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    Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don Jackson 09823, climbed into his uniform – a waterproof overall, bright yellow in colour and accompanied by a gas mask as well as his oxygen tank and mask, should the climate be short of breathable air today. The forecast was good, but it could be unpredictable. All over the planet there were vast kilometre high machines that pumped out an oxygen, nitrogen mix. The oxygen was produced by one kilometre high and one kilometre wide, circular algae farms, serviced by AI and robots. Algae is grown in a 30 cm deep salt solutions, and once it outgrows its pod, is farmed for producing clothing and chemicals. 
 
    Don was two hundred and six years old and had had many jobs and careers over the decades, including this one, which he loathed, because of what he had to do, on a day to day basis. Kill people. 
 
    Once he zipped up the overalls properly, he reached for his boots and pulled them on, with difficulty, but eventually managed it and stood up straight as he looked round at his spray bottle. It was almost a meter high, with a shiny metal pump and a long tube and a spray nozzle on the end. The bottle itself was see-through and a light red liquid sloshed around inside. He was on Floor 99 of the public services building in Los Angeles, a place much changed since the icecaps melted away and never returned a million years ago. A climate catastrophe human beings allowed to happen. He moved his face mask, so it was hanging round his neck. There had been reports of vagrants, down the side streets of the large skyscrapers. A man had been seen sleeping rough in different places over three nights. 
 
      
 
    No-one, despite protests which started thousands of years ago and continue to this day, had managed to stop the relentless march of progress and capitalism and high, dense buildings had spread to every place that could take them, leaving only small spaces behind. There were a select few wildlife reserves kept underneath glass domes, where less than 1% of the diversity of the Earth a million years ago is kept alive. There were now 600 billion human beings spread around the galaxy on eight planets and many large and small space stations and structures. In charge was the royal family headed by a totalitarian Emperor dynasty – the House of Canton. Don Jackson 09823, had a number after his name, because human beings had become so numerous the government started adding numbers to names, sixty centuries ago. Now it was firmly embedded into human culture. The numbers were just accepted. It was easier.  
 
    Don entered the large lift and began the eight-minute descent to the ground floor of the service building. He was alone in the lift only for four seconds, before it stopped at the 97th floor and a group of six businesswomen entered and turned to face the door, having smiled nervously at him. He smiled nervously back. He recognised two of them from his daily routine. They chatted about work and laughed about colleagues they disliked. Everyone in the lift knew what he did for a living and not very many people disagreed with the policy, that earned him his wage. But the fact was this terrible job was the only one he could get and when he took it, he was a day away from homelessness – something that the government doesn’t tolerate. As the number of human beings topped 600 billion, Emperor Constantine II, decreed seven millennia ago that anyone who could not sustain themselves financially, would be euthanised so that resources could be managed more effectively. The policy was designed to prevent vast numbers of poor living in squalor around the edges of the megacities that covered the Earth. The poor in their shanti-towns were wiped off the face of the Earth, on the orders of the Emperor, and their makeshift houses bulldozed and recycled or burned to make way for more apartments, office blocks and factories. And you would think that there would be a massive outcry against this policy? After all, this could happen to anyone at any time and it also included the elderly and infirm, once their money ran out for their care. But with humanity thriving and blooming like a choking, suffocating cancer, human life had become cheap. Only the elite, mostly placed around the Emperor could drop out and get support from the royal family to save them from the law. This brutal system had cynically been used to quietly execute the Emperor’s foes. So raggedy homeless people to out of favour enemies of the Emperor, could also fall foul of this hideous law. And it was Don’s job to carry out the killings. One of many colleagues across the territories of the Emperor. Specifically, rough sleepers, who would often be found sleeping in the side streets and the ends of alleys behind bins and other structures trying desperately to stay hidden from the Cleaner Corp, as they were called. The Cleaner Corp was an unofficial arm of the military. Don and his colleagues weren’t seen as an enemy of the people. It had generally been accepted as part of life. A cultural norm, that millions, maybe even billions of dirt-poor people were no good for society. So they killed them. In huge numbers to begin with, until their blight had gone from the Earth. And the Emperor was happy. 
 
    Don had to travel to Commercial Street where one vagrant was asleep leaning up against the side of one of the tall buildings in that district. There were also reports of two vagrants in Traverse Avenue, two blocks away. Did it bother him that his job was to kill innocent people? Don had asked himself about his morals since he got the job. It is true that empathy with others, was being evolved out of the human psyche. It had been moving that way for millennia. If it ever truly existed as a universal trait of humanity. So many atrocities and cruelties had been committed against so many people since humanity had been walking the Earth, that it makes you wonder whether we were ever really a caring race. Maybe for our own relatives. But not for strangers who got in the way of ordinary life, like vagrants, the sick, the infirm. People running from conflict or famine. The elite were potentially immortal, with medical science being what it is now. Anyone else, could easily live from between six hundred and seven hundred years, just with the basic healthcare they could afford. 
 
    Don stepped out as he passed through the swing doors and headed to the back-entrance carpark. It was four storeys underground as he made his way down the endless concrete steps. He could have taken the lift, but it stank of piss, so he opted for the stairs. At the end of the row of cars, all of which could fly, his ground-based truck with room for bodies, was waiting for him. It was a medium sized truck, with high sides, only just fitting underneath the ceiling. It always bothered him how close he got to scraping the trucks roof on the ceiling as he drove slowly and carefully up the winding dark internal road to the exit. The barrier rose and he inched through and out onto the street. 
 
    He arrived at the location of the last sighting of the vagrant. He climbed out of his cab and grabbed the bottle of poison and began to look up and down the small alley way. Beyond some rubbish, which should have been cleared away by sanitation, he could see a pair of legs. It was early morning and he hoped he would still be asleep. For those who fought back he had a gun, but the poison he now carried around with him as he approached the homeless man, was designed to be painless and quick and more humane than a gun.  
 
    He stood over the homeless man. He was asleep. He grabbed the handle of the spray gun and pointed at his face and pulled trigger several times in quick succession. He sprayed a liberal amount in the man’s face. He woke quickly and began to cough and splutter, but in a matter of seconds he was dead, foam forming around his nose and mouth. He walked back to the truck, turned it round and reversed up the alley, stopping just before the dead man. He opened up the back and then lent down and picked up the body from under his armpits. Even though he was wearing his mask, he could still smell the man’s strong body odour and Don wondered how long he’d been homeless for. He grabbed the hoist and arm from the back of the truck and connected the straps, then hit a button and the body was lifted up enough for him to push the dead man inside. He lined him up against the side of the truck. He had two more to do today, he thought as he assessed whether there would be enough room, or a trip back to the depot would be required. After a while he shrugged and closed the door. He would play it by ear.  
 
    The lack of empathy with others that had infected humanity for millennia, was thought by leading psychologists, to trace back to when it was no longer fashionable or necessary to have kids. For every child born, very few old people died, as medical science reached its peak, with excellent development of replacement parts grown in labs, to exact DNA specification and DNA manipulation of aging. So, people not only lived much longer, they also didn’t age as fast either. They stayed young, physically and in the way they looked. Not having kids was commonplace. It was medical science, which had created the vast number of 600 billion humans and the lack of empathy for others. It simply wasn’t important enough. People grumbled about the ruling elite’s policy of killing off people who are no longer economically useful, but only a small group of protesters mustered up the enthusiasm to do anything about it. And the rest happily ignored them.  
 
    Other academics put forward competing theories, claiming that feeling sorry for others was fine when our numbers were small, and survival uncertain. But now we dominated several solar systems and could take a massive hit to our numbers and still continue our race with very few difficulties. 
 
    Our bodies had changed also. Nutrition was obtained through pharmaceutical rather agricultural means. Our large stomachs and long intestines and bowels were no longer needed and the process of natural selection of a more efficient body was well under way. Our need to be attractive to the opposite sex was still prevalent and again psychologists claimed that the motivation for attraction was wealth rather than progeny, so it remained familiar on the surface, but attraction had fundamentally changed. The birth rate for the last 400,000 years was small, except on two of the newest colonies. They seemed to still want children around. Was this evolution veering off once two arms of the same race had become isolated from each other, like two bird colonies on neighbouring islands? Or having children on a colony is encouraged to strengthen the establishment of the colony?  
 
      
 
    Don moved on to the next reported sighting. He drove round the busy streets, with cars buzzing round, the motors driven by the common energy source now used across the human universe. Fire cells. Fire cells are about the size of a dice and glow a bright blue colour with little dark blue ribbons that float around inside. Just one of these cells can power a ground car (and three for a flying car), mostly indefinitely, barring malfunctions. They are used around Mars in the electromagnetic shield that protects Mars’ surface from solar radiation. They are in a network of satellites around the planet that belt out electromagnetic pulses, to enable life to exist in an ongoing technological project to terraform Mars for human habitation. Water is being extracted from the ice in the poles as they melt, as the planet warms up. Oxygen is being manufactured using vast algae farms – the same process as used on Earth. Currently there are four billion souls on Mars who have to wear space suits to leave the massive complex of buildings on the planet. In the future, the scientists hope to produce enough oxygen and the other chemical components in breathable air, to allow them to walk freely outside of the protected and sealed buildings that people currently live in. 
 
    Fire cells produce the same power that drives the sun, reduced down to a small parcel of energy. They are based on the Tokamak technology of the 21st Century, having been developed and shaped by thousands of years of technological innovation. A fusion cell.  
 
      
 
    Don arrived at the last known sighting of a vagrant wearing a red tunic. These tunics are only worn by royal insiders and His governments civil servants, so his bosses have flagged this man as a priority. It could take all day to track him down. These people know that if they are found by the Corp they will be killed. And there are very few places to hide down here, as the streets are kept uncluttered and rubbish is cleared away quickly by the sanitary department, which is kept well-funded, due to the Emperors huge dislike of clutter and garbage.  
 
    He turned into a side street, the third street he had tried and saw a man dart away behind a wall – a flash of red passed him. The same shade as the government tunics. He stopped the van and grabbed the bottle of poison and put it where it would be accessible. But because this man was on his feet and running, he would have to shoot him. He pulled his weapon and checked it to make sure it was ready to fire and ran at jogging pace down the street and across the wall. He stopped again and looked around. There were a few large weeds in this little pocket of undeveloped land. He then noticed a pair of feet. ‘Stay where you are,’ he shouted as he pointed his gun at him and moved so he was over him. The man wept and covered his face.  
 
    ‘I’m not a vagrant,’ he lied. He looked like he was in his sixties, but he was probably much older and a little grubby and had three days of beard growth on his face. Don was ready to fire, but he suddenly realised he knew him. 
 
    ‘Dad?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Don. Oh, thank God. You’ve got to get me out of here. What are you doing working for the Cleaner Corp? Do you kill people for the Emperor? Is that what you do now?’ as he asked that last question he stood up to face his son. He was indeed wearing a government tunic. Mitus was two hundred and eighty-nine years old and an academic, specialising in off-Earth geology.  
 
    ‘It was either that or end up where you are now.’ He lowered his gun and put it back in his holster. ‘Where have you been this last six years? You disappeared. You didn’t contact anyone. Why?’ Don asked. ‘And what are you doing here, homeless, wearing a government tunic? I could have killed you.’ 
 
    ‘I was tasked to do something for the Emperor.’ 
 
    ‘And that meant cutting off your family?’ 
 
    ‘It’s complicated.’ 
 
    ‘Come on. We need to get out of here before we’re seen. And take that tunic off. That’s what brought me down here in the first place,’ Don said. His father Mitus Jackson 273864, removed the tunic and passed it to Don. He folded it up, so that it was as small as possible and then grabbed his father’s arm and headed back to the truck. He drove quickly through the streets until he reached his building where he had a small apartment. He headed through the front doors and caught the lift, as his father just passively went along with everything that was happening. Don glanced over at him while they waited to get to the 70th floor where he lived. He wasn’t the same. He was subdued and looking down at the floor. The father he had known had been happy and confident. He would need to put him in his apartment and then get straight back to work. He used his facial recognition scanner, which beeped loudly as the door unlocked and he pushed through into a small reception area. His father walked in behind him. ‘Sit,’ Don told him and his father did what he was told. Don headed into a small bedroom and pulled a set of clothes out from a cupboard and then went to another cupboard in the living room and pulled out a towel. ‘Get yourself showered and changed. There’s a razor light in the bathroom. You have to at least look like you’re financially viable, or you’ll get spotted again.’  
 
    His father nodded.  
 
    ‘There are food pellets in the dispensary and water in the cooler.’ He then grabbed the red tunic from where he’d put it on the table and put it inside a bag and stuffed it to the very back of the wardrobe in the bedroom. He had a feeling he might need it, to keep his father safe from the authorities.  
 
    ‘I can’t believe you work for Cleaner Corp. Do you even know how many people you’ve killed?’ his father asked. Don didn’t know what to say. It hadn’t really occurred to him that he was doing anything wrong. But it occurred to him now – now his father was almost a victim. And Cleaner Corp don’t notify relatives of the people they kill. There would have been no information about his father’s fate.  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Don said, and rubbed his face and eyes. He stared at his father for a few seconds. If his colleagues had got this assignment he’d be dead. But he had no time for a conscience. He needed to get back to work. 
 
    He left his father in his apartment and hurried back to continue searching for the third vagrant. As he drove, his EyeSpec lit up a message of ‘Miguel Sargent calling,’ which flashed on and off. It was his supervisor. Inside his head was a microchip which was tapped into his optic nerve and auditory nerve. He could call people and receive calls with it. It was so small that you can only just see it with the naked eye. There were a whole range now of body and/or brain augmentation available. Some of it affordable, much of it very expensive as very skilled surgeons were the only people who could fit them. And there was only a limited pool of those; although there is rumoured to be a new up loadable surgeon knowledge graft, which is uploaded into a chip in the persons brain, which would instantly give them the necessary knowledge to perform surgery. However, lessons on how to use your hands and muscle memory were something separate. To be an effective surgeon you must have perfect hand eye co-ordination, which couldn’t be uploaded. It had to come about from actual practice. The standard model implant was called an ‘EyeSpec’ as most of its functions used vision. 
 
    ‘Don. Any news on that vagrant with the red tunic? I have Director Symonds on my back?’ 
 
    ‘No. I did a thorough search, but I haven’t found the third one yet either. I have some ground to travel yet.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Check-in later will you?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he answered and hung up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Sire, we have detected an unauthorised settlement on the Jupiter moon, Amalthea.’ Emperor Thoro III, sat in the grand chair at the end of the privy council table. It had room for twenty guests and officials. This time it was only one – Lord Marcus Bander, his lead counsel. His right hand. Bander was 600 years old, thin and was 6’2” – taller than the Emperor, which bothered him a little and he would always seek to place himself so that the height difference wasn’t noticed. He looked no older than his fifties. If he was an ordinary member of the public he would probably be in his final century, but because he was part of the elite he fully expected to be immortal. The medical technology to achieve this was prohibitively expensive. If he ever fell out of favour, he had a stash of money to continue living and pay for the medical treatment.  
 
    The Emperor sat bolt upright in his chair. He was 345 years old and had been on the throne for 300 of those. A change at the top happens at most, every 1000 years. Sometimes they abdicated, so they could spend more time free from the rigours of being the Monarch and enjoy their long and privileged life. Currently there were no ex-monarchs knocking around the royal palaces, making trouble for the current one. 
 
    He was dressed in a gold and white tunic, cut in the same way as the civil service red tunic, which indicates rank – that in the order of superiority, only the monarch wears gold and white. The gold thread of his tunic was 22 carat gold and the tunic itself made from the finest silk. The Emperor was thin with a very neat black goatee beard and deep-set light blue eyes, which he used to good effect to intimidate the court members. The privy council wore purple tunics. 
 
    ‘Show me,’ the Emperor asked.  
 
    ‘Yes sire,’ Lord Bander replied. He then made a hologram screen pop up in front of him. He pushed around a file with a hand gesture and cued up footage which had been taken from one of Earth’s big surveillance telescopes, which was in an orbit just past the moon. There were several of these telescopes used to monitor the comings and goings of the solar system. Watching as ships come and go from within the solar system and further out in space. Although Bander had an augmentation to view things direct into his eye, the Emperor did not, as this was considered a security risk. Sometimes the chip gets hacked, although there is a very large well-resourced government agency which prevented such things, as well as private companies helping to patch vulnerabilities, some hackers would get through and people would have to spend hours in a hospital getting their chips rebooted. The Emperor didn’t have any augmentation, as his health and safety had been carefully managed from birth; unlike ordinary members of the public, which would need bodily parts replaced and would enhance themselves to help them compete against their co-workers and rivals. 
 
    The images he was being shown were a series of buildings, connected up with corridors. There was no atmosphere to sustain life, so all the structures must be sealed up and breathable air pumped round to support the life that was there – should there be any. The buildings were a dark brown colour, to match the colour of the surrounding terrain. After studying the images closely, the Emperor asked, ‘The colours. They blend in the terrain. Is that a coincidence?’ 
 
    ‘No. The security team at the GSS are sure that whoever built them were hoping we would not notice. They’re designed to be passed over as just another settlement for mining.’ 
 
    ‘Human or another species?’ the Emperor asked. Even though humans have been around for over a million years, there was no evidence that any intelligent life shared the universe with us. It was a great mystery that science had been struggling to explain to its population. Many people now believed that humanity was the only intelligent lifeform in the universe. A movement; a school of thought called The Anthropic Principle. It states that the universe had been created exclusively for human beings and that we, as the apex species will spread and populate the universe.  
 
    ‘We don’t know. We have not seen any movement from or to the structure yet. It could just be overambitious humans hoping to claim mining rights.’ 
 
    ‘Get a gunship and incursion team down there immediately,’ the Emperor instructed as he waved the screen away from his face. Lord Bander closed it down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don found the third man sitting down lent up against the wall of one of the large buildings in LA. He sprayed the man in the face before he had a chance to wake up. The man moved and put his hands up to protect his face, and coughed and spluttered, then whimpered a little, then died. Don had his father on his mind and it made him pause. He stared at this dead man, who through no fault of his own had ended up here. Nothing he could do now. Perhaps this wasn’t the job for him? He dragged the body over to the harness and loaded him up into the van. He locked the back door and drove away back to the depot where the body will be burned in a furnace.  
 
    Don opened his EyeSpec and called his boss. ‘Any other sightings?’ Don asked his supervisor. 
 
    ‘Just the man in the tunic. There is pressure coming from above on this one. They want him found.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps it was a mistake? Perhaps the man in a tunic wasn’t a vagrant, it was just a civil servant, who had a night out and found himself falling asleep in the street?’ 
 
    ‘Could be. But I want you out looking,’ his supervisor said. ‘Everyone on the team will be looking. They’ve all been given the same task.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Don said and turned back to head to the garage to get back into his truck. It would be another five hours before he clocked off and he hoped his father had stayed put. The higher ups might know exactly who he is. His name, his old job for the Emperor. The fact that he has a son who works for the Cleaner Corp, tasked with killing people who end up in his father’s position in life.  
 
      
 
    He returned at 6pm and pressed his face against the scanner, then pressed his right thumb against it. A double guarantee for ID to get into his apartment. The door hissed open about an inch and Don pushed the door and walked in. His father was sat in front of the television, watching a trashy game show, with a mug of water in his hand. Because of the extreme terraforming that had happened on Earth, coffee and tea wasn’t grown any more. All greenery resources went to oxygen production. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ he said and smiled a nervous smile at his son. 
 
    ‘All right? Settled in okay?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Don’t know how long I will be able to hide from the Cleaner Corp. The Emperor will know I’m not dead. He cast me out for a reason. That the Corp will kill me, because I have no home or income.’  
 
    Don took his jacket off and sat down in the chair next to his father. ‘What did you do for the Emperor? Why did you just disappear?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t talk about it. But now I’m out of favour, they want me dead. There’s very little chance of convincing the Emperor to let me come back into the fold.’ 
 
    ‘What about the yearly Emperor’s Award? You could go for that. Once you apply, they can’t touch you until the award is announced.’ 
 
    ‘Do you realise how many people apply for that? Thousands,’ his father explained. 
 
    ‘Yes, but applying will buy you some time.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Try it.’ 
 
    ‘I will go to the Palace tomorrow. You have to collect an entry code from the Palace in person. I don’t know why.’ 
 
    ‘I do. So they can track you. See your face. Then they know where you are.’ 
 
    ‘I will do it, so don’t worry. Once it’s lodged, they can’t touch you. You can go out and about as usual.’ 
 
    Just as Don took a sip of his water, a massive rumble was heard, followed by violent shaking of the building, from side to side. 
 
    ‘Another earthquake,’ his father said. ‘Is this building earthquake proof?’ he asked as he braced himself against the arms of the chair. 
 
    ‘It’s supposed to be,’ Don replied, as the shaking got worse. ‘This is a bad one. I’m going under the doorway. You should too.’ They both tried to stand up, but Mitus fell back down into his chair, then immediately tried again and headed over to the doorframe. It continued for another minute or so, before an even bigger rumble sounded out. It was so loud that they both had to cover their ears with their hands, as Don’s books and ornaments fell off a shelf, as the shelf rocked, only held up by the stabilising strap pinned to the wall behind it. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t feel like an earthquake. That feels like a building collapsing!’ Don shouted as loud as he could.  
 
    ‘I agree. Shit,’ Mitus shouted back as they both crouched down under the doorframe. After a while the rumbling stopped and the building stopped shaking and as it ended, Don and his father rushed over to the window to see what happened.  
 
    ‘Whoa,’ they both said at the same time, as three large residential blocks adjacent to the sea front, were lying in ruins, plus a number of smaller buildings that had been unfortunate enough to be in their path when they collapsed. They heard alarms sounding and people running from place to place. 
 
    ‘Are they panicking do you think? They don’t seem to know which way to run,’ Don asked. 
 
    ‘I think you’re right. Maybe it’s true, what the protesters and the scientists have been saying all along, that the Earth is becoming unstable because of all the high-rise developments?’ Mitus said. 
 
    ‘What you didn’t believe them all along? I did,’ Don replied.  
 
    ‘I was a sceptic,’ he said, as the two of them watched the chaos out of the window. Then they heard a siren sound off in the distance and simultaneously an alert signals in their vision, via their EyeSpec. Most people had them. The alert was for a tsunami on the LA coastline. Everyone would have got one in the area, telling them to move to higher ground. ‘THIS IS A TSUMANI WARNING FOR THE LA COASTAL REGIONS. PLEASE MOVE TO HIGHER GROUND AWAY FROM THE SEA IMMEDIATELY. DO NOT STOP TO COLLECT PERSONAL POSSESSIONS. PLEASE ENSURE ALL FAMILY MEMBERS ARE ACCOUNTED FOR.’ 
 
    The sirens wailed and wailed as hundreds of survivors ran into the line of buildings that were of an earthquake resistant specification, left alone by the earthquake. Don pealed himself away from the window and listened to a noise coming from the landing. ‘People are coming up the staircases and lifts. Shall we let anyone in?’ Don asked. 
 
    His father turned and stared at Don in silence, while he considered his response. ‘If they knock let them in,’ he said. It was a passive approach. Don’t invite anyone in, but don’t refuse refuge either. The voices died down for a few minutes, before Don and his father were drawn back to the coast side window. They could see a large wave crashing into the beach front buildings, the sea wall and the chairs there, washing them into the city streets. The sea water hit the standing buildings. They braced themselves for the building to begin to sway again. The voices outside the door got loud again, then the buildings swayed back and forth three times and then settled. They heard more screaming and raised voices. They looked down at the streets. They could see bodies floating in the ocean water. ‘This is bad. A lot of people are dead,’ Mitus said. ‘The fact is we’ve been mining other planets and moons and building more and more buildings without being too concerned that we’re altering the way the Earth moves through space.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what all the protests are about. But I don’t think the Emperor is all that interested. I mean taking buildings down and shifting the materials back into space. It will cost the Earth – no pun intended,’ he said and cracked a smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Emperor turned his large chair round to face his right hand, Lord Bander. ‘Sire. There has been a major earthquake and tsunami in LA.’ 
 
    ‘Send them some money. I’ll leave the amount up to you, once you’ve spoken to the Governor General. He may have an amount in mind.’ 
 
    The Palace was called High Tower. It was a state-of-the-art two kilometre high, skyscraper in New York. Manhattan had long been taken over by water since there hadn’t been polar ice caps since the late 21st Century. The building of the Emperors multi-planetary government; Earth, Mars and eight other planets now either having been already life sustaining or terraformed, all have to return to the Emperor to settle disputes, secure funding and to appoint leaders. Democracy has long since failed. It was a very distant memory. Governance by one leader, was now the norm and had been so, for millennia.  
 
    High Tower was the tallest building in New York, and it had the largest footprint. The Palace was topped by the Emperor’s private apartment. It was a huge space, taking the top three storeys of the building, including a landing pad for the Imperial skycar and the security detachment – twenty elite armed guards who protected him round the clock. The middle floor contained his private space. The top transport and security and the bottom, offices of state and its staff. The building held 30,000 workers, who run the Imperial government. There were seven other large buildings which contained civil servants in the area.  
 
    ‘Yes sire,’ Bander said. 
 
    ‘Now you can leave and send in Karry,’ the Emperor instructed. Lord Bander, was used to Karry Diss; the Emperor’s spy master having private sessions with him. And he hated it. He walked through the sliding door and into a large lobby with a secretary by the door and large sofas backed against the wall on two sides with tables nearby. It was richly decorated with gold guilt framed works of art and lavish wallpaper and red carpets. Karry Diss was waiting there. She was bold headed, pale and well built – well trained in the latest martial arts. On the side of her head, behind both ears were circular gold implants about 2 cm wide – Lord Bander had the same kind of implant, but everyone was different, tailored for each person, and some versions were prohibitively expensive. Only the very rich or people who worked at the very top of the government wore them. The rest of the population got lower spec implants to suit their lives, or some people had none at all. 
 
    ‘Karry,’ Bander said. ‘You can go in now.’ 
 
    Karry stood up and glared silently at him as she passed by. The door was opened for her, by a guard, who appeared at the edges of the other side of the door. As she passed the guard posted himself outside the door.  
 
    Lord Bander was tall. Taller than most, which is saying something when humans had been growing taller for many millennia; particularly the middle classes. Bander didn’t go into wearing a tunic like the others. He wore black habitually, including a full-length black cloak, with a wide collar which he wore up across his neck. It was made from the finest materials on Earth (or off it) and wore a goatee beard, with flecks of grey and white in it. He was one of the oldest of the Emperor’s close aids. He was in a special bracket of people who were over one thousand years old. He saw this long period of service as a temporary thing; that immortality enabled him to completely change his life from time to time. For now he was the second or third most powerful man in the Empire, depending on your point of view. Now he headed for his office across the other side of the lobby. Inside was his Chief of Staff; a small man with an expensive version of the purple tunic, lined with gold thread and embellishments from the awards and titles he’d received over his long career. His name was Steen and he and Lord Bander shared everything. They were a duo, who trusted each other implicitly. ‘Another private meeting with Karry Diss,’ Bander said. Bander was quite an imposing figure who could physically intimidate others around him, not least with his staring eyes, but also his height and build. He worked out every day. Along with being mentally fit to be at the top of such a vast empire, you also to be prepared to fight off assailants. There had been fifteen attempts against the life of the Emperor in total. Another could be made at any time. 
 
    Bander sat down in his large throne like chair, behind his presidential wooden desk and he stared straight forward to access his EyeSpec. His thoughts instructed a listening device to activate. The Emperor’s private and workspaces were all lined with signal blocking materials, and in all cases, nothing could penetrate them. Apart from Bander’s latest trick. He used his access to install devices that were nano sized super transmitters, that had been placed through the wall, with a nano wire, to puncture the walls and emit signals that were end-to-end encrypted exclusively to him. From his implant on the right of his head, behind his ear, a tiny gold coloured pin popped out of the gold coloured implant. It then opened up into four arms which flattened out. Within seconds he could hear what was happening inside the Emperor’s office. As his right hand, it was his job – his responsibility to know what was happening and not just what His Highness wanted him to know. 
 
      
 
    ‘Karry,’ he said. ‘Please sit.’ He held out his hand and indicated to the chair directly opposite his. ‘I want you to send your Second to the Amalthea moon, to the unauthorised settlement, which I am sure you have heard about.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sire.’  
 
    A Second is an android which has had a neural map of a human being’s brain, uploaded to its computer – also known as GHOST Units. This means that people with dangerous tasks, or when travelling a long way into space, can download experiences and memories of their Second when needed. They can also ‘be there’ and ‘not be there.’ However, these androids are almost always ‘clipped’, which means they may only have a small amount of the knowledge and skills, that the human counterpart has – just enough to do the job required or they maybe time limited. If an android of this type is captured on a military operation, the owner won’t want their entire neural network getting captured and interrogated or hacked, so this is why GHOST’s are clipped down to a functional, operation level, designed specifically for the task at hand. 
 
    They are also not visual copies of their owner. Their heads are covered in a reinforced white silicone cover, and their ears are small dish-like plates that can move and pick up radio and other types of signals. Their faces can be made to look like their owners, but most will have either a generic male or female look. Their bodies are also made from a reinforced silicone cover – their limbs have visible pistons which propel the body and enable dexterity as good as a human body. If not better. 
 
    The Emperor continued, ‘I want to know who built it, why they built it and what it contains. I also need to know how long it has been there. Our security telescopes did not detect it when it was first being built and judging by the images I have seen, it is a fully functional group of buildings,’ the Emperor explained.  
 
    ‘Yes sire. There is a gunship being prepared as we speak.’ 
 
    ‘Also, there is a civil servant who I expected to be euthanised. As far as I know this has not happened. The Cleaner Corp have failed to find him.’ 
 
    ‘I know who you mean. Dr Mitus Jackson. I have no further information at present. He may have been taken in by someone.’ 
 
    ‘Send your best men to find him,’ the Emperor instructed. 
 
    ‘Yes sire,’ she said. ‘Is that all?’ 
 
    ‘I want instant updates Karry. On both of these tasks. Lastly, Prince Zarka. What information do you have, as discussed?’ 
 
    ‘If he is plotting to overthrow you these is scant evidence. Either he talks to his aides away from his offices and apartments, or he has no plans.’ 
 
    ‘Keep watching. Keep watching closely. Closer than now. Round the clock, everywhere he goes. That is all,’ he said and turned his back on her. She stood up and left the room. 
 
      
 
    ‘Dr Mitus Jackson,’ Bander said out loud as he closed down his listening device and returned to his work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The siren sounded again just before a message appeared in Don’s EyeSpec. ‘PLEASE EVACUATE TO STATION FIVE,’ it said. 
 
    ‘Station Five? Where the hell is station five?’ Don asked his father. 
 
    ‘What?’ his father asked.  
 
    ‘Don’t you have an implant?’  
 
    ‘I took it out and disabled it, once I knew I was out of the Emperor’s favour. They can track it and track you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought these things are encrypted?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean the government can’t track it. They put in back doors. That’s why the Emperor owns the company that builds them.’ 
 
    ‘There are other companies. Does he own all of them?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Search Station Five, LA,’ Don said into his EyeSpec. A map popped up in his field of vision with a red line leading to an overheard view of a large building.  
 
    ‘THIS BUILDING IS USED AS A SAFE PLACE DURING A DISASTER,’ the text said. The alarm sounded again. 
 
    ‘I guess we’d better go,’ Don said. 
 
    ‘No. Let’s stay here. What if there are Police there? Secret Police even. You can go. I am a ghost. You can go and get yourself safe.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t be safe until I have registered you for the Emperor’s Award. That’s where I am going next. To New York.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well I need to stay out of the way,’ Mitus said. 
 
    ‘Okay. You stay here. But they might work out that one of the places you would hide is with your son.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    ‘You might be better off on the move. Now you’ve got rid of that Tunic you’ll blend in with the crowd.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so,’ Mitus agreed. 
 
    They got ready and left the apartment. They tried the lift. The button didn’t light up. ‘It’s been shut down because of the earthquake,’ Don suggested, having pressed the button several times. ‘We’ll have to use the stairs. They both headed off to the stair well. It was a long way down – seventy storeys.  
 
    ‘They’re having problems with earthquakes all over the place. The world doesn’t like being smothered. Mother nature is hitting back,’ Mitus told his son as they headed down to the street. As they exited the building there were people running all in one direction. 
 
    ‘They’re all going to Station Five I guess,’ Don said. 
 
    ‘Let’s just walk. I’m too tired to run. I haven’t slept.’ 
 
    ‘I hear these bunkers have beds in dorms.’ 
 
    ‘Dorms? Shit. What if I share with someone who recognises me?’ 
 
    ‘No-one will know who you are Dad. We haven’t seen you for six years. How would anyone know who you are?’ as he looked round behind him, he saw the collapsed buildings on their sides. Huge hunks of concrete and metal, spread across the length of the beach front. ‘Shit, look at that,’ he said as he stared, hardly believing his eyes. There were also bloodied bodies all over the place. His father looked round also. 
 
    ‘This is bad. We’d better get a move on.’ 
 
    ‘I hope my building survives. All my stuff, my life is there.’ After a while they turned and left for Station Five. 
 
      
 
    They arrived at a large building with grey double doors and Police guards holding weapons, directing people through the door. ‘Come on!’ one of them barked. ‘There’s another quake on its way.’ Don and his father sped up through the doors and followed the signs into a large hall, with tables and benches lined up in long rows.  It was busy and bustling and noisy as people chatted loudly, so that they could be heard over the din. Don and his father walked down the side of the tables looking for a space to sit. At the end next to a double door, they sat down next to a man with an implant in his neck. It was a brushed steel look. Circular with an access point for uploading and downloading data. ‘Hey,’ Don said as he looked at this man. He was dressed in grey trousers, a white shirt with a fine long red coat.  
 
    ‘Hi,’ he said. At that point Don caught his eye as he sat down next to him. Something was off with this guy. He would stay vigilant. His father was exposed here. The secret police would love to get their hands on him. 
 
    Don and his father chatted about the fallen buildings and the bodies.  
 
    ‘You’re a wanted man,’ the man next to them suddenly blurted out. 
 
    ‘What are you on about?’ Don asked, feeling defensive. 
 
    ‘I’m a telepath. I can read your thoughts. You want me to keep quiet you’ll have to pay,’ he said, knowing there were secret police around monitoring the evacuation. Don leapt up and grabbed his arm in an arm lock, and put his hand round his neck, and quickly marched him out through the nearby double door, his father running after them. Immediately inside the double doors there was a bathroom. He pushed him inside the bathroom, grabbed him in a choke hold and began to squeeze the life out of him. He made gargling noises, grabbed Don’s arm to try and pry him off and as he died, he kicked his legs out in an epic struggle to stop himself being murdered. But it was no good. Don was too well trained and too strong for him.  
 
    ‘Whoa, what are you doing?’ his father said. 
 
    ‘If he doesn’t die, you will,’ Don replied as he dropped the man on the floor. Don checked his pulse. 
 
    ‘How did you learn how to do that?’ 
 
    ‘When you’re in the Cleaner Corp, you get a combat upload into your EyeSpec. Hand to hand combat and weapons.’ He picked the dead man up and dragged him into a cubical and sat him slumped against the cubicle wall, sitting on top of the toilet seat and closed the door and locked it. He turned the outside lock with a key from the outside. ‘Come on, let’s go back.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think there are witnesses in that hall, who saw you drag him out?’ his father asked. Don paused to think for a second. 
 
    ‘You’re right. Let’s see where this corridor goes. Perhaps we can get out of this building and just take our chances.’ The two of them walked off down the corridor until they found an exit and went through the door. They walked back towards Don’s apartment block. ‘My SkyCar is in the underground carpark,’ he said as they walked towards it. As they arrived, they could see a security droid. It was 6’6” tall, white with blue stripes down it. It was armed with a high-powered laser pulse gun. It was long, black and bulky. Don and his father stopped.  
 
    ‘We can’t get past him,’ Mitus said. ‘And there’s another one over there.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll head further inland. See if we can pick up a transport bus.’ The transport buses flew all over America, including New York. There was a station a ten-minute walk away. They headed there. But after just a few steps they heard the pistons of the android running up behind them. Don put his hand up surreptitiously to tell his father not to look round. He waited, continuing to walk away from it. 
 
    ‘Halt! Halt!’ the android said, his voice designed to sound robotic, so that they could be identified by its sound. As Don heard it right behind him, he round kicked it in the chest causing it to fall backwards. He then grabbed its head and moved it round quickly, breaking two wires from its neck and sending a spark which flew up into Don’s face. He held his hand up and jumped backwards to avoid the spark.  
 
    ‘Run!’ he called to his father who took off ahead of him, heading to the transport hub. They hoped to get on a bus before the androids began to assemble to track them down and arrest them. As it stood, police, fire and ambulance vehicles were flooding in, along with search and rescue – a mixture of androids and humans. Don looked up as he ran, noticing the skycars and other flying vehicles, were crowding out the sky, making it darker. His father was still fit enough to keep up with his son. Everyone was fit enough. Modern medicine made sure of that. 
 
    As they approached the station, they would have to ride the lift up to the skybuses that were leaving every few minutes to places local and national. They walked through the gap onto the station concourse, looked at the boards and found the right station headed for New York. As soon as one of them used a payment method, the authorities would know where they are going. And the SkyBuses did not take cash. Only funds from EyeSpec functions or the little chipped cards that people carried if they didn’t possess an enhancement like the EyeSpec. Not for many millennia. Don fully expected the bus to be intercepted, but he hoped the earthquake that had just happened and the one to come will keep the authorities busy for hours, if not days. The bus was large, had big wide windows and on the outside were two stripes, one dark blue, one light blue. There was no driver. They were all driverless and overseen remotely, in some high-rise control room somewhere in America. They waited patiently, with Don on the lookout for secret police and Cleaner Corp men. Don was anxious. Would he have the time he needed to register his father on the Emperor’s list? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prince Zarka, the Crown Prince, swept into the Emperor’s office, followed by a large entourage, who quickly took up the available seats in the large ornate lobby. Against two of the walls were long shimmering gold sofas. The walls were covered in expensive red and gold patterned wallpaper on the top half – the bottom was a rich red colour with patterns and images showing ancient battles. Zarka’s Chief of Staff stood next to him. Zarka didn’t wait to be given permission to enter his father’s office. As he rushed through the door, his father turned quickly from where he was standing next to his library shelves which were along two walls. ‘My son,’ he said. The Chief of Staff closed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Father,’ he said in reply. He was wearing a custom gold and white tunic, with military insignia. He had long jet-black hair, that ran down his back tied in a ponytail. His face was beautiful. He was dark skinned with ice blue eyes. The elites had long since designed their babies, for looks, physical abilities, health and intelligence and Prince Zarka ticked all those boxes. He regularly trained in modern martial arts and detailed weapons training and tactics. He had been trained at the best military school. 
 
    ‘I wish to see the approach of Karry’s Second on the unauthorised settlement.’  
 
    ‘Of course. I am about to leave to go to the throne room,’ his father explained. He grabbed a long luxurious red coat, embossed with gems and intricate silk patterns, and put it round his shoulders as a servant approached and tied a clasp around his neck, to bring the two sides together. He shooed the servant away and left ahead of his son, through into the waiting area. Zarka’s entire group of assistants and analysts stood up and bowed and waited patiently to follow the Emperor through the large exit, with two large double wooden doors, covered in a sculpted relief of a dragon fighting a knight. The doors were opened by two armed guards. ‘I will see the footage in the throne room,’ he ordered. A senior aide rushed off down the corridor to quickly prepare the screen that would watch the raid. It was a hologram screen which was twelve feet across and six feet high. There was an Imperial logo on it as the Emperor, his aides and the Crown Prince and his aides filed in and found somewhere to stand. Only the Emperor and the Crown Prince were able to sit. Everyone else would stand. It was strict protocol. 
 
    ‘Where is it then?’ the Emperor asked his aide. 
 
    ‘Your Grace. They are a few minutes away I am told.’ 
 
    ‘Well, what shall we do with this crowd in the meantime?’ he asked with a smile and the crowd laughed nervously at his joke. 
 
    After a while, an assistant hurried into the throne room. ‘It’s coming through now.’ Everyone went quiet and turned to the floating projection, clearing a space so that the Emperor’s view was unimpeded. The screen projected a crystal-clear image, as if it were a window. No interference or flickering, as if they were all there. The camera was mounted on one of twelve fighter drones, that were stationary in formation next to a large barrel shaped warship, with twenty missile tubes, laser pulse weapons and rail guns. The drones were grey in colour and short and squat, like a toad, with four arms. The front two were mounted with machine guns and the back two laser pulse weapons. They were also loaded with missiles.  
 
    The battleship was mostly made of premade, modified concrete parts, which are together in space, just outside Earth’s orbit. The pieces are prefabricated on Earth and then transported into space by a tele transporter. Then autonomous robots put the parts together. It was efficient and fast, allowing the space-based military to grow very rapidly. Teletransportation was only used for inanimate objects. Many thousands of attempts were made over the years to transport animals and other living things. But the death rate was too high (28% of the animals teleported died and 47% came out with deformities). There are hundreds of teleportation devices dotted around the main industrial cities of the world. The prefabricated carcass and the fittings would be teleported into space and then constructed by construction robots operating in space. There were also three large space stations further out in space, servicing thousands of ships. One of them was military (the largest one), the others serviced the thousands of people that would travel across the 8 other inhabited planets dotted around our part of the universe.  
 
    It was a short hop to the moon, where the buildings were. The Emperor was offered the opportunity to start the mission, which he did. Once he’d said go, the fighter drones headed off down to the surface. Half remained within strike distance above the base, while the others went down close to the base and did a thorough scan of the building and its contents which was relayed back to the battleship, then transmitted live to the Emperors throne room. A landing crew of heavily armed battle droids were loaded quickly into a personnel carrier. It had long been the case that human beings weren’t used for these kinds of high-risk missions. Human beings would need life support suits that were vulnerable when live fire situations were possible whilst in space or on entities without breathable air. Droids were faster, more robust and didn’t need oxygen. They could also carry much heavier equipment. They were made of a dark grey battle armour, which was resistant to both bullets and laser pulse weapons. They could cope with modest explosions, without sustaining too much damage, but heavy bombardment would disable them eventually, given enough direct hits. They were 6’ 6” tall and 4’ wide and had both handheld weapons and built in weapons, including small precisely targeted missiles that were embedded on their backs. They had a 360° camera technology and a degree of autonomy. But given how deadly they were the designers were instructed not to make them too self-aware. Their AI systems were limited to focus exclusively on mission parameters and were programmed carefully to avoid killing their human masters. When sharing a battlefield with their human counterparts, should they be present, the marines wear a military grade EyeSpec, so that the droids can identify them as allies. However, it was rare for humans and droids to fight together. 
 
    The drones scanned the building. The people in the throne room could see an infrared picture. There were a couple of dozen heat signatures of varying sizes and shapes. The building was several stories high and had a pair of bay doors on the roof of the largest part of it. As the battle drones flew past the buildings, the bay doors began to open. ‘We have movement on the roof,’ Karry Diss’ Second said. The battle drones that were closest quickly got into position and waited. Once the doors were open there was a short pause and then a large ball like ship came out quickly and started firing from a group of laser pulse weapons all around it.  
 
    ‘An unmanned laser pulse shooter,’ Karry said. It took out three battle drones immediately. Two exploded and one caught fire and fell towards the moon and crashed and then exploded. All the battle drones that were left including the ones within range near the battleship, retaliated quickly, firing a combination of missiles and laser pulse weapons. It took thirty seconds to destroy the weapon as it fell back onto the building missing the bay doors. ‘Wait,’ Karry’s Second commanded, as the firing stopped and the drones hovered silently, waiting for further instructions; interrupted only by a loud and intrusive buzzing sound, which was so loud it was almost unbearable. Everyone and everything else was silent, both at the scene and in the throne room for a good thirty seconds. 
 
    The Emperor broke the silence. ‘What’s the delay?’ 
 
    ‘To see if there will be any other weapons launched sire,’ Karry said. 
 
    ‘Okay, move in,’ Karry’s Second commanded. The personnel carrier with the battle droids in it, quickly descended on the building. The landing ship hovered above the building roof next to the bay doors as the droids jumped out of the ship and began to descend into the building. The picture both in the battleship and the throne room, switched to one of the battle droids. The droid looked round, 360 degrees and off on the left was a double door, open a couple of inches. There was a second smaller door on the other side which was shut. ‘Three of you go to the shut door on the right, blast it open if necessary. The rest of you open the double doors and clear the rooms one by one, neutralising threats you encounter,’ Karry’s Second commanded. The Second had operational control and the real Karry remained silent, trusting her Second to make the right decisions.  
 
    The pictures became shaky as the droids began to run towards the two doors – the screen now split so the leadership could see both. One of the droids pressed the button on the door to open it and it began to move slowly from both sides. It was an airlock, so the group of droids all stepped inside the large space to the next door and closed the exterior door, before opening the inner one. When the other droids got to the smaller door it turned the handle and pulled. It was locked. A little message in red appeared ‘Door locked,’ it said and flashed off again after a couple of seconds. The droid moved back a couple of steps and fired an explosive bullet at the door handle, and it blew apart. The droid then opened the door and pointed a weapon through into a darkened corridor. It switched on its headlight and illuminated it. It merely led to what was assumed to be another airlock. There were doors off to each side, two each. The three droids split the tasks as they opened and searched the rooms, before arriving at the airlock. It had a keycode lock on it. The droids silently stepped back as another message flashed up on screen in red. ‘Blowing lock,’ it said. It fired another explosive and the door was then pulled off its hinges by the lead droid. This meant that they could not go any further if they were to preserve the breathable air, if there was any on the other side of the second door. ‘Awaiting instructions…’ the message said. 
 
    ‘Number 501, guard the door. Droid numbers 405, 406 and 407, remain in the launch bay,’ Karry’s Second instructed. 
 
    ‘Instruction received,’ the droid spoke, but still added its response to the log on the screen. Karry and some of the others in the throne room with clearance, could access the logs at any time, with a verbal instruction.  
 
    ‘There are heat signatures coming from the other end of the complex. Send half your force to go and seize them. Do not kill them unless they put up a defence, which demands retaliation,’ Karry’s Second instructed. The battle drones also responded and three of them flew across the site to a large building, with a second launch bay and closed bay doors. The battle droids began to run through the complex until they came to another large door. They fired missiles and blew the doors through then entered the launch bay. One half of it held a ship and three beings dressed in grey overalls, with black helmets began to open fire with laser pulse weapons, not unlike the ones that the Empire used for their military. This was noted by Karry in the throne room. She remained silent about it, stealing a glance at the military chief and then the Emperor, before turning back to the screen, hoping that no-one saw what she saw or noticed her reaction.  
 
    The droids fired back, hitting one full on, his guts and blood spilling out onto the floor as he fell forward, his body hitting the deck with force. The other two ran quickly to the ship and closed the door. Lights came on underneath the ship. It was a dull silver colour, with a half dome window where the cockpit was. Within seconds the guns opened up on the droids, as they swiftly returned fire on the guns, that protruded from the bottom half of the cockpit space. Pulse weapons were hitting the droids hard. The ship engine started, the bay doors opened, and the air began to suck out anything that wasn’t nailed down. The droids turned to the doors. Three made it through and three were being dragged towards the doors, as the ship left the bay. As it appeared on the outside of the building, the drones also opened fire. The ship took several hits as it shot off into space. 
 
    ‘Pursue,’ Karry’s Second instructed the drones. Three of them shot off at breakneck speed. They had AI, like the droids, so range wasn’t an issue. Where they went the battleship could follow. ‘Are there any survivors?’ Karry’s Second asked the remaining droids, who had managed to get back in behind the airlock doors.  
 
    ‘Negative,’ one of them replied. 
 
    ‘Damn!’ Karry said out loud without meaning to. She glanced back at the Emperor. 
 
    ‘So, we have no survivors to interrogate?’ 
 
    ‘Not unless one of them is still inside the building. The battle drones will pursue the ship wherever it goes sire.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Close the screen,’ the Emperor instructed and it flickered away. 
 
    ‘We will interrogate the building. No matter how quickly they escaped, there will be evidence of who they were and where they’re from sire,’ Lord Bander explained. 
 
    ‘Alien?’ the Emperor suggested. 
 
    ‘Not sure, sire. They had laser pulse weapons, that were very similar to ours.’ 
 
    ‘I will instruct my Second to see if there are any left inside the settlement we can examine. Then we’ll know.’ 
 
    ‘Aliens could still have weapons from us. It won’t settle anything,’ the Crown Prince said. 
 
    ‘If they’re alien then there will be evidence. I will guarantee it sire. If not, the pursuit may bear fruit,’ Karry suggested.  
 
    ‘Very well. Keep me informed,’ the Emperor said, then stood and walked quickly out of the throne room. 
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    Don and his father took their seats in the transport, 100 meters from the ground. The arm connecting the bus to the platform, retracted, just as the second earthquake struck. Don and his father could see the ground move below. ‘Whoa!’ Don said as he looked down at a wave, lifting buildings as it moved along. ‘If we’d have stayed at the dock for another few seconds, we’d be stuck there,’ Don said. 
 
    ‘Yes, I know. Scary stuff,’ Mitus replied. They continued to look down as they watched people scatter and emergency services rushing to help people, lights flashing. Then they felt the bus move up and down, in a wave movement. ‘You feel that?’ Mitus asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. The movement of the earth, from the quake must have pushed the air upwards and the bus upwards.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so.’ 
 
    They both continued to look out the windows at the chaos below. Then a building at the edge of what they could see looked as though it was about to collapse. ‘That’s not my building is it?’ Don asked as he strained his neck round to see, eventually standing back up and heading to the back window. Mitus stayed put as he watched. Eventually the bus reached its top speed and began to race away from LA, moving past line after line of high-rise buildings, far below. Ahead and behind were other skycars and buses and bigger vehicles.  
 
    ‘So, what did you do to the Emperor that got you expelled?’ Don asked his father, as he returned to his seat. ‘I think I need to know now, because I have made myself a target because of it.’ 
 
    His father looked at his feet then he looked into space ahead of him, not focusing on anything. He was silent for a few minutes, while Don stared at him waiting, impatient for him to tell him. 
 
    ‘I’d be breaking all kinds of laws if I told you. The penalty is death, you realise that don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘You’re already a dead man if the Cleaner Corp finds you. No trial, no leniency. Just killed right there on the spot.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I guess I have little to lose now. Well you know the fourth planet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Micklemass 1.’ 
 
    ‘The president there is pushing for independence from the Emperor. He is strongly opposed, naturally. But this struggle is beginning to escalate. They’re looking for ways to arm themselves in case the Emperor increases the military presence there. The trouble is that the Emperors surveyors, have located a massive deposit of Rhodium and Rhodium is in short supply, especially here on Earth. I think everyone just expected to find it with all the mining going on across the Empire. If Micklemass 1’s president realises what they have, they will be able to fund a massive military resistance to the Emperor and towards independence.’ 
 
    ‘So, what was your role?’ 
 
    ‘As a geologist I was on the team who discovered the deposit, but I was stupid enough to mention that Micklemass 1 should be told what they have on their planet, under their feet. That’s what got me chucked out of the Emperor’s staff.’ 
 
    ‘You just mentioned it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ The two men went quiet. ‘What do you think the Emperor is up to?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you much more – in public anyway. Ears are everywhere,’ Mitus explained. At that he looked around the bus. There were two men in formal work clothes, a plain white shirt, hanging out of soft grey trousers – the uniform of the 9 to 5’ers. There were two older women, who looked poor, sat together and a young child with his mother, picking his nose. He drew his attention back to his son. ‘We’ll wait until we get clear of this skybus,’ he added. The skybus then reached its first stop. It docked and two men entered the bus, with two more on the concourse.  
 
    ‘Secret police,’ Don said. ‘They’re here for you.’ He stood up and walked towards them.  
 
    ‘Dr Jackson!’ one of them yelled down the bus towards Mitus. 
 
    ‘No. You can’t take him. We’re going to the Emperor to plead clemency,’ Don said, holding one hand against the chest of one of the men, whilst blocking the aisle. The policemen then looked down at Don’s hand and grabbed it and attempted to twist it with his arm, to get physical control of him. Don countered quickly by hitting him in the chest with his other hand. Winded he let go and stumbled backwards. The other officer stepped in and the two on the concourse joined the melee. Don was grabbed by both arms, as one of the men stepped past and pulled a weapon from his jacket. 
 
    ‘Fight back dad!’ Don yelled trying to twist and grapple his way free. The officer stepped up to a startled Mitus and fired his weapon straight into his forehead and that was it. He was dead. The other men dragged Don from the bus and there he found the room to wrestle himself free and headed off into the station.  
 
    ‘Let him go,’ one of them said. ‘We have our target.’  
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    The settlement on Amalthea was being searched by Karry’s Second, with her team of marines. The airlocks had been blown by the attack, so they were all wearing space suits. There were ten human marines and the droids, which were standing still, awaiting instructions should there be any. The damaged droids were taken back to the battleship for repair. ‘Definitely human,’ the Second said, as she began to open up computers around a lab. There were schematics for weapons and a collection of Empire made pulse lasers and guns.  
 
    Karry was still monitoring the operation from Earth, after the Emperor and his entourage had moved on. She was in a control room, with banks of screens, including operational reports of the droids and the damage assessment of the kit that was used. The main and biggest screen in the centre, was monitoring the progress of the fighter drones that had gone after the ship that had escaped from the settlement during the raid. They had now traced the ship to a deep space station which was privately owned, called station X35. This station was the biggest in its class and would have cost not much short of three hundred billion Units. It was ten miles high and shaped like a double pyramid, with the two bases flat against one another.  
 
    The fighter drones had been prevented from approaching the station. There was some Imperial presence on the station, along with their own private security teams and from time to time the two clashed over capturing criminals or dissidents, and people who had fled to escape the Cleaner Corp.  
 
    ‘Stay in position until I get there. If the ship leaves follow it,’ Karry’s Second said. ‘Send reinforcements. Twenty battle droids to X35.’ 
 
    ‘Yes ma’am,’ the AI control centre spoke, flatly with a soft male voice. The control centre managed the droid army, kept in large numbers across the Imperial territories, which included Earth and Mars which was nearing the end of the terraforming process. There are two life sustaining planets in the same system, called Kaybe and Clement. They weren’t perfect copies of Earth when it came to their life support systems but needed less intervention than all the others. Then there was Micklemass One and Micklemass Two. Rocky planets with ice, ripe for terraforming and currently carrying a large population of human beings, who were a few decades away from having full life support running there. They were named one and two because they were so similar in size and their features were also similar. Deep Blue is a planet completely covered in water and therefore was harder to turn into a colony and was as a consequence not so densely populated. People were put off by the idea of living in floating buildings, although foundations are being constructed for land-based buildings and infrastructure. Lastly Red Night, was a planet in a system with binary stars. One of them was a red dwarf star and would cast a red glow on the planet at night.  
 
    Karry’s Second turned her battleship around and engaged the engines, reaching near light speed in a few seconds. X35 loomed into view after a while as her screens filled up with radar signatures. Ships coming and going and her battle drone’s stationary and in formation nearby. X35 space station, was one of the largest types of station. It was big enough to house up to one hundred thousand people and their places of work, including full repair services for large transport ships, moving goods around the Empire. The huge hangers and the lights shone out into space, making it hard for people to see the stars from their windows.  
 
    ‘Load up twenty droids,’ she ordered as she walked quickly to the launch bay and walked up a ramp into a ship where the droids waited inside. The ship left the battleship and asked for permission to come into the station.  
 
    ‘Permission granted,’ came a male voice. The ship entered the station and landed. They all left the ship. ‘Wait here,’ she instructed, and the droids stood in two lines on the deck, while her close protection droids walked behind her. She headed towards the administrator’s office and was met by a tall, bold man, with two gold implants. 
 
    ‘This way. Mr Nogort is waiting for you,’ he said. Norgort was the manager of this private trading and residential space station. Karry’s Second walked quickly, easily keeping up with this man, who legs were much longer and whose strides were longer. They walked into an open lift, which was being held by another staff member dressed in a uniform, with the station’s logo on the shirt pocket. The doors closed. Karry’s droids stood either side of her, as the man looked nervously at this formidable weapon. The door opened at the top floor and they all walked through into a large open space with seats and a large desk, at one end and was surrounded by windows looking out into space and all the ships coming and going. Karry’s Second paused for a moment and looked out the window, before Norgort appeared.  
 
    ‘Karry or Karry’s Second?’ he asked, with a degree of familiarity.  
 
    ‘Her Second. We are hunting a ship, which looks like this,’ she said getting straight to the point, as a screen appeared and still image of the ship appeared on the screen in front of them. ‘We wish to arrest the pilot and any other crew he has.’ 
 
    ‘I will search my files. However, anyone who comes here should they stay within the rules, are protected by me whilst they stay. That is my policy.’ 
 
    ‘I am acting on behalf of the Emperor. You have no choice,’ Karry’s Second explained. 
 
    ‘My answer is you cannot arrest anyone under my protection. This is not Imperial territory. Now do we have that ship here?’ he said as one of his staff handed him a screen which he pushed back once he’d seen the relevant information. 
 
    ‘If you don’t co-operate, I will have no choice but to use force. You have one hour to hand over the fugitives.’ Karry’s Second said and stood up and left, her droids behind her. 
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    Don ran as fast as he could along the concourse and out some glass doors, into a huge mall on the top floor of a skyscraper. Up there were boutiques and meeting places and it bustled with people of all kinds. He pushed past some of them as he headed for the lifts. There were four lifts in front of him as he frantically searched for one that was closest to his floor. He looked up to see what floor he was on, as he was unsure. Two men appeared behind him as they jostled people out the way. He could hear the commotion and guessed it was for him. He turned his head and as he did so, he felt a sharp pain in his shoulder, as he spotted one of his pursuers with a small black weapon. Don got electrocuted by a small round pellet which discharged a shook into him. He began to shake and collapsed on the spot, unconscious. The people around stepped aside saying and doing nothing to help. They knew better than to interfere in the business of the Secret Police.  
 
    When Don woke up, he was in a plain room, with a low light and grey walls. He was sat in a chair. 
 
    ‘Welcome Don,’ one of the two men said, sitting opposite him, while the second stood back towards the door behind him. He was feeling groggy as he turned his head to look at the man behind him. 
 
    ‘Secret Police I assume? You’ve killed my father so what do you want from me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘We want to make a swap,’ the officer in front of him was doing all the talking. 
 
    ‘What kind of swap?’ 
 
    ‘You have a martial arts and combat augmentation?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You want to get a pardon from the Emperor?’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘Helping a fugitive, destroying a government droid. And you’ve been fired from your job at Cleaner Corp. This means you’ll forfeit all your privileges and be selected for destruction.’ 
 
    ‘Shit. Is that how you treat Cleaner Corp operatives is it?’ 
 
    ‘You should have killed your father. Refusing to kill designated targets gets you fired. You know that. And if you can’t pay your way you get killed.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s to say I wouldn’t just get another job. Or I might have savings I can fall back on.’ 
 
    ‘And have you? Got savings or a job?’ 
 
    ‘I have some savings. Enough for a few months while I look for another job.’ 
 
    ‘That still doesn’t cover the charges against you, does it?’ Don didn’t answer. He stretched and yawned trying to get his head in gear after being electrocuted, his shoulder still stinging, although as he reached back he could feel a plaster. They’ve removed the shock pellet. ‘This swap. It gets me a pardon. Then I will be allowed to live. That’s what I understand about applying to the Emperor for leniency?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s exactly what happens. But do you know how many people apply? Thousands and he only choses twenty.’ 
 
    ‘So, this swap. What is it? What do I have to do?’ Don asked, his speech still slurred from being unconscious. 
 
    ‘We will get you in to see the Emperor. Once you’re there we want you to kill him. We will facilitate your escape.’ 
 
    ‘And if I do this, I am supposed to trust you? You could just lock me up or execute me. Maybe torture me for a few days first.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, there are no guarantees. But we will pay you 10 million units, and this will be in a named account that only you can access, before you meet with the Emperor.’ 
 
    Don thought for a while. This was no time to make a decision like this. ‘I need to be able think clearly about this. My head is spinning.’ 
 
    ‘We can give you twenty-four hours, but applications have to happen soon, otherwise it will be another year. In that case you’ll be executed. You want some time to think, there’s a suite in this building. Relax and get your head in gear. We’ll come and see you tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Am I allowed to leave?’ Don asked, expecting the answer to be no. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not Mr Jackson. You can’t leave. If you don’t do this for us, you’ll never leave.’ 
 
    ‘Who is this assassination for? Who gains?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not of your concern,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I need to know, otherwise I’m not doing it. And your price. It’s too low. I want one hundred million.’ 
 
    The two men looked nervously at each other. ‘Fifty, and you have a deal.’ 
 
    ‘Hold your horses,’ Don said. ‘I haven’t decided yet.’ Don stood up. ‘Show me to this suite,’ he told them. The door was opened by the other man. Don looked him in the eye. He wanted to remember his face as he walked through.  
 
      
 
    He spent that night feeling restless. Even though the bed was comfortable and the environment relaxing, he only managed three hours of sleep. It wasn’t much of a choice. They hadn’t left him with any options, which was of course the point. If he tried and failed to kill the Emperor, he would be killed. If he refused to do it, he’d be killed. He wished he could know who was behind this. He could only guess that a coup was underway. Lord Bander always seemed Machiavellian. Perhaps he planned to seize power and make himself Emperor? Or was it the Crown Prince, himself – the next in line to become Emperor? After all the Emperor was 988 years old and was expected to live forever. He had already killed a son. Prince Edwin. The old Crown Prince, who died ten years before the current Crown Prince was born.  
 
    There was a knock at the door. It was seven a.m. and even though he was awake, he didn’t want to face this choice they had put before him. The two men did not wait to be given permission to enter the suite. Behind them came two guards who grabbed hold of him and hoisted him up onto his feet. 
 
    ‘It’s time to choose Mr Jackson. Just think. A new life, a new identity and wealth beyond your wildest dreams. All you have to do is this one thing for us.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t trust you. I don’t believe there is way out. Say I did it. Say I killed the Emperor. I would never see daylight. His guards wouldn’t let me escape.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think controls the guards Mr Jackson? It’s us. It’s all us. The Emperor’s power has been slipping away for years.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Why has it been slipping?’ Don said as he sat back down on the bed. The guards didn’t react. 
 
    ‘He wants peace. His rivals want an excuse to put down an independence bid from Micklemass One. If he continues with his policies the colony will break away and will become a regional power in direct conflict with us. Plus, it’s time for a change. Hereditary titles don’t function in a world, where the rich can live forever. His leadership is tired and out of ideas.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s all political? A changing of the guard. And that’s all it is?’ 
 
    ‘You could put it that way, yes,’ he said. Don stared at him with a long stare, trying to make up his mind, whether he could trust this man or not. 50 million would be nice. And as for killing, he’d done it many times. It was nothing to him. Besides he had felt the Emperor was a tired institution. But their plan was to just change one Emperor for another, whether that was the Crown Prince, or Lord Bander.  
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll do it. But if I get caught, I will tell them everything – just so you understand. That should make you try harder to get me out once the job is done.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. We’ll add you to the pardon request list. You will stay here until on the day and then we’ll get you in at the top of the list. The other petitioners can watch the carnage,’ he explained and then grinned and turned to his colleague, who didn’t grin. Don looked at the other man in the room. He’d said absolutely nothing, this whole time and he wondered why. He looked back and then looked at his feet. 50 million units. That’s what he had to keep in the front of his mind. Besides the fact that the Emperor’s men had killed his father before he’d had a chance to petition the Emperor for a pardon. That hurt. That was unfair. 
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    Karry’s Second waited on her ship for an hour, constantly checking the time, eager to track the fugitive from the unauthorised settlement on X35. He or she may not even be here. They may have escaped. She had been monitoring all ships in and out of the station throughout that time, starting when the drones tracked the ship here. She was sure whoever it was, wouldn’t have risked trying to run.  
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Karry’s Second said, as the last minute of the hour ticked past. ‘I will go to the security control room and direct you from there,’ she told the droid AI. 
 
    ‘Yes, Karry,’ it replied.  
 
    She marched off out of her ship and back up to the administrative floor. She was met by a group of security personnel. ‘Out of my way. You have forfeited your right to protect the fugitive.’ At the back of the heavily armed men, the manager Nogort, stared at her defiantly. 
 
    ‘As we speak, I have forces leaving this station to defend it. Your drones will be destroyed if you don’t back…’ he was interrupted as the droids started to fire their machine guns at the security men as some fell where they stood, and others ran including Nogort. When the way was clear Karry headed to the control room. She stepped aside as her two droids smashed open the door and shot the two guards as the control personnel turned in their chairs with their hands up. 
 
    ‘Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!’ one them shouted.  
 
    Karry’s Second entered. ‘If you want to live then I need the exact location of this ship,’ she said as her implant projected a screen into the room and the ship was displayed, with the name and number on the side.  
 
    ‘Yes, of course. Just a minute,’ one of the men said. He was short and red faced and dressed in a black uniform. He typed into his keyboard. ‘Bay three,’ he said. ‘Although it is readying to leave you will have to be quick.’ 
 
    ‘Karry, we are engaged in a fire fight with base security. Do you give us permission to kill our assailants?’ the droid AI asked her. 
 
    ‘Yes, you have permission to destroy any or all of the personnel. Send a contingent to Bay three. Instruct the drones to engage any ship leaving Bay three,’ she added instructing the commander of her battle cruiser.  
 
    ‘Received,’ the commander said. A dozen drones took off fast to intercept the ship leaving the base. ‘Do we destroy it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Disable it. I need to interrogate the fugitive,’ she explained. ‘Who was piloting that ship?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘A man called Able. Kendrick Abel.’ 
 
    ‘How did he register? Did he state his business here?’ Karry’s Second asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. He is security personnel for this base. He spends most of his time here.’ Karry’s Second looked confused.  
 
      
 
    By the time the droids had fought their way into Bay 3, the ship had left. ‘The fugitive is loose,’ the AI told Karry’s Second. 
 
    ‘Pull up the outside feeds,’ she instructed the base security manager. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ The ship was being met by drones and they were firing. The fugitive ship was returning fire. 
 
    ‘Get the battleship there,’ Karry’s Second instructed Commander Fisk, the battle cruiser’s commander. ‘I have a feeling he will be defended by others in the area.’ She watched on screen as two battle drones were destroyed. Then three ships entered the area and began to engage the remaining drones. ‘Quickly commander. We’re losing our drones.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Who are these people? Do you recognise these ships? Where did they come from, the base?’ she asked the base control personnel, who were sat in front of the monitors. 
 
    ‘I believe so. They are all part of the security team employed to defend the base. They are contractors.’ 
 
    ‘Why would they engage Imperial ships?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know ma’am. They’re brave I’ll give them that.’ As they watched the fire fight a drone hit the engine and it began to smoke heavily. ‘Your target ship is now disabled.’ Just as he said that, the droid bodyguard suddenly began to lock and load their weapons and move outside of the large security room. Karry looked round, slightly startled.  
 
    ‘Sixteen targets are closing in on us,’ one of the droids said. 
 
    ‘Engage and eliminate,’ Karry’s Second said and they began to engage. Within a minute they were all dead and one of Karry’s droids was damaged but still operational.  
 
      
 
    The battle outside the station was in full flow. The battleship was engaging several targets simultaneously and had blown one of the enemy ships into oblivion. The other was gearing up to leave, its propulsion system was heating up. 
 
    ‘One of the ships is leaving. Shall we stop it?’ the commander asked Karry’s Second. 
 
    ‘Negative. We have the one we want,’ came the reply. ‘Board the ship and recover the fugitive for questioning,’ Karry’s Second instructed.  
 
    ‘Yes ma’am,’ he responded. As the second ship left the area, the battleship approached the fugitives ship. Now finally they may find out what the settlement was, who owned and built it, what was its purpose. ‘Ship BG45-T, this is the commander of Imperial Battle Cruiser LK897-Q. We will now board your vessel. Any resistance will be put down. Unlock your bay door,’ the commander said. 
 
    There was a moment of silence then the ship’s commander replied. ‘You have permission to board,’ he replied as the bay doors opened. The commander of the Imperial ship, Dan Fisk, prepared a boarding party. Five droids and two marines.  
 
    ‘I am returning to the ship to interrogate the fugitive,’ Karry’s Second said, while standing down her droids. They all gathered back at the transport ship and Karry’s Second entered first, climbing up into the ship as the droids filed in behind her.  
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    The Emperor gathered his privy council in the throne room on the run up to the General Council of the Empire. ‘Issues,’ he said loudly. ‘What can we expect from this General Council?’ he asked. In his mind he already knew many of the issues facing the Empire. His son the Crown Prince sat at his right side and Lord Bander to his left, at the top of a large table. On the other side were the members of the Privy Council. Twelve of them. There were representatives of each of the colonised planets; eight in total and his head of security Karry Diss, Lord Bander and the Crown Prince, then his top legal counsel Mark Barkett.  
 
    ‘There are murmurings of independence from the President of Micklemass One. There is talk of a military build-up there, plus we have the as yet unresolved issue of the unauthorised settlement, on Amalthea, which Karry is dealing with.’ As Barkett said her name he leant forward and looked directly at her. The Emperor then took the que and looked at her. 
 
    ‘Well?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘We have tracked a fugitive, named Kendrick Abel, to a space station. There was some resistance, but it was quashed, and we have the fugitive in custody. I have yet to receive an answer as to what he was doing at the settlement. But my suspicions are that a weapon’s smuggling operation was running from there. There were Imperial weapons found in the buildings.’ 
 
    ‘How will you extract the information from this man?’ The Crown Prince asked. 
 
    ‘Enhanced interrogation. It’s happening right now. I will have answers within the next couple of hours, if everything goes to plan.’ 
 
    ‘And what of the space station? They resisted Imperial demands to hand him over. Should we treat this base as being hostile to the Empire?’ The Emperor asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, we should,’ Karry replied.  
 
    The Emperor turned to his legal counsel, ‘Issue a writ and Karry,’ he turned back to Karry, ‘Send a contingent to the station and seize it in my name. It will be absorbed into the Empire’s control.’ 
 
    ‘Yes sire,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Who would need these weapons?’ The Emperor asked. 
 
    ‘It will be separatists from Micklemass One, but until we have that confirmed, we must keep an open mind,’ Lord Bander explained.  
 
    ‘I will be meeting with the President tomorrow. I need this resolved by then.’ 
 
    ‘Yes sire,’ Lord Bander looked at the information coming into his EyeSpec. ‘The General Assembly is ready for you sire,’ Lord Bander said. The Emperor stood up and was followed by the Crown Prince. The Emperor walked out of the throne room followed by his entourage. The Crown Prince sat back down. 
 
    ‘Lord Bander,’ he said as he approached him. ‘Our plans?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It’s happening don’t worry,’ he replied. The two were unwilling to discuss the plan any further, out in the open. The Emperor was well known for his paranoia. Ten years before Crown Prince Zarka was born he had murdered his older brother, Edwin – the old Crown Prince, who was two hundred and eighty years old when he died. In an era where the Emperor was expected to be immortal, the only way any disgruntled ruling elite could change their leader was to kill him. Abdication was not ever considered. The only reason an Emperor would abdicate is if his health was failing, which in these days of medical marvels, was very unlikely to occur. Modern medicine could repair the body indefinitely, with a mixture of DNA manipulation, and organ replacement with very precise body parts grown in a lab. The other way if there was one, was a severe accident, but given that the Emperor had people around him concerned with his safety, twenty-four hours a day, this just couldn’t happen. The only way was assassination.  
 
    The Emperor and his entourage swept through the wide ornate corridors of the palace and into the legislative council section of the building, that was integrated with the offices and living spaces of the Emperor and his family and key staff. It was the largest building in New York and dominated the city. It was designed to be imposing, to intimidate the dignitaries and politicians that come here every day to get things done. Once a month leaders from across the Empire, either arrive in person, travelling across the galaxy in ships that travel just below the speed of light and for the longer distances, the warp gates which create and use worm holes to travel quickly from place to place, from the further reaches of the Empire. They were enormous circles made of concrete which were a kilometre across to accommodate the largest spacecraft with long antennas which stretched out on either side, then attached to them were the control centres and quarters for the engineers who operated and maintained them.  
 
    The debating chamber was a giant hall, with high ceilings and representatives from the colonies and the regions on the colonies, numbering over 100,000. However, only a fraction of those individuals would attend in person. Most would watch the business of the chamber from back home. The ones who were hoping to speak would generally attend in person. Each person wanting to speak would add his or her name to a list and no matter the question, when it was their turn the Emperor would hear the petition and respond. He would attend the general assembly for five hours and during that time answer as many questions as possible. It did mean that petitions from the 100,000 officials would take months to be answered, but there were other methods, meaning that if your question or issue was more urgent you wouldn’t have to wait as long as that. The chamber was more about politics than dealing with individual problems, urgent or otherwise. 
 
    The first question was introduced to start the session. ‘The Most Honourable member for Goteck, Micklemass Two,’ has the first question,’ the Speaker said. He was there in the chamber. 
 
     ‘Is the Emperor seriously considering Micklemass One’s Presidents call for independence, and if he is, does this mean all other territories can do the same?’ 
 
    The Emperor stood up. ‘No, he is not,’ came the short reply as he sat back down.  
 
    ‘Well then, Your Highness, will you put down the rebellion that is building against you?’ the member asked. 
 
    ‘Peace talks are ongoing. There is no threat of rebellion,’ the Emperor explained. 
 
    Another member stood up, before he was interrupted by the Speaker. 
 
    ‘The member for Deadwood Micklemass Two,’ he yelled, his voice carrying across the chamber. 
 
    The member for Deadwood, stood up again. ‘What news is there, Your Highness of the short exchange of fire at the Space Station X35?’ he asked, as Micklemass One representatives shouted their objections. 
 
    ‘The member for Atok will remain seated and quiet for the Emperors reply, or you will be removed,’ as the Speaker spoke, he signalled to security personnel. Three large men rushed off to the section of the chamber where Atok (Micklemass Two) representatives were sat. No member could interrupt the Emperor and if they do, they get arrested and could get cast out of the chamber and fired from their posts. There was a limit to the Emperors tolerance of opposition, even here.  
 
      
 
    The session closed and the Emperor moved back to his throne room, with twenty senior staff including Lod Bander. ‘Micklemass One is becoming a problem sire. We must move more military personnel and hardware to the system, just as a reminder that independence movements will be crushed before they begin,’ Bander said. 
 
    ‘It’s already begun,’ Crown Prince Zarka added. ‘Now is the time, not to wait for them to make their move against us. Plus my feeling is that Micklemass Two will join the uprising, from the way they always come to One’s defence.’ 
 
    ‘And what is their move against us going to be?’ The Emperor asked. 
 
    ‘Probably a declaration of some kind, followed by an attack on our posts there. Our embassy building, our military bases,’ Bander suggested. 
 
    ‘They haven’t got a strong enough military for that, surely?’ one of the advisors said. 
 
    ‘They’ve been buying equipment from back channels here,’ Karry said. ‘That’s what we have found on the moon – the unauthorised settlement. And according to my Second’s last report, the prisoner has told us that the buying of military equipment has been happening for a while.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’ the Emperor asked. 
 
    ‘Unsure. He said the settlement has been there for six months and has been processing the purchase of weapons for the whole of that time. We are going through the records as we speak,’ Karry said. 
 
    ‘I do not want a conflict. Send our best negotiator to discuss our discoveries today. He or she must report to me directly,’ the Emperor commanded. 
 
    The meeting broke up and Karry headed off back to her large luxurious palace official apartment. It contained a meeting room and a large office with administration offices, a large lobby and an open sitting room which had wide and high windows facing out onto the city below. When she arrived her Second was waiting for her. ‘Enter the technical suite,’ Karry told her second. Her second stepped forward into a room, with an interface on one side and a line of seven copies of herself. ‘Download,’ she instructed with a disinterested, matter-of-fact voice, indicating that what she was about to do to her Second was meaningless. Just managing a sophisticated computer. Her second stood inside a small chamber as her memories were quickly downloaded into the computer. Karry then closed the glass door, pressed a red button and stood back and watched as a liquid poured down over the android and began to melt it. The glass case filled up with clear blue liquid as the android disintegrated. When it was done and her second was gone, the red button turned green. Karry opened the glass door and looked down at the drain at the bottom of the cubicle. All the pieces of the android were now draining away. Karry closed the door and moved across to the others and moved a clip to one side, as the next deactivated android moved forward to take the place of the old one. She then turned to the computer and her EyeSpec lit up, as it showed her a review of the highlights of the time the android had been active. She was then presented with an option to take its memories as her own, which she declined. She then moved up to the interview with the fugitive they’d captured. He admitted working for Micklemass One and had identified the name of his superior. She closed the page and stepped back into her office and sat down at her desk. ‘Mairo,’ she said into a small communications device on her desk. Mairo was her Chief of Staff. ‘Have we taken possession of the space station X35?’ 
 
    ‘Yes ma’am, came the reply.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘The Emperor will do his annual parade through the Imperial Avenue and down to the palace, where he will choose a prisoner to pardon. Obviously, this choice has already been made. Your name has been pushed to the top and I fully expect you to go in front of the Emperor to be pardoned.’ The officer explained the circumstances. He was a senior, but anonymous member of the Secret Police. Don knew nothing of who he worked for directly – where this assassination plot was coming from and who was set to benefit from a coup. He did know that Crown Prince Zarka will become the sovereign.  
 
    ‘And that’s when I kill him?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Don was sat in a small plain room. He wasn’t quite sure where he was, whether he was in the bowels of the Palace, or some security building or prison. 
 
    ‘What security will he have? Who will I have to fight to get to him and to get away afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting to that,’ he snapped. He was dressed in a black tunic, with no embellishments. Just plain black, with a grey shirt underneath. He was pale, as if he’d spent his entire long career in places like this. No sunlight or fresh air. Just internal rooms deep within buildings that served the state security apparatus. ‘You will enter the chamber after the parade which will run down the main street. The Emperor will travel down the Avenue towards the Palace. It will be lined with well-wishers; you’ve seen this in the past I presume?’  
 
    Don nodded. 
 
    ‘When he arrives, he will take his seat in the chamber ready for the pardons. You will be first in. Inside will be two security personnel who will flank you on either side. They’re armed, so be careful to neutralise them first.’ 
 
    ‘And you think I can do this without getting shot?’ 
 
    ‘With fight protocols you have in your implant, you will be able to do this.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a little overconfident. Whatever I have installed, the security will have the same, or better.’ 
 
    ‘We have hacked the security staff implants. They will not have those protocols.’ 
 
    Don nodded and then looked down at the table. He wasn’t relishing this mission. He had almost convinced himself it was doomed to failure and he would lose his life. 
 
    ‘Once you have neutralised the security personnel you will be free to kill the Emperor. Once it’s done, more security staff will enter the chamber. And they will be quick. Make sure you kill him quickly. Break his neck or get a weapon from the security detail.’ 
 
    ‘You need to make up your mind. This plan relies on me killing him before the chamber gets flooded with guards.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. What do you think? Break his neck or shoot him with a weapon?’  
 
    Don thought for a while. 
 
    ‘Fumbling round a dead body to recover a weapon will take time. I will have to break his neck, I guess. Unless a weapon ends up on the floor at my feet, then I will shoot him.’ 
 
    ‘There are unknown, unknowns, obviously. You must assess the situation yourself.’ 
 
    ‘When the chamber gets stormed what then?’ 
 
    ‘Behind the throne in the chamber is a secret door. There is ornate wallpaper covering a concealed entrance. The door can be opened by pushing the centre of a rose, at waist height on the left of the throne. It is the same width as the throne, so that’s how you find the door lock. Once it’s opened, there is a long corridor. At the end of the corridor, you will be arrested by my security team and protected from the others, who belong to the Emperor’s staff. You will then be moved to a ship and sent off to a secure location.’ 
 
    ‘Right. That’s all clear. I just hope it goes as smoothly as our little planning session today.’ 
 
    ‘It will. And if doesn’t you’ll be put to death on the day.’ 
 
    ‘Great. That fills me with confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Just remember, the Emperor personally ordered your fathers execution.’ 
 
    ‘Only because he wanted to tell the president of Micklemass One about the Rhodium deposit. This is truly a nasty regime.’ 
 
    ‘And you will end it,’ the man said. He hid the fact that he was more in favour in a worse despot in the Crown Prince, who planned to attack Micklemass 1 and put down the resistance.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don and his two handlers watched from a balcony as the Emperor was taken by an ornate carriage, dressed in gold and red, being pulled by four black horses. There were hundreds of security personnel and droids lining the root, in between the parade and the adoring people cheering from behind barriers. The Crown Prince followed in his not as ornate carriage a few metres behind the Emperor. ‘Come on, let’s get you into position,’ one of Don’s handlers said. They moved back into the apartment and left. Don had nothing except the clothes on his back with him. He felt anxious, with a knot in his stomach. He feared being betrayed by the security team who were orchestrating this assassination and coup against the Emperor. He suspected he would be used a crazed patsy, angry about his father being killed. Angry about being sacked and fearful of being killed by the Cleaner Corp. It would be so much easier to use him this way than to smuggle him out of the palace. And the money he was promised. How would they hide the trail from presumably the Crown Prince’s funds to his hidden bank account? There will be a thorough investigation after this has been carried out. Would they find the link? 
 
    All these questions went round and round in his head. He wasn’t the type to be fearful or to worry excessively, but this had him very worried. He could be killed by the security team in the Throne Room. There was no guarantee that his training module for hand to hand combat would beat theirs. He had been promised that the security team in the Throne Room have had theirs hacked and disabled. But this could be another lie. 
 
    They moved swiftly down corridors and through large rooms and into a network of offices full of civil servants and top officials, until eventually he was put into a waiting area, just off to one side of the Throne Room. And there he waited alone and in silence. His anxiety began to grow. Could he pull this off? He had to if he was to survive. And if he was met by hostile security staff after the job had been done, he would fight them too. Whatever he had been promised he was on his own. He would not relax until he was away from here and the money he’d been promised was in his account.  
 
    He could hear loud talking and people entering the chamber ahead of the Emperor. The noise of people talking was quite loud, as they all tried to talk over the din. Then it suddenly went quiet. He listened intensely. This must be it. The beginning of the pardon ceremony. Then he heard a trumpet sound, which played a battle song for a couple of minutes before he heard the announcer speaking. ‘All rise for the Emperor!’ he yelled. He heard the shuffling sounds of people standing up and a little murmuring.  
 
    After some formalities the guests took their seats. ‘Bring in the prisoner!’ came another shout. The door to the room opened and two security personnel entered and stood either side of him. They walked out into the Throne Room. The Emperor was dressed in his white and gold tunic and white trousers with a gold stripes down the sides. Next to him in purple, covered in medals and with gold apelets, was the Crown Prince. Then there were the Emperors closest advisors, also dressed in purple, but without the adornments that the Crown Prince had on his tunic. Then the rest had red tunics with various medals on them. He was walked up to the bottom of four steps up to the throne. He was guided down to his knees by the security men. As he knelt, he looked up to see if he could see the release catch for the hidden door which would become his escape route in a few seconds time. It wasn’t too obvious. He walked up to the throne, flanked by two guards with small machine guns. 
 
    ‘Kneel,’ Lord Bander said, who was stood to one side. As Don knelt, he grabbed one of the guns and barged over the guard with his shoulder. He ran forward while firing bullets into the Emperors body. He made a squealing noise and slumped to one side, blood coming out of the bullet wounds across his chest and head. Don moved quickly while the room went into a blind panic, running away and screaming and shouting. Don hit the button first time and the door popped open, as the second guard came after him. He slipped through the door and turned around and pushed it against the guard. There was one single bolt to lock it with, which he realised wouldn’t keep the guards from breaking it open, but he crossed the bolt over and stood back and fired the weapon again, hoping to hit the guards who were pushing and kicking the door. He then ran down the corridor, through a door into an antechamber where he was met by the men who had set it up. He still didn’t know their names, but he didn’t need to know. 
 
    ‘Successful?’ asked the man he’d been dealing with. 
 
    ‘I think so,’ he replied. They ran along a second corridor and through a door which led to an air lock. They passed through and out of the building where a ship waited for him. 
 
    ‘This transport will take you to your destination. By the time you get there, your money will be in your account. Goodbye Mr Jackson.’ Don didn’t say goodbye as he climbed into the craft. Before he’d put his seatbelt on, the craft was already in the air. It shot off quickly, but Don noticed pulse laser cannon fire, was being shot at the craft.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ said the pilot, as he swerved and sped up. Before long they’d entered space. ‘We’re heading for a warp gate, so hold on.’ The ship sped up again, to just below light speed. Within seconds they began to slow again, as a large warp gate appeared, with a variety of battleships, cargo ships and private ships queued to cross the gate and into a worm hole. Eventually it was their turn. The pilot put the ship into position. There was a bright red clock counting down on the instrument panel. It counted down from ten, then the view through the windows went a bright blinding white colour, as it passed through the gate. On the other side, the pilot headed slowly to dock into a space station. 
 
    ‘You’ll be picked up from here, in about fifteen minutes,’ the pilot said. ‘We need to switch in case this ship is being tracked. Your new pilot will know nothing of who you are, so keep your mouth shut.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Don answered.  
 
    The pilot leant over to a compartment in the cockpit and removed a folder. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘These are your new papers. Your new identity is inside.’ Don took the folder and opened it up and removed a small card with his new name and photo on it. Gotan Bridger 89432. He read silently assuming the pilot had not looked inside. He reached back inside the folder and took out another card. It had a bank name and number on it with a fingerprint reader on one side. He pressed his index finger against the reader and a little screen lit up. He set up security, following the instructions on the screen and then his account balance appeared. 50 million U. He’d got his money. This calmed his nerves a little, as he reasoned, why pay someone you intend to kill, because he was completely at the mercy of this pilot and the next? All he could do is trust them. For all he knew he would be killed to keep him quiet and cover up the assassination. For that reason, he felt anxious and his senses heightened. He may need to defend himself against these Imperial spies, whoever they’re working for. He guessed by now that this assassination and coup was for the Crown Prince. They had a long history of killing each other and seeing that they were so likely to be immortal, he was questioning why they ever had children at all, because there were only two ways for an Emperor to die and that was accident or murder. 
 
    As soon as he left the ship the next pilot stepped forward. ‘You’re Gotan Bridger 89432?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said and pushed out his hand to shake his. 
 
    ‘The ship will be ready shortly. There is a waiting area through that door. I will come and get you when it’s ready,’ he explained. Don headed off to the waiting area. He walked into a large room with seats and tables, filled with a mixture of nervous looking people and people who made everyone else feel nervous. Plenty of rough looking, large men, who glared at him as he crossed the floor to a free seat. After ten minutes the pilot appeared, and he stood up. As he did the television screen in the room, caught his eye. His face against the backdrop of a news bulletin reporting the death of the Emperor. He sped up out of the room and followed the pilot and rushed up the stairs as quickly as he could. Hopefully no one had spotted him before he’d got the chance to leave. Now he had money, he would be able to get some surgery to change his face. That would need to be his top priority. It had not occurred to him that the hunt to find him would reach to the farthest reaches of the Empire and that there would be no safe haven. He believed, according to his deal, that the Crown Prince wouldn’t be all that motivated to find him either. But as long as he was alive, he was a risk. No-one in the new regime will want him alive now the job was done. Perhaps he should dump this pilot and buy his own ship; choose his own path, his own destiny?  
 
    The journey took two hours, including travelling through two warp gates. He would feel happier once he’d arrived and get his life back under his own control, rather than relying on the spies who had planned and executed the assassination. 
 
    They arrived at the Clement system, a rocky planet that hosted 2 billion people. It had been terraformed to take human life. It had a magnetic core, which allowed life to exist, but there were oxygen problems, as this planet didn’t quite produce the right mix of gases, so they had huge machines pumping air, along with oxygen production using algae, a lot like those on Earth. The pilot landed at the main dock in the main city. It was busy. The pilot nodded goodbye as they disembarked. The first thing Don wanted to do is to get hold of a new identity and then get off this planet and go somewhere else. Somewhere they couldn’t find him.  
 
    There was a bar nearby. What should he do, just go up to someone and ask them if they produced new identities? He would have to stay here until he found one. Moving on wasn’t going to help. He also needed to shift his money away from that account. That he could do easily, once he’d got some new ID. Withdraw the amount into cash and put in a new account, with his new name.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The aftermath of the killing was felt right across the Palace. The room was cleared leaving only the Emperor dead and slumped in his throne, blood all over the grand gold chair and on the floor and on the wall behind him. The secret door had been smashed open. The Crown Prince and Lord Bander both stood in silence over the corpse as they thought about him and what they had done. 
 
    ‘Well. We can move on now. He’s been holding us back for years,’ the Prince said. 
 
    ‘Now you are Emperor,’ Bander said. 
 
    ‘Yes. Let’s get this cleared up.’ He turned and left and called in the doctor and his staff to remove the body and prepare it for burial. The Palace had a mausoleum directly below the official apartments. He would be buried there, and a tomb stone laid on top of him with a statue of his likeness, like all the great leaders before him.  
 
    Lord Bander followed the new Emperor Zarka I to the Emperor’s offices. He sat down in the main seat behind his father’s ornate desk, with priceless ornaments on it. Lord Bander sat opposite like he’d done before for his father.  
 
    ‘I want the throne room ready for me in thirty minutes,’ he told Bander. ‘I want to take my throne as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Lord Bander used his EyeSpec to message the chief Butler to clear up the mess and given that the Throne had bullet holes in it, the spare; an identical chair, made at the same time as the damaged one, would be in place within the next half hour and Zarka I could take his seat and call his privy council.  
 
    He was called through by the Butler who appeared at the office door and bowed. ‘The Throne room is ready sire,’ he said. 
 
    As he arrived Zarka walked through the long chamber, with high ranking officials lined up on either side. Lord Bander was close behind. ‘Long live Emperor Zarka!’ they yelled in unison. Zarka reached the Throne and stood in front of it before sitting down. Lord Bander took his place at his right hand. 
 
    ‘Let’s go to war,’ Zarka said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Don headed off towards a hotel. He needed a room and seeing as though he was loaded, he took an apartment. Why not? He told himself. The apartment was huge. It had a large double bedroom, a dining room and a lounge, with two bathrooms. It was a soft beige colour with rich red curtains on the window, which looked out across the city which stretched a few miles out, before a backdrop of mountains in the distance. ‘This is the life,’ he said to himself as he stared out at the view. He settled in, removing his jacket, which was wet and putting his bag down on the floor. He sat down at the table and opened his EyeSpec. ‘DNA surgery,’ he said as a search term. Twelve clinics were listed. He picked one.  
 
    He was exhausted so he climbed into bed. The apartment was hot. They always overheated these places. He fell asleep quickly and dreamt a lucid dream. He was half asleep leaning up against a building wall. One of the LA mega-skyscrapers he’d worked around. A man dressed in a high vis work jacket rushed towards him and sprayed him in the face with toxic chemicals. He began to splutter and choke, as he foamed at the mouth, before losing consciousness. He woke with a start. That must be how his victims felt when he worked for Cleaner Corp. He sat up in his bed and bowed his head in shame for all the innocent people he’d killed for them. He was drenched in sweat and got up and headed for the shower. He checked the time. It was eight. Their days were longer here than back at home. It would take a while to adjust. They had thirty-five hours to a day. Many people will sleep twice in a cycle. That was the only way it could be done. 
 
    After he showered and dressed, he instructed his EyeSpec. ‘Call the Friar Clinic,’ he said. He heard a ringing noise.  
 
    ‘Friar Clinic,’ a man’s voice answered.  
 
    ‘Hi. I am interested in having some DNA surgery done. I wish to change my face.’ These clinics would never ask why people wanted their faces changed. They were aware that people on the run from the authorities would change their appearance to avoid detection. But they made too much money to frighten off clients with awkward questions.  
 
    ‘Sure. I can book you in for a consultation this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a little pushed for time. I will pay double if the surgery can be done today.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I will have to speak to our chief surgeon. Can you hold please?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Don replied while the line went quiet. A few minutes passed, as Don got more and more impatient. Then he came back on the line. 
 
    ‘You’ve been booked in for three this afternoon. Please bring a 3D image of what you want to look like. You can find examples online. Go to the ‘3D Works’ website.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Don said before giving his name and ended the call. 
 
    Next he would head to the bank and withdraw his cash. He would take it out and pack it into strong boxes and put it all in a vault in the bank ready for when he left. 
 
      
 
    He arrived a little early at the clinic and sat in a plush waiting area. ‘Come through,’ a nurse, dressed in white said. He stood up and followed her into a small consulting room. On one side of the room was an imaging machine and next to that on a worktop was a small machine with test tubes resting in holes on the top. ‘Right. We need to take a 3D image of your face, then we will take your DNA. Have you got your chosen image?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He opened his EyeSpec. ‘Send image to Friar,’ he said and the EyeSpec moved a file from his EyeSpec to their screen. The nurse looked up as she watched the transfer. 
 
    ‘Good. Now if you come and sit on this seat and keep still.’ Don moved forward and sat down as instructed. The nurse pressed a button and an arm with a lens on the end of it zoomed quickly around his head, going round in almost full circles and back again, from the top of his head, downwards. Then she moved back to her screen where she focused on the job, watching the image come through. ‘That’s it. Now I need a swab. Please open your mouth,’ she said. She rubbed a cotton stick to the side of his mouth and inserted it into a test tube. She pushed the tube down into the machine and switched it on. ‘Okay. If you like to return to the waiting area.’  
 
    A few minutes passed before the nurse reappeared in the waiting room. ‘Come through,’ she said. 
 
    He stood up and walked into the surgery room where a tall man in a white coat waited for him, with a sickly smile across his face. There was a bed with a large light overhead.  
 
    ‘Come and lie here and relax, while we get ready. I will be giving you a sedative first to take the pain away. The sedative will last for four hours. After that you will need pain killers because the pain is quite high. And I have to warn you, you may suffer some pain for the rest of your life, so I would expect for you to need pain medication on a permanent basis. Do you wish to continue?’ the surgeon asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’ll take the pain,’ he said, feeling a little nervous. The doctor injected the sedative. After a while he started to feel sleepy and his eyes droopy. He hadn’t realised that there would be so much pain involved, but if he wanted to stay ahead of the Empire, he had no choice. This had to be done.  
 
    After some preparation the doctor picked up a syringe with a thin needle, filled with a red blood like liquid. ‘This is synthetic blood, produced to match your body. Each dose is customised to your DNA and blood type. In this blood is your DNA surgery. Once it’s injected your bones in your face will start to change. This is the painful part.’ The doctor injected the whole syringe into his arm and stood back. There was little for the surgeon to do, except wait for any unusual reactions. He watched closely, as his bones began to shift under his skin. He began to feel the pain as he moaned, getting louder as the pain intensified. If this is how it feels with a sedative, then what’s like without one? He asked himself.  
 
      
 
    Feeling battered and bruised he stumbled back onto the street. It was early evening, but dark and raining. He headed for a bar. He needed to find someone who worked in the shadows. A drug dealer. He’s heard that a drug called Toad, was popular and illegal. He would look for a dealer. He or she may have connections that could lead to someone who could hack an ID and sell it onto him.  
 
    He spotted a bar at the end of a row of bars which looked rough. He could tell by the clientele standing outside and coming and going from the entrance. He watched one man closely to see if he was dealing. But he walked off in the opposite direction. No luck there. He had little or no time to spare. He had a drink at the bar and watched the people closely. At the back of the bar was a seat which was laid out as a semi-circle around a table. There was one man in the centre, his arms spread across the top of the sofa. Around him was one young woman, who was pretty, with her hair dyed purple and large dragon tattoo on her arm. Next to her was a big looking man. Muscular with a handlebar moustache. If he was the local dealer, how risky would it be to approach him? They didn’t take kindly to strangers asking them for illegal drugs. He decided against it. He needed a street level dealer. They’d sell to anyone, no questions asked. Then a man walked in and strode confidently to the table where the gangster was sat. He said hello and handed his bodyguard something, but Don couldn’t see what it was. He sat down, had a brief conversation and started to head back outside. Don got up and followed him. 
 
    When he got outside the man was stood under a ledge sheltering from the rain. He was tall and thin with a lot of hair. Side burns and long greying hair sticking out from under a red hat. ‘Hey,’ Don said. ‘Got any Toad?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. How much?’ 
 
    ‘I will take it all off you if you get something done for me.’ The man looked at him with incredulity. After a while he spoke. 
 
    ‘Like what?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I need a hacked ID. Now.’ 
 
    ‘On the run are you?’ 
 
    ‘Kind of.’ 
 
    ‘No worries. I won’t ask. Come with me,’ he said and went back into the bar. Don followed, then half way through the bar he told Don to wait, while he approached his boss. Don watched as they talked and the dealer pointed over at him. Then he signalled to Don, waving to him. 
 
    ‘Come over,’ he said. Don walked to the table. 
 
    ‘Sit,’ the boss said. ‘I’ve got what you need.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Two thousand.’ 
 
    ‘Two thousand? No problem. When?’ he asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow. One thousand now, the other when its delivered,’ the man said. ‘Send me your new name and image,’ he said. Don opened his EyeSpec. He could see the gangsters file location. It read Leeland. 
 
    ‘Your Leeland?’ Don asked, just to be sure. He nodded and Don made the transfer.  
 
    ‘If you’re on the run then you should know something.’ Leeland told him. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘You heard of Karry Diss?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I know of her. The Emperor’s security chief.’ 
 
    ‘She’s here. On Clement.’ 
 
    ‘Her, or her Second?’ 
 
    ‘She’s here in person. Everyone’s on edge.’ The gangster glanced over at his bodyguard. A nervous glance. Perhaps he was worrying that should he get caught up in any security sweep, he’d do a runner. 
 
    ‘In that case then I also need a weapon. Can you get me something?’ 
 
    ‘Off the books stuff. You’re really pushing it now. If you turn out to be police, then you’ll have me bang to rights. It’s high risk. Not sure I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll pay double. Triple – for the extra risk.’ 
 
    ‘Throwing cash around in here is a mistake my friend.’ 
 
    ‘I can look after myself. I’m ex-Cleaner Corp.’ The gangster sat up sharply. 
 
    ‘Shit. You’re virtually police yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said. Ex.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get you something. Come back at midnight. I’ll have a weapon.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Forty thousand units.’ 
 
    ‘That’s steep.’ 
 
    ‘Like you said, it’s risky. Very risky, especially with the Empire here, with their battle droids, throwing their weight around. They’re gearing up for war. That’s what it is.’ 
 
    ‘War with who?’ 
 
    ‘Micklemass separatists. Don’t you watch the news?’ 
 
    ‘Not lately.’ Don stood up.’ Midnight,’ he said. The gangster waved a half-hearted wave, as Don left the bar. 
 
      
 
    Back at the hotel he lay down on the bed and shut his eyes. His face ached, so he reached over to his pain medication he’d got from the surgeon. He popped two pills and washed it down with water. He opened his EyeSpec. He needed a destination. Somewhere to hide. Somewhere to build a new life. He lay back on his bed. It was, he had to admit, the most comfortable bed he’d ever slept on. He opened his EyeSpec. He needed a place to hide. Somewhere in the back of beyond. Then he remembered something he’d thought of when he was back on Earth, just before his father was killed. The Empire was always looking for new planets to colonise. He remembered at least three were being worked on. ‘Search ‘new colonies’, he told his EyeSpec. The three new planets were listed. One was in the Odessa system. They’d discovered it five years ago and there were two large space stations there, doing the work. ‘Odessa sounds good,’ he said out loud to himself. He could invest his money there, turn his 50 million units into a trillion. That was it. That’s where he’d go and hope that he would never be found. 
 
    After a while it was time to head back to the bar to meet Leeland. He hadn’t finished with him yet. There was more to do. As he approached he looked round him. Those battle droids were big and noisy. He would spot them easily. He walked in. Leeland was in his usual spot. The street dealer was there also.  
 
    ‘Sit!’ Leeland said, almost pleased to see him. Don sat down. ‘Here’s your ID.’ He slid a white envelope across the table. Don peered inside and then stuffed it into his pocket.  
 
    ‘Gun?’ Don asked expectantly. 
 
    ‘I got you something good. A DR17X. A bargain for forty.’ He nodded at his silent bodyguard who reached down under the table and lifted a box. 
 
    ‘Ammo?’ 
 
    ‘Fifty rounds. If you need more you can buy them without ID here. Any gun shop.’ Don removed an envelope from his pocket and pushed it back to the bodyguard. He opened it up and Leeland leant over and looked himself, then smiled. 
 
    ‘I need something else.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Casino’s. I noticed you have quite a few.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Any of them into money laundering.’ 
 
    ‘Money laundering?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Money laundering.’ 
 
    ‘I know someone. How much money we talking about?’ 
 
    ‘A lot.’ Leeland looked over at his two colleagues with a big grin.  
 
    ‘I might just take all of it. Cleaner Corp or not.’ 
 
    ‘Forget it,’ Don said. He knew he was on dangerous ground. Leeland was right. He could just take it. He had to get out of here. He’d gone too far.  
 
    ‘Wait, wait,’ Leeland said, as he stood up. 
 
    ‘We’ve finished our business Leeland. Forget I said anything.’ He turned and left. As he turned his back on Leeland and his men, he braced himself to be attacked. Every step felt like a mile, every second an hour. He’d fucked up. It made it even more urgent for him to buy a ship and leave, especially as Karry Diss is here, presumably looking for him. But the attack never came. It was an easy enough crime to commit. Someone with large amounts of cash to move, in a strange city, on a strange planet, on his own with no backup. If he was to use a casino, he’d need a security team to back him. But he couldn’t trust anyone here. How deep do the crime bosses here go, in terms of the other organisations? For all he knew they ran everything, with politicians and officials in their pockets. 
 
      
 
    He rushed down the street and out of the area. The presence of the Empire might have made Leeland think twice about attacking him. Everyone was on their best behaviour, to avoid attention.  
 
    Back at the hotel he searched for a ship dealer. He needed something small and nimble. Something that could outrun Imperial ships, including battle drones. Battle drones were quick, but he knew there were ships that were faster, with high quality pilot AI, which could outmanoeuvre them. They were expensive but worth every unit.  
 
    Another day passed. He was getting more and more anxious about being caught by Karry. He felt like all his preparation was going on for too long. He rose early and grabbed a food pellet from the dispenser and downed a small glass of water. He looked round for his clothes, a little hazy still from sleep. He got dressed and grabbed all his things. He would go get his cash and leave. It has to be today. No more delays.  
 
    As he reached the lobby and stepped out of the lift he immediately saw four battle droids. He turned left and headed for the stairs and the fire exit out to an alley. He pushed the door open, knowing it would alert the hotel staff that the fire exit had been opened. Once opened he’d have to run for it. He paused, looked behind him and opened the door. And right in front of him was Karry Diss. She was famous throughout the Empire. Everyone knew who she was and her fearsome reputation as Emperor Thoros III’s enforcer. He reached for his gun, as they stood there staring at each other. She didn’t know who she was face to face with, which gave him an advantage. With her gone, the political power would shift away from the old Emperor and Karry and towards the new Emperor and Lord Bander. With her gone, the Empire would stop looking for him. He lifted his gun and fired once straight into her head – ‘BLAM!’, her brains exiting out the other side. She fell backwards like a toppling board and crashed onto the floor underneath her. He glanced behind him again. The battle droids would detect gun fire, so he ran. He ran as fast as he could. By the time her battle droids had reacted he would be away.  
 
    He ran to his bank, accessed his vault, putting the heavy box onto a box trolley and left. He walked purposely down the street before hailing a cab to take him to the ship dealer. In through the glass doors of the dealer were scale models of the ships. He already knew what he wanted. ‘I need it today,’ he explained to a stressed-out looking dealer. 
 
    ‘Our ships are stored at the edges of the city. It’s an hours journey, he explained. He was well turned out and young looking with dark hair combed back, with plenty of hair products applied. Don could smell the hair gel. He smiled, trying to hide his alarm. The droids would have contacted the local police and the local police would be checking any footage from the hotel. They would be detecting a very high profile assassination. At this point Don didn’t even know whether he would get proper clearance to leave the planet. He may just have to leave without it. Race off into the dark skies, with police chasing him. Thoughts of a gun battle rushed through his brain as he waited patiently for the paperwork to be done. So much red tape. And would the ships weapons be ready to go. He was beginning to have doubts about buying a new ship. An old ship would have everything ready and tested and in good working order. A new one might need testing.  
 
    ‘Finally,’ he said to himself as the salesman completed the paperwork and handed over a chip with the registration details on it. He took it from him and stood up and left. He needed another cab. He found one quickly. It was a SkyCar. Exactly what he wanted. A ground vehicle would have taken ages. A flying car could travel four or five times faster, unimpeded by traffic and buildings and traffic controls. He flew over the city. He hoped this would be the last time he’d be here. He then realised he had his hand clasped around his gun. He’d been so tense he hadn’t realised he was doing this, his knuckles white, with the strain. He was in a self-driving car. There was no driver, but all these cabs have camera’s. Much of what he’d done while on this planet would have been caught on camera. The big advantage to facial DNA surgery is that he now looked like umpteen different people who had chosen the same face as he did. And he could get DNA surgery on his face anywhere and change again. Just to be certain. 
 
    He stood about fifteen meters from his ship and stared at it. It was mostly black, with a pointed nose, closed in by glass around the cockpit. Underneath this was a large machine gun and underneath the wings, a laser pulse weapon – one on either side. He rolled the box over to it, his bag of clothing over his left shoulder. He opened the door and lifted the box inside, before climbing into it and opening up the secure storage box at the back of the ship and pushing it inside. He then walked to the controls and fired it up. ‘Waiting for clearance,’ he said as he put on his ear piece which communicated with the air control AI.  
 
    ‘Negative,’ came a cold reply. Don knew immediately that he wasn’t getting clearance. But he knew that there was virtually nothing they could do, if he just took off and left. The police wouldn’t get there quickly enough if he did it straight away. He fired up the lifting jets and took off up to two hundred meters then fired off the light drive. He shot up into the sky and took three minutes to get clear of the atmosphere. He then programmed the navigation computer and fired off the light drive to speed through the warp stages to just under the speed of light. Once the AI kicked in he had no need to have his hands on the controllers. He looked through the glass to see if there were any obvious threats. There was nothing. He checked the computer tracker on his EyeSpec, which was detecting other ships around him. Nothing obvious. He was too nervous to get out of his seat until he knew he was away cleanly. He arrived at the first warp gate. The first of seven to get to the space station he’d selected. Once he was through he could relax, the Empire behind him forever.  
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