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Chapter One

Timing Out
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Grace I would like to ask you about extending.

The telepathic message was not unexpected.  I had twelve days – three Imperial weeks - to go in my twenty year commitment to the Imperial military.  In our capacity as Merlon’s Eyes, Asto and I had been all over the Empire in that time, from the thinly human Thirtyfifth Galaxy where the aliens were barely more advanced than the Earth where I’d been born, to the Second and Fourth Galaxies, where humans had a more substantial presence for much longer, and the alien species inhabiting them were therefore technologically competitive with the Empire.

I was, and had been, for several years, a Staff Private.  The Eyes recruited closely bonded husband and wife operant teams (or the equivalent), valuing the rapport that made such teams work more like two fingers of the same hand.  But Merlon’s Eyes still had to work within their roles in the Imperial military.  An Eye who was a Section Private was a Section Leader with additional duties, as I had been for three years prior to making Staff Private.  I would have made Platoon Private by now, except that I was getting close to timing out of the military.  Officers selecting for promotion wanted someone with more time left on their contract than I did.

My husband Asto had just made Staff Corporal, three grades above me, but his commitment was not expiring.  Asto had agreed to a sixty year commitment when he signed up.  I’d initially agreed to ten, extending ten more to justify our selection as Eyes, but that was it.  I wasn’t making a big deal about my – our - plans, but I’d done my share of pulling the wagon for a while.  I wanted to start our family, so I was letting my contract expire.

Which was what First Corporal Whelsed wanted to talk to me about.  But that didn’t mean I wanted to talk to her about it.  I have other plans.  In fact, I’ve already made promises. I’m here for another twelve days, then I’m going home for a visit.  Twenty Imperial years was the same duration as fourteen Earth years, but time on Earth ran about four times faster than the Imperial Home Instance.  It had been nearly sixty years on Earth since my last visit.

Earth wasn’t really home any longer, but it was where I was from.  I might not even recognize it any more.  Fifty years before I was born, Riverside had been mostly citrus groves.  The advent of the Empire was certainly no less of a change than the urbanization of California after World War II.

So go home for a visit, but give me a contract to extend first.  We’ll write leave of whatever duration you want into the new contract.

That’s not the only plan I have, sir.  Technical ang was unisex, but English “sir” captured the connotations better than other alternatives.  Whelsed was in my direct chain of command – operations deputy for the squadron I was attached to.  Roughly the equivalent of a one-star general in the disbanded US Army.

So what are your plans?

With respect, sir, none of your business and you know it.  I agreed to twenty years.  In twelve days, I will have met that commitment and what I do then is my own business.

Someone wants to select you for Platoon Private but with twelve days left, it’s pointless.

People have been declining to select me for Platoon Private for about three years, sir.  I’ve been aware of it the whole time.  If I wanted to be a Platoon Private bad enough to extend, I’d have already done it.

The Eyes are stretched too thin.  They don’t want to lose one of their better pairs.

I’ve already extended once for the Eyes, because my husband wanted us to be Eyes.  Now it’s time for what I want, which is out.  For at least sixty years.

By which time your husband will be too senior for the Eyes.  Asto was something pretty special, even among Guardians.  He would be well into the sergeant grades before I considered rejoining the military.  Commanders of forty-odd thousand troops or more really couldn’t take off for Eyes work.  The Empire’s command structure was too steep to allow it.  In the Planetary Surface troops, any rank other than staff grades went with a specific command assignment.  Asto might transfer to Tactical Space or Strategic Space command, but the situation there was no different.  You might technically be an Eye forever, but above Company Corporal, only staff grades got actual Eye assignments.

As I said, sir, the Eyes got their pound of flesh.

What?

Sorry, local Earth idiom.  I honored my contract, even though I wanted something else.  Now are you going to waste my last twelve days trying to persuade me to do something I’m not going to do, do you have an assignment for us, or do I go back to scheduling personnel shuttles?

We have an assignment.  It might take more than twelve days.

Then you’d better get them to assign someone else.  Because you know as well as I do what happens if you try to hold me over involuntarily.  The Imperial military knew full well people took time out between military tours, sometimes hundreds or even thousands of Imperial years.  They didn’t want to give people an incentive not to come back by holding them past their contract expiration.  Officers at grades where they commanded multiple systems could be involuntarily extended, but that pointedly didn’t include me, Asto, or even Whelsed.  The lowest grade subject to that was thirty-odd promotions away.

They’re having trouble finding someone else.

If you assign us the mission, I’ll do my best for twelve days.  Not thirteen.  And that assumes you have transport standing by.  I’m even willing to pilot my own way back, if I can leave the ship there.  We’d formally enlisted at Fulda Base on Indra.  The rule was the military was responsible for returning us there for separation by the time the contract expired.

Grace, work with me here!

I am working with you.  I’ve been working with you these last twenty years.  I’ve honored every last bit of my contract, but you’re assuming you’re entitled to more of my life than I’ve contracted to give you.  You’re not.  I might point out that I’m entitled to nearly two prime days of leave I haven’t taken.  That was 120 days – half an Imperial year – that I hadn’t taken because Asto and I had been so much in demand as Eyes.  The Empire didn’t really do terminal leave like Earth’s bureaucracies, where people used untaken leave to take their last several months off.  I’d be paid for it on separation, but they had a contractual right to my services up until the moment my contract expired.  It’s just that most people did get at least a few days because there wasn’t an assignment to fit the time remaining.  You are entitled to my best efforts until the end of the Imperial day on one-fortyfour.  Not one moment longer, and the fact that I have one-fiftyeight (118 in base 10) days of leave accrued and untaken is evidence I’ve been more than willing to do my part under the contract.  Total leave for twenty years was 240 days; I still had almost half of it.

I can’t change your mind?

No, you can’t, Corporal Whelsed.  Tell whomever tasked you with trying that I’ve been looking forward to this day since the moment I agreed to be an Eye.  I’ve done what I agreed, or at least in twelve days I will have done it.  I need to be doing something else after.

Well, I can’t force you, so how long do you think you’ll need with the shuttle schedule?

I’ll be done with it tomorrow, sir.  Truth be told I’m mostly fiddling at the edges, anyway.  Division will need to make more changes in reaction to events than I will to be happy with it in the theoretical state.

Alright, Grace, we’ll be damned sorry to lose you, but you’re right.  You have shuttle runs on the current schedule through one-thirtynine; I’ll cut orders sending you to Indra on one-forty.  The commander’s staff at Fulda base might have something for me to do the last four days, or they might let me go early.  Make that probably would; their shuttle schedule would be as settled as ours was, and it was unlikely they’d find other work for only four days.

Thank you sir!

Thank you, Grace.  Whelsed wasn’t really a friend, but I was pretty certain she liked me.  And good luck.

******
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Later, Asto and I were in our quarters.  He’s a tall, thin Guardian; the body type sometimes known as ‘hound’ on Earth.  Six feet six, broad shoulders, long legs, and thin as a whip, except for tiny little bulges here and there, intended to give him a reserve of energy if he needed it.  He’d changed his skin color, darkened it slightly and added a touch more bronze than when we married, so it looked rather more like what my Earth family would think of as pure indio rather than mestizo, but his face was still on the aristocratic Northern European mold, hawk-faced and sharp, with eyes that were always alive with light whenever I saw them.  That was amusing, love, he told me, watching Whelsed try and talk you out of something you’ve had your mind set on for most of twenty years.  It was a tribute to my resolve, of sorts.  Ending my commitment at twenty years had been part of our agreement with each other to work as Eyes.  They might move him to solo work as a Finger, but he wasn’t so much as going to hint at me changing my mind.  We kept our promises to each other, always.

You do seem amused, I observed.

We’ve been in rapport for twentyfive years now, love.  I know better than to try to wiggle out of an agreement, but I do confess I was less than fully convinced you wouldn’t agree to what someone else pretended to need from you.  You do sometimes let yourself be led astray by others’ expectations.

Guilty as charged, I said.  Of course, if I hadn’t been, my life would have been completely different, and much poorer.  I would never have met my wonderful husband, for instance.  I take it I passed the test?

Can’t ask a better score than perfect, he replied.  The mental subtext was playful, and I gathered he’d changed his mind about starting early.  If you still want to, how about adding one to the head of the line? he asked.  He hadn’t wanted to before.  He’d been concerned I might change my mind when they tried to persuade me to extend, and then I’d be pregnant with more time to serve.  I could always transfer the baby to artificial gestation or halt development – I was a Guardian and just as capable as any other healer – but both had their drawbacks.  We had four fertilized eggs in storage, just in case.  In the Empire, it was standard to use artificial gestation, but being a barbarian from Earth I didn’t think I could look my sisters in the eye and call myself a mother if I hadn’t done it the same way they had at least once.  Besides, I’d like to surprise Anara and Gilras (and Helene and Scimtar) with an extra child to the four we had planned and in frozen storage.

What else could I do?  I attacked him before he could change his mind.

Afterwards, we lay there in happy communion making certain the newly fertilized boy would be healthy, adding the last little touches to what he would become.  When we were satisfied, we made love again, slow and passionate, each possessive of the other in a way that said both ‘mine’ and ‘yours’ simultaneously.  We belonged to each other in ways that no Earth human would have understood before Imperial contact.  We might live separate for years at a time – given that he was remaining in the military and I wasn’t, we’d have no choice on some occasions – but for me, ‘home’ was where Asto was.  And vice versa.  We weren’t necessarily all demonstrative about it out in public, but we didn’t need to be.  Our rapport, a constant mental connection to each other, left no doubts.  Not that we shied away from demonstrations, either.
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Chapter Two

Indra
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No, they didn’t make me fly myself back to Indra.  Another Staff Private flew the cutter so he could bring it back.  I didn’t stand on ceremony.  As soon as the cutter grounded, I thanked him, unstrapped, grabbed my gear bag, remote-walked my combat suit out after me, and headed for the base personnel office, through a nearby portal.  While walking, I reported in via datalink.  Staff Private Graciela Juarez, reporting on terminal assignment.

You’re on our list of those scheduled for today.  Eight days was plenty of time for my records to arrive.  You have plenty of leave, and we don’t have any pressing needs in your qualification areas.  Unless you have some objection, we can essentially discharge you right now.  Were you intending to buy your combat suit, Private?

I am not.  Some people timing out did go more or less directly into private armed forces, and some wanted to keep their suits ‘just in case.’  I wasn’t planning anything in civilian life that might require one, and I could always buy one later.  A Planetary Surface soldier always had a combat suit, from the time they were issued in initial training until officially separated.  Fulda was a training base for natural state humans; they’d reassign my suit to someone else when I was officially out.  Until then, I was required to have access to it and maintain it.

Five minutes later, I’d surrendered the suit and had  my discharge orders, which put me on leave for the last four days of my contract, “subject to recall for the needs of the Empire” after which I was a civilian again.  I was still subject to military discipline until the end of my contract, expected to wear appropriate uniform while in public – essentially the standard dress uniform, equivalent to office wear for the military: tunic, trousers, belt, and hat, all in the gold-trimmed blue of the Imperial military.  The Empire and its military believed in showing the uniform.  No matter where you went, there was always at least a thin smattering of uniforms.  If I was going to be getting dirty for some reason, I’d switch to work uniform, the equivalent of fatigues.

It had been a while since I was on Indra, and twenty years since I’d been through Fulda.  Instead of teleporting, I caught a portal to Sumabad, several thousand kilometers south and west, where it was still the middle of planetary night.  Overhead shone the span of Indra Habitat One, the closer of two annular habitats encircling Indra’s star.  When I’d first been here, the framework was just going up, now it was rapidly filling with people.  It was so close, it felt like you could reach out and touch it – the six Indra Rosette Worlds orbited only two Imperial seconds (just over a million kilometers) inside the huge band – less than half the width of the habitat, close enough to watch storms and identify seas and major cities.  It didn’t really get dark on the Rosette Worlds any more, with the habitat shining more brightly than a dozen full moons on Earth.  It looked like we’d be passing in front of Habitat Two, orbiting perpendicular to Habitat One ten seconds further out, in a few more days.

Fulda was a small town by Imperial standards – only a few million people.  The spires of Sumabad, by comparison, held somewhere over a billion, facing the Sumabad Strait.  Sumabad was literally older than the Empire; it had grown up as a port city during the dark ages of Imperial prehistory.  When the Empire reached Indra, it had already been the largest city on the planet.  It hadn’t been one of the Empire’s largest cities in a long time, but it was impressive for what it was.  Twenty kilometer high arcologies, each five to eight kilometers on a side, each separated from the others by about five kilometers of jungle style greenbelt studded with berths for the great spherical ships that were the largest freighters.  Scimtar’s former flagship Response In Will was permanently grounded in front of the closest, a thirty-five hundred meter sphere of dark gray metal looming over the jungle but in turn miniaturized by the spires around it.

I turned and entered the arcology.  I wasn’t strong enough to teleport twenty-three kilometers straight up in one jump, but the arcology’s portal system could handle it just fine.  It had been a while since I’d been back; caution seemed called for.  I chose a destination just outside the official Residence, and emerged into a brightly lit corridor.  It wasn’t packed by any means, but there were people moving along it, moving with the air of those on their way somewhere.  I left the receiving portal platform as I accessed Residence security and submitted my identity for scan.

Residence security agreed that I was cleared for the Residence and admitted me.  I got about two steps before my perception said someone was there and I was swept up in a big bear hug by Scimtar himself.

“Welcome home, daughter!”  Scimtar was the definition of larger than life – a full seven feet tall, wearing the uniform of his own family – gold trimmed with blue, reversing the Imperial colors.  I’d never seen him anything other than in complete control of a situation.  Scimtar was Asto’s grandfather, the head of the family, a legend throughout the Empire, and, at nearly thirty square (108,000 Imperial or 75,000+ Earth years) one of its oldest citizens.

I hugged him back, “Good to be home, grandfather!” then stepped back and saluted.  He returned it, twinkle in his eye.

About then Anara – Asto’s mother – also zoomed in for a hug.  “Congratulations!  Asto told me you already started!”  She was in civilian dress, but she was wearing the gray triangle of an Octus-in-fact.  She was much younger than her father, barely past her first square (3600 Imperial years or 2500 Earth).  My baby was her first grandchild.  Not far behind, her husband Gilras was more restrained in his hug.  I noticed he was wearing a uniform with three purple stars of rank – a First General – but white staff epaulets rather than the black of active command.  Unusual as First General was a command grade, not staff, but I was no connoisseur of what went on at those exalted ranks.

Asto’s Aunt Anana was close behind, and Helene, Scimtar’s wife, his grandmother, then Ononi and Imre, Scimtar and Helene’s youngest children, screaming “Aunt Grace!”  Well, technically, they were my aunt- and uncle-in-law, but they’d been children when I met them.  Now, they were the family’s youngest adults.  “Lady and More are waiting in your apartment!” they told me, a reference to the two dogs Asto and I had adopted.  I was tempted to let the dogs out to greet me, but first I wanted to get the family under control.  Parnit was the last of the adults to join the gathering, together with his brood of four children ranging from ten year old (7 Earth) Imar up to twenty-one year old (15 Earth) Anesto, with two girls, Urona and Anosha, in between the boys.  Anesto had been just over a year old when Asto and I enlisted; we didn’t know the kids well.  That would have to change.  I had plenty of practice being ‘Aunt Grace’.

Earth natives wouldn’t have thought any of them were related to each other.  Scimtar was tall, dark-skinned like some Earthly South Asians and hawk-faced, like his grandson Asto.  Anara looked like a fair-skinned Celt with fiery red hair and was a foot and a half shorter, the same height as me.  Anana could have passed for my sister, medium-dark brown hair and skin of that shade that can be found on tanned Anglos, Mediterranean people, or lighter-skinned Mexicans.  I was slightly darker, but close enough.  Helene always reminded me of a young Katherine Hepburn with the grace and dignity of the same actress much later in life.  Imre was tall with skin the color of dark chocolate, while his fraternal twin Ononi was my height and fair, like her older sister Anara except blonde.  None of Anana and Parnit’s kids looked especially like either one of their parents.  But they were a family.  Imperials, especially Guardians, could easily determine their own appearance.  I was at the lower end of the modification scale – all I’d added was a couple inches of height and about sixty pounds of dense, augmented muscle.  I think Scimtar himself was fairly close to what nature had given him, but there was no way to know other than asking him.

Scimtar’s two older sons, Iaren and Amras, Amras’ wife Corella, and the other four grandchildren were elsewhere.  The family was one of the most active in both government and military circles, but they’d earned what they had.  There were pictures in the family archives of all of them (except Scimtar) freshly graduated from initial military training, wearing the single black disc of a brand-new Trained Private.  They had commercial interests and businesses that they all took turns running; Anana was about halfway through her sixty year turn, and Ononi and Imre were her current assistants.  But Asto’s elder sister Anri was a Squadron Corporal somewhere, Amtre was a First Staff Corporal, and youngest brother Etonas (whom I mostly remembered as an overly brash teenager) was already a Squad Private, having served a little under three years of his first enlistment contract.  Their cousin Anosh, intermediate in age between Asto and Etonas, was a Platoon Private, senior to me despite less time in service.  But that was okay; he’d agreed to the longer hitch while I hadn’t, and he had a more capable mind.

“Grace, it’s good to have you back, but Gilras and I were in the middle of something,” Scimtar said, “I look forward to catching up over dinner.”

Most of the others followed suit pretty quickly.  In a few minutes, I was left alone with Anara and Helene.  “I have a performance in an hour and a half,” Helene said to Anara, “Make sure she knows what she’s letting herself in for.”

“I will, mother.” Anara said, and Helene strode out, saying, “Welcome back, Grace.  We’ll do more catching up over dinner, but make certain to listen closely to what Anara has to say.”

“Well, mother, I’m all ears,” I told her.  She wasn’t my mother, but she was a wonderful mother-in-law, and we had a great relationship.  Plus she had been one of my legal parents when I came to the Empire, which was how I’d met Asto.  Mother was a title she’d earned, and I was happy to grant her.

“Before I start, I want you to know that I think you can do this, and that I will support whatever decision you make.  I just want to make certain you understand what you’re getting into.  Operant babies are difficult at best to control in the womb.  Strongly operant babies take that to an entirely different level.”

“Mother, Asto and I read everything on the subject that’s publicly available.”  To her credit, she at least credited me with the elementary sense to do it anonymously.  “I understand that they start to have a perceptible mind around the twentyfive day mark.  And I understand that the minds of children are pure ‘I want!’  It’s my job to educate and civilize them.  I may have been the youngest of five, but I helped with all of my nephews and nieces from the time when they were born.”

“Are you aware that with artificial gestation, you’re a lot less vulnerable to what they might do?  You know children kick.  Operant babies do a lot more than that.  Furthermore, with artificial gestation, they don’t have to be monitored every second of every day until they’re ready to be born, and other people can give you assistance.  If you’re doing it natural style, that assistance becomes harder, because they’ve got to be inside your defenses to help.”

“That’s in accordance with my understanding.”

“Now, imagine your child has a mind as strong as Asto.  Can you keep them under control?”

“As strong as Asto, but untrained.  Unfocused.  Also, I’ll be having a rapport with him that lasts until he’s born.  I’ll feel what he does, but he will also feel what I do.  By the time he’s able to focus, he’ll also be awake enough to be aware of the consequences.”  Guardian minds began developing in the womb, if you let them.  By the time they were born, they would be as mature as any twelve year old Earth human, and more so than some alleged adults.

“Finally, imagine what happens if your son starts manifesting the full range of his abilities.  Our family masquerade is exposed, with all of the consequences.”  Since Iaren had been born, Scimtar’s descendants had been pretending to be Fifth Order, rather than Seventh.  It insulated them from the worst of the strife of the inter-family rivalries.  Let the other Great Houses vent upon one another.  By pretending to be less than they were, Scimtar’s heirs were exempted from the worst of it.

“I understand, mother.  My plans were to do some commercial piloting while I was pregnant, but I can restrict myself to the Residence if I have to.  You all taught me that I am in control of my body, but I realize I have no right to endanger the rest of you.”

“Just be clear on the dangers, Grace.  You’ll be more of a target, also, once news of your pregnancy spreads, and we’d all be upset to lose you.”  I wasn’t important as a Second Order Guardian.  Even as Asto’s wife, my value was mostly theoretical, and Scimtar had made the costs of striking at his family quite clear in the past.  Rival families had bigger fish to fry.  But give them a Fifth Order Scimtar in infancy with only Second Order defenses, and that might strike someone as a risk worth taking.  Especially if anyone knew the younger Scimtars were Seventh Order, not Fifth.

“I understand the risk that concerns the family,” I told her.  We both knew that the real risk was that my Second Order abilities might not muffle the power of a Seventh Order Guardian’s naked ego well enough, and it would be discovered that the family was Seventh Order.  “I’m going to make a visit to Earth, but after that, I can confine myself to the Residence if you think it would be wise.  Or I can build a new graycode and buy a new pilot module, and move freight anonymously.  Actually, I think that would be even safer.  The other Great Families can look into the Residence if they try hard enough, and they know exactly where it is and what it contains.  Out there, I’d be just another pilot Vectoring stuff from system to system, and there would be nobody else with us to see what was going on.”

“If you’re sure that you want to do this, Grace, I’m on your side.  It’s just that Helene uses artificial gestation, and Corella did, too.”  Helene and Corella were the other female spouses with children.  “For that matter, so did Anana and I.”  Anana I knew about, Anara I suspected, but their time was ungodly valuable, both economically speaking and politically.  I made a fair chunk piloting, but nothing in their league.

“I’m sure.  My sisters did it this way, as did my parents.  We both know how hard pregnancy is on natural state mothers.  If they can do that, I can get through this, especially as I’m a Guardian.”

“You have considerations they don’t know about.  The other Great Families have no reason to come after them.”

I clamped down hard on my frustration.  Asto was amused.  I knew Mother wanted the best for me and her grandchildren, but we’d been over that.  “Agreed, Mother.  Do you think we’ll be safer from discovery in the Residence or in an anonymous pilot module nobody has any reason to suspect hides anything unusual?”

“Put a gestation chamber in your ship, just in case,” she said, “And don’t be too proud to change your mind if something happens.”  She’d picked up on my frustration despite my attempt to hide it.

“Good idea, mother!” I said, pretending I hadn’t already had it.  She really was concerned.  And I wouldn’t be afraid to change my mind if something happened to demonstrate a need.  I wasn’t suicidal.

“I’m sorry if I seem overprotective,” she said, “You’re young and haven’t been involved in politics, but being pregnant with one of us puts you squarely into it.  Be careful, Grace, for yourself and for the rest of us.”

“I know, Mother.  I’m sorry if I seem snippy.  I promise you I’m not letting my hormones get out of balance.  It’s just that I spent twenty years thinking about how to make this work.”  I guess I really was cheating – no morning sickness, no mood swings, no swollen ankles, or any of the myriad other legitimate complaints of pregnancy.  But those would have been carrying the point too far.

“You’ve earned my respect, too, daughter.  You have a good mind, and we think you’re a better wife to our son than we hoped.  We’re afraid of losing you.”

I wasn’t too fond of the idea of losing me, either, but it never hurt to have someone else offer the sentiment.  “Thank you, mother.  Now I need to go see our dogs,” and with that, I teleported to our apartment.  As fast as I was there, the two lab mixes greeted me with yips of joy and requests for belly rubs and attempts to lick my face.  As much as I had missed them, I let them get away with their slimy wet dog kisses.  Lady, the smaller black lab mix, was mine.  More, a much larger chocolate lab mix, was Asto’s.  They’d been with Imre and Ononi all but a few days of the last twenty years, but they still thought of us as their humans.  I hugged them and buried my face in their fur and cried about how much I’d missed them.  I apologized to them, saying I was sorry and that they’d be with us (or at least with me) from now on.  They were just as healthy as I’d left them, but you can’t blame dogs for missing their people.

The twins had been keeping Lady at just barely mature, about the equivalent of a one (Earth) year old dog.  Not really a puppy anymore, but she had a puppy’s playfulness and energy, rather than the more sedate manners of an older dog.  After twenty-five Imperial years, she was a well-trained little lady, but she still loved to play.  Asto had been keeping More at about three Earth years of age, but the twins had pushed that back to about two years equivalent.  He was still the mellow companion, but he had more energy to keep up with Lady the semi-puppy.  Asto and I decided to keep him that age, at least for now.  I took them out to the closest park, bought a membership and let them run.  Once upon a time, they would have been the only dogs here, but there were a couple of dachshunds, a pair of cockers, and a boxer here to play with.  Here in the Empire, there were no rules about Thou Shalt Keep Thy Dog On A Leash Lest The Sky Fall.  You were just responsible for what they did.  I kept a light mental touch on them, but they knew how to behave.  Once they understood, dogs wanted to do what their people wanted.  One of the dachshunds was queen of the park by virtue of attitude, but Lady and More mostly ignored her and ran around with the boxer, evidently an old acquaintance.  I had a conversation with the boxer’s owner, an executive with one of the family companies.  He was respectful, as he’d known who Ononi and Imre were, and had known they were fostering the two labs, but dogs have no use for such human niceties.  They were off playing some canine combination of tag and keep away.  I told him as far as I was concerned, we were just two dog owners enjoying each other’s company.

When the boxer owner had to leave, I threw the ball for Lady until she lost interest.  More played a little, then sat down for cuddles.  Meanwhile, I was shopping.  I’d borrow a Starbird from the Residence for my trip to Earth, but if I was going to move cargo I’d need a pilot module.  Pilot modules were a reaction to the fact that Vector pilots were expensive, while ordinary crew and operations were much cheaper.  They were small starships intended to ‘plug in’ to much bigger starships, so that the pilot in the module could quickly move between ships needing to make a Vector, whether that Vector was interstellar or interstitial.  I was qualified for both.  Earth’s Instance was only tilted by about a few degrees off the axes of the Imperial Home Instance, but it was separated by about four hundred years of transverse distance along other dimensional axes.  It used to take about five hours (8.5 Earth) to traverse the Interstitial distance, but since the advent of Interstitial Vector, it was as fast as any other Vector. 

While we were at the park, I also created a graycode, or transactional pseudonym.  It had no name, and only the amount of life detail I wanted, which was what was relevant to piloting freight and getting paid for it.  I transferred enough cash to the code to buy a pilot module with enough left over for other needs and contingencies.  Yes, I was pretty wealthy even by Imperial standards, but ships were less than you’d think.  You could buy a fully equipped civilian model Starbird for about three years of entry wages, a pilot module or cutter for about five, and a full sized cruiser for maybe 90 or 100 years of entry level wages.  That would have been about like buying a brand new jumbo jet for about a million and a half back on Earth before the dollar collapsed, providing the jumbo jet didn’t need fuel, could create the passengers’ meals, and needed less maintenance than any Earth craft ever.  Of course it also required an operant pilot and maintenance crew skilled beyond any Earth technology.

Then I remembered about performance bonds, and made another transfer, this time of investment assets.  That was a hundred times more than everything else combined.  I’d post a bond to drastically cut my cost of insurance, but the money would still be invested and working for me.  Class four capital hulls, the babies of Imperial freight, were twenty ifourths in radius (787 meters), represented a moderately hefty capital investment, and could move over a billion cubic meters of cargo at a time.  By comparison, that’s over a hundred times the total cubage of the largest oceangoing Earth ship ever, and it didn’t matter if it was all the density of lead or more – the impellers could move it.  The Empire didn’t move raw materials, only finished goods, so you can imagine the money involved in the cargo for a single class four ship.  Vector Pilots were in an ideal position for theft, and if something happened we could avoid, we were responsible for that, too, therefore the requirement for insurance.  Theft was low, but low wasn’t zero.  Many of the ships I’d piloted in my previous stint as a commercial pilot were class five, thirty ifourths in radius (1180 meters) with about five times the cargo capacity, and my information was that class six vessels had become increasingly common in the last twenty-odd years.

I’d finalized my order for a pilot module before I left the park, and transmitted my application for contractor status to some transport brokers with branches in Indra.  I borrowed a Starbird from the Residence, and used it to visit the dog farms on Indra and Sharanna.  For the last twenty years, I’d been investor only.  They leased the land the first three facilities sat on from me, and the ships they made the run to Earth with.  I also owned a quarter of the business itself.

The dog farm wasn’t a puppy mill.  The Indra facility sat on two square ithirds (just over eleven square kilometers, or 4.3 square miles).  There were large kennels, dog runs, and stasis facilities for overflow, so that dogs that didn’t fit right now experienced no duration until there was space for them.  There were usually at least a couple square dogs out and eligible for adoption at any given moment, more heavily weighted towards the smaller breeds.  I’d started with six breeds, the farm was now actively working with about thirty different breeds and pretty much every dog they could bring from Earth as an individual.  Jaleen and her two Cockers were still there, managing the facility.  Dogs responded just as well as humans to Healers, and we paid most of our healers in kind.  A good healthy large mutt brought better than three years of entry level wages, a small purebred puppy could bring twice that or more, and that bought a lot of healing.

I introduced Lady and More to the sales staff that didn’t already know them, and let them run and play with the other larger breeds.  They were having a glorious day, but they had already played hard for an hour at the park.  That gave me time to look around, check the books, and make sure they were taking good care of my property.  Once that was done, I visited the facility on Sharanna and did the same thing, but by that time Lady and More were content to just follow me around.  They were kind of tired by then.  I probably wouldn’t be able to give them quite as much playtime as they were getting today most of the days to come, but we were all thoroughly enjoying the sensation while it lasted.  My nephew Peter ran the Imperial end of the business from the Sharanna facility, so we had a good chat and talked about family.  He and his wife Mandy had divorced amicably a while
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