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Chapter One

Options
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I woke up to the thought that I can’t keep doing this.

I couldn’t keep fighting demons like that solo.

It wasn’t that I was getting old.  It was simply that I wouldn’t stand a prayer against a basileus or one of the uniques that could dominate even them.  I could maybe handle terostes, even nephraim, but against any of the great nobles I was toast.  I had no evidence that there were any more demons on Earth, but I didn’t have any evidence that there weren’t, either.  You think there weren’t any more demons on Earth after my most recent victory up north?  Great - now prove it.  I couldn’t prove it either.  Even if there weren’t any now, that didn’t mean there couldn’t be more arriving in the future.  The stons might have been stupid and unfocused, but they were at least a credible threat to keep any demons that might be on Earth under some type of control.  Removing them had removed that threat and that control.  

Asking which came first, stons or demons, was not a productive line of questioning.  Whichever had brought the other, clearly the demons now had some sort of access to Earth.  I wasn’t certain I understood Instance Portals; they were beyond what I could do thus far.  I’d have Asto or one of the others explain more when I got back.  Maybe I could handle an Instance Portal; it was just nobody had explained how yet.  When billions to trillions of operant mindlords are building up the science of the mind over tens of thousands of years, don’t expect to master it all in a few months, no matter how fast your mind works now.  All those other Guardians have minds that work just as fast.

Speaking of which, progress on my real goal – insulating people from the coming government failure – was thus far going nowhere.  Yeah, I was making a lot of money selling dogs in the Empire – even if the land for my dog farm suddenly became worthless, I was still in the black.  But I couldn’t reach the real goal by myself.  I needed other people from the Empire helping me for that.  One person may be enough for an underground resistance, but it’s not enough to make it a viable replacement for the multi-trillion dollar economy the government was going to kill.  I needed lots more people and lots more traffic for that.

Before I went back to the Empire, though, I had to catch up with the backlog of pickups.  It had been four days while we were preparing to fight the demons, a fourth night to actually do it, and it was now after noon of the fifth day since the last time I had picked up any dogs from my suppliers.  If you’ve got a farm, you’ve got to work it – doesn’t matter whether that farm is crops in the soil or a supply chain.  I had just had a gap in pickup of three weeks; I couldn’t leave pickups another five to seven days until I was caught up and had prepared my suppliers.  That catching up took me three days, by which I was time I was two days past my planned stay, and had to get back before Asto came looking for me.  I let Ray and my suppliers know that I was planning to be back in six days, and shaped course back for the Empire with almost exactly six thousand dogs.

I dropped back into the Home Instance, and the first thing I got was Asto’s sense of relief.  It was almost funny in a way, and I suppose from his point of view it was a little scary: I find out my new husband’s family secret – that they were really Seventh Order, not Fifth - and promptly go over-schedule.  Think about the obvious conclusion to be drawn from that.  Sorry about being late.  There were some demons, and after I spent four days on preparing and fighting them, I had to catch up the business before I could leave.  I was worried you’d come looking for me and we’d cross paths.

Anana told me I had to wait a full day, he replied, but then she and Parnit would come with me in case it was stons or another basileus.  Imperial Home Instance Time ran about one quarter the speed of Earth.  Neither one of us mentioned Iaren’s splinter.

Sorry to cause you worry.  I got feedback to the effect it couldn’t be helped.

I messaged the dog farm to get ready for a massive shipment; Iaren met me when I landed.  When I had explained what happened, he apologized for not building more into the splinter.  I told him there had been no reason to expect the splinter would need more.  I still want to send a splinter, he said, but I’ll have to wait now.  Even if I am the only other member of the family on Sharanna, people will get interested if I see you off every time.  Maybe you can leave from Indra and take someone else.

I pitched in offloading the dogs and checked on the progress of the purebred gestators while Lady played with Taleg’s boxer Fina and a couple other dogs.  It took hours because six thousand dogs occupy a fair number of stasis boxes.  It was a warm spring day, and the dogs that we let out for visitors to buy were having a grand old time, but the rest of us got dirty and sweaty.  Taleg’s assistant was making sales, Taleg and the two helpers were moving dogs with me.  Volunteers were spending time with the dogs; that’s why they were volunteers, to do things they wanted to do that benefitted both of us.  The volunteers were there because they wanted to spend time with the dogs; I got dogs that were more human socialized and potential buyers that saw more interaction between human and dog out of the deal.  More than three hundred dogs had new owners before the others were all from the cruiser to the kennels and stasis rooms.  Once I’d checked on the status of the breeding chambers, I could have gone to Indra, but then Asto’s work day was starting.  I chose instead to spend time at the farm, having fun, meeting customers, and making sales.  Lady was in dog heaven; she wore herself out playing with the other dogs.  Every so often she’d come make sure I was still around, otherwise she was running with Fina.  The boxer was faster than she was; but Lady was still almost a puppy, so she had more energy.

Meanwhile I chewed on the problem of demons on Earth.  I knew the Empire wouldn’t do anything official, but there had to be a way.  Asto was busy, but I got feedback from him that there was.  Along about forty zero, I collected Lady and said goodbye to Jaleen, who was on shift now, and took the cruiser to Indra.  The plan was to leave for Earth from Indra the next morning.  With five thousand seven hundred dogs still in stock, it was possible there would still be some left when I got back with a fresh shipment.  If that became a consistent occurrence, I’d hire more people.

I didn’t notice any great difference with the new habitats since the last time I’d been to Indra.  Traffic control put me into the same small cruiser berth Anara’s Explorer Cruiser had landed in on my first trip to Indra, right next to the retired Response in Will.  Asto was just stopping work for the day; I got home to greet More slightly before he did.  Etonas called to tell me thank you again for Dancer, his chow mix, and then I had to break off the conversation because Asto got home and some things just require all your attention.  Greeting your husband after being away for two weeks is one of them.  After a couple minutes, we gave way to Lady and More’s impassioned attempts for attention, but for that couple of minutes, we belonged to each other, and nobody else.  We talked while cleaning up for dinner.

I know you’re trying to figure out how to interest other people in Earth, he told me, There won’t be an official response, but have you considered asking for private assistance?  Just because the Empire won’t do something official doesn’t mean it won’t allow individuals to take action.  M’Dorna’s Hypothesis applies; all forbiddance and official requirements contribute to the overall load on the Empire, while there is only so much benefit possible from government services.  Anyone sane wants to keep the balance as positive as possible.

I hadn’t really thought about it before, but the Empire did allow private armed forces.  To be precise, it didn’t try to outlaw them, and all the major families kept at least some troops of their own.  I didn’t know how big Scimtar’s forces were, but I was pretty certain they were numerically superior to every army on Earth put together, and there were families with even larger private forces.  The question is, why should any private forces help Earth, or me?

You’re still looking at it wrong, love.  The families hire forces for specific purpose, but there are individuals who have plenty of money to live for a while, and might decide they want to help.  Other people might want to bring back dogs to sell, so they do help Earth because without Earth, there are no dogs.  But even if grandfather probably won’t help you with people, he might be persuaded to lend or give you some obsolescent equipment.  He’s not the only one.  Others might well contribute money instead of time.  Perhaps an existing charity can be persuaded to assist in some fashion.  Talk with mother when she gets back; she’ll probably have some good ideas.

Anara is gone?

She and father went on a scouting trip; they’ve got an improved module of the Interstitial Vector.  It’s not a major breakthrough in itself, but they think it might generate the data for a significant improvement.  They might be getting within a few iterations of something commercially viable.

That would change the entire universe when it happened, but my concern at the moment was what shape Earth would be in when the Empire got officially interested.  Can we ask Anana?  Your grandfather?

Certainly, if they’re at dinner.  But did you harvest the data about Parnit?

I got that he’s in the process of being relieved.  Wait, he and Anana are starting their family, right?

The plan is for him to raise them.  By the time the first one is out of artificial gestation he’ll be officially separated, and he has fortyfour years of official stand-down earned.  That meant for forty-four years, Parnit could only be recalled by specific need; essentially either major Empire-wide war or something applicable to him as an individual.  They’re not going to wait around like Amras and Corella did; I understand they’re planning to pop kids out at the rate of one every two years for the next ten.  At that spacing, even the oldest and youngest would be near twins by Imperial standards, but it would also mean that all of them would be adult before Parnit could be recalled.

So is this a family celebration, or are they going to be alone tonight?

Probably some of each, but I doubt they’ll be in the mood to talk about anything serious if they are there.  Same goes for grandfather; he considers family important and keeping the mood light at this kind of event equally so.  I know you’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, but you can send everyone messages they can reply to.

How do you think the family will feel about this?  If there are other Imperials there that will make it problematic for family member vacations.

It can’t be helped.  We can’t keep someone with you full time, by which he meant either family members or their splinters, so we have to go with another solution.  If it means vacations become an issue, then no vacations.

So I sent messages to each member of the family, apologizing for the method but explaining my time was limited, telling them about the situation, asking for input and assistance in getting assistance for Earth.  I got offers of organizing assistance from Helene, Anosh, and a few days later, Anana and Parnit.  Scimtar said he would both make a contribution and help circulate my request, and so I should write up a good description of the issue and what was needed.  All of them had basically the same advice for me: Make Earth more accessible.  I was primarily looking for operants, but even inoperants would help, and where enough inoperants went, operants would follow.  So I had some thinking to do on my next trip.

Before we went to dinner, I ordered a satellite intended to detect and classify demonic infestations.  It was cheap, too.  I set it up so that you had to have the passwords to make inputs, but anyone could read the outputs.  I figured I’d set it up somewhere just below geo-synchronous orbit, where it really couldn’t run into anything else.  Quite a few Earth satellites orbit within two thousand kilometers or so of Earth’s surface, but nothing was between semi-synchronous, or half day orbit, and geo-synchronous altitude.  Even if there was something classified in that region for it to run into, there was a lot of open room so the odds were small.  The satellite was powered by its own siphon and opened up in operation for a ten ififth lens (21.5 feet), which at an orbital range of 17,000 miles should give resolution of under an inch in three dimensions.  If we needed better resolution than that, something was wrong.  The components were all off-the-shelf stuff, too, so the manufacturer – an M’Dorna holding – only needed about four hours to produce it.  I could pick it up before I left Indra in the morning.

It was a happy dinner, with congratulations to Anana and Parnit, who were going to do the sensible thing and use artificial gestation.  Numbers were one of the most important measures of a family’s strength, and you didn’t get adults without going through the stage of children first, so starting children was an important occasion to Imperial families.  I asked Asto how long before we started getting Mama’s old routine about “When are you going to give us grandchildren?” from Anara and Gilras; he thought they’d probably give us at least thirty years, maybe sixty.  Neither one had expected Asto to marry so young, which bought time, and they understood I had issues to deal with on Earth, which also bought time.  I wasn’t going to give us sixty years; I might not give us thirty no matter how long my biological clock now had.  Asto just said, Whenever you’re ready.  I responded firmly with, After you’re done with that military time your family seems set on.

I’ll never be done.  I’ll be in and out of the military my whole life.  Just a fact for being born in this family.  But ten years should buy me enough time to raise a family.  It’s not like I’ll be a Colonel that fast.  Colonel was the lowest rank subject to involuntary recall.

I was getting used to the idea of the Scimtars being a military family by preference.  I’d probably never be happy with it, but I was getting used to it.

Next morning before I left, I bought several more siphon/converters, with the idea that every household in my extended family on Earth should have one, just in case, and there should be extra available in case of need.  Exact same model as the first group so that the translation manual I’d done before for Earth people could be used.  I picked up my satellite, told Asto to expect me back in about fiftyfour hours, and headed off for Earth again.

It was an uneventful trip.  No issues deploying my new satellite.  I spent another few hours one night hunting down lemuure that had escaped on the previous trip; one of them had gotten as far as suburban Seattle.  There were other hot spots around the globe, but I wasn’t going after them on that trip.  I spent time with my Earth family, I bought dogs, I helped around the sanctuary, I transferred some more money from overseas; that was about it.  At the end of the fourteenth day, I headed back for Indra with about four thousand four hundred dogs, fewer than last time but more per day, as my suppliers were getting comfortable with the regularity.  I told everyone to expect me back in about two weeks.

As always, it was relaxing to normalize back into the Imperial home instance and revive my rapport with Asto.  The Scimtar family was just beginning dinner at the time; I told him to take his time as I still had to unload the cruiser.  The family all called greetings to me, I told them to expect me for dinner tomorrow.  Jaleen was on duty when I got to the farm; her two cockers greeted me excitedly, insisting upon copious belly rubs while Lady was enthusiastically requiring attention from their owner.  Taleg had just sold the last dog from the previous shipment during his shift that morning; so the new stock was most welcome.  Jaleen amended the advertisement to show new stock, and were promptly awarded by the arrival of volunteers and buyers.  We barely got the unloading started when Asto arrived with More, and I bowed out, as we took our dogs and one of my Starbirds, and went to the family residence in Band City for some much needed catching up.

Next morning, Asto went back to Indra and I went back to the farm to inspect the puppies in gestation, which were now past the halfway mark to birth.  It would probably be time to start the third group after my next trip.  Helene called to ask me to stop in before dinner, so I made a note to myself while watching Lady play with Fina.  I spent the rest of the day making sales and playing with the purebreds, to the great enjoyment of all, including Lady.  As long as she was involved, she didn’t have a jealous bone in her body.  She had to watch herself with the great danes; they were just too massive, but she could successfully play with everything else, even the dachshunds.  Meanwhile, several hundred dogs were bought.  I finally packed her up around fiftyfour zero, and we headed off to Indra in one of the Starbirds.

I announced myself to Helene and she invited me into her studio.  She was working on a voice project for someone else that day; she put it aside and sat with me.  “The first question I have to ask, Grace, is how territorial you are about the dog business?”

“If it would get me the people I need to help Earth, I’d sell the dog farm tomorrow.  I can make more running cargo around the Empire than I can in the dog business, and be home every night.”

“Well, perhaps you ought to do precisely that.  My husband has a pair of older size two capital ships that really aren’t economical any longer.  They’ve been sitting in a holding yard for years.  You should be able to put Interstitials in, maybe even pay an on-board cargo handler. Agree to rent space in the hold to anyone who wants.  Class two capital ships have external racks for nine small cruiser auxiliaries, as well as internal space for smaller craft.  Inoperants can make sublight runs within the system on impellers.  If you simply hold your fees to something the consortium can pay, that would solve most of the problems.”

“That seems like it might have merit, but the real point is to get strong Guardians who can fight demons.  My satellite has found a jopas, two spraxos, and several nephraim, none of which I’m confident of facing alone.”

“Not all operants are Vector pilots, let alone Interstitial pilots.”

“I know, Helene, but how many will be interested in Earth?”

“All you can do is ask.”  

True.  Without the Empire behind it, this whole thing was purely voluntary.  On the other hand, I didn’t have to choose by the method of taking the first eight people – or eighty – who ask.  I could explicitly reserve slots for operants willing to fight major demons.  Class two capital ships might have been small by the standards of current commerce, but they were over three hundred fifty meters in radius – nearly one hundred million cubic meters of which was cargo capacity.  By comparison, the largest cargo ships on Earth are around seven to eight hundred thousand cubic meters.  I wasn’t certain every stray dog and cat on Earth would fill a hundred million cubic meters.  On the other hand, with an internal system for moving stasis boxes, it would make it easy for dog people to bring back a stasis box at a time, and each participant could have boxes and hold volumes marked for their individual use.  “Is anyone likely to volunteer just for a demon hunt?”

“I’d say it’s likely.  There’s a lot of bad feeling towards demons over their part in the Interregnum.  If I wasn’t raising two small children, I might volunteer myself.”

That was a shock.  Helene was the embodiment of a dignified lady artist.  Then I remembered Anara telling me how she used to have two other children, and I realized I didn’t know how many other close friends and family she might have lost.  Figure every Imperial citizen old enough to have lived through the Interregnum was a good candidate to volunteer, and that included a large proportion of the strongest as well as all of the most experienced Guardians.  For the first time, I really understood that learning about history second-hand was a poor substitute for the experience of those who lived through it.  “What if I were to simply upload my satellite log?”

“You might have to promote it a bit, and add a location.  Perhaps you might have to promise transportation.  But the response that would surprise me the least is veterans of the era start recruiting on their own.  Everyone lost people they cared about.  I was extraordinarily lucky in that I, my husband, and four of my six children survived.  By comparison the Baryan lost twenty out of twentytwo adult members and all of their children and spouses, the M’Dorna lost fourteen out of fifteen adults and all their children and spouses, and depending upon your interpretation, ten or eleven of the Great Houses were completely exterminated.  The Council actually had a survival rate greater than the Imperial population at large.  More than half of all Imperial planets were completely destroyed or sterilized, none kept even half their old population alive.  Nobody got through the Interregnum unscathed, and the demons were the enabling factor.  Most survivors of the Interregnum don’t think we’ve done anything like even the scales yet.  Many will drop anything they can to give them a chance at demons.”

“So a two prong strategy, one to recruit volunteers for an assault, one to recruit fellow dog sellers.  What is the advantage of the other dog sellers?”

“One person, isolated as you are on Earth, is a lot easier to kill than an ongoing presence.  Even if you’re the only pilot for the consortium, the other members will have someone who checks on them if they don’t return.”

So if there were a dozen of us on Earth, killing one of us didn’t help them.  With Asto behind me, it wouldn’t help them even if I was alone, but they’d know it wouldn’t help them if I wasn’t alone.  “Thank you Helene.  Am I going to be able to thank Scimtar in person this evening?”  She communicated no, so I continued, “Please also tell him thank you for me?” and started to take my leave, but she interrupted me.

“One more thing, Grace.  My husband said it’s time you had a refresher.  I’ve made reservation for you with the family arms people tomorrow from nineteen zero to twentysix.”

Well, dang.  I had had plans for tomorrow – it was the only day I’d get in the Empire before I had to head back to Earth.  A day and a half here was roughly six days there.  Neither she nor grandfather can force you, love, Asto sent, but it really would be a good idea.  The skills decay without use.  So I agreed, and then took my leave.

I took possession of the two old ships, put out a solicitation for bids on a refurbishment and installation of Interstitial Drives; giving agents their yard location. I put out a message on the Indra dig (what the Indrans called their internet analog) for additional dog sellers, specifying terms for transport, and I uploaded a copy of my satellite log as well, giving directions for getting to Earth, and then met Asto at the door.  We took the dogs out for a walk within the residence before the family dinner.  Lady, as always, was the impulsive greeter; More was the dignified gentleman.  Even within the residence, with two dogs living there full time, people weren’t quite certain how to react to dogs, but they warmed quickly, especially to Lady.  There is something endearing about puppies and not-quite-puppies, and for some reason Imperial humans seemed to feel it even more strongly than Earth people.  Imperials didn’t have the cultural background about how to interact with dogs, but they didn’t have the fear of being bitten, either, and well-adjusted dogs have an expectation that humans are friends.  Imperials trusted that Asto and I were responsible people, and that we wouldn’t be out with them unless we had them under control, and were eager to reward Lady’s enthusiastic social advances with pats, cuddles, or even belly rubs.  I got inquiries about where to get one, and explained truthfully that prices were high now, but I expected them to come down over time to the point where anyone who wanted a dog could have one.  The fact that the time horizon for that was 120 Imperial years – call it 84 Earth years – inspired patience in the people who couldn’t afford them now.  For someone who expects to live ten times that long or more, it was one more item for long term planning.  Others made plans to visit Sharanna.

While we walked, we discussed Asto’s work for a change.  It was fascinating in complexity; how the Scimtars decided that a market was underserved, maintained their manufacturing and distribution chains, and how he was expected to solve the glitches that arose in anything of that complexity.  He had no formal rank; his official function was equivalent to “Assistant to the Chief Operating Officer” on Earth.  Nor was he supposed to dictate terms; his job was to learn the business as much as it was to solve problems.  He couldn’t learn everything; the family business was too large for any one person to comprehend, but he could learn the major components and how they fit.  That morning, he had learned a very human reason why the obvious technical solution to a manufacturing glitch in commercial siphons was not going to work – the workers would get careless, with the result that they not only injured themselves at an unacceptable rate, but slowed down production and contaminated the focusing assemblies, resulting in lowered efficiency.  He was still investigating the economics of his synthesis idea – to move production of the focusing assembly to a vacuum chamber on a habitat, and shipping the completed assemblies pre-sealed back to the siphon factory.  It involved more shipping, an additional location with higher pay for the workers, as well as heavy duty protective suits for those workers, but the preliminary indications were it would boost assembly throughput by twelve sixtieths, reduce stoppages due to mishaps to a fraction of the scope and effect, and reduce inefficiencies in the units themselves by between twentyfour and thirty sixtieths, resulting in a significantly higher quality product.  He admitted to me that it was so obvious in retrospect he was quietly investigating whether competitors were doing it, or had tried it in the past, because it was hard finding a reason not to do this, and he was certain there had to be one, or everyone would be doing it.  Once he had all his ducks in a row, he’d be going to the head of the manufactory at issue with his proposal.  It had the potential to become a general qualitative and quantitative leap in the technology, but the really important result was that by the time he was ready to take a turn in Anara’s current seat, he would understand the business he was supposed to oversee as well as she did.  The family would always have one of their own in that seat – that was simple political survival.  Assuming it all worked out, Asto would also patent the new process – he’d get a massive income boost for years if the competitors had to copy to compete, and it had application not just to siphons of all grades, but to military capacitance weapons as well. Earth girl barbarian that I was, it would be years before I was prepared for work of that complexity even one subject at a time, while Asto was expected to go from that to an issue with retention of pilots in a family-held  passenger line within the next few days.  I could understand his explanation of the issues, but I was smarter than to think I could have solved them, or solved them anything like as fast and as well as Asto was expected to.  I resolved to take up my studies again in whatever down time I could find on my Earth trips.  I might always be less capable than my husband – Seventh Order Guardians really were something special - but there was no reason why I couldn’t work on narrowing the gap.  For purely internal computational processing, I probably had about eighty percent of Asto’s capabilities, and my capabilities would expand over time until they was maybe only five percent less than his.  But for large external effects the gap widened.  For effects based upon raw power like teleportation, telekinesis and throwing mental bolts, it wasn’t possible to compare us on the same scale.

Some people might have told me my marriage was a failure because of the imbalance between us.  How could I possibly be happy if my husband outclassed me in every way?  Some ignorant crippled harpies would even accuse me of betraying my sex, or even “joining the patriarchy”, of all the ridiculous things.  To refute them, I had only to look at Asto’s parents, or his aunt and uncle.  Anara and Gilras, and Anana and Parnit, were in the exact same situation, only with the woman as the stronger partner.  Parnit was planning to be a child-raising, stay at home dad for the next forty years, after commanding a sub-prefect – two quadrillion troops – while his wife kept directing the family business holdings, because that was just what made sense in their situation.  It wasn’t sexism, it was common sense based upon facts.  None of us was our spouse’s equal, but it was about as likely that husbands would assume a support role as wives, and for the same reasons.  Complete equality wasn’t what was important – what was important was two people making a mutual decision to be devoted to their partners.  Love, honor, loyalty, respect, that both partners were happy, and both partners were contributing, all of these were factors that completely eclipsed the equality issue.  It is possible we’d all be happier if we were our partner’s complete equal, but given how few Seventh Order Guardians there were and the complications in the form of family relationships, that wasn’t going to happen, especially not for the Scimtars.  Would Asto throw me over if he ever met someone more nearly his equal?  I knew he wouldn’t.  If ever we fell apart and moved on, that wouldn’t be the reason.  People move on if they think they might get a better deal, or a better partner, but Asto and I matched, on levels not even he understood consciously.  That was what our rapport was all about.  It was nice to hear him say, “I love you,” whether telepathically or out loud, but it wasn’t necessary.  I could feel it through our rapport every minute of every day, at least when we were in the same instance.  I’d married way up by all the traditional markers – and they were all wrong.

After the family dinner, I spent a very nice evening with my husband, some dancing, some music, some Natural State Survivor, as well as a variety of other things including just talking.  Neither one of us felt the need for sleep, so we stayed up all night just being with each other.  It was heavenly.  Next morning, I went to the range for two hours, and then the sparring rooms for the remaining five.  Scimtar had been right; I was getting sloppy.  I had red in my image on the range until I corrected it, my first few firing runs were horrible but they improved over the two hours to where I was actually scoring slightly better than I had the last time I shot.  When I moved in to the sparring rooms, I vowed to myself to do it right so I wouldn’t be as embarrassed, so my first minutes were better than the shooting had been, but not by much.  By the time I was done with the training dummies about twentyfour zero and ready for working with a partner, things had improved to where they should have been.  I still had five broken and cracked ribs I had to heal from an opponent’s staff, and a wrenched shoulder from misgauging reaction time just a bit, but I was performing according to my previous best or perhaps slightly above.  I told Helene “Thank you” at dinner for booking me the time and forcing me to keep working at it.  I resolved not to let my skills deteriorate.

I’d received the proposals for ship refurbishment by the end of the day.  After dinner – almost twentyeight forty, as Helene wanted to show us some of her work - I contacted them for further negotiations, chose a contractor, signed and told the lady representing them to get to work.  She quoted me nine days for the first ship, eleven for the second.  I wouldn’t be able to use them this trip, and probably not the next, but that was still sooner than I had expected.  Imperial ships were standardized; parts that would fit one size two capital ship would fit any size two capital ship.  If they were in stock, or easily manufactured, work was limited by how much of a labor force the contractor could bring to bear, and well, I was a di Scimtar.  This was a potential foot in the door to doing business with the Scimtars’ immense holdings – the contractors wanted to shine on this job.  With the time frame from the contractor in mind, I was able to write an action proposal and contract for circulation on the system internets of Indra and Sharanna; Asto agreed to run my contact e-mail while I was on my trips to Earth.  We’d see who responded.  All this left me about four more (Imperial) hours to spend solely concentrating on my husband, but we ended up sleeping about three of them.  I was going back to Earth in a few hours and it was always smart to start that trip fully rested.
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Chapter Two

Escape
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I had just passed abeam the last Imperial beacon on my way back to Earth when I got a hard contact in the instance I was using for a Vector run.  I was getting my breakfast and Lady’s at the time, piloting by remote, mostly holding station, not really paying attention.  I brought the shields up to full as I ran into the control center, Lady following behind.  I brought the main weapon online as the shields recorded a hit.  The energy drain was nothing to be concerned about; barely perceptible in fact.  Even if I lost shields entirely, it’d take the aggressor days to break through my hull charge with that much energy.

I hit the gas – immediate quick Vector to where I planned my next Interstitial.  About four hundred years’ distance, ran a quick confirmation of position, and applied the Interstitial.  Wrench.  It worked, but the ship wasn’t happy about it, and the stress on the hull shot up to about twelve iprime torsion around one of my Interstitial field anchors.  It was out of alignment – without hull charge the ship might have torn a hole in itself.  I started re-aligning the anchor to align with the rest of the field, while trying to figure out what had gone wrong.  My Interstitial velocity was about two thirds what it should have been, but it built back to nearly full as the torsion on the hull dropped and the system was restored to alignment.  Lady whined; she could pick up there was something wrong, if not what.

It wasn’t life threatening, or even trip threatening, but as soon as I stopped manual precession, the anchor started drifting out of alignment again.  I was hungry, and I knew Lady was, too, but breakfast was just going to have to wait.  I tried taking the anchor offline, out of the system completely, and Interstitial velocity dropped to about sixty-eight Imperial years per hour – it should have been about seventy-four - while the hull stress picked up slightly from zero, but the temporary configuration was stable now, and no threat to the ship in any way.  It would add to the maintenance load of the rest of the system, and I’d want to have the entire system checked out when I got back to the Empire, but first I was continuing on to Earth.  However, I wasn’t leaving the control center until I was grounded, or at least inside the solar system.  Lady could tell my stress level had dropped, and she perked her ears and made false starts in the direction of the living quarters, as if to ask about breakfast, but I explained to her we were going to have to wait, be patient, be a good girl, breakfast will come but not now.  Telepathy really did help with dogs; she understood and settled right down in her bed next to the command console.

I’d have to look at the system when I grounded, to see if it was something I could fix.  There was an Interstitial node right where the weapon had hit.  My best guess was that the enemy weapon had done something weird to it.  This was confirmed by careful review of the data from the attack.  But there were other systems’ components in that area of the hull, too.  Net result: I was not leaving my command console until I could shut the ship down.  Vector equalizers were fine, as were inertial integrators or there would have been a major irregularity in internal gravity, but what about the impellers themselves?  There was an impeller not five feet from the failed Interstitial anchor.  It was on minimal power right now as Interstitials were moving the ship, but what about when it was time for the impellers to take over?  I was kind of regretting not giving that damnable pirate an in-kind response, but I knew I had made the right choice in ducking out.  Technologically inferior or not, the other ship had been designed for battle, and probably had the crew to repair damage while the fighting was going on.  My ship was designed for cargo, and I could hardly fight the ship effectively while unbolting hull plates to fix damage.  I was a merchant, not a military vessel.  For me, victory meant survival, and I had survived un-captured.

It turned out the impeller I was concerned about was fine.  I grounded at the sanctuary outside Mentone without further incident, but then Adela met me and asked, “Tia Grace, aren’t you going to turn on the camouflage?”

Oh, no.  I had turned on the holographic camouflage before I entered atmosphere.  The holographic system said it was working just fine.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case when you actually looked.  The cruiser was a whale roughly twenty meters tall from belly to back and over eighty meters from front to back; it didn’t shine like most Earth people expected metal to shine, but its dark grey towered over the citrus trees surrounding it, and anyone looking down the mountainside would see it plain as day.  I could hear the dogs we kept for Earthside adoptions setting up a ruckus near the front of the property; stretching my perceptions I “saw” that a San Bernardino County Sheriff had turned up the drive, lights flashing.  “Delay him thirty seconds if you can,” I told her, “I’m getting out of Dodge.  I’ll call you later on the tachyonic communicator.”

Adela took off running for the front of the property, calling at the dogs to settle down.  I called Lady back in, and I told the ramp to close soon as she was in, and powered the impellers back up.  Gravity to enforced null – weight fell away – and I told the ship to lift.  Soon as I was airborne with the nose above the horizon, I hit a short Vector out beyond the moon’s orbit, then restored normal shipboard gravity.

Fixing this was likely going to take a while, so I took Lady back to the kitchen, and made her a special treat for being a good dog – about a quarter pound of hamburger with an ounce or so of bacon.  She gobbled it up before my scrambled eggs and chorizo was even out of the converter, then, as dogs will, contrived to look innocent of the deed, as if I hadn’t fed her yet.  I extruded some kibble for her instead, and dropped it into her bowl while I ate.  I didn’t want to have to break off from what I needed to do to feed her.  Lady would eat kibble if she was really hungry, but she wouldn’t gobble it like meat and most other human food.  Putting a couple cups of kibble in her bowl would keep her fed for a day or so.  For my part, I had some pretty hearty portions.  Not only did operants need more food than natural state humans, it had been almost a full day since I had eaten at that point, and I didn’t know how long repairs would take, and landing at the sanctuary was not a good idea until I did.

The good news was the Interstitial.  All that had happened was the monopole on the alignment sensor had been flipped.  The easiest fix was simply to temporarily flip the sensor, and have it dealt with in a more permanent manner when I got back to the Empire.  The comments in the manual said it was a perfectly acceptable short-term fix, so I took care of it and moved on.  It took some effort to get to from the inside, and it was fine detail work when I got to it, but it was merely time consuming, not difficult.  By this time I had the whole thing back together, it had been a little over an Earth hour, so I called on the tachyon set.

Dalia answered from her home.  “I don’t know what’s going on, but Ray called me saying there were DEA agents everywhere.  That was about half an hour ago.”

Damn.  This was not good.  But the first thing to try had to be staying within US law. “Get a lawyer – a good one.  Get him up there right now.  I don’t care what it costs.  I’ve got some more repairs to make.  Call me when you know more.”  Obviously, I wasn’t going to be slipping in after dark like I had with the destroyer if the DEA was crawling around. 

I thought about it some more.  No matter what was going on, it would be best if I had first-hand knowledge.  I wanted to be there.  But where to leave the ship, though?  With the holographics out, I couldn’t leave it just anywhere, and my teleportation range precluded coming in from space.  I could bleed off energy to get down, but I’d never be able to get back up.  With the systems status uncertain, I didn’t want to try remote piloting inside the atmosphere, either.  The Starbirds didn’t have a holographic system, either, and they were too large to hide anywhere close to the sanctuary.  But what I could do was use a Starbird to get down – if I could find a hiding place.  Unlike the cruiser, they were a smaller than most military fighters, comparable in size to small business jets.  If I could get Dalia to rent me a hangar at some small field somewhere, I could fly it in and put it in the hangar under cover of darkness.  Unfortunately, that probably wasn’t an option for right now.  And I really did need to fix the cruiser’s holographic system.

I chose a small, isolated valley up in Northern Alaska.  I chose Alaska rather than somewhere in Canada because if push came to shove, I was an American citizen.  Canada might have some rational grounds to get angry with me; the United States did not.  It was early August – the temperatures were as warm as they ever got.  Certainly better than Idaho on a cold March night, and I was better at regulating my body than I had been back then, plus I didn’t have a need to be naked.  There would be at least eighteen hours per day of sunlight, and even if I did get spotted by satellite or an airplane, I’d have plenty of warning of anyone coming.  There wasn’t a road or a settlement of any kind within fifty miles.  Even if they called in an airstrike, I’d know they were coming at least a hundred miles out.  At Mach 5 – about the maximum believable speed - that would give me about ninety seconds warning.  If I didn’t have to go outside to fix the holographic system, even a nuclear strike wasn’t going to worry my shields and hull charge.  And if I did have to go outside and open hull service plates, I could still have the ship ready to move faster than they could hit me.  As for the holographic system, this wasn’t a military Phantom class ship.  Unlike every other system, the holographic projectors were an add-on without provision in the original design.  They were for specialty situations, and the ship wasn’t designed with being able to service them from the interior as an objective.  In fact, the most important components had to be on the outside of the hull.  I landed, and let Lady out with me, keeping tabs on her in the back of my mind.  This far north, the land was desolate.  There were no trees, almost no shrubs even – grasses were about the only life.  If there had been a caribou or a moose anywhere in sight, they would have stood out like the proverbial sore thumb.  I did a quick check around with my mind; the biggest animal within a mile was an old male fox looking for mice down in the bottom of the valley.

It didn’t take me long to run down the source of the fault – the main processor for the holographic system was drawing power, but it was fried – shorted by the feedback from the hit I’d taken.  Nor was there a schematic for it in the manual – I couldn’t build a replacement without knowing what was in it, what the assumptions were.  It was an integrated hunk of circuitry the size of my two fists together – If I had known what electronic paths to lay where, or even the paths I needed, I could have worked something up, aided by my ship’s siphon and converter.  Maybe I could have even fixed...  and then I realized I was being an idiot.  I traced the damaged circuitry, looking for signs of disruption.  There was only one.  I didn’t know what it did, but I didn’t have to know in order to restore it to its original state.  Farza and kored  for the repair, spak to help me figure out what it had looked like before it was hit.  I put it all back together, and turned on the holographic camouflage, stepped back, and took a walk around the cruiser, Lady coming to dance around my heels as I did.  It wasn’t as good as it had been, but for most purposes it would work.  The illusion started to break down almost twice as far out if you knew what to look for, but I could live with it for now.  It didn’t get obvious until you were within the same twenty to thirty feet it had always been.  I may have mentioned this before, but most people really work at not challenging their own preconceptions.

I wanted to go charging back in to the situation.  Unfortunately, that was likely to make things worse, if the DEA was at my property in full berserker mode.  I was confident enough of my ability to take on a few of their agents in a heads up fight if I had to – but that would solve precisely nothing, because what happened next would be that they sent more agents, and even more agents, and somewhere along the line, someone would have the brains to figure out enough to know everything I wanted kept secret.  Force was not a winning play.  It was time for subtlety.

I called Dalia on the tachyonic set.  She didn’t answer, so I’d have to call her later.  I took the cruiser south first, so I could plot a couple of stepping points, then up to outside geosynchronous orbit, and left the holographic camouflage on.  I changed into my killer ninja chick costume, and left Lady some food, explaining to her that I’d be back as soon as I could.  She was a good dog, but she couldn’t help with subtle.  I got into Starbird number two, and dropped back to Alaska.  I had a spot all picked out at the base of a glacier way off in the middle of nowhere.  I dampered the Starbird’s weapon, and melted a spot under an overhang so it would be nearly impossible to spot from overhead, parked, got out, and turned the hull charge and shields back on via datalink.  If somebody did find it, I’d have plenty of time to get back, or call it to me.  

Then I teleported – Blink! – three – Blink! -  quick – Blink! – teleports, fast as I could do them.  The first point was actually in Canada, but I wasn’t hanging around to be apprehended.  It was simply the most energy-direct path to my property.  My energy range was increasing.  I looked around – this was worse than I thought.  I could see at least a dozen law enforcement vehicles, a couple San Bernardino County Sheriffs and ten others marked DEA or Homeland Security, including three vans.  I saw my employees sitting handcuffed in one of them.  Engaging auros and acting like I had a perfect right to be there, I strolled up and asked them, “What’s going on?”

My nephew Jose said, “I’m sorry, Tia Grace.  I had a couple blunts in my room.  They’re talking about confiscating the property.”  Asset forfeiture was no joke.  Gotta love your federal government.  Pay your taxes, keep people off unemployment, and they’re still looking for an excuse to shut you down, even though you had nothing to do with it, and despite the fact they end up not getting the tax money you were paying and they now have to pay subsidies for those you were employing.  And to think, I’d been a party line voter before I met ScOsh.  Holy Mother of God, I’d been ignorant.

“Don’t stress about it, Jose.  Earth money is nothing to me.  You okay, Adela?  Ray?”  They both nodded.  “You know where they’ve got his stash?”  Armed with the information, I said, “I’ll take care of it.  I need a cell phone to call your Aunt Dalia.”  All of them had had their cell phones taken, so I went and grabbed mine out of the hall closet in the farmhouse where I’d left it.

I teleported to a nearby smoke shop, asked the owner what he had that looked like marijuana, but wasn’t.  “My room-mate has been making life difficult.  Time for a prank,” I explained.  He sold me a blend of a couple somethings, it cost about ten dollars for a small pouch.  I walked out the door, and teleported back.  It really isn’t difficult for trained Guardians to make switches like that; the touchiest part was putting the woman watching the evidence into a trance.  That accomplished, I teleported down to Dalia’s and saw two more DEA vehicles pulling up to her curb.  I re-started my “don’t notice me – I’m not important” auros, and went through her side gate and then into her garage.  Dropping auros, I called, “Dalia!  It’s me, Grace!” while I fed the remainder of my purchase into her converter unit, along with Jose’s stash.

“Grace!  Everything is crazy!  I can’t get a lawyer to answer their phone!”

“Don’t worry about it.  You’re about to have a visit from the DEA.  I’ll take it from here.  Call Luz and Denise and warn them.  Jose had a little bit of weed, and they’re going to try to use that as an excuse.  They might raid them, too.”

Just then, the door came crashing down.  Dalia screamed as three people came through the door in black combat gear with black rifles.  Not AR-15s, they had fully automatic M-16s, the military weapon.  Actually, even the military had moved away from full auto, but these cowboys hadn’t.  “What the hell are you doing?”  I screamed at them, “We’re law abiding American citizens and you come crashing through the door without even a knock?”

“DEA!  Freeze!  You’re under arrest!” was all the response I got.  Yeah, I could have taken all three of them – and the three more outside – without an issue, but sometimes the smart thing is cooperate for the moment.  I found myself handcuffed on the floor, rudely frisked – I made certain they didn’t notice anything - then hauled roughly to my feet.  The same with Dalia and Peter and Tina (Joey and David were both out).  “You want to show us your warrant, now, like you should have in the first place?” I asked.

“Don’t need a warrant.  We found some contraband on your sister’s property in Mentone.  We got a call to search this place!”

“You did?  How convenient.  And I’m sure that’s all in line with current precedent.  Are you sure we know anyone in Mentone?  By the way, we do not consent to any searches.  You obviously have us detained, with these handcuffs, so what are we being charged with?”  Dalia and Peter followed my lead, Tina just collapsed numbly to the sofa.

They didn’t answer, instead tearing through the house, being particularly through in the younger adults’ rooms.  I almost pitied them; it was easy to make them overlook what I wanted them to overlook.  One of them might have been about to become operant, but it would take a trained Guardian to force his way through this simple little trick of auros that just made them overlook anything that might have caught their attention – Dalia’s siphon, the teaching machine, and the two little stashes of marijuana.  One in Dalia’s nightstand, one in Joey’s dresser.

Presently, they gave up.  They had to let Dalia and Peter and Tina go – no evidence meant no excuse to arrest them.  They didn’t want to, but I made it clear that they’d be facing the wrath of god and fifty-seven civil rights lawyers, so they caved.  Me, they placed under arrest for the heinous crime of not somehow preventing my employee nephew – whose possessions I had no legal or moral right to search, by the way – from possessing two tenths of an ounce of marijuana on my property.  They drove me down to the Riverside County Jail for booking, and put me alone in a room with a prosecutor who was introduced as Mr. Mendez, no matter what my rights said.  I refused to talk without a lawyer.  When the prosecutor started talking about confiscating my property, I said, “Maybe you can, and maybe you can’t.  Seems to me United States v. 434 Main Street, Tewksbury is pretty much on point, and directly against you.  Now how about letting me find a lawyer?  Or at least letting me post bail?  Maybe actually charging me with something?”

Then the tenor or the interview changed completely.  “Look, we have pictures of an Imperial cruiser landing on your property this morning.  You know and I know what that means.  We want siphons and converters.  You get them to us, your problems go away.  You don’t, we make life hell for you and your family.”  So he’s one of the ticks – whomever was left of the stons’ Earthbound stooges after I killed Brian, Greg, and Jeff.

Time to change tactics.  Contrary to procedure, we weren’t being recorded, so I took advantage.  I held my hands up, and made the handcuffs fall off.  His eyes got real big, and his mouth dropped open.  “You group of ignorant, stone age savages, you really don’t have any idea of what you’re messing with, do you?  You have to be operant to pilot an Imperial starship.  I could kill you and everyone behind you, and you’re just about making it worth my effort, too.  You think you can stop me?  Remember when you had operants, and nobody could touch them?  Understand that you’re looking at the reason you don’t have any operants on your side anymore.”  I stayed seated, kept my voice low and deliberate, “I killed them.  I also helped kill the basileus your stupid ston overlords couldn’t control.  Yeah, I’m only a Second Order Guardian.  That makes me only worth about a hundred million of you.  You want a war?”  I paralyzed his motor control, and his eyes filled with fear.  “Try and fight me right now, when you entered the room thinking I was a helpless woman.  It’s not going to get any easier than this.  What are you waiting for?”

I continued, “I know you’re just a little errand boy.  But you tell your bosses from me to back off.  Release my family, get away from us, leave us alone, or I swear upon my Savior Jesus Christ that you will all find out you don’t have to die to spend time in hell.  You want a siphon or a converter, maybe I can arrange it in return for something I want.  So you send me an emissary to buy one.  But you try taking one, and not only will it blow you and your rotten ticks to kingdom come, I will personally hunt down the survivors and see to it that they spend twenty years screaming in incoherent agony before I let them die.  Is that plain?”  I released control of his muscles; he managed to nod, cold sweat dripping from his forehead.  Maybe one of the stons had used him to demonstrate what they could do, but he clearly understood that I wasn’t bluffing.  “I now have your entire organization because you were ignorant enough to put someone who knows something where I could reach them.  Even if you hadn’t, it would only have taken me a few seconds to trace you back with spak and kored.  I can duplicate that any time I want.  You have thirty seconds to drop charges and release me before I decide your little farce has gone too far.  And while you’re at it, release my family and my property and convince me you understand what a boneheaded error you made by fixing it.”  Adding a touch of auros, “move!”  Yeah, some of it was exaggeration, and some of it was lie, but if these clowns really wanted a confrontation, I would carry through.  It’s one thing to go looking for trouble, it’s something else when trouble comes looking for you.  And yes, I was and am still Catholic.  The Empire is amazingly open-minded about faith.

My diatribe had scared him, but not enough to confront his boss.  He didn’t understand enough about what “operant mindlord” meant, much less “Guardian”.  He was going to pretend to play along for a few minutes while he slipped out of my presence to arrange his dirty work.  So I spoke to him, direct mind to mind, I understand what you’re planning all too well, so you understand this.  You try to leave the same room I’m in for any reason before my family tells me they are all safe, you will die. So you’d better do what I tell you and work fast, or resign yourself to wetting your pants.  Not that letting him use the bathroom or leave my presence would give him any measure of safety, but maybe I’d picked up the Imperial habit of sand-bagging, making opponents think I couldn’t do as much as I could.  Besides, you didn’t want to give people like him anything in the way of slack – they’d mistake it for being soft, sure as the sun rose in the east.

And nothing.  He was still determined not to cooperate, like they still had something to hold over me.  So I had choices: I could break out, and be officially a fugitive.  I could take him over, and be a mind-rapist.  I could let him do what he wanted to my family, and lose most of them.  I could get them what they wanted – and even if my family escaped unscathed this time, we’d be subject to extortion forever.  Or I could do what I did: Make every neuron in his body to fire at maximum for ten seconds.

I hoped never to see that again, but I knew I’d have to.  It was ugly and pitiful, both at the same time.  He dropped to the floor, writhing uncontrollably in small jerks, completely oblivious to the fact his thrashing around was banging his shins into a desk or his forehead into a chair leg.  Any concern about him losing bladder control, or bowel, was strictly past tense.  It was so bad he couldn’t even scream until it was over.  Two more stooges burst into the room in the middle of it, both foot-soldier thugs in the organization.  They started towards me, so I gave them exactly the same treatment.  When it was over, they were laying on the floor, whimpering and moaning, completely broken.  I said, “That was ten seconds.  I can make it last days just as easily. If I want to work at it a little bit, it can last for years.  This is your last chance.  What’s it going to be?”

They were convinced.  I’d finally done something that overshadowed their fear of their boss.  Weakly, he said, “Ms. Juarez, you’re free to go.  Mike, get the paperwork for rescinding arrest.  I’ll sign you out myself.”  The designated thug slowly limped to a computer in the next room, printed a single sheet, brought it back.  The prosecutor thug signed it.  I stood there while he ordered the four teams he had harassing my family to stand down.  

It was a good fifteen minutes before my family members called my cell phone, telling me they’d been set free.  When I finished the call, I turned to the prosecutor thug and said, “You’re off the hook for now.  Let me tell you how it’s going to be.  I’m in and out and all over, so if you want something, you send a letter to my sanctuary.  Not a messenger, not a phone call, not an e-mail, not a text message, a good old-fashioned US Postal Service letter.  You address it to me, personal and confidential.  You include a phone number I can call back at.  I’ll explain this to your boss, too.”  And I was off – Blink!  Blink!  From the rooftops in Washington DC, I picked out the federal office building that housed Ms. Okuda – head of the biggest cabal now that the shakeouts from Greg, Brian, and Jeff’s deaths were over.

I didn’t waste time – soon as I walked into her office, I dropped her bodyguards.  No neural stimulation, not dead, just asleep – and they wouldn’t be waking up until I was good
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