid could hold back no longer and moved to embrace lan's Sister and histrue love. lan managed to
withhold his usud rude remarks as Ellen and theEmperor scored high marksin the hug and kiss
competition. Alex and Jeremymanaged some not very discreet giggles, something they were doing more
of asoflate.

Ellen'srooms at the palace could have accommodated severd medium szefamilies, Danidl had placed
her next to lan'srooms. At the Emperor's directionthere would also dways be afemae Imperid agent
nearby, he wanted nowhispered words of improper behavior. Ellen was no Rebecca, this
arrangementsuited her just fine.

The girl nearly passed out when she walked into the room sized closet tosee where her maid had hung
her modest wardrobe. Ellen's clothes were all therealong with several dozen crestions from the current
elite of women's (and girl's) fashions. All of the designers had hopes that the Emperor's ‘girl’ would be
seenwearing one of their creations.

Dinner wasavery quiet and private get together, neither Daniel nor anyoned se cared very much for large
formal affairs, besdesthey weredl just family. Thepeople serving dinner were minimized, just put it on

the table and welll do fine, andthanks. Using proper utensilswas ill an orded for Jeremy and Alex, Ellen
satbeside the younger girl and gave gentle pointers during the meal. Fingers werearound before forks and



no one chided the younger onesif they became tooimpatient with learning proper manners.

Alex and Jeremy wereimmediately taken with Ellen, Danid and lan felt abitmiffed at their seeming
preferencefor the girl. At some point in the evening itoccurred to Danid that Ellen would some day make
an excellent mother. Would hemake agood father?

| think so, in away he dready was.

After dinner everyoneretired to the Emperor's quarters, Alex and Jeremywere alowed an hour watching
aperfectly sappy vid about afamily of field mice, itwas good to see them smiling and laughing. Bath time
waan't quite the disaster itusudly was, Ellen seemed to have anatura ingtinct for handling small and
sogpyhumans. Thefemae of the species hasit's own specia taents, perhaps talentsmore important than
those of the mae. Raising children is probably mankind'sgreatest mission, everything elseisjust security,
support and supply operations.

"Seeyou in the morning, are you up to apicnic?' Daniel asked.

"Sure," Ellen replied, "where are we going?'

"My surprise. Good night.”

Y esthey kissed, quitewell actualy. They were getting better at it.

The female agent was a good way down the wide hall and managed to bepreoccupied with a hangnall.

North American Continent - The Redwood Coast

There were no treeslike thison New Albion, or Home Nest. The massive lifeforms had survived war
and pedtilence, stupidity and genius. The giant redwoodsmeasured their time in centuries, the small beings
gtanding at their base would begonein an instant.

"They're huge!" lan voiced what everyone felt. Thiswas dso Danid'sfirstvigt to the dmost sacred
groves. They dl stood in silence for atime before the lureof the deep green forest drew them further
away from the cool foggy beach theyhad landed on.

The Emperor had flown the shuttle himsalf, none of his security team couldfind agood reason for him not
to, after all he was till the best damn pilot in theF egt. Escort craft orbited at afar distance, ground
security kept well away and asinvisible asthey could manage.

"lsawamousel sawvamouse!" Alex and Jeremy still tended to speak in asupersonic blur when excited, the
gmall girl had remembered the vid she had seenthe night before.

"That was chipmunk | believe," lan explained correctly.

"Ithadafuzzytail!" Jeremy quickly added.

"They look like arat with extrafur to me," Danid offered.

He had seen the small animals at a distance at the Summer Palace and hadstudioudy avoided them.
"They attack in packs you know," Ellen said in al seriousness.

"Redly?' Danid had bought it all.

"They go straight for your eyes," Ellen continued,"if we see more than onewed better run for it."
Danid findly redlized he had been had, he redlly needed to do some muchneeded studying about his
fellow mammas. Cow farms? Growing up in atradingvessd rather insulated one from most of nature.

The hike brought them into warm sunlight filtered through gapsin the greencanopy, the stream they
followed widened and formed asmall pool. A good placefor the smple lunch they carried in their



knapsacks.
"Playinthewater!" Alex and Jeremy exclaimed in stereo. They were rapidlylosing much of their fear of

water, they had even been persuaded to wade in theshallow end of one of the pools at the Sun Palace.
"Okay, for alittle while, then we have lunch. I'm starved,” Daniel agreed.

Both of the small refugees from war were out of their shoes and clothesin ablur, theicy water raised the
decibel level consderably. By some unspokenagreement Danidl, 1an and Ellen just elected to St and
watch the two splashingwood elves, it didn't seem quite proper somehow to undress and join them. At
thistime in human history it wouldn't have been deemed at dl improper to be nude inthis setting, al the
sameit didn't seem quite right between lan, his sster andDanidl.

"l have some grim news, I'm afraid,” Danid said in aserioustone.

"What'swrong?' It was Ellen'sturn to swalow the bait.

"It'sjust awful, two daysfrom now." Daniel looked away asif in terribleanguish.

"What isit?" Ellen was close to panic by now, lan wasn't looking too cameither.

"The Roya Opera Company's opening night of the season, "We' areexpected to attend, it'straditiond.”
Danid'sgrin told them they had been totallyhad. Pay backs, you know.

Ellen whacked mankind's Emperor on the back of his head, 1an offered hissympathies.

"Y ou poor devil, | hear great boredom can actudly drive people insane.”

"Then well go crazy together, you're both coming with me."

"Noway! | have alow pain threshold where caterwauling isinvolved.” landidn't like thelook in Danid's
gyesat all.

Ellen rather fancied theidea. A night a an actua opera, al of those beautifulclothesin her closet at the
palace. What to wear?

“I'mnot going!" laninssted.

"Yesyou are, "We have decided. If need be Imperial Marines will transportyou.”

"Well, shit!" lan knew he was defeated.

"And mind your tongue, thereisalady present,” Daniel rather enjoyedseeing lan squirm like this, misery
loves company.

"That's no lady, that'sjust my dopey sister!"

Ellen and Daniel looked at each other and nodded their heads. |an thendiscovered that the water in the
pool wasfar too cold for svimming.

Alex and Jeremy approved of lan's sputtering and echoed his funny words.

"Ohghitohshitohshit!!"

Alex and Jeremy were the subject of a meseting that Danid, Ellen and Ian dlattended the next day. The
two children were not unique among the pets that thesnakes had held, in away they were not completely
human in the way thet theirbrains functioned.

"They are not retarded, they are both very intelligent,” began Doctor Huntz,"it'sjust that their minds do
not totally function in the way that a child their ageshould, or even any human for that matter.”

"What are you saying, doctor?' Daniel asked.

"Sire, in some ways we believe that they may reason and processinformation somewhat like their captors
might do."

"They think like Snakes?' Danid was clearly irate by now.

"No Sire, forgive meif | gave that impression. They have had to adapt toconditions that no human was
designed for, avery young person'sbrain isaverypligble thing, it can rewire itself as conditions demand.”
"Canthey...will they ever be normd?’

"We believe that they will adapt once again, they are fill very young. Butthere will dways be some
element in their makeup that is unique, even somewhatalien in nature.” Huntz was not at al comfortable



telling his Emperor this, alot of itwas just conjecture and consensus opinion. Therewasno red
precedence in anyof the medicd literature for this sort of thing.

"Recommendations?' Danidl asked.

"Lovethem, be patient with them. They may surprise usdl with what theybecome.”

"We do love them, doctor. We will be patient.”

Chapter Four
Missing

A night at the opera. Ellen loved it, Daniel actudly liked it, lan decided thathe might have possibly been
wrong about operain generd. Everyone smiled. Jeremy and Alex were wisely spared the whole thing
and were sound adeep intheir bed.

Aida The music and lyrics were timeless, the sets and costumes conveyedan age long past. Thethree
young peoplein the Imperial box were painfully awarethat as much attention was being paid to them asto
the opera.

"We should have dl brought red clown noses and put them on after theopening scene,” lan suggested ina

whisper.

The designer of Ellen's gown was made public by one of the Imperia pressstaffers, it was only fair, the
gown wasworth afortune for it's materials alone. Thefashion world would be in abuzz the next day, it
had been along time since therehad been so young and pretty of afemae at the sde of an Emperor.

Danid and his guests broke another tradition that evening by goingbackstage after the performanceto
congratulate the cast of the opera. lanmanaged to get his face on the vids for making the mistake of
testing the heft of oneof the cast's spears and for looking very silly in the process.

Despite Ellen's visting and himsdf trying to oversee Alex and Jeremy'sreentry into humanity, there were
gtill many officia duties on Danidl's schedule. Asuccessor to the throne should be named and soon. Past
events had shown thatlife can be very tenuous and fleting, the Empire needed continuity in the
eventsomething should happen to the current Emperor. A number of very senior Heetofficerswerein the
pa ace briefing room, including the Admira of The Fledt.

"l...We need some help on thismatter,” Daniel began,"alist of naval andmarine officerswho have
distinguished themsalves during the war will be a goodplace to sart. Heroism shouldn't be the only
qudification, We need people whocan lead, who know how to get things done, who can organize.”

"Did Y our Magesty have any thoughts...anyonein mind yet?" Asked theMarine Commandant.

"No, that isthe problem. We would name Sir lan in aflash but despite hisgreat contributions to the war
effort heisnot aleader. lan would be thefirgt to tellyou that, it does him some grest credit that heisn't a
mean enough son-of-a-bitchfor thejob."

This response drew some chuckles and smiles from the officers around the gresttable. The new Emperor
was an easy person to talk to and an easy person to like. The officers aso knew that the young Emperor
could indeed be a mean son-of-abitch when the Situation called for it.

The meeting ended with a short briefing by ajunior (and nervous)intelligence officer concerning the
dtuaionon Temple.

"Our effortsto get an agent into the inner leadership of The Children have sofar been atota failure. The
last man we sent in has Smply disappeared. There areal o some reports about large purchases of surplus
military equipment forrendering into scrap. Temple hisno large industria base, the need for scrap



wouldseem abit odd.”

"Arethe purchaseslegd?' Danidl asked.

"YesYour Maesty, weapons are stripped from al of the craft and groundequipment before being sold
assurplus”

"Could new weapons be reingtdled?’

"Of course, Your Mgesty. They would be very difficult to come by and veryillegal to purchase but it
could be done. Thereis one other disturbingdevel opment.”

"Weredl ears, Captain,” Daniel prompted.

"It ssemsthat The Children have been attempting to recruit recentlydeactivated pilots and support
personnd, they have offered very good pay and afew people are believed to have signed on with them.”
"Who would do that?* Daniel asked.

"Single unattached men. Perhaps some with a gripe againgt the Empire,some with no immediate
employment offers. A great many men are beingdischarged or sent to reserve units, some of them will be
at loose ends until theycan be assmilated into the civilian job market.”

Daniel thought for amoment, what in the hell were those fanatics on Temple up to?

"Do you have any opinions asto The Children's plansfor these men?’

"Y our Mg esty, the current Named Priest isto put it mildly, acompleteegomaniac and atotal fanatic.
Intelligence believes that some sort of confrontationwith the Empireis brewing, they may want to bresk
away entirely, by forceif needbe.”

"But surdly they must know that they have no chance of success?'

"They may think otherwise, Y our Mgesty.”

They did indeed think otherwise.

That evening Danid had a short discussion with lan about the Situation onTemple. lan'slogical brain
could often see asmple solution to athorny problem.

"Intelligence hasn't been able to get someone on theingde, | guess they'repretty hard to fool on Temple,”
Danid explained.

"A pilot would be the best bet then?' 1an asked.

"Y es, but someone with amind for the devious, someone nasty with alot ofbrass.”

"Whereis Endggn Starling these days?" 1an asked with awicked grin.

lan wasindeed agenius. Tomorrow morning would find Ensign Starling

facing his Emperor.

Ensgn Heywood Langston Starling was at the moment still making thosearound him miserable on board
HMS Thunder. Starling was by now a competentpilot but he had always seemed to bein just thewrong
position when things got toohot in combat. He had afine sense of sdf preservation and agenera
contempt forjust about everyone. An early morning summons to the Captain's day cabin couldnot be
good news.

"Now what doesthat fat fuck want?" Starling wondered after heacknowledged the call.

"Thishasjust arrived by Imperia courier, for your eyesonly.” Thunder'sCaptain handed the wax sedled
envelope to Starling, the impression in the waxwas the Emperor's persond chop, agryphon. Starling
opened the parchmentdocument with some foreboding, was Grayson findly going to ruin him?
Themessage wasin the Emperor's own hand.

"Enggn Starling, your presenceis requested a your earliest convenience -Grayson.”

Now what the hell did that mean? Starling did know that when the Emperor said "atyour earliest
convenience" it meant get your assright over here.



"Sir, | amto report to HisMagesty at once, may | have the use of one of theshuittles?!
"Yes. May | ask what the Emperor wants of you?"

"My gpologies, gr. I'm not at liberty to disclosethat.”

"l see. Y ou were once shipmates with His Mg esty, weren't you?”

"Yesdr, wewere good friends actudly.”

Danid had chosen his spy extremely well. Starling could lie easier than he couldbreathe.

lan had opted out of the meeting with Starling, he was close to abreakthrough on a method to penetrate a
defensive shidd. Besides, lan redlydetested Starling.

A marine escort led the naval ensign from his shuttle and into the vastimperia paace, Starling was too
nervous to very much appreciate hissurroundings. At last the final doors were opened, his escort
motioned Starling toproceed on his own. The Emperor was standing at the window watching Jeremyand
Alex playing with Ellen in the garden below. Danid braced himself and thenturned to greet hisleast liked

person.

"Ensggn Starling, we meet again. Be at ease, no ceremony.”

Starling bowed properly before replying.

"Thank you, Sire." Therewasjust the dightest bit of contempt in Starling'svoice, but then there dways
was.

"Come and sit. We have aneed for your talents."

"My tdents, Sire?'

"Y es, We need aspy with brassbals and an atitude. Y ou fit the bill."

"A sy, Sre?'

"An undercover agent, if you will. Thisisvoluntary, thereis some seriousriskif you accept. Good things
will come your way if you are successful.”

The Emperor now had dl of Ensggn Starling's attention.

"Firg, let us both acknowledge the obvious. We despise one another on apersonal basis. For this matter
we need to set that aside as much as possible, canyou do that?' Danidl asked.

Starling seemed almost decent in hisreply.

"I bedieve so, Sire. What exactly did you havein mind for me?"

"Thereisasdituation developing on Temple, We bdieve that thereis thepossibility of an action by The
Children'sleadership to sever tieswith the Empire,an armed rebdlion if you will."

"Thoserdigious assholes!" Starling thought, and then doud, "And | wouldbe doing...?'

"They aretrying to hire on discharged pilots and flight support personnel ,you would be such apilot. We
would need you to get as close to the leadership asyou can manage, try to find out just what the hell they
have planned.”

"l have no experience asa spy, Sire."

"None of Our intelligence types are quaified Falcon pilots. Y ou have thewits and nasty disposition for the
job. AsWe said before thisistotally voluntary onyour part, if you decline this meeting never happened.
Wewill not causedifficulties to comeyour way if you refuse.”

"Y ou mentioned "good things coming my way if | were successful, Sre?!

"Wedid. A promotion to Senior Hight Lieutenant, commendations written inmy hand. It will pain Usto
do so but Wewill seetoit that you are rewarded.”

"Andit | fall, Sre?' Starling was starting to try Daniel's patience.

"Y ou will probably be dead. All We need is an honest effort, EnssgnStarling.”

Starling weighed his optionsfor avery long moment. Postwar promotionswere damned hard to come by,
commendations from the Emperor himself wouldassure future promotions. Still, there wastherisk.



"If We could have an answer today, Ensign.” Daniel was remembering whyhe hated this ass so much.
"| accept the assgnment, Sire. | am at your disposa.”

"Good." Daniel rose and came around the ancient desk, Starling was justiate enough in rising to badly
bend protocol, as usud. Daniel offered an envelopeto his snotty acquaintance.

"Takethisdirectly to Admira Winston a Fleet for amore detailed briefing. Y our fake discharge will be
forthcoming, We know that you can manage to besuitably outraged and will have colorful thingsto say
about the Empire andOursdif."

"That | will, Sre"

"Then thismesdting isover, Enggn.”

Starling snapped to attention and bowed properly before leaving, as he neared thedoor Danid called
after him.

"Oh Sarling!"

"YesSre?'

"Good luck."

"Thank you, Sire."

"Onemorething, Starling."

"Sre?'

"WEell till be watching you."

lan was very much in demand to lecture at universities. He was limitedabout what he could say about his
shield theories but there were other areas thatinterested him. lan decided to accept an invitation from the
Roya College of Applied Science, he would be speaking about faster than light navigation theory.

"It'sjust once aweek for the next month,” lan explained to Danid, *some ofthe best people in navigation
theorieswill bethere”

Daniel nodded in agreement, after al 1an wasn't tied to the Emperor's coattails, hewasfreeto lead his
ownlife

"I'll send d ong some security people with you, just to keep the pantingfemaes away.”

"There's not redly any need for that, physicslecturesrardly turn violent,” lanexplained.

"Humor me. Y our brain has some vauable bits and pieces.”

"Yes, Your Clumsiness.” lan knew better than to argue the point.

Ellen wanted very much to go shopping in Paris (it was still called thet). Danidl didn't see the need but
then he only had the average ma€'s understandingof the femae mind, perhapsless.

"Anything you want you can have sent here, you have tons of clothesin thatwarenouse of acloset,”
Danid argued, to no avail.

"I wanted to get afew thingsto take back to New Albion, something nice formother. A few thingsfor the
next school year." Ellen replied with enormous eyes.

"Parisisvery expensve," Danid wasfighting arear guard retredt.

"I have some money I've saved up, you don't haveto pay." Ellen wasswitching from sad eyesto pout
mode. Danidl hoisted the white flag.

"All right, but I'm coming aong so that you don't get carried away."

"Won' that cause abig fuss?'

"Incognito. Well go in unmarked fliers, I'll wear abeard and ahat.”

Ellen smiled and hugged the grinning Danid, if (when) they ever married it wouldprobably be Ellen who
ruled the Empire.

Security had afit but followed the Emperor's orders.



Pais

The money that Ellen had managed to save up wouldn't buy socks andunderwear in The City of Lights.
Danid gently pressed an Imperia Bank ‘card' intoher hand as the wide-eyed girl led him through the first
gppardl establishment.

"I didn't want to take your money," Ellen whispered.

"I could buy thecity if | wanted to, just buy anything you want and enjoyyourself." Daniel could indeed
buy the city with just petty cash.

"Areyou sure?' Ellen had dways had to count her every penny.

"Very sure. | need to show you the Empire's jewels sometime, you wouldn'tworry so much then.”

"l need some under thingsfirgt, you sit herefor afew minutes.” Ellen hadconsigned Danid to 'shopping
with afemae hell’, hewould regret his decision tojoin this shopping expedition, he dready did.

Imperid security wasin asimilar predicament, it would be atrying day for al. Sofar the store's staff had
no clue about whom their young customers were. The fewsecurity people who cameinside werein
civilian clothes dso and tried to look likebrowsing customers.

There were the usua chairsfor bored husbandsto use, Daniel picked one atrandom and commenced his
thumb twiddling. A middle-aged couple seemed to beengaging in some subdued bickering asthey
entered the expensive and veryexclusive establishment, the man seemed to give up in disgust and took a
seatnear Daniel. Security missed none of this and started to move toward the man,Daniel used one of the
subtle hand signal's (ear tug) that told his bodyguardseverything was fine, stay put. Just the same hands
were kept on conceal edweapons.

"Women!" Jacob Bascom had been just about shopped to death, this wasday two for him.

"Can't livewith them....," Daniel began.

"Can' live without them," Bascom replied with atired smile.

"Thisismy first shopping expedition with my girl," Daniel said, "thisisjust thefirst store and alreadly |
think | have made abig mistake."

"Then you're learning an important lesson early in life son, from now on justgive her dl of your money and
runfor your life”

"Yet hereyou are, Sr?' Danid replied.

"I'm avery dow learner. My name's Jacob Bascom, and who might you beyoung sir?”!

"Danid. Areyou vigting Earth, Sr?"

"I guessit shows, doesn't it. Were from Heartland, I've been promising themissus atrip to Parisfor
twenty years. Do people ever tell you that you're a deadringer for the Emperor?”

"| get that alot, some people even bow. Are you abusinessman, Sir?"

"Y egh, metd recyding and military surplussaes.”

Serendipity.

"l know some people who do that. | guess with the war being over you havealot of busness?'

"Too much. | just closed abig sale and decided to spend some of the profitson thistrip.”

"What sort of sale, Sr?’

"Decommissioned navd fighters and assorted spares. Some smdll shuttlecraft.”

"Who would want used fighters?' Danid smelled agold mine of informationhere.

"Thoseloonies on Temple, they said they were starting up asmadl lightindustrid operation. Converting
fightersinto fagt civilian craft.”

Danid's probing conversation was interrupted by Ellen's need for advice.



"What do you think, thered or the blue sweater with this skirt?" Ellen wasdeep into a shopping trance by
now.

"| likethe blue." Daniel replied.

"But the red has such anice pattern, are you sure?'

Five minutes later Ellen had finaly vanished back into the changing area. JacobBascom had some more
advicefor Danidl.

"Never actudly say you like something, it dwaysturnsinto an argument.”

"I can see. What do you say?"

"Tdl her that they both look redlly nice, shewont listen to your opinionanyway.”

"Thanks, I'll remember that. Those fighters you were talking about, whathappens to the wegpons and
suff likethet?'

"Oh, the military pullsout al of that crap before| ever seeit. Y ou seem veryinterested in the scrap
businessfor ayoung kid?'

Danid only nodded and casudly scratched his head, another signal that broughttwo agents before themin
anindant.

"Your Mgesty?" Agent Boca bowed quickly, one hand ready to pull out hisweapon.

Jacob Bascom amost had a coronary.

"You are...Your Mg..." Bascom managed to stand and bow awkwardly, tryingto imagine how he had
managed to be so damned stupid.

"Our gpology's sit, please sit back down. We may have need of yourassistance on a matter of some
importance. Will you be able to have dinner withOurself and some other people thisevening?'

"|... Of course, Your Mgesty. But what can...?"

"Y ou have some knowledge about Temple, you may be able to do a servicefor the Empire.”

Bascom's better half took this moment to regppear wanting the usua unheeded opinion about the frock
she had on. Danidl politely stood as shemodeled for her dumb struck husband, she seemed oblivious
about the boy andthe two muscular agents.

"It looksredly nice, Maam." Danid offered.

"Thank you dear. Jacob, what do you think?'

"l agreewith HisMgesty."

It took amoment before Eleanor Bascom realized what her husband had said andwho was standing
beside him, then of course she fainted.

There was some considerable excitement for afew moments, the securityteam's medica specidist
quickly revived Bascom's supine wife. Ellen regppearedin yet another skirt and sweater combination. The
owner of the establishment andall of the clerks seemed to be bumping into one another, not knowing
which way tojump. So much for incognito.

Order eventually prevailed. The Bascom's were dispatched in a cab to theirhotel, they would be picked
up a fivefor the shuttle flight to the Sun Palace. Danidendured two more clothing stores and one shoe
boutique beforefindly pullingrank.

"Enough! Well need acargo shuttle asitid"

"l fill need somethingsfor thewinter!" Ellen put on her best sad puppyexpression.

"Pariswill till be heretomorrow if they can restock it in time! My war woundsare acting up, | could
collgpse a any moment now."

"Y ou poor swestie," Ellen kissed him gently on his cheek, "let's get you backfor a nice nappy-poo.”
"Thank you, dear."

Ellen would do some considerable more shopping in the following days, Imperiaagents would earn their
pay. In truth her purchases were fairly modest cons deringthe unlimited funds she had accessto. Danid
would be occupied with othermatters during her next shopping trips, any matters he could find.



It was five on the dot as Jacob and Eleanor Bascom stood at the entrance totheir hotel. A shiny black
shuttle with the Imperid crest on it's Sde was waiting forthem and was attracting alot of attention.

"Jacob Morris Bascom, just what have you got usinto thistime?”

"I don't know dear, but | think we'd best not be late and keep our hostwaiting.”

"My God, what will people say when | tell them | had dinner with theEmperor?' The woman wasin need
of some light sedation or a tiff drink.

"They won't believe you. Come on, theré's acrowd gathering.”

A firg visit to the Imperid Sun Palace can be smply overwheming. Danidplayed the good host by
meeting the Bascom's as they disembarked the shuttle. The man and woman managed a proper bow as
Danid bid them welcome.

"Welcometo Our house. Please relax and be at ease, no ceremony.”

Relaxing was not too likely, till the pair managed outward calm.

"We are s0 very honored to be here, Your Maesty...Sire," Jacob Bascomreplied.

"Y ou may haveto pay for your supper, We have afavor to ask of you later."

"l am at your service, Sire”

"Let'sgo meet therest of the gang, Jeremy and Alex may bealittle shy atfirg.”

It seemed to the Bascom's like they were just talking with ayoung family friendrather than the Emperor of
The New Empire.

Alex and Jeremy gpproved of the new people, so did lan and Ellen. After thesmple but elegantly
presented medl it wastimeto get down to the object of theevening.

"Maam, may We be s0 rude as to make off with your husband for awhile?"

"If I get him back later on, Sire.”

"That you will, maam. Thank you."

Jacob followed the Emperor for ashort distance into an adjoining Sittingroom, the menin civilian clothing
who rose to meet and bow before them could benothing but military intelligence types.

"Let'sdl St and be at ease,” Daniel began, "everyone spesk their minds, noceremony.”

For along moment after everyone sat, Bascom felt like aknown crimina, everyonewas staring a him.
Danid broketheslence.

"We need you to sell someillegal weapons, Mister Bascom.”

A careful background check had been done on Bascom in record time, he was anhonest businessman
who played by the few rulesthat there were.

"Sre?’

"Before we proceed any further, We must ask your absolute discretion aboutwhat is discussed here."
"Of course, Sire. | must say thisisdl just abit intimidating.”

"We gpologize for that. Can you establish contact with your customers onTemple and delicately offer
them someitemsfor sdethat are, shal we say, not onyour listed inventory?'

Bascom nodded in agreement before asking the obvious.

"What sort of items, Sire?"

"Faconrail cannonsand particle beam guns.”

"Those are very forbidden items, Sire.”

"Charge them avery high price, you can keep everything from the sde.”

"How will | comeinto these'items, Sre?"

"Therewill beasmall newsreleasein afew days about alarge munitionstheft on Britannia, when you
have returned to Heartland there will be further detailsfor you a one, then you make your offer."

"l see. And if my customers aren't interested, Sire”?”"

"Wethink they will be, if not you will have Our thanks for your help in this"



"My family....?"
"Will be afforded the protection of the Empire until this matter isresolved, sowill you."
"Then| amyour willing servant, Sire.”

Temple

"Sir lanwill be giving a series of lectures a the Roya College of AppliedScience over the next month.
His security will very likely be minimd, we can takehim and have him off-planet in the space of an hour.”
"Without being traced?' Asked The Named Priest.

"No departure planswill befiled for our vessel, once in non-space there isno tracing any vesse.”

"That snot nosed little shit of an Emperor will wet his pants when hisplaymate disappears. This planet will
be shield protected and free of Imperia contamination by the time they put two and two together.” The
Named Priest wasnothing if not confident.

Britannia

There are smal unused nooks and cranniesin just about every device ofany size. All of the wespons that
were going to be 'stolen’ from the Imperia munitions and supply base would have miniature trangoonders
ingtalled. When thetransponders received the correct coded signal they would reply with the
electronicequivadent of "herel am!”

The Sun Paace

Jeremy was finally talked into ahaircut, hisdark brown hair was aslong asAlex's. It was a big moment
for the boy, one that he passed with aminimum of fuss.

"Fedscold!”

"Say it dowly, Jeremy," Danid prompted.

"It fedscold.”

"Of courseit does, but now you look like a proper boy should.”

"Dollook... Do | redly look al right now?"

"Y ou have always|ooked al right Jeremy, now you look even better.”

Danid and Ellen were rewarded with one of the boy's mile-wide smiles. Alex gentlytouched her small
counterpart's head and added her comment.

"It looksgood! Can | have my hair cut off too?"

Ellen fielded thet one.

"It's proper for agirl to have longer hair, Alex. We can shorten yours alittleifyou want, but | think it's
very pretty theway itisnow.”

The smadl girl'slong black hair was indeed beautiful, aproper diet and addedsupplements had brought
out it'sluster and fullness.

"Don'tcut...Don't cut it off, please!™ Jeremy pleaded.

That settled the matter.

An unsettling message was delivered to the Emperor that afternoon,Jeremy’s surviving relatives had been



located.

"Hisuncle?' Daniel excdlamed.

"Yes Sire, submitted DNA samplesindicate adefinite family link. It seemsthat Jeremy'sfamily emigrated
from Skye when he was about one year old, theysettled on Aspen where hisfather worked for amining
concern.” The Emperor'sChief of Staff hated these sorts of meetings.

"What are...what does his uncle wish to do?"

"Heiscdaming Jeremy asfamily, Sre"

"He can't have him." Daniel'stone and cold stare told the COS that this wasnot a point to object to.
"Sire, it seemsthat Jeremy's Uncle and hiswife are at this moment enrouteto Earth. They have obtained a
legd writ from the Imperid Court on Skye namingthem guardians of the boy. Will you wish to meet with
them when they arrive?’

"We do not wish to meet with them, but We will. Alex and Jeremy simplycannot be parted, it would
destroy both of them."

"Thereis some consderable lega precedencefor hisunclesclam, Sire.”

"Wearethefina court. Jeremy stays here."

"YesSire, if | may be so bold | agree with you completely.”

"Y ou may be so bold, and thank you."

"Well surel" lan muttered to himself. Therewas afarly smple way to matchpolarity frequencies with two
defensive shields. A vessd could merge fields andmove insde the larger planetary shield. lan scribbled
some quiick notes on a padand dictated an ideafor the detector circuits before leaving for hisfirst

lecture.

Thelecture hall was packed. lan fet afew (alot) of butterflies as he peeredout through a partially
opened door at the assembly of the few people on the planetwho could begin to understand what the
lecture was about. Not al of the peopleinthe hal were concerned with navigation theories, three of them
were taking noteson lan's movements and his security team's procedures. Today's lecture would
bewithout incident, also the next one. Intime al of the Named Priest's planswould befindized and lan

would smply disappear.

Malcolm Walker and hiswife Megan were not by any means bad people forwanting Jeremy. Macolm's
brother and al of hisfamily, save for Jeremy, werekilled when the Snakes attacked and seized Aspen.
Theboy wasal that they hadleft of abig part of their extended family. The fact that they had used agood
part oftheir savings to make the trip to Earth showed serious intentions, to face theEmperor himself witha
court order demanding Jeremy back took someconsiderable grit.

The Emperor aso had some considerable grit and the Emperor wasthe law.

"What arethey like?' Daniel asked his COS. The Walker's were waiting inthe outer receiving rooms.
"They seem quite ordinary people, Sire. They are of course nervous aboutthis meeting, they seem very
determined.”

"Shit"

"Indeed, Sire."

They were indeed ordinary peoplein an extraordinary situation. Ma colmand Megan Walker bowed in
the correct manner when the Emperor waked into theroom. Daniel was determined to be civil with them,
he was a so determined not topart Alex and Jeremy.

"Welcome, be at ease, no ceremony.” Daniel moved to politely shake first theman's hand and then his
wifée's. In most meetings with the Emperor a handshakewas smply not expected or even correct
protocol.

"Thank you for seeing us, Y our Mgesty." The man was very tense butmanaged to say the words he had



rehearsed in hismind.
"Come and sit, both of you. Thisisavery difficult Stuation, let'sal just talk toone another as people with
amutud interegt.”

Ma colm Walker began the conversation.

"Jeremy isdl that we have left of my brother'sfamily, Sire”

"Heisdso dl that Alexandrahad for four years,” Daniel replied, “they onlyhad each other to maintain
their sanity and humanity.”

"Sire, we do not wish to cause harm to ether of the children, but Jeremy isour flesh and blood, our kin!*
"Heisthat. Jeremy isaso so very much moreto Alex than just kin, the two ofthem are forever linked ina
manner that runs deeper than family. We will neversee them parted from one another, at least not until
they can adapt once moreto lifeas human beings.”

"Wehave alegd order Sire, from the Imperia Court on Skye naming us ashislegad guardian!” Walker
sad foroefully

"Wearethefina court in the Empire,” Danid explained gently, "the boy stayswith Alex. Before you think
too badly of Usyou should see Alex and Jeremytogether, you need to see the way that they need one
another.”

"But Sire, heis my brother's child!" Walker was red in the face and nearlyshouting at the Emperor. At
this outburst four armed palace guards moved silentlyinto the room and stood unseen behind the
Walker's. Danidl tugged casudly onhis ear to sgna the men to hold their place.

"Tread lightly, Sr. There are limitsto Our patience in this matter." Danielgestured toward the guards
behind the Walker's. Ma colm Walker turned as hestood up, four beam pistols were pointed at his chest.

"Macolm! Control yoursdlf, please!" Megan Waker stood beside her bynow very frightened husband,
she then spoke to the Emperor. ™Y our Mgjesty,please forgive my husband. It has been avery trying last
few weeksfor us both."

"We understand that. Let's go see Alex and Jeremy now. | must caution youboth to keep your emotions
under control, the security people here take their jobsvery serious.”

"I gpologize, Your Magesty. | wasout of line speaking to you like that."Macolm Waker seemed to have
regained hissdf control.

Danidl just nodded and let it pass. Thiswas a perfectly awful mess.

It only took afew minutesfor the Walker'sto see what Danidl had explainedto them about Alex and
Jeremy. Both of the children could sense some peril tothem when they were gently introduced to
Jeremy'suncle. Alex hung back alittlgust behind Jeremy's back, neither child would so much as shake
hands with thetwo Strangers.

Ellen had politely greeted the Walker's, she could sense the tensionbetween Daniel and the two adults.
"They're not usudly sotimid,” Ellen explained, "they seem abhit frightenedabout something. We haventt
told them anything about your vist.”

Megan Walker could see why the children were behaving in such away.

"I believe they know why we came here and it frightens them. | think weshould go now, coming herewas
amigeke.”

The woman's husband seemed defeated by now and nodded his agreement.

"Your Mgesty, if you can forgive my words..." Waker began.

"Nothing to forgive, sir. Perhaps We should ask for some forgiveness also,Our guest's usudly don't have
wegpons pointed at them whilein the Stting room.”

"That was my big mouth, Sire. May we part on afriendly basis?'

"Of course, you may comefor avist whenever you wish, the Empire willprovide transportation for you.
Wewill send regular letters and vids of yournephew's progress.”



They did part on afriendly if somewhat strained basis. This had been averybad day al around. Worse
days were ahead.

Port Bremen

Ensgn Heywood Starling (Ret.) had been making himself obnoxiousinevery bar around Earth'slargest
space port, it was arole that he was born to play,he just had to be himself.

"A Facon pilot with eight yearsin the fucking navy and they put me on thebeach! Screw 'em and screw
thet little shit of an Emperor!”

"Watch your mouth, asshole!™ A very large ex-navy rating was tending thebar and very much liked the
new Emperor.

Starling sized up the hulk standing behind the bar and decided to throttle backsome on the insults to the
Empire. He was supposed to hook up with people fromTemple, not get himsalf beaten to a bloody pulp.

Starling felt ahand on his shoulder and akind word in hiseer.

"Let mebuy you aglass, let'sgo St at atable away from thisape.”

"Who the fuck areyou?' The Starling charm was il full on.

"Someone who may have employment for you."

"What kind of employment? I'm not going to push cargo skids around foranyone!"
"How about pushing a Falcon around?’

Starling had findly found hisman.

A day at the beach was avery good day, aholiday from Imperiaresponsbilities, aday for everyoneto
have some mindless fun. The warm clearwaters of the Mediterranean had at first intimidated Alex and
Jeremy, the waterwent all the way to the horizon and was very deep. It wastimefor afirst
swvimminglesson in the buoyant salt water. Daniel remembered hisfirst swimming 'lesson'and proceeded
gently with histwo small charges.

"It'ssobig!" Alex exclamed.

"Sowly," Danid corrected.

"It'ssobig.”

"Yes, but it'sjust water. It will taste sdty and you can float init redly easy. Well dl be right beside both
of you."

lllkw.ll

lan and Ellen were both along on this picnic by the seg, it was Ellen'sfirstreal experience at the seashore
as0. Clothing had been shed without much care,after dl thiswasjust the beach. Still, Daniel could not
help hiseyesfrom lingeringon the Sight of al of Ellen, the girl wasindeed starting to blossom into avery
prettyyoung woman. It took some effort to concentrate on the matters at hand, a pokeinthe ribsby lan
brought him out of his daydream. Timefor lesson number one.

"Wade out alittle way with me, get used to the water," Danid urged.

Both Jeremy and Alex trusted Daniel explicitly by now and each tightly held hishand as he led them into
the water up to their waists.

"Now lean over and put your face in the water for abit, blow some bubblesout of your noses.”

Both nervous children did as directed, much sputtering and squealing resulted. Jeremy surprised everyone
when he suddenly pushed forward in the water andbegan awell-executed dog-paddie, he could swim



after afashion. It was the sort oflesson one never forgot no matter how early in lifeit had been learned.
Aspen had oceans and that memory had findly returned.

Alex was determined to do as her counterpart did, in afew minutes she wasable to imitate Jeremy with
more enthusiasm than skill. The short lesson concludedwith the two children being persuaded to float
camly on their backswith just theirfaces clear of the warm water, small kicks and arm motions
maintained theirpositions.

Sand castles and lunch were the next order of business, that and some talkof what the future held. Ellen
sat between her brother and Daniel on the beachspread. Jeremy and Alex were busy digging avery deep
holein the sand for noapparent reason. Mister Bonk was along for the outing and seemed at alossto
bein the midst of the biggest litter box in the world.

"I can't believe | haveto leavein just one more week, it seemslike | just gothere," Ellen said.

"I've made arrangementsfor a Titan Class nava cargo transport to haul yourshopping home,” Danidl
replied with a perfectly straight face.

Whack!

"The new barn should hold most of it," 1an added.

Whack!

Both boys rubbed the back of their heads and edged away from Ellen alittle.

"When will you be coming for avist, providing | let you?' Ellen asked Danid.

"As soon asmy skull fracture hedlsand | can seethings clearly again.”

"Servesyou right, after al you did give methat bank card,” Ellen sniffed.

"True. Another of lifeslessonslearned.”

Whack!

"Damn, quit that!"

"Thenbenice" Ellen replied with agrin.

Danid caught lan's eye and nodded toward the ocean. Ellen was repaid withbeing tossed into the
Mediterranean, twice.

Lunch did not go to waste, a basket packed with care by the chefs in thepalace kitchen was wondrous
thing to behold. A serious nap wasin order after themeal, Mister Bonk was the first to doze off under the
canvas beach shade. Eventually everyone roused themsalves after alot of pulling and tugging by
Jeremyand Alex, they wanted more svimming lessons.

At days end and as the sun was getting close to the horizon it was findlytime to pull their clothes back on
and return to the palace. They decided to wak themile up through the gardens and woods to the
gleaming white paace. The staffwould collect their picnic things and tidy up the beach.

"I'm going with lan tomorrow for hislast lecture,” Ellen began asthey wakedalong, "mother asked mein
her last message to get some vid of him trying to makesome sense.”

"That'll beafirg," Danid replied.

Whack! 1an had once more committed the capita offense of striking the Emperor.

"Damn! Now he'sdoing it!"

"Thelrish have aviolent history,”" lan explained.

"Youreteling me!”

The security team who had been keeping a distant watch over the group hadto smile at their Emperor's
discomfort. They had dl grown very fond of Daniel andhisfamily, perhapsthey had dso grown just abit
complacent about those whomight do them harm.



"Break aleg!" Ellen said as lan started to walk out onto the lecture stage.

"Huh?'

"| read it somewhere, some sort of ancient good luck wish," Ellen explained.

"Oh. Wdll, thanks. Keep your thumb off the lens”

lan was referring to thetiny vid recorder that Ellen was using, he was even morenervousthistime
knowing that hisfamily would eventudly be watching thislecture.

The lecture went well as usud, lan smply had the best grasp of the mindbending theories of anyone dive.
One of the students in the audience asked aquestion that they had all been advised not to ask.

"Sir lan, could you speak to usin genera terms about your shield theory?”

"No."

End of lecture.

"You cut that last twit off rather short,” Ellen observed after the lecture.

"He knew better than to ask.”

"Isit that secret?'

"Yesitis. If | told you about it | would haveto strangle you.”

"We're twins, how come none of what you had to talk about this eveningmade any senseto me?"
"We fought over the brainswhile we were in the womb, | won."

Whack!

There was ashort walk across the darkened campus to the shuttle, a poorlylit archway proved that
security around the Emperor's family had grown too lax. Seep dartsidenticd to those that had once
made Daniel adave dropped the twolmperia security agentsin their tracks, two more snapping sounds
collapsed Ellenand lan in ahegp beside their guards. A slently hovering civilian shuttle swiftlylanded on
the damp lawn, four figures quickly ran down the unlit boarding ramp.

"What about the girl ?*
"Bring her, she'sthe Emperor'slittle dut and Murphy's sister. Shelll providesome extraleverage.”

Chapter Five

Rage

"l amnot going in theredone! Y ou can facethe music right beside me!™ TheEmperor's Chief of Staff hed
been down this road before with the previous Emperorwhen Daniel had been taken by davers. This new
Emperor had been known tosmply shoot people, and things. The news of Ellen and lan's abduction
would bethe hardest message that the thin, gray haired civilian staffer had ever had todeliver. Thewatch
commander of palace security could aso answer some of thehard questions, it was after dl his people
who had misplaced two of the Emperor'sadopted family.

Danid had givenin to Jeremy and Alex's pleasto stay up until "'Ellenandlan”returned from the evening
lecture. One of the asusud silly vids featuring smalfurry animas had soon put the Emperor to deep, by
thetime it ended his twocharges were curled up against him. Jeremy tended to snore alittle bit.



"Your Mgesty," whispered the COS as he radicaly departed with protocoland actually tugged on the
Emperor's deeve to wake him.

"What?' Danidl jerked alittle as he awoke,

"Sire, adreadful thing has happened, may we speak with you away from thechildren?”’

Danid wasfully awake with those words and nodded slently as he carefullydisengaged himsdlf from the
dtill deeping children.

"Inthere," Danid motioned the two men toward the roya study.

"Sire, thisisso very hard. Sir lan and Miss Murphy have apparently beenabducted as they |eft the lecture
thisevening."

"What are you saying?' Danid distrusted what his ears had just told him.

"It happened on the campus while enroute to their shuttle, Sire. The twosecurity people are ill
unconscious from the deep darts, there are marks on thelawn areathat indicate another shuttle craft of
some sort landed there.”

"Shut down al of the space ports and search them, order dl craft in orbit tohold their positions!” Danidl's
thinking was automatic, the enormity of what had justhappened hadn't really registered with him yet.
"That has dready been done, Sire." Answered Colond Murchison, thesecurity watch officer.

Danid just sat heavily on the ancient leather couch, hismind trying to take inthislatest insult to his sanity.
"Who...who would do this?

"We have no information as of yet, Sire. We do know that the Snakes are notresponsible, they arein
total disarray and do not have any human dliesto adethem in this" Colonel Murchison knew that the
hard questions were ill to come.

Danid's quite tone was aclear sgnd that there would be an accounting forthis nightmare.

"I want the head of the Roya Security Servicesin front of mein one hour. lwant those two guardsin
front of me at the same time and they had better beawake. Put everyone whao's on the Imperid payroll on
dert. | want every citizenwho can dress and feed themselves searching for Ellen and lan.”

Jeremy and Alex were awake and whispering to each other.
"Somethingbad's happened to lanandEllen,” Alex said.
"TdlDanid," Jeremy replied.

"Don'tknow. Maybeweshouldjust begoodandobey.”
"Let'swaitthen.”

"Ikw_"

On board CV Sunflower

The smal cargo vessdl had violated severa traffic control procedures, it'dack of any communicationsfor
over three hours had coded it as a possibledistressed craft. An orbita patrol shuttle was in the process of
closing withSunflower when the cargo vessdl blinked into non-space. The vessdl had filedfd se voyage

papers, fdse everything.

Besidesthe two deeping Murphy twins there were four others who werequite willing to be passengers
and were now a so enroute to Temple. Three Falconmai ntenance retings, recently discharged from the



navy, and one very disgruntledFacon pilot.
If you have been paying any attention at al you know who that pilot was.

The Sun Paace

Marine Brigadier Manfred Hartz was perspiring as he entered the Emperor'sprivate rooms. The two
security agents who accompanied the general were awakeonly due to the high dosage of counteracting
gimulantsin their bloodstreams. Daniel was Sitting quietly behind the massive desk in the dimly it sudy, a
by nowvery famous pistol lay glittering on the desktop. For some reason it occurred to thebrigadier that
the Emperor seemed smdller than the last time he had seen him. Thethree men bowed as one asthey
halted some distance from the desk, the twoagents seemed a bit unsteady asthey stood.

"Your Mgesty, I..."

Daniel held up hishand to signd Hartz to remain silent, he then pointed afinger atthe two wobbly agents.
"Can you two offer Us areason why We shouldn't smply shoot the both ofyou?' Daniel had briefly
toyed with the idea but knew that he smply couldn't do it,these were decent men, they weren't dave
masters or alien monsters. Thepresence of the revolver on the desk did nothing to help the spirits of the
twoagents.

"No, Your Mgesty," answered Agent Bowers, "we et down our guard, wewere doppy...no excuse."
"And you, Genera Hartz, what do you have to offer now that two of thepeople We hold closest to Our
heart have been taken as eadly as plucking a flowerfrom the garden?”

"Thereisafull investigation underway, Y our Mgesty. Wefed that thereisafar chance...”

Danid fairly screamed as he stood abruptly.

"A far chance?'

"Your Mgesty, I..."

"You aredl three dismissed with dishonor from service to the Empire," Danid's voice was under tight
control now, "get out of Our sight and be thankful youstill have your heads."

Danid sat for along whilein the silence of the room after the three disgracedmen had left. What in the
world was he going to tell Ellen and lan's parents? Whatwas he going to tell Jeremy and Alexandrawho
both loved lan and Ellen so much? No one loved them more than himsalf, what would he do without
them?

It wasavery londly night, dark and stormy even.

CV Sunflower

Starling was slently curaing that little Imperial Asshole Grayson, thispig of avessd and hisown stupidity
for ever accepting this asinine assgnment. Thecaptain of Sunflower wasatotd religious nut, Starling'stiny
cabin wasindeed arathole, even the food tasted like war surplus. The only thing that provided any light
inStarling's gppraisa of his Stuation was the promise of "good things' coming hisway if he ever pulled off
thistiresome stunt.

Starling didn't know anything about the two young people in the locked equipmentlocker in the aft cargo
hold.

"lan! Wake up!" Ellen was dill dizzy and alittle nauseous from the effects ofthe deep dart. Her
pummeling of her brother findly had the desired effect.



"Unnh..what'sgoing..?"

"Will you wake up? Shit!" Ellen's proper language was rapidly eroding.

After sometimelan at last managed to St up and take some stock of his dark and dingy surroundings.
"What happened?’ Not lan's most intelligent of questions, but at least to thepoint.

"I think we've been kidnaped or something. | remember seeing the securityguysfaling down, then
something stung my stomach.”

"Metoo," lan agreed, "who would want to grab us?'

"Probably they wanted you, ninny. Y ou're the one with al of the secretsstuffed between your ears.
"And you're the Emperor'sgirl. It'satoss up.”

The Sun Palace

The entire Empire was by now in an uproar. Daniel was aready by far themost popular and beloved of
Emperor'sin thelast four hundred years. lan wasregarded as nothing less than the person who had
delivered mankind's victoryagaing it's hated foe. Ellen wasthe delightful young girl who had captured
theEmperor's heart. In away these were the Empire's children and you don't do harmto peopl€'s children
without incurring aterrible wrath.

lan and Ellen's parents had wanted to come immediately to Earth to be withDaniel, to be somehow
nearer to their missing children. At Danid'sinsstence theMurphy'sinstead found their farm and
themselves guarded by enough Imperia Marinesto hold half the planet. One of the seasona employee's
of the farm wasreturning from town late at night just after the marines had taken up their positionsand was
nearly blown out of the sky. He quit the next day.

Just before boarding the Sunflower, Starling had managed a quick messageof his successto his
controlling agent. For the time being the events on Templewere put on the back burner by the intelligence
community, in due time they wouldagain be on the front burner.

Two days after lan and Ellen went missing there were amillion falsesightings and dead end cluesto sift
through, and nothing else. The Roya Physician had to dmost cdl in the marine guardsto get Danid to
agree to asedative and deep inducer.

"I'mal right!" Danidl snapped at the doctor.

"No Sire, you are not! Y our are not even closeto dl right! Y ou cannot hel pSir 1an and Miss Murphy in
the condition you arein. Y ou need agood rest, | amfully prepared to tackle you and inject thisinto your
roya backsdeif necessary!"

Daniel sagged alittle and glared at his doctor, he was indeed so very tired.

"Dangerous words, doctor.”

"Yes Sire, they areindeed!”

"Very well, youwin. Seeto it that Jeremy and Alex are....”

"Thewill be very well looked after, you know that Sire.”

Danid relented and did as he wastold, he didn't even remember undressing andgetting into bed.

CV Sunflower

"Thisisdisgusting!" Ellen’'s opinion of the stockpiled food was shared by lan.
"Eat it. Emergency raions are designed for their nutritional content and fiberbulk, flavor is not a primary



congderation,” lan explained.

"I dowish you could for just once be alittle lessrational and logica!" Ellen'spatience was wearing abit
thin after three days cooped up with her brother in theequipment locker. The girl desperately wanted a
bath (and needed one), theportable toilet in the locker was starting to redlly smell (so was lan). They had
noprivacy save for what they could afford one another when using the toilet, they werebrother and Sster
but after dl!

"Why arethey keeping usin thisawful place, surely there's a cabin orsomething better on this vessd ?*
Ellen had given up pounding on the door andyelling.

"| suspect they don't want everyone on this tub to know that were on board,”lan replied.

"How do they even know were dill divein here?!

"It stands to reason that there's an observation probe in here somewherethey can be very, very small.”
"What? Do you mean they've been watching usal of thistime?" Ellenwaan't quite screaming thislast
question.

"Very probably.”

Ellen's crude remarks at this revelation surprised even lan.

Starling had gained some measure of trust with the vessal's captain, he hadeven endured one of the man's
tedious sermonsto the crew after the last eveningmed . Boredom had lead Starling to occasiondly
wander about the vessdl, the aftcargo hold was sedled and |ocked.

What did they have back there?

The Sun Paace

Danid was obsessed with finding lan and Ellen, something his COSddlicately pointed out.

"Sire, everything that can be doneis being done. The entire Empireis ondert and searching for Miss Ellen
and Sir lan. There are till other more routinematters for you to attend to, if | may say so."

"l..Wefed so damned helpless” Danid said in disgust.

"Indeed Sire, everyone does. May we devote some time to other matters forawhile? It will make the
waiting go faster and will get some useful work done a thesametime.”

Danid nodded silently, perhapsit would be better than just running about in circles.

"Thereisthe matter of naming a successor Sire, have you finished reviewingthe list submitted by Fegt?!
"Y es. Everyone on thelist seems alot more qualified than Oursdlf. Wewould like to meet with one of
them, the marine lieutenant who took over theground assaullt to retake Port Hammond.”

"Very well Sre, do you wish him informed about the reason for theinterview?!

"No. There's no sensein making the poor guy a nervouswreck."

"Yes Sre. Thereisaso the matter of the discharged veteran's petition forhiring preferences.”

And so it went, keeping busy would mean staying sane.

CV Sunflower

"We're grounding!" lan knew what the low rumble and gravity shift meant.
"But where?' Ellen asked.
"It'sonly been five days, it hasto be somewhere well inside the Empire. Thistub isdesigned for hauling

cargo, not speed.”



"Who would do this? Why?" Ellen's questions went unanswered by herbrother, it was something they had
speculated about endlesdy during the last fivedays.

Starling was glad to be anywhere, the last few days had been endlesstedium broken only by endless
sermons. He would have to somehow get amessage to the Imperia Governor, not that he had alot to
report. Starling washeginning to wonder if thiswas just some sort of diabolica joke being played onhim

by Grayson.

When the door to the equipment locker finaly opened both Ian and Ellenblinked &t the bright light. The
fresh air was wonderful after the stench of the poorlyventilated enclosed space.

"Get out here, now!" Erik Strome recoiled at the foul odor that wafted out ofthe locker.

lan and Ellen held on to one another as they rather unsteadily complied with thebarked order. 1an had
told his S ster to do whatever their captives wanted, hecouldn't bear the thought of his nuisance of asster
being hurt.

"My, my! Thefamous Sir lan Murphy and hisdut of asister! WelcometoTemple." Strome enjoyed his
dutiesfar too much.

"Why arewe here?' 1an managed to ignore the insult to his Sster, it was bestnot to provoke these
bastards.

"Temple has need of your taents,” Strome explained, " cooperate and youwill come to no harm. If you
cause us problemsit will be your sster who suffers.”

Thetaking of lan's Sster was considered a gift from God by The Named Priest, itwould make Sir lan so
much more compliant.

"We need very much to bathe," l1an replied, "some clean clothing is not toomuch to ask for."

"Indeed s0. As| said, you will cometo no harm aslong as you cooperate. Y ou will be treated humanely
and your needswill be seento.”

"What do you want of us?" lan asked again.

"From your sister nothing. Y ou, however, are going to build a planetaryshield device for Temple.”

"l can't dothat." lan knew what lay ahead for them if he refused, Stromeconfirmed hisfears.

"Then your dear Sster will cometo know al of the many types and levels of pain that the human body can
experience, while you weatch."

The Sun Palace

Marine Lieutenant Jacob Asher was as nervous as acat in adog kennel. Why had the Emperor
summoned him, especidly now with dl of the distraction of Sir 1an and his Sster being abducted? The
young marine had aready been highlydecorated for his actionsin the war and waslooking forward to a
groundassignment on Earth where he could be with hisnew bride. Asher was just twentyfour years old.

"If you will follow me, Lieutenant Asher, HisMgesty isin the garden with thechildren.” The COS could
see that the marine wasjudtifiably tense.

"Thank you s, can you tel mewhy His Mg esty wanted to see me of dlpeople?’

"No. Try not to be too nervous, His Mgjesty isavery easy person to talk with. Y ou are certainly not in
any trouble

"Yesgr, thank you for that." Asher till wasn't having much success withreaxing.

The Emperor was engaged in asmal game of hide-and-seek with Alex andJeremy when they were
interrupted by the COS and the marine lieutenant. Thegame was good for the two children, they would
now actually part with one anotherto hide during the play. Danid took note of the visitor and his escort



and called ahdlt to the horseplay, his heart wasn't redlly in the game anyway.

"Y ou two run aong with Migter Clarke," Danid said, "you have your lessonsto work on with Miss
Arkins"

Miss Arkins was the teacher/nanny that Daniel had finally decided upon, she wasrather stern and
no-nonsense, just what was needed to offset the over indulgentEmperor.

At the COS direction the marine proceeded alone and approached theEmperor, bowing correctly at the
proper distance.

"Lieutenant Asher, welcome. Be at ease, no ceremony.”

"Thank you, Sire. | am very honored to meet you but | must confess| am a aloss asto why | am here.”
Danie shook the officer's hand with afirm grip and motioned Asher to walk aongwith him on the path
through the vast and ancient garden.

"We agpologize for the secrecy, if you knew why We wanted you to come hereyou might have headed for
parts unknown."

"If I may ask then, Sire?’

"Let'stak for awhilefirg, lieutenant. Thereésalot to go over.”

Temple

"Don't do what they say!" Ellen whispered to lan asthey were being herdedout of the vessdl and into a
waiting shuttle.

"If | don"t they'll hurt you, very bad.” lan answered.

"I'm tough, don't let them make you do this" Ellen wasindeed atough littlecookie, or at least she thought
shewas.

"Do you think of Danidl asbeing a'tough' person?’ lan asked softly.

"Wdl| sureheid”

"When we were prisoners of the Snakes | had to watch while they beat himwith asmple meta rod. He
was very tough, he held on longer than | think mostpeople could. In the end he was screaming and crying
for mercy, he would havedone anything to stop the pain. | will not see you put through that.”

Ellen was slent for awhile, she had findly grasped just how desperate theirgtuation was.

Starling was d 0 leaving Sunflower. Bad timing by the vessdl's captainallowed him to catch just aquick
glimpse of the two people being rushed down theeft cargo ramp. Starling doubted his sanity, there was
no way that the dim blondeboy he saw could be who thought he was, or the girl who was with him.
"Fuck!" Starling now understood just how important his assgnment was, whythe Emperor himsalf had
named him for thistask. If these nuts on this planet woul dkidnap people so close to the Emperor they
could be capable of anything. He hadto get word to Temple's Imperia Governor somehow. He had to
above al keep hisown hidein one piece!

Starling had no chance at the present to get amessage to anyone, he andthe three ex-ratings were hustled
down the forward ramp to awaiting shuttle. Theshuttl€'s pilot was atight-lipped bastard and smply
ignored Starling's rather acridopinion of thingsin genera and aso hisrequeststo know just wherethe
fuck theywere going. The ex-fighter pilot was beginning to fed abit like he dso had beenkidnaped, his
fear was manifested in making him al the more unpleasant andnasty.

lan and Ellen were also on board ashuttle. They were bound for asmall butfully equipped |aboratory and
workshop deep in one of the forests that coveredmuch of the largely undeveloped planet. 1an would have
every materia thing heneeded to congtruct a planet shield, keeping Ellen safe would provide him



theincentive.

"Where are they taking us?' Ellen asked in awhisper. Both of them wereshackled at the wrist and fedt.
"Probably to some sort of technical facility or something, probably someplaceremote,” 1an replied.
"Maybe we can manage to get away or something,” Ellen was ever theoptimist.

"Don't count onit, just look at that terrain down there, where would we runto?”

"Wehaveto at least try!" Ellen whispered urgently.

"We haveto stay dive. You do exactly asthey say, don't make waves." lanhad seen what could happen
to prisoners, hissigter redly didn't have a clue. Thatwould soon change.

The Sun Paace

Danid spent therest of the day talking with Lieutenant Asher. The marinewas by no meansadunce, it
was dowly sinking in why he had been asked to meetwith his Emperor. After dinner Danid findly said
the words that Asher had beendreading.

"I think you'll do just fine."

"Sre?"

"We are naming you as an heir to the throne. Therewill be othersin the nearfuture.”

"Dear God...please no..." Asher was as pale asaghost.

"Almost my very wordswhen | was named,” Danid explained gently, "I wishthere had been moretimeto
do this. Recent events have shown agreat need for asuccessor to bein the wings."

"But Sire... I'm just amarine ground pounder!”

"And | was atweve-year old ensign who had never shaved. Asamatter offact | till haven't shaved.”
"But my wife, she's pregnant with our firgt child!"

"Then shewill have the very best carein the Empire, your child will neverwant for anything.”

"Sire, | cannot do thig"

"Neither could I. In any event you have no choice in the matter. It isdone,Y our Highness."

Asher sat Slent for sometime trying to take in what had just happened tohim.

"What will | tell Stephanie?* Asher asked rather absently, forgetting for themoment that he was talking
with the Emperor.

"Condgdering her condition perhaps you should bresk it to her gently,” Danielsuggested.

Later that evening after Asher had left, Daniel sat down to compose thesmple hand written letter of
succession. Officia public notice of the naming of aPrince of The Empire would comein perhaps one
week. Danid had to start overon the letter three times, penmanship was never one of his strong points
and hewanted the | etter to look good for the historians. The Emperor sat for awhilelooking at the results
of hisdecision, he wondered as dways just how and why hehad come to find himself in such aplace and
time. No human should have to bearas much responsibility as did the young boy who wastrying to do
right by mankind.

It was S0 very lonely in the palace after Alex and Jeremy had gone to bed. Wherewere lan and Ellen this
night?

Temple

The shuttle carrying lan and his sister landed at dusk in a clear areabetween acollection of small
warehouse-like buildings. There was a high fencecircling the compound and it was obvioudy a powered



fence. Erik Strome had saidnothing to them during the long flight until now.
"All out. Home seet home!”

Holding on to one another for balance, 1an and Ellen shuffled out of the craftand stood looking around
them in the chill of the gpproaching night. The airseemed abit thin, they must have been at ahigh dtitude.
Strome surprised themby unfastening their wrist and ankle shackles, he then gestured at the
surroundingforest.

"The fenceisn't there to keep you in, theres no need for that. The fence isthere to keep the wolves out.”
"Wolves?' lan asked.

"We cdl them wolves, actudly they're much worse than earthly wolves. Children of The Night might bea
better description, most people call them that."

"From Dracula," Ellen added.

"Ah! | seeyou have paid close attention in ancient literature class, dearEllen.” Stromewould have made a
pretty good Transylvanian himsdlf. "Thewolves here run in packs of about two dozen, they'refive feet
high at the shoulder. Don't bother climbing atreeto get away from them, they spend the daylight
hoursadeep in the larger trees of the forests.”

"Wonderful," lan said quietly.

"They are, aren't they?' Strome agreed.

A low, pulsing walil punctuated Strome'slittle talk about the native fauna. Thewolves were waking for
the night'shunting.

lan and Ellen were quite willing to follow Stromeinto the largest of the buildings.

Long hot showerswere provided, it felt so good that Ellen could dmosttolerate the lingering gaze of her
guards as she bathed. Clothing was oversizedwork coverals, but at least they were clean. Their own
clothing was to belaundered for them later. So far they weren't redlly being mistreated at al, even
thesupper placed before them seemed quite edible.

"Maybe | can stretch things out, delay as much as possible,” lan whispered tohis sster asthey sat
together egting the Smple med.

"Do you think they'll ever find us here?' Ellen asked.

"If I know Danid they'll belooking under every rock inthe Empire. If andwhen | ever put together a
working shield for these cregps the Empire will definitdlyknow wherewe are.”

"But how can they get to usif the planet is shielded?!

"Thereisaway, | wasjust sarting to work on it when they grabbed us. All Ihad was some rough notes
and ideasthat | recorded.”

The whispered conversation was interrupted as the guards told them tostand.

"Come on, Strome hasasmall lesson for the two of you." The guard seemedto be enjoying hisjob
entirdly too much. Neither 1an nor hissister liked the ideaofalesson,” whatever it might be. Asthey
entered Strome's office two guardsgrabbed and held lan immobile, two more did the same with Ellen. On
the desk infront of Strome was athin metal ring perhaps eight or ten inches across. A smdlwand-like
device with sudson it lay next to the ring. lan knew what the ring was,Daniel had once worn one of them
on the planet called Bones.

"Sir lan, do you know what thisis?' Strome held up the metd ring.

"Yes. It'san obedience collar, possessing them is an automatic deathsentence.”

"So iskidnaping the Emperor's playmates. In for apenny infor adollar.”

Strome got up and walked around the desk and before 1an could think or try to doanything the collar
was snapped into place around his sister's neck.

"Stop it! You don't need to use that on her, I'll do whatever you ask!" lanpleaded. He knew about the
pain that Daniel had suffered from the hated devices.



"Releasethegirl,” Strom ordered. Ellen stood uncertain about what to do,her fingers exploring the cold
band around her soft neck.

"Please don't!" lan wasfairly begging now.

"I know that you will cooperate, Sir lan. There are however degrees ofcooperation. Thislittle
demongtration will insure that we will receive the highestdegree of your cooperation.”

"No...I"

lan's pleawent unheeded as Strome pressed one of the studs on the smallwand. Ellen screamed like a
wild anima and dropped heavily to the stone floor,her body contorting and twisting in agony. Her evening
meal was vomited onto thefloor, shelost control of her bladder. Strome rel eased the pressure on the
studafter only five seconds, lan was yelling and trying to reach his Sster, the twomassive guards made
that impossble.

"Let him go," Strom told lan's guards. lan dropped down on his hands andknees to try and comfort the
weeping Ellen, sherecoiled at hisfirst touch. It tooksome time for the girl to respond and alow her
brother to hold her in hisarms.

"Hard lessons are learned the best,” Strome chuckled.

lan just glared up at the man, he would have gonefor him save for the fact that theman till held thewand
in hishand.

Chapter Six

Rebdlion

Heywood Starling was more and more regretting hisrash decision to playthe heroic spy. Hewas
nowhere close to getting near the leadership of Temple, sofar he couldn't even get a simple messageto
the Imperial Governor. Theisolatedbase where Starling found himself was cold and lacking any sort of
civilizeddiversons. Thesetight assed psam singers didn't even appreciate the smplebenefits of grain
doohal!

The first shipments of Falcons were well underway to being restored to somesort of combat readiness
when Starling arrived at the base. The fighterswere stillin pretty poor shape by navy standards.

"What apiece of dog shit!" Starling dways cameright to the point.

"The drives are sound, it's been through alot of crap but it will get the jobdone.” Ex-rating Denkinswas a
normal sort of person and took an immediatedidike to Starling.

"And what's the fucking job?" Starling asked.

"Damned if | know, maybe they want to sart their own little war orsomething.”

By now Starling was sure that they intended to do just that. They must know thatthey stood no chance
againg the forces the Empire could mugter. If the Empirecould get to them.

It cameto Starling at last, at least he kept his thoughts to himsalf.

"Shit dmighty! They mean to build their own shidd!”

That was Sir lan he saw and thiswas why they had him!

Starling really had to get amessage ouit.

lan was getting the workshop in order, the equipment and supplies he hadasked for were dueto be
delivered later in the day. Ellen had regained hercomposure but not her salf confidence. The girl wasvery
quiet as she helped herbrother where she could to get the workshop ready, she still could not put the
awfulpain she had experienced out of her mind.

"How areyou doing?" lan asked.

"I'madl right," Ellenreplied, "it just.. It.."



"It hurt alot,” lan finished her unspoken words.

"Yes. | thought | could be stronger, | thought we could..”

"We can't. Let'sjust do the very best job we can asfast as we can and thenhope for the best.”

If you arefaulting lan for cooperating so readily with his captors, do not. It isonething to resist as best
you can when you are the only one being hurt or abused,it is quite another thing to standby and watch
someone whom you dearly love beingsubjected to unlimited pain.

Port Ayers Naval Base, Earth

The Emperor was being fitted for anew pressure suit. Daniel needed somerel ease from the tension of not
knowing what had happened to lan and Ellen. Flying would help him to work off the pressure. There
would soon be an N-Model Falcon sitting in what had been the horse stable at the Sun Palace. Daniel
didn'tcare much for horses. The great beasts were too damned big, they smelled badand were always
craping dl over the place.

Danid'sdecision to return to flying had caused some consi derableconsternation between the paace staff
and FHeet headquarters. Danidl ignored thefears for his safety, it was return to flying or go insane.
Besides, there was a spareemperor now, the line would not be broken if Danid flew into amountain
orsomething.

Port Ayers had gone into mgjor flap mode when the Emperor's shuttle andescort craft had landed
unannounced near the persond equipment building. Daniel preferred going about without notification, it
saved endless hours reviewingpersonnd and listening to nervous officers giving rehearsed briefings. By
nowDanid waswell acquainted with the procedures involved in being fitted for apressure suit, he sat
patiently after the measurements were taken. It always tookthe better part of an hour, moreif the nervous
equipment specidists knew that the' God-Almighty Emperor Himsdf* wastwiddling histhumbsin the
fitting room.

Danid's only specificationsfor the pressure suit were thet it be plain blackwith no identifying insgnia of
any sort. Eventually it wastimeto actudly try it on.

"Any tight spots, Sire?' Chief Heddings wasn't sureif actualy touching theEmperor was dlowed.

"No, it fed s pretty good. The glovesfed pretty tiff."

"Yes Sire, that's norma until they've been worn for afew hours. The newflex materia that we've started
using will adapt to you and loosen up in short order,thefit will feel even better than it does now."
"Excdlent job, Chief! Pass Our thanks along to your people.”

"I will Sire, and thank you. We were wondering if...?7" Chief Heddingsmotioned to a photograph of the
Emperor on the equipment counter, apen lay nextto it.

"Our pleasure.” Daniel Sgned the photograph with aflourish and added a'well done" message after his
sgnature, he remembered doing this very thing oncebefore.

Timeto go pick up the new Falcon.

Temple

"This superconducting cableis very old and the insulation is oxidized, itcould cause an arc to occur. If it
shorts out the device will bejust so much dag." lanwastrying to explain hisvery legitimate concernsto
Strome.



"It had to be removed from a cargo vessdl, there wasn't time for an off-planetorder to be placed and
delivered, it will haveto do until new cable arrives.”

"l don't want my sister punished isal, I'm just trying to do a proper job here."

"| can seethat, you have nothing to fear aslong as you do a " proper job. Usethe materia you have and
let me worry about the rest.”

lan just nodded and got back to work. He would have to do alot ofimprovising in the devices circuitry,
Temple didn't have avery extensvetechnologica base, the planet's economy was based mostly on forest
products. How the leaders of such aplanet could think to defy the entire Empire only spoke oftheir
madness.

No effort was made to closely guard 1an and Ellen, there was literadlly noplace to run to, at least not when
the sun went down. The ‘wolves were very red the second night of their captivity lan and his Sster were
given alook at the beasts. Thelocal pack had been lured near the hated fence by the smell of the fresh
mestthat had been set out for them. The animas were anightmare of muscle, teeth andtalons. Their feet
were more like clawed hands, this explained how they were ableto deep in trees. The monster's only
redeeming festure was the luxurious black furthat covered everything but their eyes and the sharp places.
There were herds of deer-like herbivores that were the predator's main food supply, an
ecologicaequilibrium kept both life form's numbersin check. The'wolves were the reasonwhy there
were no settlements on this small and isolated continent.

Starling findly did someflying, briefly. He barely got the malfunctioningFal con back onto the tarmac
before dl drive power waslost. The ground crew wastreated to acursing out that was amost an art
object for it's complexity and colorfuldepth. Eventually the ranting ex-ensign caught the attention of the
ingtalation'scommander’.

In orbit above the Western Pacific, Earth

HM S Saber was running some close-in defense drills while waiting fordeparture clearances, an attacker
was needed and called for.

"Test Falcon Alpha, do you have time for an attack run on us?'

Danid amiled for thefirgt timein days before answering.

"Roger, Saber. Placing beam cannons on practice setting, repest, practicesetting.” There had been
severd incidents during past training exercises whenwegpons were in the wrong mode, double caution
wascdled for.

"Test Alpha, Saber's weapons are aso in practice mode. Commence run atyour convenience.”

"Roger”

Therewere Sx Faconsin close patrol around the fast frigate, hull mountedbeam weapons on the warship
completed it'sdefensive array. This exercise wassmulating the loss of the vessd's defensive shield.
"Probably another greenie out of Ayers," observed the bridge watch officer, "ldoubt if hell get past the
first of our birds"

"Perhaps," replied Captain Hooke, "run it by the book."

Saber's captain had learned never to be too smug about things. Just aswell.

Daniel fairly pounced on the defending Falcons, he had lost none of hisferocious abilitiesas apilot. Two
passes later Saber was without fighter cover.
"Who the hell isthat pilot?' Captain Hooke roared.



"He'sturning for hisrun on us. God, he'sal over the sky!"

Danid was everywhere but where the hull cannons werefiring. HM S Saber rattledfrom bow to stern as
the light impacts of Danid's beam cannons banged on thehull.

"Damage control reports smulated breaches at bulkheads three, six, nineand twelvel™

Saber was ripped open and spewing atmosphere (s mulated).

"God-damn!" Hooke was not amused. He was aso very impressed, so waseveryone on the bridge. A
word to the attacking Falcon wasin order.

"Falcon Tes, that was avery good run. Say pilot 1.D."

"Grayson, Danidl, 19812267. Y ou need to disperse your Falcons abit widerand your rate of fire from
your midships hull cannonswastoo dow. Good day, sir."

Daniedl broke off in abone crushing dive toward the earth below, it was very quieton Saber's bridge for a
few moments

"Holy shit!" The watch officer voiced the consensus opinion, they had justbeen shot to bitsby the
Emperor. The stories of his piloting abilities were true. Hewas till the Fleet Ace, no one esewas even
close.

Danid felt better than he had in avery long time.

Temple

"The power generator units here have only about half the power needed,"lan explained. The shield unit
was three-fourths completed, power testing andcalibration could commence in afew more days.
"Explan!™ Strome hadn't anticipated this.

"It isamatter of power," lan tried to keep it smple, "more power, biggershield.”

"Remember your sigter." Strome's voice was very controlled.

"l do, sir! Thisisnot something | have any control over. | will confess| didnot think to ask about the
generating capacity of this place when | started work, Ishould have. Please don't hurt Ellen again!”
Strome regarded the desperate lan for amoment, it was obvious the young geniuswas telling the truth.
No point in distracting the boy with further ‘lessons involvinghissgter.

"Very wel. Additiond power unitswill be delivered here. Kegp in mind thecollar your sSster wears.”

"l do, Sr. Always."

Starling dmost welcomed the chance to do something besides sit on his assand curse at the maintenance
crews. Flying a cargo shuttle to God knew wherewas better than nothing, barely.

"What's the load?'

"Two Shieffeld mass converters. Power generators.”

Edward Heinkle was in charge of the ingtallation, achance to send Starlingel sewhere was too good to
pass up. The surly ex-ensign didn't seem to be any sortof security risk, most of hisinvective was directed
at the Emperor in particular andthe navy in generd.

Fleet Headquarters, Earth
Danid had elected to cometo naval headquartersfor the intelligencebriefing, it gave him an excuseto fly
the new Falcon. The Emperor's escort crafthad failed to keep pace during the flight. Naval captain Jason

Everswas beginningthe briefing on Temple.

"Endggn Starling managed to sign on with the recruiter from Temple, sincehis departure there has been no



further contact.”

"And the stolen wegpons?' Daniel asked.

"They were delivered three days ago, Sire. Payment was deposited withMister Bascom's bank at the
sametime. Planswere being prepared for amarineraid on the so-caled flyer plant in one week'stime,
that may be changed now."

Danid nodded his understanding. What had become of Starling?

"Thereisone more unusud item, Sire. It may be the key to everything.”

"Goon." Danid wasdl ears.

"A good quantity of superconducting cable has just been ordered for deliveryto the flyer plant. The type
istoo heavy for Falcon drive coils."

"What else could it befor?' Danidl asked.

"A heavy vess of some sort, or..."

"A shield device," Danid finished the officer'sthoughts.

"Exactly, Sre"

"lan!" 1t wasthe only rationa answer for 1an and Ellen's kidnapping.

"It isonly speculation so far, but that is becoming the prevailing opinion atlntelligence Operations, Sire."
"How long have you known about this?' Danidl's question had a sharp edgeto it, atrace of anger.

"Sire, the news of the cable purchase became known only earlier today. Since you would soon be here
for this briefing we held off notifying you. Perhapsthat was an bad judgment on our part, | do apologize.”
Daniel'sbrief anger cooled. "No apology needed, Captain. It'sjust that I... We argjust so damned afraid
for Sir lanand Ellen!”

"Weadl are, Sire," added the Admird of The Fleet, "the marineraid that wasin the works will haveto be
greatly expanded. Sir lan and Miss Ellen could beanywhere on that planet, if indeed that iswhere they
ae"

"They haveto be there, it'sthe only thing that makes any sense!™

"Let uspray S0, Your Mgesty."

"Wherethefuck is Starling?'

The Emperor's crude question went unanswered, where indeed was the obnoxiousensign?

"Thereisone very big potentid problem, Sire," continued Captain Evers.

Danid aready knew what it was.

"What if they get an operationd shield in place before we move?"

"Indeed, Sire. Thereis no known way to penetrate such a shield, theSnakes |earned that the hard way."
"Then we have to move very fast indeed, we shall have to plan aswe go. We want forces moving toward
Templethisday! Prepare Thunder for immediatedeparture. We shal be accompanying the strike force.”

The Fleet Admird admired the Emperor's ability to move quickly and makesound decisions. It could dso
make life very hectic a times.

"Give ustweve hours, Sre."

"Y ou have eight, We will return to the Sun Palace for awhile, there areprivate arrangementsto make
there. Wewill rendezvous with Thunder in orbit."

The Sun Palace

"Y ou haveto be very grown up for awhile" Danid explained firmly, "I will beaway for atime, lan and
Ellen areintrouble and need my hdp."

"Whydid.... Why did they take them to the church place?" Alex asked.

"The church place?' Danid had never mentioned Temple to the twochildren. What did Alex mean?



"A bad place. There are badanimas there.”

"Temple?' Daniel asked in awhisper.

"Uh huh. Lots of bigtrees and badanimals.”

Danid picked up Alex and held her closeto him, there was so very much more tothislittle girl than logic
could dwaysexplan.

"Do you know how lanis?' Danid asked softly.

"He'stired, scared too. There's something in hisworking place, papers. Here."

Danid glanced down at Jeremy, the boy was as close as he could get to Alex andher big brother.

"Lex dwaysknows stuff,” Jeremy explained matter-of-factly.

It was one of those moments of revelation that strikes without warning, amomentwhen asudden truth is
revealed about a person close and loved.

Daniel found himsdlf in lan's guarded workshop, Alex and Jeremy wereclose a hisside.

"Overthere!" Alex pointed a lan's cluttered desk.

The desk was atota mess, jotted notes and instrument printouts covered it'ssurface. Daniel stood trying
to make any sense out of what he was looking at. A small voice recorder caught his attention first. Push
the button.

"Notefor later. Shield merge and penetration will probably depend onsynchronizing both shield polarities
and reversing same." Therewas more but itwas al gibberish to Danidl.

lan's voice sounded smal and tinny, yet it fairly screamed at Danid.

"lan, you crazy shit!" Danid fairly danced around the cluttered workshop. Alex and Jeremy just held onto
each another and smiled.

"Arewe going to go get lanandEllen now?" Alex asked.

"l am, you two will haveto stay here,” Daniel answered.

"But the manhurtEllen!™

Danid felt suddenly cold as he looked down at the tearsin Alex's eyes. "How doyou know that?"
"Iseait. He makes her wear a...neck thing. Ithurtsher.”

"God, not acollar! Danid thought himsdlf or Alex must be insane, maybethey both were. No, thelittle
girl might bea, must be aTdent. Like Jeremy said,she"knows stuff.”

"Let'sgogether! | know where sheid" Alex pleaded.

Danid made aquick decision, they would dl go find Ellen and lan. Alexcould probably lead them straight
to wherever they were. M essages would have tobe sent to the Hawkings Ingtitute and to Flest, this

changed everything.

There were indeed individuas known as Tadents, the real oneswere fewand very far between. Their
abilitieswere red and verifiable and despite centuriesof close study, no one had ever come up with a
satisfactory explanation for whatthey could do. To have such aperson at the side of the Emperor....

Jacob Asher's coronation as a Prince of The Empire would be delayed for awhile, in the meantime he
would beleft to mind the store and learn the trade.

Temple

"Don't stay around after dark." The ingtdlation commander was smiling as hegave Starling the
coordinatesfor the ddivery.

Why?



"The Children of The Night might find you."

Starling only shook his head and turned to board the loaded shuittle.

"Now what the fuck did that asshole mean?' Starling asked himself.

The smdll continent was named Hades. Sinners were sometimes sent there tofend for themsdvesasa

final judgemen.

"Shit! Another asshole of the universe!” Starling's assessment of the smallingtdlation wasn't too far off the
mark. The impressive powered fence causedStarling to remember some words about children and night
time

Starling put the shuttle down dead-center in the middle of the collection ofbuildings, hisarrival was
expected. Starling didn't expect the dim blonde boy heknew only too well to be among those who so
urgently saw to unloading his cargo. lan aso took notice of the shuttl€s pilot .

"You!" lan could think of nothing moreintelligent to say.

Starling did some very quick thinking.

"Yeah, me! You sorry piece of Snake shit!"

Strome moved close to the shuttle€'s pil ot and asked some pointed questions.

"You know him?'

"All too wel! He'sthe Emperor'slittle play friend, the two of them probablydeep in the same bed!"
Starling hoped he wasn't troweling it on too thick.

"Y ou knew the Emperor?' Strome wasn't sure what to think about thisat al.

"My bad luck! Thelittleroya turd ruined my chancesfor promotions! Hetook credit for my actions
during the Snake's attack on Britannia. | hate his stinkingshit-filled guts!™

Strome nodded his head in understanding, he was al too ready to accept anywords of antipathy
regarding the Empireand it'sruler.

The unloading of the two power units only took afew minutes, the poweredd eds they were on were
eadly guided across the open space to the powergeneration ded. lan managed a quick look over his
shoulder to where Starlingstood beside the shuttle. Did Starling actually nod and wink a him? It must
havebeen the fading light, Starling hated everyone.

Or did he?

HMS Thunder, in Earth orbit

The Emperor arrived in hisown Falcon, moments later a shuttle carryingAlex and Jeremy dong with the
Roya Physician and Miss Arkins grounded on thehanger deck. Thiswas not going to be anywhere close
to anorma deployment forthe flagship of the fledt.

"Wheat other dements of theflotillaare ready?' Daniel was Sitting at thebriefing table listening to Thunder's
commanding officer's briefing.

"Sire, Sx marine assault vessels are dready underway and will arrive beforewe do. Four fighter carriers
and six fast atack frigateswill be in our formation. Temple has nothing of any consequence to oppose
s

"Except perhaps aplanetary shidld,” Daniel observed.

"Thereisthat, Sire"

" Are the people from the Hawkings Ingtitute on board yet?'

"They areintrandt, Sire. As soon asthey arrive we shal make al speed toTemple.”

"Has the Governor on Temple been notified of the new Situation?”



"We have been sending regular updates, there have been power disruptionsthere, communications are
rather dicey at the moment.”

Daniel nodded and then stood, as the room snapped to attention he had some findwords for the
assembled officers.

"Our firg priority isto safely secure Sir lan and hissster Ellen, keep that inmind at dl times. Well done,

gentlemen.”

Temple

During the flight back from Hades Starling was racking his devious brain asto what to do.

"I've got to get afucking message out!"

Starling cameto apainful decision, he was actualy going to haveto risk his hide. Hewould divert the
cargo shuttle to the Governor's residence and cast hislot withthem. It was a ssimple choice actudly, spend
therest of his dayswith Templedunatics or perhaps earn the Emperor's gratitude.

The Governor's compound was almost in a state of total siege, daily churchorganized protests had
caused awithdrawal of the security forcesinto atightperimeter. The unannounced arriva after dark of a
cargo shuttle next to theGovernor's residence was not |ooked upon with very much humor. Starling
waducky not to have been shot as he emerged from the shuttle.

"Stand where you arel” The amplified voice caused Starling to obey to thel etter.

"l need to speak with the Governor immediately! | am an agent for theEmpire, | have urgent information!™
Trigger pressure on eight beam rifles eased at these words, abody search wouldconfirm that the shuttle
pilot was no physica thregt. After some time and someindignities Starling found himsdlf standing in front
of the Governor.

"My nameis Heywood Starling, Ensign, Imperid Navy, serid number18726345E. The authentication
phraseisHexible Iron."

These last two words had the right effect.

"Enggn Starling, we have dl been waiting for some word from you, wherehave you been?' Governor
Vickers extended his hand to the perspiring pilot.

"That's not very fucking important right now! Get amessage to Fleet rightnow, Sir lan Murphy isat an
ingtalation on Hades! A planetary shield is veryprobably under construction there. Coordinates are
1245north, 4527west!"

The message would have been sent save for the efforts of one of the resdencescivilian aff. The
Governor residence jolted when asmall explosive chargedestroyed the remaining emergency non-space
comlink.

Starling's efforts had been awaste of time.

His cursing soared to new heights.

Chapter Seven

A State of Siege

HMS Thunder

The Feet Admira'swords did nothing to help Daniel's mood.



"There have been no communi cations with our people on Temple for dmaosttwenty-four hours now.
Attemptsto contact The Children of God have dso failed,they do not even acknowledge receipt of our
messages.”

"Send out agenerd noticeto dl shipping,” Daniel began, "al vessds areforbidden to make landfal on
Temple due to the state of emergency there. Anyvessel violating this order does so at their own peril and
will be subject to seizureand confiscation by Imperial forces. Fix up the wording and such, send it out
atonce."

"Yes Sre"

"How are the people from Hawkings doing?"

"It'shard to say, Sire. | for one cannot make agreat deal of sense out ofwhat they have to say about Sir
lan's notes.”

"We shall go and talk with them, not that We will do any better.”

"Indeed Sire, good luck."

They werefour days out from Temple.

Temple

"The deviceisready for testing,” lan explained, "any vessdlsin orbit willeither have to come to ground or
withdraw to adistance of three planet diameters. There will be fluctuationsin the shield size and shape
until the variationsin theplanet's gravity and magnetic fields can be compensated for. Thisisnot
somethingl can correct for until the unit is activated.”

lan's explanation sounded truthful and logica to Strome, indeed the boy had wornhimsdlf ragged over the
past daysto do hisvery best. lan did love hissister.

"Very wdl. | shal haveto inform the Named Priest before any action istaken. In the meantime get some
reg."

lan only nodded, saying thank you to Strome was something he wasn't everprepared to do.

The situation at the Governor's compound was becoming desperate, mobsorganized by the Church were
probing and pressing ever forward. It was only amatter of hours before the security forces were
overwhemed. Thisdid not gt a dlwel with Starling.

"Thereésroom in the cargo shuttle to cram everyone on board! If we don't getout of here that mob out
therewill haveusadl for dinner!"

Starling's words made sense to the Governor, but where to go?

"This planet ismostly boondocks, we find aremote location and just lie low!" Persond safety was dway's
one of Starling's prime concerns.

"What about the fighters the Church has? That shuttle is unarmed.” TheGovernor aso had some sense of
sdf preservetion.

"Most of them can't get off the ground yet, if we leave after dark and hug theground we might get away
undetected.”

Therewas no red dternative, if they stayed where they were they would indeed befodder for the mob at
the gates.

Starling's smple escape plan relied on darkness and quick timing. Theshuttle sat unlit but powered upin
the main courtyard, it's main ramp lowered andwaiting for the remaining security people. The Governor
and his gaff were areadyon board, including three civilian workerswho didn't want to face the mob
either. One of the three civilians was the saboteur who destroyed the power generator.

"Givethe sgnd!" Starling barked at the Governor with acomplete lack ofrespect.

"Fall back! Repeat, fal back and board!" The Governor's order didn't need tobe repeated, in the long



tradition of angry mobs the one &t the gates carriedtorches. Thelast act of the Imperial Governor wasto
activate the self destructdevice to destroy the planet's shield, amoot point by now.

It was atight fit in the cargo shuttle as Starling lifted the overloaded craft overthe compound walls. Small
armsfire banged on the hull asthe shuttle acceleratedto supersonic in the space of onemile. A good
number of windowsin Templescapitol city of Gracelost al of their glass as the sonic shock wave
hammered them. Starling changed course at random for ten minutes before lifting into asuborbitaarc,
identification trangponders were aready turned off. Temple didn't have a verysophisticated traffic control
system, with luck the shuttle could make good it'sescape.

Starling had decided on alanding in the wilderness on the continent ofHades, perhaps ten milesfrom the
ingtallation were lan and his sister were. Halfformed ideas of a heroic rescue of the Emperor's adopted
family memberswereinStarling's mind.

Hewould just do well not to be eaten by The Children of The Night.

While Starling's shuttle was making it's escape, 1an was giving the go-aheadto activate the planetary
shidd.

"I want everyone well away from the unit,” lan explained with some force, "ifthe cables short out it will be
very exciting around herel”

No one had to be told twice,

lan pressed the relay switch. Megawatts of power flowed into the odd lookingcollection of coils and
arcuitry.

Temple had aworking shield.

lan only had to make afew minor adjustments to compensate for gravity and theplanet's magnetic field.
"Well done, Sir lan." Strome seemed almost human.

"Can you please take that collar off of my sister now?Wewill cause you noproblems.”" Ellen stood
quietly beside her brother, she till wasn't her old brash self. Would you be?

"Yes. But keep in mind how quickly the collar can be put back on, on both ofyou.”

"We ghdl. Thisunit will need close monitoring, | am not a al confidentabout the coil winding's s&hility,
the cables....”

"Understood. Begin immediate work on aduplicate unit, new cableswill bearriving in two weeks."

lan's shoulder's sagged at the new task ahead of him, but at least his Sster wassafe for the moment from
the pain that Strome wielded in hisright hand.

The new cables would never be arriving, the first advance Imperid vesselswere dready moving into
position around Temple. Scanners developed by lanand the people a the Hawkings Ingtitute told the fast
attack cruisersthat there wasnow a shield in place around the planet called Temple. All of the
combinedwarshipsin the Imperial Fleet could never penetrate the last two-thousand milestoTemple's
surface.

The Named Priest made a planet-wide broadcast announcing that at lastTemple was free of the Empire's
contamination. A shield wasin place that wouldforever hold the hated Emperor and hisminions at bay.
While enroute to Hadesthis wonderful news was monitored by Starling and his passengers.

More cursing ensued, not al of it was Starling's.

HMS Thunder

"Sire, excuse me!" Thunder's executive officer had been delegated to wakethe Emperor, he had bad



news to convey.

"Uh.what isit?' Danid fdt like he had only just fallen adeep.

"Sire, we have word from Harpoon, they arein position around Temple.”

"And?' Danid struggled to come fully awake.

"The planet is protected by ashidd, Sire"

The Emperor said nothing for afew seconds, his deep sigh of resignationexpressed hisfedings.

"Please have the FHleet Admiral and the other senior officers assemblein thepilot's briefing room, well
need the extraroom. Also have al of the Hawkingspeople there, if there's any hopein this messthey will
haveto provideit."

The scientists did provide some hope, sort of.

"Sir lan'snotes were very preliminary,” Professor Singh explained again, "hebelieved it was possble to
merge two shields and move the smdler projectioninsgde of the larger.”

"Tel Us something We do not aready know." Danidl's tone was not one ofpatience. "Can you
accomplish what 1an proposed?

"Intime, Your Magesty. Thiswill take some consderable...."

"Wedo not have"congderable’ anything!" Danid was on hisfeet andshouting at the pallid theoretician.
"Sre.."

"Siremy royd assl Earn your pay for once! Sir ian has carried your moldyinstitution on his back for too
long! Stop telling Uswhat isnot possible and do whatis possible!”

Daniel staked out of the shocked assembly of scientists and senior nava officers, afurious Emperor was
someone to be treated with great care or avoided if possible.

Temple

The sun was just setting on this part of the planet as Starling eased theoverloaded cargo shuttle into the
small clearing. They seemed to have escapedTemple's rudimentary military response, what lay ahead for
them in thiswilderness? Asthe Governor's security people fanned out around the shuttle adistant
undulating wall told everyone that deep would be ahard prize to win thisnight.

"What the jJumping fuck wasthat?' Y ou know by the language who askedthat question.

"There are Sories.. Tales about this part of the planet.”" Governor Colmesseemed to be looking off into
the distance, he dso seemed to be actuallyfrightened.

"Stories about what?' Starling demanded.

"Animds. They are cdled the Children of The Night."

Starling remembered some words from the base commander when he had left ontheinitid shuttle flight.
"Keep your people closein, we may haveto lift off a short notice.”

Starling's for once quiet words had the desired effect on the Governor. Anyone toodow to board the
shuttle might wind up asfood for whatever was making thatungodly noise from deep in the woods.

The wolves were gppalingly inteligent and hideoudy fast. As sllent assmoke the pack of twenty-two
carnivores ringed the rough encampment being setup by the Imperia Governor and his security people.
The beasts sat quietlystudying the situation for nearly an hour before moving, then they al moved as one.

Theincredible roar of the attacking animalswas meant to paralyze with frighttheir intended prey, it
worked very wdll indeed. The Children of The Night wereenormoudy powerful, asingle animal could
carry off an adult human mae withease. Eight of the perimeter guards were indeed carried off, il
screaming and stillalive. No one had as much as scored one hit on the blindingly fast beasts who hadby
now disappeared back into the woods.



Trueto form, Starling had been safdly in the shuttle when the attack came. He had the craft powered up
and ready for lift off before the screaming ended. Itdidn't take an order to withdraw into the shuttle, no
one wanted to be outside whenthe 'wolves decided it wastime for more grocery shopping. Starling lifted
off asthelast two people were still scrambling up the closing ramp. If some good came fromthe attack it
was the fact that parts of the civilian saboteur were now being foughtover and digested.

There were now thirty-six armed personnel in the shuttle and they had noplace to go. Or did they?
Starling had an ideathat seemed totally out of character.

"We can take the ingtalation where Sir lan i, it's not heavily defended andhas a powered perimeter
fencd”

The Governor was skeptica of theideauntil Starling pointed out the obvious.

"The shidd generator isthere. | know enough about shields to know thatthey can be changed in size. We
take the ingtdlation, reduce the shield to protectjust a smal areaaround us and sit back and wait for help
to arrive. We save ourbutts and let the Empire in the front door!"

Starling'sideawasn't out of character, he was aso looking out for number one.

The Governor didn't need any further convincing, they were out of options.

"Then we had better do it now! That Instdlation isisolated and protectedonly by those monsters that
attacked us, that will probably changein short order.”

"Get your peopleready,” Starling banked the shuttle hard around andaccelerated, "1'm going to put this
thing down fast and hard with the ramp areadyopen. Surpriseis our best weapon!”

HMS Thunder

The scientists from the Hawkings ingtitute were proving as useful as udderson aturnip, Daniel had to stay
away from them lest heyidld to the temptation tosmply start shooting at them. Alex and Jeremy helped
save the Emperor's sanityduring thistime, Danidl had started to accept his Sster'sremarkable
abilities,perhaps his own inhuman reaction times as a pilot were somehow related to Alex'sabilities.

"How is Ellen doing, can you see anything?"

"She'sdl right. They haven't hurt her again.” Alex'ssimply answer had totdtruth init, the smdl girl hadn't
redlly learned much about lying yet.

"And lan?'

"Hé'stired. They makehimwork alot.”

Danid could only st and hold the children close to him, he felt as powerless as hehad ever fetin his
entirelife.

Temple

Trueto hisword Starling camein fast and hard, in fact he took out two of theinstalation's dower guards
who were prompitly flattened under the unlit shuttle. The shield ingtallation only had twenty personnd,
including Strome. Hades wasthe best of al security for the Site, no thought had been given to the
possihility of anlmperia raiding party even knowing about this place.

Thefire fight was short and brutd, lasting only about five minutes. Stromemade an attempt to get to lan



and hold him hostage. The Named Priest's deputysucceeded only in grabbing lan'sleft arm before Ellen
got even with him. The girlhad pretended terror as the armed Strome had rushed past her, aheavy
titaniumpry bar with afurious Ellen behind it ended her tormentor's days. Thereis no noisequite so
hideous as the sound made by a skull shattering.

"Shit!" lan wasimpressed.

"Ishe.. Ishe dead?' Ellen squesked.

"Completdy, unless hisbrains can function outsde of his skull.”

Ellen turned and promptly lost her dinner (again).

All was not well, however. Strome had managed to get off a message to theChurch. Every Facon and
troop shuttle that could get off the ground was beingdispatched to the Hades shield install ation.

lan soon found himself face to face with Ensgn Heywood Starling, thereunion was short and to the point.
"Y ou haveto reset thefield to aloca defense shield! Y ou need to do it now!"

"What...?"

"Werretotally exposed here" Starling explained impatiently, "we have to letthe Empirein but we aso
have to protect ourselves from those religious assholed ™

lan grasped the obvious, forces from the Church would soon be here, the Fleet wasprobably close by
aready.

"I'll have to disconnect it completely for afew minutesto repositionthe...”

Starling interrupted l1an and told him to just do it. Precious minutes were beingwasted with words.

HMS Thunder

"Temple hasdroppedit'sshidd!"

Danid was on Thunder's bridge making everyone nervous when the ensgnmonitoring the communication
links had blurted out the good news. Thunder wasnow just hours from rendezvous with Temple.
"Moveadl of our forces around Temple down to minimum surface dtitude,now!" Danid's order made
perfect sense, if the shield went back up the Empirewould be on theinsde and raising hell.

Temple

lan had worked asfast as he could, he was dmost finished with the shieldgenerator when the first of
Temple's Falcons flashed overhead. Starling had theever present good sense to flee from the grounded
shuttle before it was reduced toscrap by rail cannon fire. Whoever was flying the lead attacking Falcon
knew histrade well.

It was apparent that the objective of the attacking force was to retake theingtallation rather than destroy
it. If the shield stayed down the Empire would soonbe kicking down alot of doors. There was no place
for lan and Ellen to run andhide, but by now they were both armed with beam pistals. 1an continued his
furiouswork on the shield and hoped for the best. Ellen was close a her brother's sdewhen the first of
Templ€esground forceslanded just inside the fence.

Imperid forces now in close orbit had activated the hidden transpondersintheillegal Falcon wesponry.
Tracking indicated dl of Templeswar craft were nowconverging on the continent of Hades; it didn't take
much military intelligence tofigure out why. The Imperia Fighterswould just about converge on Hades



whenTemplesforcesdid.

HMS Thunder

"Our forces are engaging, Sire!" Enggn Banks was having troublecontrolling his excitement. Daniel was
having trouble controlling his ssomach.

"How much longer till norma space?' Danid knew the answer but askedanyway.

"Thirty minutes, Sire." The Fleet Admird replied.

It would seem like thirty years.

Hades

Starling had been inthe lead (rear?) in the fall back to the shield building. Are you surprised? Imperia
Fa cons were by now making short work of Templ€e'sairborne forces when the desperate Church ground
forces started raking the shieldbuilding with everything they had |eft.

"Keep down!" l1an shouted at his sster as bits of wood and assortedd ectronicsfilled the air around them.
"Join me!l" Ellen yanked her brother down beside her, sheloved her loopytwin brother as much ashe
loved her. Severa of the Governor's security peoplefollowed Starling into the large room holding the
shield generator. Their safehaven was shattered when a good portion of the west wal blew out. More
bychance than design Starling landed between lan and his sister and the advancingChurch forces. Therail
rifle that the panicked 'ex-ensign’ wielded was on full autofire as he swept it acrossthe gap in thewall at
the advancing enemy. A find volleyby the Church forces caught Starling in the chest and legs, Ellen
caught around inher left Sdejust below her ribs.

Battle hardened Imperid Marineswere by then landing and rapidly turning theinexperienced Church
forcesinto landfill.

"Ellen!" lan could only see one thing, the bright red mess covering hissster'sleft sde. Ellen wasn't
registering any pain yet, she seemed more confusedthan anything.

"Stay down, nitwit!" Ellen's voice had little strength behind it as she tried toonce more pull her brother
down out of harm'sway.

Starling wasin even worse shape and was not saying much of anything, he wasn'teven curaing.

HMS Thunder

Alexandrawas screaming and running toward the bridge of the Imperiaflagship asit broke into normal
space, Jeremy was close on her heels. Neitherchild had been to the bridge before but Alex knew the way
because that was whereDanid was. The children's nanny, Miss Arkins, was left well behind. Along the
way Thunder's crewmen were tartled by the smal human siren that went wailing pastthem to the bridge.

"Ellenshurt! Ellen'shurt!" The bridge wasin a sudden uproar as Alex andJeremy barrded in, the
screaming little girl launched hersdlf into Danid's arms,dmaost knocking him to the deck.

"What are you saying? Slow down!" Daniel held the trembling girl tight untilshe could make some sense.
"Ellen'shurt! Ellen is hurt, something bad has happened. Big noises!™



A wave of cold panic swept over Danid as he dso listened to the first real-timereports coming over the
com channds. Therewasfighting at the ingtdlation at theHades ingtalation. There were casudties.

Ellen and lan were there.

Ellenwashurt.

The personnd on Thunder's bridge exchanged glances with one another. The legends and tales about
Tadentswerewell known, it would seem that theEmperor's smal sister was one of those legends. Such a
person at the side of anEmperor created a most formidable combination of powers.

Hades

Ellen waslosing blood a a dangerous rate from atorn spleen, lan held herin hisarms and did what he
could to stem the flow. Starling was unconscious bynow in the middle of apool of hisown blood. lan
wasydling hislungs out for amedica team, onefindly madeit'sway into the rubble strewn building.
"Sir lan?" Corpora Blithe had ared cross emblem on his deeve and carriedamedical pack.
"Yesdammit! My sgter, sheslost alot of blood! Do something!™

There weretearsin lan's eyes as he pleaded for someoneto help Ellen.

Blithe spoke for afew secondsinto his small headset, the object of the landingforce's search had been
found.

"I need the medica shuttle down hereright now," Blithe spoke once more onhis comlink as he began his
work, "Sir lan seems uninjured, hisSster is bleedingout from aleft side upper abdomina wound! There
are multiple other casuaties,dert Haven to be ready to receive.”

"| fed cold," Ellen whispered.

"That'sjust some shock setting in," lan tried to sound confident, "stay awake! Theres till afew shops left
in Paristhat you haven't looted!"

Ellen managed aweak smile and a haf-hearted poke at her brother, then shepassed out.

The circling medica craft was soon on the ground in what was | eft of thesmoking compound. Even
though it was till dark and the perimeter fence had lostpower the Children of The Night decided on
prudence. For once the hideousbeasts just sat and watched from the depths of the woods. Even the
deadlycarnivores of Hades had some small sense of sdlf preservation.

Corpord Blithe had injected an expanding foam solution into Ellen's ggpingwound. The materia had an
amogt intdligent affinity for finding torn tissue andthen seding it off. Ellen'slife threatening bleeding was
stopped but she wasdangeroudy low in the blood department. Another medic was performing
smilarprocedures on Starling but with less optimism about saving hislife.

Temple, the Capitol City of Grace

The Named Priest wasin ablind panic. The planet shield was down,Imperid forces had attacked and
gpparently taken the Hades ingtallation. TheNamed Priest was soon going to be answering to the
Emperor for high treason,kidnaping and crimestoo numerousto list here, if he hung around. Elegant
robeswere traded for workmen's clothes before Wilfred Beemans dipped quietly out aside entrance of
the High Cathedral. Maybe no one would recognize him.

Maybe.



HMS Thunder

"Deploy dl forces, proceed with the occupation,” Daniel ordered as he | eftthe bridge. 1an and Ellen were
now enroute to the medical vessd HM S Haven andthe Emperor was going to be there when they
arived.

Alex and Jeremy trotted along with Daniel as he moved asfast as some semblanceof dignity allowed.
"Canwe..Can we come too?" Jeremy pleaded.

"A littlelater,"” Danidl explained, "I need to get to them redly fast so I'm goingto take the Falcon. You
two and Miss Arkins can follow dong in ashuttle.”

"But...."

"No buts. Y ou need to obey right now, will you?'

Alex and Jeremy's heads nodded solemnly in agreement, they didn't like it but lifewas often hard. They
understood all about obedience.

In the pilot's equipment room Danid fairly threw off hisblack uniform as hedonned the pressure suiit.
Word had been passed and the Emperor's Fal con wasal ready being powered up and prepped for afast
launch. On the fast walk to thefighter Daniel heard more than afew shouted "God blessyou's' from the
hangercrew. Falcon number one's crew chief snapped to attention as the Emperorapproached, Danid's
offered hand was warmly taken.

"She'spurring like akitten, Sire. Weredl praying for Miss Ellen and you,Sire.”

The crew had been listening in on the com channels, they knew why their Emperorwasin such asingle
minded hurry.

"Thank you very much for that, Chief. Please ask the men to keep praying.”

"No need to Sire, they will be."

Danid broke the regulation on launch velocity, Thunder was big enough to lose dlittle of it's atmosphere
through the hanger field.

HMS Haven

Both Ellen and Ensign Starling had been started on artificid blood duringthe medical shuttlesflight up to
Haven. The milky white fluid wasn't quite asefficient asthe red thing and gave the recipient afdse pdlor.
Thefluid did savdives. Ellen was going to makeit, Starling was till very much in doubt. Theexhausted
lan was amenta and physical wreck, he too would makeit.

Danid's Falcon had closed on the large medica vessel at a speed thatshould have insured disaster,
instead the Emperor flashed onto the hanger deckand did aneat parking maneuver. The fighter's canopy
was open and Daniel wasclimbing out dmost before the ladder wasin place. The deck bossjust
managed tobe present as Danid handed him his suit helmet, they were joined quickly byHaven's out of
breath captain

"Point meto my people!”

"Just follow me, Your Mgesty,” replied Captain Wynt.

Everyone got out of their way.

lan had been sedated againgt hiswishes and put in ahospital bed close towhere his sister was being
treated. The arriva intheward of the Emperor still cladin his pressure suit raised the tension leve for dl



concerned. The doctor in chargeof Ellen stepped forward and bowed.

"Your Mgesty, I'm Commander Estrada.”

Danid extended his hand to the nervous medical officer.

"Beat ease, how isEllen, isshe...?"

"Miss Murphy is stabilized in aregeneration unit, Sre. Her prognosisisexcelent but shewill beinthe
tank... excuse me Sire, the regeneration unit, for atleast one week."

Danidl sagged with relief and seemed amost ready to pass out, Doctor Estradaquickly steered himto a
chair.

"Areyou unwell, Your Mgesty?'

"Just very relieved. These past days have been ared bitch. Pardon myroyd language.”

"May | suggest, Sire, that you get out of that pressure suit and relax for afewmoments before you visit
with Sir lan and then see Miss Murphy?*

Danid nodded in agreement and did as the doctor suggested. Word was passedand one of Haven's
midshipmen who was about Daniel's size broke speed recordsbringing one of his spare clean uniformsto
the Emperor.

As Danidl was changing, he asked about Starling.

"It'still very much touch and go, Sire. Ensign Starling suffered severedamage to hisright lung, hisheart
and aortawere aso involved. Both of hislegssustained mgor trauma. His brain functions seem
unimpaired so gpparently therewas no serious lack of oxygen.”

Danid found himsdf actudly fedling red pity and concern for the obnoxiousensign, gratitude a so.

"Do your very best for him."

"Of course, Sire. We do our best for al of our patients.”

Doctor Estrada then offered some medication to the Emperor. The shot of navalissue brandy had the
desired effect on Danid, after hefinished choking oniit.

Chapter Eight

Going to Hell

Ellen was dl tubes and ghostly pae flesh ashe floated in the hedling fluid ofthe regeneration tank. The
numerous small automated micro-surgeon devicesseemed to swarm over her awful wound like so many
eager insects. Danid amostpassed out for a second time.

"' She gppears much worse than sheisin fact, Sire," explained DoctorEstrada. " The projectile caused
some considerabl e tissue damage and blood loss,but it can al be repaired quite nicely.”

"Youresure?!

"Very sure, Sire.”

"Thank God. And thank you, Doctor." Danid lingered for along while juststaring at the girl he had come
to love so much. Until now he hadn't redly redizedjust how much he did love her.

The Emperor looked in on Starling next. The ensgn was atota bloodymess compared with Ellen.

"Will he...?"

"Heisbeginning to show signs of stabilizing, Sire. It islooking better witheach passing hour but we could
dill losshim.”

"Don't lose him. Wewill be most displeased if you do.”

Doctor Estrada felt amoment of apprehension until Daniel put ahand on thedoctor's arm and looked at
him with abit of asmileon hisface.

"If it ishumanly possble, wewill not losehim, Sre”

Danidl nodded his understanding and went off to wake up lan.



lan looked s0 very tired and pae as he lay curled up in the hospital bed. Danidl just sat for atime onthe
foot of the bed and watched hisfriend deep. Jeremy and Alex poked their headsinto the small hospital
cabin, Danid put afinger to hislipsto keep them quiet.

"Shhh. Come here you two," Daniel whispered.

Serious hugging occurred, everyone would be together again.

Danidl decided to let 1an degp and then went to send lan and Ellen'sparents along message | etting them
know that if not sound, at least their childrenwere now safe. Daniel felt somerea guilt that harm had
cometo Ellen while hersafety had been intrusted to him, he asked for her parents forgiveness.

Temple

The city called Grace was not living up to it's name. All of the Church'scenters of power were either
occupied by Imperial Marines or werein the processof being occupied. There had been some sporadic
resistance by the more zedl ousof the true believers, the Empire's marines were famous for their lack of
patiencewith such people. There were agreat many citizens who were more than pleasedthat the Empire
had finally had enough of the Church'sways. A good part of thecity seemed to be starting up an
impromptu celebration.

Wilfred Beemens had madeit into the surrounding rurd areaand had taken refugein afarmer's equipment
shed.

The refuge would only be temporary.

HMS Haven

Adjustments had been made in the ward where Ellen and Ensign Starlingfloated in unconscious bliss.
Danid had taken/been put in the cabin next to lan's. A sedative and the two small warm bodies of Alex
and Jeremy curled up next to himhad put the Emperor into amuch needed deep deep. lan woke up
before Danieldid, once more the doctors assured him of his Sister's mending condition. Starlingwas dso
making small progress back into the green zone on hismedica chart, lanfound it very hard to continue
despising hisrescuer. Starling was quite likablewhen he was unconscious.

"Wake up!" lan had findly decided to roust the Emperor out of his dreamlessdeep, asharpjabintheribs
did thejob.

"Shit!" Danid stirred and sat up. Alex and Jeremy aso showed some signsof life but then just curled into
tighter balls aslan and Danid spoke quietly.

"Hi," lansadin gresting.

"Hi yoursdf. How's Ellen doing?"

"She looks like a harpooned fish but the doctors say she's doing good,” lanreplied.

Danid closed hiseyes asif saying adlent prayer of thanks before speaking againto hisfriend.

"How areyou doing?"

"I'm sorry for what | did, | couldn't helpit.”

"Huh?' Danid focused in on hisfriend more closdly.

"I'm sorry for building ashield, Strome put acollar on Ellen. | couldn't let himhurt her any more.”

"I know that, Alex told me."

It was lan's turn to be confused, Daniel explained why.



"Have you ever heard of people known as Taents"?

"Sure. A lot of crap if you ask me.”

"Alex knew when you were kidnaped, she knew where you were taken to. She knew when Ellen was
hurt, both times.”

lan looked carefully at his'brother' before replying.

"That's not possible." 1an knew physics and mathematics, what Daniel wastelling him was outside of those
two fields of knowledge.

"Very true, except it was possible, shedid it.”

lan replied, maybein time hewould.

"Starling ishere, did you...?" lan started to ask.

"I recruited him asa spy,” Daniel explained, "he went to Templeto help getinformation on those nuts. |
recruited him before you and Ellen were kidnaped.”

"| think he saved our lives, he led the Governor's people to us and got shot toshit in the fight with them.”
Starling would have loved to be listening in on this conversation, he had only beentrying to save hisown
precious buttocks when things had gone so very wrong.

"He deserves somered recognition and rewards for what he did,” Danielcouldn't believe who he was
talking about.

"Any thoughts about what?" 1an asked.

"Promotion two ranks and an NC, his choice of assgnments|ater on. | wastoying with the idea of
perhaps aknighthood, what do you think?"

"l can't see Starling as aKnight no matter if he did save mine and Ellen'sbutts. The guy would abuse the
tittein my opinion."

Danidl nodded and agreed with lan, Starling would be insufferable enough with theNavy Cross, a
knighthood could make him dangerous.

"It may be amoot point,” lan concluded, "'l just looked in on him and I've seenbetter looking cat food.”
"Heisinabad way," Danid agreed, "I do hope he pullsthrough. I neverthought | would ever fed that
way about him."

"Medther."

Whether by design or accident Starling wasin the very good graces of theEmperor, a position to be
envied by anyone seeking to better their career.

Temple

Moderate chaos was now the order of the day in the city of Grace. Thepopulace was of three basic
camps. There were those who welcomed the Empire'sintervention, these were in the overwhelming
maority. There were those who trulybelieved, who followed the teachings of the Named Priest and the
Church. Thethird and smallest group were those who were the Church dlite, they were beingsummarily
rounded up by Imperia forces and incarcerated for interrogation. TheNamed Priest was still unaccounted
for, alarge reward was posted for informationas to hiswhereabouts. A poultry farmer with good eyes
and a grudge againgt theChurch would soon collect that reward.

HMS Thunder

Danid had returned for atime to the flagship for ameeting with the navaand marine commanders. The



former governor of Temple had not survived the raidon the Hades ingtallation, Daniel wasin the process
of appointing atemporarymilitary governor.

"We have no desire to punish anyone except those in the Church hierarchywho were responsible for this
treason.”

"l understand, Sire. What does Y our Mg esty wish for those found guilty oftreason to the Empire?’
Marine Brigadier Housa was Daniel’'s choice for thetemporary post of governor, he did not look to be a
person to ded with enemies ofthe Empire very lightly.

"Send themto hell."

"Sre?'

"Hades, General Housa. Send them to the continent of Hades."

A few of the assembled officersfet achill asthey listened to the Emperor's words,they had heard about
what lived in the forests of Hades. Thisyoung person in theblack Imperia uniform had a core that could
be as cold and unforgiving as a sharpblade.

"Very wdl, Sire. | shall begin work there on aprison ingdlation...”

"No need, Generd. Just drop them off most anywhere during the daylighthours," Daniel explained.
"But Sire, they shouldn't be dlowed to just go free." Genera Housa wasunaware of what awaited the
prisoners.

Danie knew dl about the small continent, lan had told him about it.

"Trust me, General. Therewill be proper punishment there."

Eventually the Genera would be briefed about The Children of The Night and itwould be histurn to fed
adight chill.

"One moreitem, generd.”

"YesSre?'

"When the Named Priest isrun to ground We shdl deal with him persondly.”

"YesSire, | will makeit afird priority.”

Temple

The Named Priest had used language one would not normally associatewith the clergy when hewas
finaly captured. Danidl decided to go down to the cityof Grace. Wilfred Beemens was brought to the
High Cathedral, the seat of theChurch's power on the planet, or at least it used to be. The Emperor was
sttingcamly near the ornate dtar when Beemens was brought before him. Beemend ooked abit silly in
theill fitting work clothes, he was more than terrified of theicylook in the eyes of the Emperor ashe
bowed shakily before him. Danid finallybroke the absolute silence.

"Tdl Uswhy?'

Beemenswas confused & first by the smple question.

"Your Mgesty... | was.."

"Why did you have Ellen Murphy subjected to a collar?’

"l had no part in that! Strome exceeded his.."

"But you did know about it?" Danid interrupted softly.

"Afterwards, | didn't authorize such athing!"

"Did you authorize the kidnaping of Sir lan and hissister?”

Beemens silence shouted 'yes. Daniel stood and took two paces toward theswegting man. "It has come
to Our atention that alarge number of people whodared to defy the Church were sent to the continent of
Hades, by your command.”

"Sinners! They defiled dl that we have worked for!" Beemens seemed tohave found some of his
backbone as he barked hisreply.



"Indeed." Daniel was not very impressed and had one more question for theNamed Priest. "How fast can
you run?'

"What?' Beemens defiance wasrapidly fading again.

"Sir lan related to Us how very fast The Children of The Night are.”

Beemens had fainted. When the Named Priest awoke he was on afastshuttle to Hell. Four burly marines
unceremonioudy pushed him out of the craftafter it had touched down in the middie of avery green and
peaceful sunlit glade. Itwas afull six hours before the sun would set. Beemens searched franticaly for
twohours for a hiding place before finaly settling on atall tree, there was no otherplace. Asthe desperate
man was just starting to climb the tree he caught a quickglimpse of two glittering black eyes staring down
at him. Therewas only time for aglimpse, no time at al to do anything but scream and die.

The Children of The Night are dways very irritable when awakened during thedaylight hours.

HMS Haven

lan had met Danid on hisreturn to the medica vessdl, he was almost sorryabout hisfirst question.
"What did you... Did the Named Priest fess up to what he did?!

"After afashion,” Daniel explained, "hewasabit defiant actualy.”

"What are you going to do with him, al of them?"

"Alreedy taken care of "

"Wdl, what?'

"We sentenced them to go feed the animals.”

"What?' lanfor dl of hisgeniuswas sometimesalittle dow.

"Theanimason Hades™"

"Oh. Shit." 1an now better appreciated the power his'brother’ held, it scaredhim some. It scared him a
lot.

"How's Ellen doing?' Danid changed subjects as they walked aong towardthe medical ward.

"Uh, she'slooking better. The micro surgical unitsfinished, her wound isclosed up now." lan was il
trying to digest what Danid had told him.

"Great! What about Starling?'

"They decided to stick in aheart assst so hisown heart could hedl faster, thedoctors say he's doing
better. He il lookslike shit.”

"He dwayslooked like shit,” Danid grinned alittle a hisfirst memories of thepimply faced senior
midshipmean.

"True" lan agreed.

The Emperor was braced fairly well when Alex and Jeremy intercepted them so hemanaged to mostly
stay on hisfedt.

"Ellen'sgettingbetter!" Alex saidin an excited blur.

"I know, lan told me. Have you two stayed out of trouble?!

"MissArkinspaddiedJeremy'sbutt!" Alex giggled.

"Sow down!" Danid peered down at the embarrassed |ooking boy andasked the obvious. "What did
you do?' Danid couldn't imagine what would havepushed the proper Miss Arkinsto use corpora
punishment on one of the Emperor'schildren’.

"l... | tried some..." Jeremy mumbled something else that Danidl couldn'tunderstand.

"Speak up," Danid prompted, trying to act stern.

"| drank some of her port wine, it made me throw up.”



"Hedranka otofit!" Alex added in arush.

It took more self control than you can imagine for Danid to keep astraight face.

"Then she was right to spank your butt. Y ou won't be doing that again, 1suppose?”’

"No. I'm sorry.” Jeremy looked on the verge of tears which was entirely toomuch for Danidl. The
Emperor then picked up the smal boy and crushed hisribswith amgor hug. lan wasless successful in
controlling his emotions and broke outin laughter, it became contagious.

A smdl part of Danid marveled at the abrupt change from dealing withmatters on Templeto being with
hisfamily again. Over three hundred of theChurch's higher-ups had been consigned to horrible deaths on
Hades, Daniel hadsent dl of them there,

It didn't even seem to bother him very much.

That did bother him.

Chapter Nine
Harvest

Danidl opted to transfer over to HM S Haven for the return trip to Earth. Matters still required most of the
flotillato remain in orbit around Temple for atimebut the Emperor's presence was no longer required.
The temptation for Daniel wasto proceed directly to New Albion with Ellen but there were many other
wounded onHaven who did not deserve the delay. Haven was one day out from Earth when itwas
deemed time to decant Ellen. lan and Danid both knew what to expect whenEllen would return to
consciousness, it was ill ahard thing for both of them.

"Shélll betotaly nutsfor awhile," lan spoke quietly as he and Danid stoodout of the way. Ellen was
being bathed and put into aregular hospital bed, shewas il very much adeep.

"I know dl toowdl," Danidl replied.

"It may be hard to tell the difference, actualy,” lan observed.

"True"

Doctor Estrada had tactfully requested that the Emperor and Sir 1an leave foratime until Ellen regained
her wits, to no avall.

"We have both been through this sort of thing before, doctor. We wish to beat her sde when she
awakes."

Thereisapoint at which one does not further argue with mankind's absolute ruler,Doctor Estrada knew
that point had been reached.

"Very wel, Sire. | must ingst on being able to administer sedativesifneeded.”

"Of course, doctor. We respect your judgement. We just need to be here.”

lan and Daniel were Stting on opposite Sides of Ellen when she began toreact to the stimulant, then it got
rather noisy.

"He doesn't even know wherewe arel”

Ellen was back in the cargo hold of the Sunflower, she sat up abruptly and lookedaround in sheer terror.
For saveral momentsthe girl seemed not to recogni ze thetwo boyswho sat beside her.

"You're sife, Ellen. Were both here with you." Daniel took her handsin hisas he spoketo her while lan
leaned over and kissed his panicked sister on hercheek.

"Oh!" Ellen seemed to come into quick focus. Shelooked firgt at 1an andthen at Danidl.

She chose Danid and tightly embraced him while lan grinned from ear to ear.

Ellen'sreentry into the world had been afairly easy one, she wasin the arms of theone personin the
universe she cared most for. Well, the one person she cared forenough to someday wed that is.



"How long... What's happened to me?" Ellen's words were a readybecoming rationa

"Do you remember being shot, back on Temple?' lan asked gently.

"Yes Shit, it hurt like hell!"

Both Danid and lan grinned allittle at her language which had suffered severely inrecent weeks.

"Y ou've been in aregeneration tank, there was ahole in you big enough toplant atreein,” Daniel
explaned.

Ellen rather immodestly opened her pgjamatop to examine the wound, there wasonly pink smooth skin
wheretheinjury used to be.

"Good! There'sno scar or anything!" Ellen was al femae, gppearanceswere very important.

"Thank doctor Estrada here," Daniel said, "he does very good work."

The good doctor was rewarded with akiss and a hug from Ellen, then the tearsstarted.
"What'swrong?' Danid asked.

"I'm just S0 happy that we're dl safe and together again,” Ellen sniffed, "let'sall just go hometo the farm.
CanWe?'

"Yeswe can," Danid answered, "but first we need to stop off for awhile onEarth. Theresalot of other
wounded on board, including Ensgn Starling.”

"lan told me about him while we were on Temple, | guess he saved us," Ellenreplied.

"He was mostly dead when they found you, he's still in abad way but thedoctors say he should make it
"Isheawake, canwe...?"

"No, he's4till in atank like you were," Daniel explained, "they say he may bein there for amonth yet."
"Oh dear. What about hisfamily?'

"They live on Earth, England (there will alwaysbe). | sent them a personalmessage, they'll be waiting
when we arrive at the Salshury Nava Hospitd facility.”

Both Daniel and lan wondered what Starling's parents might be like. Was ahorridpersondity afamily
trait?

"How arethe kids, and mom and dad?’ Ellen asked.

To answer hdf of the question two smdll flying objects were admitted to the roomand were soon
wriggling their way closeto Ellen'sside.

"Y our folks arefine, just worried silly about you and lan. | made them stay onNew Albion with lots of
security forces, it seemed safer for them and easier on themtoo.”

"Good," Ellen agreed, "they needed to stay busy instead of standing aroundand worrying themsdlves
sck.”

"The harvest will be starting soon,” lan added, "we can al do some honestwork when we get there.”
Theideaof working on the farm again felt redlly good to Danid, it would be goodfor everybody.

Earth, Sdsbury Navd Facility

When HM S Haven grounded Ellen was up and walking, abeit rather wobblyand weegk from her timein
regeneration. Sheinssted on being on hand andstanding with Danid and lan when Starling's parents
came on board to be greetedby the Emperor.

Saling's persondity did runinthefamily.

Frederick and Elizabeth Starling properly bowed before their Emperor as hewel comed them on board
Haven. lan and hissister flanked Danid as he movedforward to greet the middle-aged couple, they
seemed to be dressed in therestrained el egance that suggested 'old money'.

"Wel come aboard Haven,” Daniel began, "it'sgood to finaly meet you. Wewish the circumstances were



better.” The Emperor extended a hand to each of Starling's parents, they appeared very cam and
collected and not too impressedwith their surroundings or host.

"It'sagreat honor to meet you, Your Mgesty." Frederick Starling's voice hada toneto it that seemed to
convey sometinge of disdain.

"Indeed itis, Your Mgesty," Elizabeth Starling added.

"Thank you both. The doctors say that your son will eventualy make afullrecovery, for now We must tell
you that heis gtill in very serious condition. Y ouneed to prepare yourselves for that when you gointo see
him"

"We understand, Y our Mgesty. We were told that Heywood was on somesort of 'task’ for you when he
met with hismisfortune?' The eder Starling mighthave just aswell have said "some sort of silly damned
errand” by the tone he used. The restrained scorn in the man's voice wasn't lost on Danid.

"He was doing some very important undercover work for the Empire, Weasked for him to volunteer for
the misson and he acquitted himsdf very wdll."

Never mind that not oneword of intelligence was ever recelved from Starlingduring his assgnment.

"l see. May we now ook in upon our son, Y our Mgjesty?!

"Of course, gr. Let mefirgt introduce you to Sir lan Murphy and his sisterEllen. Y our son was
ingrumenta in rescuing them.”

The Starling's greeted 1an and Ellen with the thinly disguised attitude thatone might have when being
formally introduced to known criminals. Ellen had aningtant didike for the couple but managed to be as
nice as she knew how to be. lanwas polite and smiled and was not at al surprised by Starling's parents.
"He probably joined the navy just to get away from these two,” lan thought tohimself asthey walked
along to theward.

Doctor Estrada met the Emperor and the Starling's just outside theregeneration unit. Danidl, lan and Ellen
stayed back away as Starling's parentswent forward to view the remains, asit were. Everyone had
aready formedopinions of the elder Starling's, what happened next was amost expected.

"His skin seemsto have cleared up,” observed Starling's mother.

"Indeed," Frederick Starling agreed.

That was all they had to say. They might have been appraising a prospective potroast for dl of the
emotion the ensgn's parents showed. The couple turned awayafter lessthan aminute, it wasavery
awkward stuation as hurried farewells weremade. The Starling's even 'politely' declined the Emperor's
invitation for dinner athe Sun Paace that evening.

"Themissusisn't feding too well, Y our Mgesty. May we beg off for thisday?"

"Of course, gr. If We may do any servicefor you....?"

Everyonefdt somered pity for Starling after his parents had |eft, it wasamazing that he hadn't committed
double patricide by now.

"What amazing assholes." Danidl's oftly spoken gppraisd of the departingStarling's was the consensus
opinion. Even Ellen had afew unlady-like words forthe world class snobs.

The Sun Palace

Lieutenant Jacob Asher, soon to be Prince Jacob, was giving his newassignment his best marine effort.
Like Danid before him the lieutenant had to calahdt now and then and get away from the endless
ingtructional sessions. A youngwife provided Asher aclose confidant, someoneto shareal of the
misgivings andfears. It was no cakewalk for Stephanie Asher ether, she was extremely pregnantand



dreaded the coming coronation. Trying to adjust to lifein an enormous andopul ent palace was bad
enough, they both longed for their modest cottage in whatwas once Bavaria

"Tel me about him again, what's heredly like?" Stephanie Asher had yet tomeet the Emperor and was
nervous about hisimpending arrival.

"| barely got to know him before he left for Temple," Jacob began, "he didn'tseem at al pretentious, more
like akid brother or something. He was verypreoccupied with the mess on Temple and with getting Sir
lan and Ellen back. lliked him, | think you will too."

"I'm asbig asahouse!" Stephanie fretted about her appearance as mostpregnant femal es tend to do.

"l do believe that His Mg esty is acquainted with the knowledge of wherebabies come from," Jacob
teased.

"I wonder what hisgirl.. Ellen?’

"Well find out together, | expect shewill beniceadso.”

They would both soon find out, the Imperid shuttle was duein one hour.

Danid had made himsdlf refrain from piloting the shuttle even though healways felt uncomfortable when
he wasn't the one at the controls. Ellen was stillweek and tired easily, she was napping against the
Emperor's shoulder when theshuttle ever so softly grounded at the Sun Palace. Daniel had to concede
that hecouldn't have redlly done amuch better job of piloting the craft.

"Wake up kid." Daniel gently shook Ellen asthey touched down.

"Huh?'

"Honey, we're home!" Danid teased.

"Just dap her acouple of times." lan's advice stirred Ellen into motion, evenin her weakened condition
she managed a good whack to her brother's head.

"Shit!" lan now knew that his Sster waswell into recovery.

Heir Designate Jacob Asher and hiswife werein their proper place as theEmperor exited the shuttle,
protocol dictated that Daniel be thefirst out of the craft. The Asher's bowed respectfully as Danidl
approached them.

"Welcome back, Y our Mgesty,” Asher began in greeting.

"Thank you, it's good to be back. Very good.”

Asher introduced hiswife, Daniel'swarm smile and agallant kissto her hand puther more at ease.

"We gpologize for not meeting with you before We left for Temple, time wasvery short.”

"l understand completely, Your Mgesty. It'savery great honor..."

"Let'sdl beat ease," Daniel interrupted, "call me Danid when we are awayfrom public ears.”

By now therest of Danid's family had disembarked, the Emperor motioned themover and introductions
were made all around. Alex and Jeremy approved of thesoon to be Prince of The Empire and his pretty
wife, everyonedid.

"Ellen's still weak and your wife doesn't need to be kept standing around likethis, let'sdl get insgde and
relax.”" Daniel'swordsto Lieutenant Asher werewelcomed by dl.

There was amood of celebration in the Empire, the news of the rescue of Sirlan and hissister had
brought a collective Sigh of rdief from dl. Accounts of eventson Temple had featured Ensgn Starling
prominently, he was the hero of the day. Life on the Murphy farm on New Albion assumed more
normalcy, Ellen and lan'sfamily had been through their own hedll in the past weeks.

Ellen Murphy and Stephanie Asher had taken an immediate liking for oneanother, secrets great and small
were soon being shared when they had some timetogether. The evening of their arrival back on Earth
found the femaes (Alex too) offat one end of the Emperor's sitting room, the males at the other end.



Plansfor thecoming days were being revised.

"My wifewill betoo closeto her ddivery date, can we possibly put off thecoronation for atime?”

Jacob's request was fine with Daniel, he wanted someextended time on the farm with his adopted family.
"Yes," Danid replied, "1 want to be with lan and Ellen on New Albion for theharvest and perhaps for the
Founders celebration that follows. How does atwomonth delay sound to you?'

"That soundsfine, Sre"

"Danid," the Emperor corrected.

"Danid." Jacob Asher was having some trouble addressing the Emperor byhisfirst name, intimeit would
seem only natural. Daniel tended to be far lessforma with close acquaintances than the previous emperor,
itwasal ameatter ofpersondity.

Danid changed the subject to Ensign Starling.

"He's perhaps the biggest assin the Empire but he did nearly die whilerescuing lan and Ellen, | would like
you to see to his needs when he comes out ofregeneration. His parents are worse than heis. If he wants
to recuperate here atthe palace rather than with his parentsthen seeto it that heiswell treated.”

"l will S.. Danid."

"He'simpossbleto like" Daniel explained, "hell take advantage of you ifyou let him, don't let him. Keep
himin his proper place.

"l shal. Why did you recruit himin thefirst place?"

"He seemed like agood choice at the time, perhaps not. In any event he hasearned some respect and my
gratitude, werre stuck with him."

"l will seetoit that heiswell treated,” Jacob replied.

"Y ou will do wdl not to smply not shoot him, just do your best." Danieladvised.

Church serviceswerein order the following morning, servicesin a churchthat had not lost sight of it'strue
purpose. Thanksto God needed to be made. TheReformed Church's cathedral in what was once
Madrid had afull attendance, thelmperia pew was at capacity. The choir had the voices of angels,
Jeremy wasmoved to add his voice to the rendition of the ageless Amazing Grace.

The boy had avoice likeacrysta bell as he sang the words from the hymnal ( he was a quick study and
could read well enough by now). All heads within closehearing turned in amazement to watch Jeremy
sng, the boy was heedless ofeverything except the hymn. Ellen and Danid exchanged questioning 10oks,
noone had ever heard Jeremy sing anything a al. Everyone has some hidden talent,Jeremy's had come to
light and it was by no meansasmal taent.

"Haveyou ever..?' Ellen whispered.

"No," Daniel was asamazed as shewas, "my Lord he can sng!”

"He must have voice and music lessons, he should bein the choir asfirstsolo.”

Ellen’'s assessment was on the mark, Jeremy's voice was a flawless boy sopranoand he had an inborn

perfect pitch.

Aboard HMS Viking, inbound to New Albion

It had taken the most of aweek to get matters wound up before the Imperidyacht had departed Earth.
The situation on Temple was stabilized, acivil governorhad been decided upon, much to the relief of
Generd Housa

Miss Arkinswas given amuch needed vacation, she had worked tirelesdy tobring human civilization to
Alex and Jeremy and had succeeded for the most part. Jacob Asher was once more left to mind the



store and to continue his preparationsfor his coronation as a Prince of The Empire.

Ellen was regaining her strength on adaily basis, Danidl and 1an once moregave her no quarter and
received nonein return when it cameto practical jokesand generd teasing. Everyone was catching up on
needed rest and relaxation,there were no crisesto dedl with, no onewasin peril, for once al wasright in
theuniverse.

Until the great earthquake on Safe Harbor struck.

Safe Harbor was like New Albion, afairly new colony and not yet verydeveloped. The planet was more
ocean than land, population centers tended to beon the coastlines. A vast subsidence fault shift had in the
gpace of thirty secondsdropped over four-hundred miles of coastline below sealevd, the ocean sought
itsown level and moved inland three-hundred milesin some places. Wholecommunities Smply vanished,
otherswere cut off and surrounded by the seawaters. The planet's capitol city ceased to exist, asdid the
Imperial Governor. Many isolated farms and villages were for the time being on their own. SafeHarbor's
remaining emergency resources could not begin to cope with the disaster,a cal for help went out to the
Empire

Danid was engaged in a hopel ess chess game with lan when the watchmidshipman approached them
with amessage form.

"Y our Mg esty, pardon the interruption but Captain Chavez asked meto giveyou this and to await your
reply.” Midshipman Bowman had by now learned not tofear his Emperor.

"What isit?' Daniel asked as hetook the form.

"A generd call for assistance from Safe Harbor, Y our Mgesty.”

lan and Daniel exchanged glances, now what? A quick scan of the message toldDanid that plansfor time
on New Albion would have to wait.

"Tel Captain Chavez that We shdl cometo the bridge presently.”

"Yes Sire." Bowman left at agood speed for the bridge, lan asked theobvious question.

"Whét's happened?’

"There's been an enormous earthquake on Safe Harbor, I'm going to divertViking and it's escorts to help
in rescue operations.”

"Shit!"

"Y eah, shit indeed. We haveto help, we can't go frolicking off on holidaywhen we could be saving some
lives"

"I know that,” lan replied, "but it just seemslikeit's one fucking thing afteranother.”

lan seldom used serious profanity, there were exceptions.

Per Danid's standing orders Viking's bridge was not called to attentionwhen he appeared, Captain
Chavez did brace to attention as he spoke to theEmperor.

"Sre?"

"Divert at onceto Safe Harbor, al escort vessals are to prepare for searchand rescue operations as
needed. Notify Feet to send whatever assistance thatthe Situation requires.”

"YesSire, a once.”

"Please notify New Albion that we will be delayed and why."

"YesSire"

It was going to get very busy on Viking, everyone would be pressed into service.

Viking and its Six escort vesselswere the closest Imperid craft and would bethe first to arrive.
Communications with Safe Harbor were fragmented, thereseemed to be no central authority |eft on the
planet, no coordination of efforts. Amesting of Viking's officer's and the Emperor was held to form aplan
of action.



"How long until substantial resources arrive?' Daniel asked.

"Perhapsfive days, Sire. Until then we arejust about it asfar as outside helpis concerned.” Captain
Chavez's answer meant alot of lost deep for al concerned.

lan was Sitting in on the meeting and raised his hand to ask aquestion.

"What | know about seismology makesfor avery thin book, but I do know thatheavy after shocks may
continue for days, even weeks after aquake of thissize. ISit wise to ground our main vessels near the
affected areas? They could bedamaged or even rolled on their sides by amgjor shock.”

Everyone had raised eyebrows, it was a point that hadn't been considered.

"| think you're very correct in that assessment, Sir lan. We should haveViking and therest of the
formation hold aclose hover for the time we are there,"agreed Captain Chavez.

The great advantage of mass converters was that fuel was not a consideration, thepower needed to keep
the massive vessds a a dead hover wastiny compared towhat the main drive coils drew.

"We would propose using the Fal cons as reconnai ssance craft," Danieladded, "they won't be of much use
in rescue work. They can do the searching, theshuttles can do the rescuing.”

There were athousand detail sto consider and little time was left, Viking wouldmove into orbit around
Safe Harbor in nine hours.

Therewastime for ashort 'family' meeting.

"| fed like | should be doing something useful,” Ellen said.

"There will probably be many injured to take aboard, lost children and thatsort of thing. If you fed up to
it you might help out the crew where you can,” Danidlexplained. "In fact al of you must do what you

can," Danid pointed at Alex andJeremy, "you two must behave properly and do as Ellen and lan say, this
is seriousstuff."

Alex and Jeremy nodded in solemn agreement, they did understand what wasoccurring, they would be
good.

Even Mister Bonk seemed to understand as she sat paying close attention to thehuman's discussion.

The blue ocean was turned to a muddy brown where the subs dence hadoccurred, it was clearly visble
from orbit. A continent had been dtered in the spaceof afew heartbegts, not even a mighty empire could
hold back the forces that wereat work here. An older and more established colony would have had
aninfragtructure of seismic monitors, warning would have been given, measures couldhave been taken.

"Begin transmitting the recording,” Daniel ordered quietly.

"Yes, Sire." Chavez nodded toward the communications officer andeveryone on Safe Harbor with a
working vid set or audio link began receiving theEmperor's own words that help had arrived. At least
some help, seven navalvesses were only afew dropsin the proverbia bucket compared to what was
resllyneeded.

HMSViking camein low over the oily looking waters, it was like a sea of chocol ate with bits and pieces
of wreckagein place of marshmallows. Danieldecided he would be the most usein his Falcon doing
reconnaissance duty,Captain Chavez didn't gpprove but knew to hold histongue. Viking wasthe
largestof the Imperid yachts and carried atotal of eight Falcons and six shuitle craft. Among the escort
craft wasasmal assault carrier with five-hundred marines, dongwith dl of the landing craft and shuttles
to get them anywhere fast.

The seahad created avagt archipelago of ingtant idands large and small. There were people everywhere



high ground could be reached, many till clung todebrisfloating in the water. The only bit of good luck
was that it was summer whenthe quake hit, at least people weren't freezing to death. Captain Chavez
picked asmall town called Clover, about ten milesinland from the sees new shore, most ofthe buildings
seemed intact, there were people about. The town's constabularymade contact with the naval vessdl's
and directed them to land on the centralcommons field, or rather to hover just aboveit. A quick meeting
with the mayor anda del egation of citizens was arranged, they hadn't expected the first help to arrive tobe
the Emperor himself. Viking's hanger deck served asamesting hall.

Captain Chavez used aloud hailer to address the fifty or so people from thetown, the Emperor stood
modestly at his side as he spoke.

"Welcome, dl of you. We gpologize for the small amount of help that wehave to offer for now, many
more vessels are now enroute, but for now thereisjustwhat you see.”

"We are mogt grateful Captain Chavez, and to you, Y our Mgesty." Clover'smayor was nervous, but like
dl paliticians hewasin hiseement for the moment ashe continued. "Every flyer and anything elsewe
have that can get airborne are outlooking for survivors. The area effected isvery large, if you could use
your craft inthat effort...?"

"Of course. Weintend to set up a coordinated search and rescue centerhere. Some order needsto be
established so that our resources are put to the bestuse.”

Viking's Falconsflew as aformation for only a short while before they split upto cover aswide an areaas
their few numbers dlowed. Danid took his orders fromViking the same as the other pilots, he was
assigned a sector on the far west Sde ofthe search pattern. Five minutes after he began searching, it
became apparent thatthere would be more people in need than there were resources to help them.
Whathad been an isolated hill top in asmal farming town was now teeming withhumanity, agood
five-hundred people were clinging to the only dry refuge withinten miles.

"Viking control, thisis Falcon One. | am orbiting alarge number of survivorsat coordinates 3256\,
6547E. With your permission | intend to land and assessthe Situation.”
Viking of course gaveit's permission, how could they not?

The sght of an Imperid fighter flashing overhead and then turning to circlearound their oasis caused the
hungry and thirsty refugees to cheer and wave. Theyweren't lost and doomed to aterrible fate after all.
"Shit! Theréshardly anyplaceto land!™

Danid had to very dowly ease the Falcon down amid the crowd of bedraggledsurvivors. He had nothing
to give them but hope, a Falcon had little room foranything but apilot and itsload of weapons. Even
before the Fal con toucheddown, Daniel was back in contact with Viking.

"Thisis Falcon One, suggest that you dispatch one of the escort vesselstothislocation, there are too
many people herefor the shuttles.™

Viking would send the Normandy, the assault carrier had an enormous ramp thesurvivors could use to
quickly board. In the meantime Daniel had some reassuringto do with the stranded people.

After powering down the fighter and opening the canopy, Daniel took of hishelmet and clambered down
the now extended foot and handholds. As he turnedto face the crowd, asmall girl broke the silence.
"He'sjust akid, mommy!"

This produced thefirst laughter the survivors had heard since the world went al tohell. Even Daniel had
to smile some at the bit of humor. A large bearded man inwork clothes moved forward to shake Danid's
hand.

"It'sgood to see you, lad! My name's Fred Heinkle, wed just about given uphope here, thereé's no food
and no water that isn't saltwater. A lot of the people arein abad way."



"Wejus cdled infor aship to pick you al up,” Danid explained, "theyshould be here within an hour a
themog."

This most welcome news soon had everyone cheering who was able to cheer.

"I hope word has got back to that little fart of an Emperor about the mess wehave herel™ Fred replied,
putting both feet in his mouth.

"It has gr, you'retalking to him." Daniel couldn't help but grin when he saidthis. Fred just stood there asif
frozen, the crowd became extremely quiet.

Therewas ared gryphon on the fighter'stail, "Grayson" was stenciled just belowthe cockpit. Fred felt
likeatotd ass.

"l... Your Mgesty...sometimes | have more mouth than brains..." Fred bowedawkwardly as he said this,
S0 did those in the surrounding crowd.

"Not to worry, sr. We have been caled far worse at times and by far worsepeople than you.”

Danid did asmall tour of the crowded bit of land, his suit power packkeegping the hesat at bay. The
people were indeed in abad way, thirst was the worstproblem. A small boy tugged at Danidl's arm and
asked if he had any water. Thefour-year-old boy was rewarded with the flat suit flask of water clipped to
Danid'sched, it dmost started asmall riot. Fortunately, word came over his earpiece thatthe Normandy
was just minutes away, thoughts of water were pushed back somewhen Daniel shouted this newsto the

people.

Whoever was conning the Normandy did amasterful job of easing the hugevessel dongsdetheidet, the
vessel'swide ramp gently touched earth as the firstmarines stepped off to help people to board. Most of
the survivors could walk,some had to be carried on litters, afew had to be placed in body containers.
AsDaniel was powering up the Falcon and the last of the survivors and marines weremoving up the ramp
the ground began to shake. Just as the Falcon lifted off andthe Normandy moved away the shaking
became intense, the muddy seawasin aningtant chop. Daniel watched in horrified fascination asthe smdl
bit of land sankwithout any fuss beneath the boiling waters.

It was going to be avery long day for the Emperor, for everyone.

The Emperor suggested over the com link with Viking that the Falcon utilitypods be made ready and
filled with water containers and first aid supplies. Theexternaly carried pods were a good twenty feet
long and could hold much neededwater and emergency suppliesfor people who might have to wait some
time forrescue. Captain Chavez had decided early on that priority would be given to thelargest groups of
survivors, you save as many people asyou can first and thenwork to find the smaler moreisolated

groups of people.

lan and Ellen pitched in when the first waves of survivors started to fill thetemporary shelterson the
ground at Clover. Armed with recording pads they setabout taking down the names of the survivors and
where they were from, it wasn'ttoo physically demanding for Ellen but the job could break your heart.
Wholefamilies had been logt, others split up. The smdl children without parents were thehardest for Ellen
and her brother to ded with. It didn't help much that the groundwould move about at odd intervals with
gmall tremors and some that weren't sosmadll.

Danid returned to Viking after four more hours of searching and locatingsurvivors, he was hungry, tired
and thirsty. Hefdt abit guilty knowing that otherswere far worse off than hewas, still you makefor a
better rescuer if you est, drinkand rest for abit. Danidl managed aquick visit with lan and Ellen asthey
toopaused for some food and regrouping aboard Viking.

"Thisisalot worsethan | thought it would be," Danidl began.

"There's S0 many peoplewith nothing left,” Ellen added.

"How much help is Heet sending?’ lan asked.



"Probably not enough,” Daniel replied, "1'm going to send them word abouthow bad things are here
before | take off again. It lookslike at least a hdf millionpeople were logt, perhaps more.”

"What'sit like, looking for the survivors?' Ellen asked.

"Awful. Therésalot of bodiesjust floating in the water, alot of people whowill soon be dead if we can't
get to themin time. How are you holding up?"

"I'm okay," Ellenreplied, "abit tired isdl.”

Danidl looked pointedly at lan, "don't et her overdo it, have some marines cart heroff to her cabin if she
givesyou abad time.”

"No problem,” lan agreed, "I may do that anyway."

Ellen wasn't too tired to not whack her brother.

Alex and Jeremy had been |eft in the care of one of the civilian aides. Theywere donefor the moment in
Emperor's quarters on Viking as the aide answerednature's call. Alex was frightened, there was an image
in her mind that would notgo away.

"You haveto tel him," Jeremy urged quietly.

"I'mscaredto!

"Why?"

"He'sredlybusy, he said tobegood!”

Jeremy wasn't astimid as Alex was, he grabbed her by her hand and headed forthe door, they were
halfway to the hanger deck before the ade assigned to themcame back into the Sitting room.

"Oh crgp!" Charles Pelton could just see himsalf explaining how he hadmanaged to lose the Emperor's
litlesder.

Alex and Jeremy were intercepted by two ratings just asthey reached thehanger deck.

"Hold on there, where are you two going in such arush?' Rating Bradshawsnagged Alex, the other
enlisted man halted Jeremy.

"Leggo! We haveto see Danid, it's ‘portant!" Jeremy pleaded.

Thetwo ratings looked at one another, unsure about what to do. Bradshaw couldsee that the two kids
seemed desperate, and they were the Emperor'skids.

"Come on then, this had better be redlly important!”

They just missed Daniel's departure for more search duties. lan and Ellen wergust boarding ashuttle to
return to the surface when Jeremy's shout reached them.

"lananEllen! Wait!"

The pilot held the shuttle as lan and his sister embraced Alex and Jeremy.

"What isit?" Ellen asked.

"Thewater'scominghere!™ Alex's blurred words were too fast.

"Say it again, say it dowly," lan said firmly.

"Thewater... It'sgoing to come herel”

"Sweetpie (lan's nickname for the girl), the water ismilesfrom here, you'resafe here.”

"It'sgoing to come here. Tell Danid!" Alex flashed a spark of anger in hereyes, something lan had seenin
Danid'seyesbefore.

lan and Ellen knew that Daniel believed that his Sster was a Taent, she had seenthings before that defied
any logic. lan made aquick decision.

"I'm going to the bridge to get in contact with Daniel, keep an eye on thesetwo for now."

Ellen nodded in full agreement, shetold the shuttle pilot to leave without them.

lan's abrupt appearance on the bridge caught the watch officer and crew offguard. Lieutenant
Commander Chou was sitting in the command chair and rose togreet the young Imperia Knight.
"Sir lan, what isit?"



"Pardon my intrusion Sir, | need adirect link with the Emperor's Falcon, atonce. Forgive meif | seem
abrupt.”

"No problem, Sir lan. One moment." Chou punched a couple of buttons onhis console and spoke into
the voice pickup.

"Facon One, reply.”

"Falcon One, go ahead.” Daniel wasn't close to being adeep.

"Falcon One, standby for Sir lan, if you please.”

Chou motioned for lan to take the command chair.

"lan here. You put alot of stock inwhat Alex can see, she saysthat the wateris going to come here, to
Clover."

"Good God." Danid was slent for amoment, alot wasriding on theword ofone very small girl with one
very large talent. Her warning couldn't be ignored, theEmperor made aquick decision, in hismind there
was no choice. "On my authority,begin evacuationsto high ground, makeit at least two-hundred miles
away. Sendout agenerd darmto al areas close to the water, there's no telling how muchmore land may
subsde”

"If it subsdes," lan replied, still the doubter.

"Yes, if. Seetoit lan, I'm depending on you. I'm on my way back."

"YesSire" lan knew how to follow orders, so did Commander Chou andCaptain Chavez.

The organized chaos of the survivor camps soon turned into just plain chaos. Many were reluctant to be
moved again, others needed no persuasion at dl. Those who were the most opposed to leaving were
asked how far they could swim. No one would have to be moved by force. It was afull ten hours before
the groundbegan to rumble without interruption, the thirty-foot wall of water arrived at Cloverforty-three
minutes | ater.

No one was | ft to get wet.

Viking's crew grew very quiet when Alex wasin sight. How did she know?

New Albion

lan and Ellen's parents had been through their own part of hell for the pastmany weeks, they had cometo
ahard decision about their two wandering childrenand mankind's Emperor. Parents are by nature very
protective of their offspring,purelogic is not awayswhat winsin the end.

"Danidl islike our own flesh and blood, can weredly do this?" ElizabethMurphy had been over thisa
dozen times with her husband.

"Heisthat," John Murphy agreed, "I love him too but heis aso the Emperor,heisall of the power that
thereisin the Empire. That much power is dangerous tobe around, look at what it has caused to happen
to Ellen, and to lan. Look at what ithas caused to happen to us.”

"But can we...Ellen won't abide by...."

"Shel'svery young," John Murphy interrupted, "she will mend, she will find agood boy here on New
Albion, someone she can have anorma life with."

"It will bresk both their hearts.”

"Ellen went to Earth for anice summer vacation with Danid and lan. Shewas kidnaped, tortured and then
shot, shewas very nearly killed. 1an has been inone close call after another ever since he met Daniel, he
was nearly killed too. Pain and suffering follow Danid like houndsfrom hell, | don't want thet for any
ofmy kids, not anymore!"

Elizabeth Murphy nodded in silent agreement but in her heart she felt that itwould not be even closeto



that smple. And what of Danidl? The young boy thatthe Murphy's had cometo care for as one of their
own was not someone to be toldthat he must break with the one girl that he dearly loved. Danid was
mankind'sabsol ute ruler, there was no onewho could in actuaity tell him to do anything,would he honor
their wishes and just walk away from Ellen and his adopted family?

HMS Viking

They had been amost two weeks on Safe Harbor, Danid had findlydecided that thingswere well in
hand. Fleet had sent everything that the Emperorhad requested and more, there were now almost as
many rescuers as there weresurvivors. It wastime to resume their voyage to New Albion, the harvest
must beabout over by now.

"Mother'sgoing to love thethings | got for her in Parisl" Ellen's purchasesbefore she and her brother had
been kidnaped had been wrapped and re-wrappedby the girl during the voyage from Earth.
"Pariscertainly loved it,” Danid teased. He ducked in time, he waslearningand had very fast reflexes.
"The Founder's Day dance will bethe next day after we arrive," Ellencontinued, "I have the perfect dress
to wear!"

"So who are you paying to take you to the dance?' Danidl asked.

"Billy Jenking! He'salot more polite than you and much better looking!”

"Oh." Daniel pretended mortal heartbresk.

"If he's spoken for | suppose | can make do with you," Ellen conceded.

"Maybe I'll just have him beheaded,” Danid replied casualy.

Asusud Danid and Ellen's mock argument ended in akiss, they were getting verygood at kissing. lan
was across the large day cabin and was trying to ignore themas he read an inscrutabl e paper on
propulsion theory.

"Knock it off you two, you're making Mister Bonk nervous, metoo."

lan's rude remarks were added to by Jeremy and Alex asthey aped Danid andEllen by kissing one
another and then collapsing into hysterica giggles.

New Albion

Danid and Company stood at the top of Viking's ramp and waved to theMurphy family, Alex tugged at
her big brother's deeve and whispered urgently tohim.

"Something'swrong!"

Danid bent down to listen better. "What isit, Pest?'

"Ellen'smommyandaddy. Something's not right!"

"Isthere danger?' Daniel was getting alarmed by now.

"No. They fed bad about something.”

Ellen was listening aso, she exchanged a confused ook with Daniel before theyproceeded down the
ramp.

"Come on, you and Jeremy be nice, well sort thisout later.” Danid said.

"kay." Alex did as she wastold, she didn't know how not to.

The reunion waswarm, Ellen and lan nearly had their ribs crushed. TheMurphy's had bowed in respect
at Daniel's gpproach, he and histwo 'kids hadheld back alittle while lan and his Sister were being
greeted. The Emperor wasthen in turned hugged and greeted warmly but there seemed to bejust alittle



bit ofsomething held back. Alex and Jeremy were introduced, they smiled and enduredthe kisses silently.

"| gpologize for the delay in coming here sir," Danidl began, "we just couldn'tbypass Safe Harbor when
they needed our help.”

"We understand, Danidl. Firgt thingsfirst." John Murphy did understand, justone more disaster thrownin
the poor boy's path. "Let'sal go insgde and talk,theres amillion questions for everyone.”

"Yesgr. Isthere any spare room in the big barn? Ellen did some shoppingin Paris.”

"I'll clear aplace.”

There wouldn't be alot more humor between John Murphy and the Emperor thisday, or perhaps ever

again.

After one of Elizabeth Murphy's amazing lunches Daniel was asked by JohnMurphy to go for awak with
him, an inspection of the new irrigation equipment wasthe excuse. Daniel sensed that something was very
wrong, Alex had put him onedge before he had even stepped off of the roya yacht.

"What's bothering you, sir?' Daniel asked asthey walked aong the edge ofthe stubble covered north
fidds.

"Doesit show that much?" John asked.

"Yesdr. Alex sensed it too before we even met today.”

"Sheisindeed a Tdent, then?'

"Yesdr, she's something very specid.”

"SoareEllenand lan."

"Yessdr, of coursethey are”

The man stopped and looked directly at his Emperor before speaking again.

"Y ou are going to hate mefor what | haveto say to you, but say it | must.”

"Gy

"Ellen was nearly killed and lan was placed again in mortal danger justbecause they were closeto you.”
"I... | fed awful about that sir. All | can doisapologizeto you, | should havedone more to seeto their
safety.”

"You are not to blame, Y our Mgesty. It isyour title and what fate ssems tohand you at every turn. | am
asking you to not see Ellen anymore, to let her have anormal and safe life her on New Albion apart from
you. | want you to let lan havethat same sort of life.”

If the man had suddenly driven hisfist into Daniel's ssomach the effect would havebeen no different. The
Emperor just stood and stared blankly at Ellen's father,unable for amoment to even form acomplete
thought.

"I've aways behaved properly toward Ellen, there has always been achaperon. We never.." Danidl
thought that perhaps the man believed he and Ellenwere having sex or something, maybe that waswhy he
wasdoingthis.

"I know that, it's not your behavior. Y ou are awhite hot and dangerousflame, 1an and Ellen areflying too
closetothat fire"

Ellen's mother was at this same moment having asimilar conversation withher, the girl's reaction was
much the same, then it got very noisy.

"No! Never! Why the hdll are you doing thisto us?' Everyonein the househeard this, maybe everyone on
thefarm.

"Dear, wedl love Danid..." Elizabeth Murphy tried to explain, Ellen washaving none of it.

"Kicking him out of the family isadamned strange way to say that you lovehim! Why don't you just take
the both of us out behind the barn and shoot us?

"Ellen, cdm yoursdlf, your language!™

"Bullshit! If you think that you're going to just snap your fingers and say nomore Daniel you're crazy!
We're going to be married when we're older!" Therewere tears of fury and outrage in Ellen's eyes. Why



was this happening? Had hermother and father gone insane?

lan was off with his brother Freddie in new barn, it had been placed at theolder brother'sfeet to tell 1an
what had been decided.

"You've got to bekidding!" lan knew hisbig brother was keen on practicajokes but thiswent far beyond
being funny.

"l wish | was," Freddie explained. "Persondly, | think mom and dad havegone 'round the bend on this, |
sure don't agree with them. Don't be pissed off atme, Danid'slike my other brother asfar asI'm
concerned.”

lan nodded in understanding and held off on hisimpulseto try and break hisbrother's nose, Freddie was
twice hissze anyway.

"Ellen and Danid won't agreeto this, they would crawl through molten lavafirs.”

"So what do we do, what do you do?" Freddie asked. He wanted no part ofbeing between Daniel and
hissster. In truth Freddie did love them both.

"My placeisbeside Danid, maybeit aways has been. | love mom and dadand | dwayswill, they should
cometo ther senses after awhile.”

"It'sgoing to beredly exciting in the meantime." Freddi€'s observation wasthe only thing that made much
sense a the moment.

Danid just glared a the el der Murphy, the man felt distinctly uncomfortableunder that gaze.

"You arethe...you are my Emperor. | cannot impose my will on you, I'm onlytrying to protect my
daughter and son.”

"I will never hate you sir, | never could, about that you were wrong. | knowyou mean only the best for
Ellen and lan, so do I. They are your son and daughter,| respect that. They are not your property though,
they will choose what sort of lifethey want, you cannot choose for them, nor can I.”

"l anther father!"

"Yesdryou are, and | am their Emperor. Neither one of us hasthe power totdll their hearts what to fed.”
Daniel turned and walked away, he did not ook back.

The Founders Day Dance would have to do without it's most anticipated guest ofhonor and his pretty
escort.

For once Alex took theinitiative and hurried Jeremy out of the unhappyhome, they intercepted Daniel
and avoided another major blowup in the house.

"Come on, you two. Let's go back to Viking for awhile, people need to cooloff, | know | do. | need to
do somethinking."

"Ellenandhermommyyelledalot!” Alex il tended to talk at about 8X speed.

"Yeswell, thereés been alot of that today."

"Arewe... Are we going to leave lanandEllen here?!

"l don't think so. | hope not.”

Danid wondered for thefirst timeif perhapsit would be better for Ellen and lan ifthey were indeed away
fromhim.

The Emperor's sudden return to Viking was unexpected, the vessel's captainbarely managed to make it
to the top of the ramp to greet him.

"Your Mgesty....isanything wrong?' Chavez could plainly seethat there wasindeed something amiss.
"If you would Captain, have my Falcon prepped for launch. | need to bedlone to think some things
through.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty. May | be of any service, | don't meanto pry?"

"There are problems between Oursdlf and the Murphy's of apersona nature. We appreciate your
concern.”



Chavez nodded his understanding but wondered just what had occurred in thedistant white farmhouse.

Daniel escorted Alex and Jeremy to the Emperor's quarters on the vessdl.

"Begood, | just need to be done for awhileto do somethinking, I'll be backby dinner time.”
"Mister Murphy fedsbadtoo.” Alex's voice was dmost awhisper.

"I know, everyone does. | love you both, don't forget that.”

"Ikw_"

Danid's Fa con departed the grounded Viking at a crushing acceleration, it'sdrive coils screaming in
protest. The Murphy's home flashed undernegth the fighterand disappeared from sight. Only Freddie was
outside to see the Falcon passoverhead, he stood dack jawed as the craft then climbed straight up with
visgbleshock wavestrailing off it'swing tips. Freddie had become very good at piloting hisown small flyer,
or a least he thought he was. The performance of the Fal con andthe person who wasflying it caused
Freddie to reassess his own modest kills.

Facon One flew without any red direction for over an hour, Danid tried tosort out hisemations, tried to
make some sense out of what had befalen him. Hecould understand why John Murphy had cometo fedl
the way he did, it wasdangerous to be around Daniel Grayson. Ellen and lan did deserve better thanwhat
had happened to them since he had come into their lives. Could he bringhimself to say goodbye to them?
Should he say goodbye to them? The memory of Ellen floating in aregeneration unit finaly pushed himto
believe tha her fathermight beright.

He knew that he could never part with lan and Ellen if he had to face them, better toget it done with
quickly.

"Viking Command, thisis Falcon One."

"Go ahead Falcon One." Lieutenant Marks had the com duty.

"Givemealink to Captain Chavez."

"Standby, Falcon One."

It only took afew seconds, Chavez was only feet away.

"Captain Chavez here, Falcon One."

"If you please Captain, recdll al of your people and proceed to departureorbit at your convenience. We
shdl rendezvouswith you in orbit."

"At once Sire, shall | contact the Murphy's?’

"No. Please proceed at once." The Emperor's voice was cam, they couldn'tsee the tears on hisface.
"Understood, Falcon One."

No onedid understand but Viking lifted off thirty minutes|ater.

The dight vibration of the house brought the Murphy family outside, theyknew by now what that the noise
sgnified alarge vessel underway. Ellen sank toher kneesin utter despair, her mother moved to comfort
her. "Don't you dare touchme!" Ellen'svoice was amost a hiss.

lan looked at hisfather, hiscalm and icy words cutting through the man like aknife,

"Wl father, | hope you're fucking happy."

John Murphy drew back his hand to dap his son but did not follow through,perhaps he had caused
enough pain for one day.

Ellen and lan held a private conference that evening, they were both ofsmilar minds.

"Pack abag, asmdl one." lan said quietly.

"When do we leave?' Ellen had dready done some packing.

"Tonight, after everyoneisadeep, | don't want abig fight scene. Well just’borrow’ Freddiesflyer, he's
on our Sde anyway."



"Thenwha?'

"Bakerstown. We book passage to Earth or sign on as crew to work our way,whichever isfaster."
"Money?' Ellen had very little hersalf (except for her ‘card).

"I have an unlimited Imperial Bank card, Daniel gave it to me awhile back. He even apologized for not
thinking to do it sooner."

"Oh! He gave me onetoo, he told me not to tell our folks. We can just buypassage!™

"Maybe. There aren't many passenger vessalsthat stop here, we might payfor space on amerchantman,
or even dgnon ascrew."

"What about anaval vessel?' Ellen asked.

"I don't think so. It would put any naval captain in avery awkward position ifwe asked for help, evenif |
am aknight and you are the Emperor's girl we are dtillcivilians. They have regulaionsto follow."

"Can't wejust get amessageto Danid?"

"That would take time we don't have, | don't want to have to face father, hellbe heading for Bakerstown
as soon as he figures out what we're up to. Danielmight not want usto come, | think father really messed
up histhinking about us."

"Better that we just show up on his doorstep?”’

"Y es, he needsto be put straight, he's probably blaming himself for whathappened to you and to me.”
"What could | do ascrew?" Ellen had endless questions.

"Bat your eyes at the vessdl's cgptain and ook sexy.”

Whack!

"Judt kidding, shit! Well just havetowingit."

"What did father say to Daniel to make him leavelikethis?| can't believe hewould go without talking to
usfird.”

"Danid probably thought he was doing what's best for us or something, hewould diefor either one of usif
hehad to."

"I would diefor him." Ellen replied softly.

"That makestwo of us."

It was one in the morning when lan and his sister quietly made their way outto Freddi€'s prized
possession. They both felt some serious remorse for sneskingaway from their parentslike this, obedience
to one's parents was one of the pillarsof the New Empires civilization. lan's piloting skillswere as bad as
ever, he amosttook part of the new barn'sroof off before he sorted out the flyer's touchy controls.
Apparently Freddie fancied himself afighter pilot and had modified the control inputsettings.

"Canyou actudly fly thisthing?' Ellen squesked, trying to control herstomach.

"Sort of. | never would have made it out of academy if Danidl hadn't lost alotof deep coaching me
through smdl craft piloting.”

"Freddie got hiscivil ticket on hisfirg try."

"I'm not Freddie. Would you like to take over?'

"No, I'll just St here and be quiet.”

"That would be afird."

Ellen restrained from whacking her brother, he didn't need any further distractionsright now.

Chapter Ten
Family

HMS Viking



Danid's rendezvous with Viking took place four-hundred miles overSergeant Boone's new ranch in
Plaindand. Captain Chavez greeted the Emperoras he climbed down from the Falcon. Daniel was
outwardly composed, in fact hewas pretty much on autopilot.

"Vikingisat your service, Your Mgesty.”

"Thank you. Make for Earth a your convenience.”

"YesSire, a once."

"Wewould liketo be left donewith Alex and Jeremy for now."

"You will not bedisturbed, Sre."

And the Emperor was indeed |eft aone with what seemed to be his only remainingfamily. Therewas
much quiet speculation between Viking's crew and officers. What had happened?

New Albion, Bakerstown

"Shit!" lan had just finished scanning the port's shipping board.

"Double shit!" Ellen could reed too.

There was at present exactly one interstellar vessdl in orbit around New Albion, aFree Trader cargo
vesd, theMaid of Avon. The vessel was at the momentfinishing up off loading farm equipment at the
port, it was due to leave orbit in twomore hours for Eden Found. 1an had been around Daniel long
enough to knowwhat to do next.

"Come on! The port contracting office can get in touch with Avon's captainfor us!”

Ellen had athousand questions as she ran dongside her brother to the distantoffice.

"Do Free Traders take passengers?’

"Daniel oncetold methat they will do anything that'slega aslong asthepriceisright.” lan explained.
"Then we make the price very right!" Ellen replied. "What about Freddiesflyer?!

"Father will find it, if not I'll buy Freddie abrand new one."

"Y ou may haveto anyway, | think you bent one of the landing struts whenyou crash landed here.”

"| didn't crash land! | just migudged our descent alittle.”

Ellen and lan did have one very lucky break thislate night (morning). FTV Avon's captain wasin the
contracting office finishing his paperwork for aload ofrefined titanium areedy ferried up to Avon.

"Are you two running from the constables or something?' Captain Hartepeered with some suspicion at
the two young people asking for passage to Earth.

"No g, just bad family problems.” 1an handed the man his unlimited bankcard, it had hisnameoniit.
"Sir lan Murphy?' Harte's eyebrows merged with hishairline.

"Yesdr, thisismy sigter Ellen.”

"Good God, it isyou, both of you!" Harte, like everyone else, had closelyfollowed the Emperor's short
but exciting career. "Why areyou....?"

"It'salong gory Sr, we have not much timeto tell it right now. When thingsget sorted out His Mgesty
will beinyour debt, sowill we."

Harte paused for amoment before answering. " Avon's not going anywhere nearEarth, you might get
passage when we get to Eden-F."

"That will befine, Sir. We can pay whatever fare you think is proper.”

Harte nodded his agreement. "Then let's go, my businessisfinished here. Don'texpect e egant quarterson
Avon, it'safamily run ship and we don't waste moneyon gold trim and fancy food."

"That's the way Danid described Gryphon,” 1an replied.

"Danid?'

"HisMagjesty," lan added.

"Ah, yes. | met hisfather once years ago, he was atight-fisted bastard whodrove a hard bargain, but



honest.” A high compliment for any Free Trader.

Avon left orbit just as John Murphy and hiswife arrived at Bakerstown. They dideventudly find
Freddiesflyer and it did have adightly bent |eft landing strut.
Freddie wouldn't redly care.

HMSViking

Alex knew that bad things were happening, you didn't need to be a Taent tounderstand that. Alex'sbig
brother seemed to want to be close to her and Jeremy,they all sat nestled together in the Sitting room of
the Imperia quarters.

"Whydidyou...why did we go away without lanandEllen?’

"I..I didn't want them hurt again. Bad things seem to happen to peoplearound me." Danid tried to make
the smdll girl understand what even he did notredlly comprehend.

"Meand.. Me and Jeremy are around you. We love you."

"I loveyou too, Pest. | love both of you. I'll try to keep you both safe, I'll domy best.”

"Ellenandlan have run away. They want to be with you, with us."

"What?' Danid sat more erect, what wasit that Alex knew?

"They don't want to...they want to be with you, with us."

"Areyou very sure about what you see?’

"y es”

"Ligten to Lex, she dways knows stuff." Jeremy'swords were dl that Danielneeded to spur himinto
action.

"Intercom!" Danidl yelled.

"Message?’ Thewadl unit had a soft female voice, you could have veryintimate and prolonged
conversationswith it if you were bored.

"Bridge. Inquire New Albion'straffic control about al vessas departingwithin the last twelve hours.
Correction, within the last twenty-four hours.”

FTV Maid of Avon

lan and Ellen had arrived aboard the Free Trader vessel just in time forbreskfast. The food was as
described and there was plenty of it.

All eyes at the massve breskfast table were on Avon's famous passengers, agreetdeal of whispering
went on between the vessdl's children. There were alot ofchildren and those out of diapers worked for
their food. lan attempted to break theice.

"What sort of cargo are you carrying, Captain Harte?'

"Onthisleg modtly titanium ingots, from the new smelting complex on NewAlbion."

"And how many days until Eden Found?'

"Five days and some change. We have some of the last of the wheat harvestalso.”

"Isthe Emperor nice?' Thisfrom avery smadl voice acrossthe table fromEllen.

"Yesdear," Ellenreplied, "hesavery nice person. What's your name?"

"Rebecca, everyone calls me Becky though.”

For some reason lan's ears turned a bit redder, they dways did a the mention ofthat particular femade
name (Ellen had never been told). About five people askedat once what it was like at the Sun Palace,



Ellentried to answer.

"It'soverwhelming at firdt, | take that back, it's dways overwhelming. It'slikea giant art museum,
everything is either athousand years old or completelypriceless, usudly both. | felt afraid to touch
anything thefirgt time | wasthere, oreven to St on anything. My bathtub was solid gold and amost big
enoughto svimin.”

A number of the smaler mouths at the table made round O's at the thought of asolid gold bathtub.

The hard question came from Captain Harte'swife, Amanda.

"Y ou don't have to answer, but why are you two here of al places?’

"My father... My father came to the decision that he didn't want myself andlan to be around Danidl..the
Emperor any longer. He somehow thinksit's toodangerous and such.” Ellen explained.

"Because of the kidngping and al?’

"Yesmadam, | guessthat wasthefind straw in hismind. Mother seemed togo along with him on this. His
Magjesty departed suddenly from new Albion, | thinkhe felt guilty about what happened to us, father must
have been just awful to him."

"So you two sort of ran away, then?"

"That we did, malam. Welove our parents but they are very wrong aboutDaniel, the Emperor that is.”

"Can we do anything useful while we're aboard, sir?* lan asked of thecaptain.

"You're not obligated, | charged agood price to the cards you both have.”

"l have my master'srating in propulsion and navigation, Sir. Maybe | can beof some use to you, better
than jugt gtting around idle

"l don't have amaster'srating in anything,” Ellen added, "but | have twoworking hands and we both
come from afarm family. Keeping busy is better thannot keeping busy.”

Angus Harte and iswife looked at each another and nodded, it would seem that theEmperor knew how
to pick good friends.

"Then well put you both to work. Mind you though, there will be no fare cut.”

Everyone at the table laughed, even so Harte was telling the truth. Free Traderswere indeed atight-fisted
bunch of bastards.

HMS Viking

"Onevessd, Your Mgesty." Captain Chavez reported in person, one doesnot smply call The Emperor
on theintercom. "A Free Trader, the Maid of Avon,bound for Eden Found.”

"Manifet?' Daniel wasdl ears.

"Titanium and wheat Sire, we are expecting further information momentarilyon any possible passengers,
theloca Imperid Agents are undertaking a discrestinvestigation.”

"Free Tradersrarely carry passengers,” Danidl observed with somedi sappointment.

Asif on cue Midshipman Watts entered the roya quarters with amessage form inhand. Chavez took the
sheet from the smiling middie, it was indeed the news theywanted.

"Sir lan and Miss Ellen were observed in conversation with Avon's master,one Angus Harte. The three of
them left the port offices together, Sire. Mister andMisses Murphy later appeared &t the port inquiring
about Sir lan and MissEllen.”

Daniel smiled for thefirst time since leaving New Albion, Ellen and lan were safethey wanted to be with
him!

Danid wanted to be with them. What had he been thinking to just leave them likethat?

"Alter course for Eden Found, if you please.”
"At once, Your Mgesty. Shal we attempt to contact and intercept the Avon?”



"No. No point in that, if they're with Free Tradersthey will be safe. Well justbe there to meet them when
they arrive”

"Very good, Sire."

Viking was afar faster craft than any Free Trader cargo vessd, Avon would have amost unusua
welcoming committee,

FTV Maid of Avon

Ellen wound up helping in Avon's hydroponics unit, she was | earning aboutfarming without soil and
thoroughly enjoyed the work. Dorothy Harte was aboutEllen's age and needless to say much of their
conversation in hydroponicscentered about boys and one certain boy in particular.

"What's heredly like?' Dorothy (Dot) asked.

"He hasto betwo peopleredly," Ellen explained, "when he's the Emperorhe can be as hard as diamond
and cold asiceif need be. When he'sjust 'Danid’he's atotal sweetie, me and Alex can wrap him around
our littlefingers”

"Alex, hislitlesgter?"

"Yes. She'samazing, an actua Taent. Alex and Jeremy suffered sohorribly when the Snakes had them.”
"lsn't that sort of spooky, being around someone like her?' Dot asked.

"No, not at al. She'slike her big brother, sweet to the bone."

"Do you and Danid.... HisMgesty, doyou...?"

"No we don't. We kissand cuddie lot, he's so damned honorable it gets dittle frustrating at times. We do
intend to marry when we're older."

"How old?" Dot asked, dl eyesand ears by now.

This caught Ellen abit off guard, how old indeed?

"Y ou know, I'm not too sure. | hope not very much longer.”

lan very naturaly migrated to the vessd's engineering section, CaptainHarte's brother Michagl wasin
chargethere.

"From what | have heard about you Sir lan, there probably isn't much | canteach you about propulsion
systems and engineering.”

"Pleasejudt cadl melan, and yesthere is dways something new to belearned about engineering.”

"All right, lan. Asyou can see Avon's an old lady but she's been kept ingood shape. We spend what's
needed on things that matter, polish and spit comesif and whenit'spossible.”

"Yesdr. | seethat the main coils have been rewound with the new Barkinssuper-c wire."

"Indeed they have. Angus nearly cried when we paid for that but the newwindingswill last ten times
longer than conventiona superconductors. It will savemoney inthelong run.”

"Have you considered crosslinking the trangition circuits?' lan's casuaingpection of the obsolete
propulsion layout had aready found something thatcould be made better.

"Beg pardon?' Michael Harte was dready the one doing the learning, hehad never heard of such athing.
lan explained.

Michadl got a headache.

Avon'sre-entriesinto norma space would be smoother after lan and his new friendmade some
modifications. Angus still wouldn't cut the passage fare.

Eden Found



The unannounced arrival of the Imperia yacht and the smdl flotilla ofescorting war craft wasthetalk of
the entire planet, it had been over two-hundredyears since an Emperor had visited the deepy planet.
Eden Found had areputation for being rather laid back, no one seemed to work much harder than
wasneeded to maintain acomfortable existence. Every colony had it's own quirks, itmade for an
interesting Empire.

Danid debated whether or not to go down to the surface for an informa visit withthe planetary governor.
"Wemay aswell," Daniel decided, "Avon won't show up for another fortyhours or so." Besides, it would
keep hismind occupied.

Governor Alfred Window wasin ablind panic trying to arrange some sort of suitable welcome for the
Emperor. On aregular basis he was heard to shout a noonein particular, "Why is he here with no
notice?' No one had any answer thatmade any sense. When the Emperor's shuttle finally grounded in
front of theGovernor's mansion Window had managed to assembl e a presentable honorguard and most
of the planet'sregional administrators. A crowd of perhaps onehundred thousand curious citizens of the
city of Selwyn had gathered to perhapscatch a glimpse of their Emperor.

"Welcome to Eden Found, Y our Mg esty.” Window had bowed as required. "We apologize for this
poor welcome, if we had known..."

"We are the one to apologize, Governor. Matters of a personal naturerequired Us to be here to meet an
arriving vessdl. We thought it proper in themeantime to come and pay Our respects, so to speak.”
Window breathed asigh of rdlief before responding.

"In any event you are most welcome, Y our Mgesty. If | may be of any serviceat dl.”

"Introduce Usto your people here, then let's have lunch, Were starved.”

In keeping with the traditions of the planet it was avery low key vist, Daniel didnteven haveto Sit
through any tedious display of native dances and traditions, theplanet didn't redly have any.

"I could grow to likethisplace,” Danidl thought.

FTV Maid of Avon

The elderly cargo vessel moved into orbit around Eden Found expecting todo nothing more than off load
itswhest and part of it's titanium consignment. Captain Harte was more than alittle put off when aflatilla
of Imperia war craftclosed on him and took up surrounding positions. It seemed asif every viewscreen
hed anava vessH init.

"What the flaming shit isthis?' Harte growled.

"It seemsthat His Mgjesty was expecting us.” lan replied as he stood besidethe irate Harte on Avon's
bridge.

"The Emperor?' Harte croaked.

"Apparently. That big cruiser isthe Viking, the Imperid yacht.”

The com link on Avon's bridge cameto life, the Imperia Navy wanted to chat.

"Maid of Avon, thisisHis Maesty's Starship Viking, please respond.”

Harte found hisvoice again. "Go ahead Viking, Angus Harte commanding Avon.”

"Avon, please confirm that Sir lan Murphy and Miss Ellen Murphy arepassengers on your vessd."

"They are aboard aslega paying passengers, Viking."

"Very good, Avon. Standby to receive His Mg esty on board, if you pleasesir.”

Harte nearly froze up entirdly but managed to findly reply. "Understood, Viking. Give usthirty minutesto
make room on our hanger deck, we were not expectingvisitors. His Mgesty will be most welcome.”
"Thank you, Avon. Thirty minutes."

Harte started bellowing ordersto shift the cargo shuttles out of the way. Generalconfusion prevailed



throughout the Free Trader vessdl as everyone tried to makethemselves and the vessel presentable for
the Emperor, ahopelesstask for thetime they had.

After exactly thirty minutes had e gpsed one of Viking's smaler shuttlesmade gentle contact with Avon's
crowded hanger deck. The gleaming black shuttlewith the golden Imperia crest on its Sdelooked very
out of place amid the workworn cargo shuttles and lashed down whesat containers. Avon's Captain and
familycrew were assembled and as neat and clean as circumstances allowed. lan andEllen stood as
nervous as everyone el se but not as nervous as Daniel was.

"Walk beside me when we get on the deck,” Danid instructed Alex andJeremy, "act properly, everyone
will bewatching.”
"kay." Both children were practicaly spit shined, so was Danidl.

Two Imperial Marines proceeded the Emperor and stood to attention on thedeck to each side of the
short ramp. As Daniel gppeared Avon's people bowed inrespect, so did lan and Ellen. Captain Harte
moved forward and bowed once moreas he welcomed the Emperor.

"Welcome aboard The Maid of Avon, Your Mgesty."

"Thank you, sir. Our gpologies for this sudden intrusion, two people We careavery greet ded for are
your passengers.” Daniel extended his hand to Harte, theman accepted this most singular honor in good
form. Harte turned and gestured tolan and his Sster, no more words were needed. Alex, Jeremy and The
Emperorcast formdlity aside and merged in atangle of hugs and kisses with the two'runaways. Avon's
crew smiled and broke into some small applause.

"Don't you ever do that again!" Ellen looked Danid in the eye and shook himby his shoulders.

"I.... | thought it was like your father said..." Danid stammered, not reallyknowing how to respond.
"Father meanswell but sometimes he can be atotal ass about things." Ellenreplied.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry you had to run off likeyou did, | guess | wasn't thinkingtoo clearly.”

"It'sdl history now," lan added, "if nothing else you've learned how hard it isto berid of us."
"Practicaly impossible, it would seem.” Danid grinned as hetried to rid hischeeks of moisture with his
deeve

Avon hosted His Mg esty for lunch, it was like coming home to be at the largecommunal table of aFree
Trader vessdl. Daniel signed the vessdl's ancient leatherbound log book and penned his appreciation for
the service that Avon had done. lan and Ellen till didn't get afare cut.

And then Daniel and hisfamily went home. To Earth.

North American Continent, The Summer Palace

Senior Hight Lieutenant Heywood Starling was convalescing nicely as aguest of the Emperor, trueto
form hewas being atota painin the ass. The Palacestaff drew lotsfor who had to be at Starling's
sarvice. Herequired alot of service.

Daniel had earlier managed to be on hand when Starling came out ofregeneration, an event that Starling's
parents managed to miss. Most peopleawake from regeneration frightened and confused, Starling just
gtarted cursingnonstop until serious sedation gave the medica staff some needed relief. It'sdifficult to
make anurse or doctor blush but it is possible. The Emperor had justwandered off shaking his head and
wondering why he had been so damnedconcerned about Starling in thefirst place.



"He'sasfit asl am,” lan complained, "hell be heretill winter if you let him!™

Ellen was aso present, a ‘family' conference was underway. It was time to easetheir guest out the door.
"I'll have Fleet cut him some orderstoday, the expedition to N35467 leavesin four days. They can use
another Falcon pilot for air cover.”

lan shuddered at theidea of going back to that place, not that he was mind you. Daniel could see his
friend's discomfort.

"Don't worry about Starling, worry about those poor creatures who will be onthe same planet with him."









