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Ilras, quit trying to squirt your sister with ketchup.  The inverse square law is on her side.

But mom!  I’m just trying to teach her defense!  Meanwhile, baby Imtara giggled in delight at frustrating her brother’s dastardly plan.

Dear, even if she was asleep, she’d have plenty of time to wake up and divert the stream.  She’s well past that drill.  All you’re doing is giving the dogs a mess to clean up.

Ilras didn’t realize it, but his sister had ally.  Esteban, the oldest at six Imperial years of age (4 Earth), scooped together a good-sized dollop with matris, stealthed it with a buffer of matra and brun, and flung it at his younger brother.  I usually expected better behavior from Esteban, but under the circumstances, I let it slide.

Splat!  It caught Ilras right on his jawline.  No fair! Ilras cried indignantly, then had the awareness to look abashed when I gave him the mental equivalent of a cocked eyebrow.  Ilras wasn’t ready for the drills Esteban was doing yet, and Esteban had just made use of that fact to slip a counter-attack his brother wasn’t ready for under his defenses.  Given the impetus of an older brother who wasn’t above using his advantages, I suspected Ilras would learn quickly.

Meanwhile, Mischief, our English Cream longhair miniature dachshund, gave a plaintive whine that she’d been deprived of her snack, most of which was now plastered across Ilras’ face, and looked expectantly at Esteban for a replacement.  Her name really was doubly appropriate; we ended up calling her Miss Chief about half the time.  How she knew Esteban was responsible for her deprivation, I don’t know, but no replacement was forthcoming.  Scarecrow, our chocolate and tan shorthair male, gave a muted but pre-emptory bark informing us he wanted ketchup, too.  We were at the table; we studiously ignored them.

I felt a muted thunk as Tina, my assistant, slid us into the control plug of my latest contract, followed a few seconds later by a datalink message of control verified, ready for Vector.  I’d chosen Tina for the job because she was my niece and already a fully qualified in-system navigator, but despite my hopes after six years nearly constant exposure to the kids, she hadn’t gone operant yet, so I still had to do all the Vectoring.  I relieved her, re-computed the Vector for confirmation, performed it, verified position, and (because our next pickup was in this same system) transferred the helm back to her for in-system maneuvering to our next job.  It had taken all of six seconds, and I’d still had a couple of para to keep the peace at the dinner table.

Mama, how long until we can play with baby Alden?  Ilora wanted to know again.

About three more weeks, honey, I told her.  Truth be told, despite all the advantages of being a Guardian, I was ready for my last pregnancy to be over.  Next time, I would plan on one child, two at the most.  But I really had only myself to blame – I could have just used artificial gestation for Esteban, same as everyone else, and then most of the Empire wouldn’t have known about the advantages of operant mothers carrying operant children themselves.  I’d introduced Alden to his older siblings on several occasions, but most of the time, kept him swaddled away where only I or Asto could interact with him.  Since Asto was a First Corporal, assigned as executive officer of a squadron of Planetary Surface troops out in Ninth Galaxy, that didn’t happen as often as any of us liked.  The rank was an almost exact match to Brigadier General in the old US Army; a squadron was 14,400 combat troops plus their support staff of roughly another 3600.

Alden, for his part, wanted out into the great wide world.  It took two of my para full time to keep him occupied and learning, and he still wasn’t satisfied.  Can I play with Ilras and Esteban, Mom?  It was tempting to just blow off the last three weeks of this pregnancy, knowing any physical defects could be fixed later, but neither I nor Asto was ready to experiment with Alden’s emotional development.  The Empire had tens of thousands of years of evidence children were more able to deal with the world after a full gestation, even in an artificial womb.  Neither of us wanted to experiment more than we’d already done with our own children, carrying them naturally as I’d done.

Dinner was just about over, winding down with chocolate ice cream for everyone, when Asto told me, It’s official!

Children, some news.  Your father is getting a new assignment.  He’s going to be a Staff Corporal assigned to maintenance and repair in Indra System!  We’re going to go live in the Residence, where he can be home every day!

Why is he getting demoted? Esteban wanted to know.  Staff Corporal was a four grade drop, although two of them were staff grades, out of the line of command.

Because he’s transferring to a space unit.  You always transfer from Planetary Surface to Strategic Space or Tactical Space at a lower rank.  He’d be expected to absorb an entirely new set of protocols; but a maintenance and repair assignment meant he’d henceforth be eligible for direct transfers or promotions within either of the space-borne branches.

It was a necessary move if he wanted to advance.  He could wait until the sergeant grades if he wanted to, but above that, slots in Planetary Surface Forces were few and rare.  The higher you went the harder it was to transfer and the bigger a demotion you’d probably have to take.  All the important commands went to Tactical or Strategic Space Officers, because they all involved spaceborne warfare.  Planetary Surface troops were important, but battles and wars were won in space.  The Empire really didn’t like to destroy habitable planets or even functioning bases, but they’d do it if they had to.  Nobody talked about it much, but when even a one-man fighter could blow apart an unshielded planet, there weren’t any defenses that could hold off a determined assault.  Imperial planets were shielded against accidental or inadvertent destruction, or perhaps against small groups of madmen, not an intentional fleet action.  Asto needed to move over to a Space assignment to continue his advancement, so taking the demotion was something that we’d known about for a while.  But Asto was sharp; he probably wouldn’t lose more than five of the much shorter Imperial years regaining his former rank.  And by taking this particular assignment, he enabled us to be together as a real family.  At least for a little while, and with the kids being young, that made it even more worth the cost.

So what are you going to do, Mom? Esteban wanted to know.  He’d figured out the concept of consequences – when you drop a rock in a pond, the ripples always spread.  And Aunt Tina?  What’s she going to do?

You’re going to have to ask your Aunt Tina what she intends to do.  I’d love to keep her on, but there are a lot of reasons it’s a bad idea for me to keep being a Vector Pilot under these circumstances.  She signed on for the benefits to her career as insystem crew the job would give her.  Tina loved the kids; maybe she’d stay a while.  But she shouldn’t have any trouble landing a job as an insystem merchant ship’s commander if she wanted – this was the sort of chance insystem crews usually only got in the military.  That was the prize she’d had her eye on when she signed on.  Well, that and the speculative chance of going operant.

But that was dodging the real question.  I’d been the Dog Lady on Earth, but ever since I’d left, I’d been a Vector Pilot, the Imperial equivalent of an intergalactic trucker, broken only by a stint in the military.  I really didn’t know what I’d do when that option was off the table.  Maybe I’ll just concentrate on raising the five of you for a few years.  Across the millions of light years between us, Asto sent me a mental snort indicating I was lying to myself.  The universe knew Asto and I had plenty of money.  We never needed to work again if we didn’t want to.  But that’s not the way either one of us was programmed, and we both knew it.  I’d think of something; I just had no ideas at the moment.

But I did have to break the news to Tina.  She deserved to know as soon as I could tell her in person.  After dinner, I gathered the kids and headed up to the piloting station.  The dogs followed as a matter of course.  They went where their people went.  “Tina, I have some news that affects you, too.  Asto got the berth in maintenance and repair, so we’re going to be living in the Residence to be with him.  I’ll gladly keep you on at your current pay level and get you an apartment in the Residence, but I know it’s not what you had in mind when you took the job.”

Miss Chief demanded to be picked up by scratching Tina’s pants; she knew there was no reason Tina couldn’t pet her while piloting.  Tina ignored her for the moment.  She was a tallish willowy brunette, just dark-skinned enough that people in our California childhood knew she was Mexican and not white, not that it made any difference in the sort of schools we’d both gone to.  She kept her long, dark wavy hair pinned up while she was piloting.

“I haven’t made up my mind yet, Tia.  When do you have to know?”  She gave in to Mischief’s importuning, bending to help the little golden dog up into her lap.  Mischief and Scarecrow loved the kids, but the kids were kids and sometimes startled them.  Tina and I and sometimes Asto were their real people for now.  Esteban was learning; Scarecrow could see that he was the best chance for attention now, and made his own overtures for attention there.

“I’ll be selling the pilot module, but you can just move into the Residence until you make up your mind what you want to do.  Take your time.”  It wasn’t like Tina couldn’t have decided to move on at any time.  After five years working with me, she’d had the career boost she’d wanted for some time.

None of the kids needed sleep.  Being operant meant they could easily go several days without, same as me.  But after dinner, the ritual was always the same.  Baths, and then give sleep a chance for an hour.  I had to help Imtara with her bath; at about ten Earth months she wasn’t quite coordinated enough to be able to bathe herself safely, but Ilras at two Earth years of age was fine by himself, as were Ilora at three and Esteban at four.  Even Imtara was safe enough, she just didn’t get clean on her own.  Technically, none of them were Seventh Order Guardians yet, but they’d all been operant from conception.  It made motherhood so much easier in terms of physical demands that it seemed like cheating.

In terms of mental demands, however, it made parenting natural state kids seem like a cakewalk.  Baby Alden wanted to learn, and he wasn’t even born yet.  In order to keep him safely swaddled, I had to devote two of my para to him full time as an interface between him and the universe.  He was already prepared to take at least half a dozen tests for level four competency – about the equivalent of mastering a lower division college curriculum – as well as several lesser tests.  The other four shared four more para I’d had to devote to them to monitor what they were doing, help them with their learning, keep them on task, and keep them as safe as I could from outside threats.  That wasn’t perfect, as I’d found out while carrying Esteban – experiencing a duel in the womb wasn’t something I’d recommend for any child.  I’m not going write down how many total para I had, but my usual practice of devoting three to Vector piloting left me feeling stretched.

There had been benefits, however.  Without Esteban, I’d have been killed by that djhanta who blamed me for his own shortcomings, and I’d gained Fourth Order power as a result of the duel, which had been gradually improved by keeping up with my wunderkind children to the point where my mental prowess was now well above the Natsi Cutoff.  Any future children I had would all be operant – not Seventh Order, but operant - even if I lost Asto somehow.  I didn’t think it likely I’d make the Sixth Order transition any time soon – I wasn’t the strongest or best integrated even of the family spouses - but Scimtar thought it was within the realm of possibility.  

Publicly, however, I was still only admitting to Second Order.  I wore the Second Order gold triangle with a stick figure human when protocol demanded, not the green of Fourth Order.  Asto knew my real power, the kids probably knew, and a few of the other Scimtars, notably Anara, Gilras, Helene, and Scimtar himself.  As far as the rest of the Empire was concerned, I was still a middling strong Second Order Guardian.  

That didn’t mean I wasn’t Fourth Order in reality, however.  The difference between Fourth Order and Second was more than just power.  It was like I’d crossed some kind of threshold, and the universe actually wanted to help me exercise my operant abilities.  It didn’t make much difference to auros, but for all the other disciplines and their combinations, I’d had to learn to restrain myself.  It somehow took less in terms of absolute power to achieve the same results, and my integration had improved almost overnight from lowish-middling gold well into the blue range.  I wasn’t as focused as Asto and probably never would be, but it had sharply narrowed the difference.

The next step, if I ever took it, would be into Sixth Order.  Since there were a total of nineteen known Sixth Order Guardians in the Empire in all the teeming sixtillions of people in the Empire, I wasn’t expecting it soon.  Even given the fact that sandbagging your abilities was the Unofficial Imperial Sport and there might have been several sixties of Sixth Order Guardians in actuality, those still weren’t common odds.  I’d met Scimtar’s Sixth Order ally Deltos.  I suspected Enolan, another of Scimtar’s allies I’d also met, of being Sixth Order in reality even though he admitted to only Fourth.  I had a long way to go to match either, let alone my husband’s family.

More important, however, was the question of what I was going to do with myself when Vector piloting was taken off the list of options.  The Scimtars were among the most important families of the Empire.  Returning openly to the Residence would advertise precisely which pilot module I was in to all the other players of Imperial politics.  Theoretically, the children should have been safe and I should have been safe enough.  In reality, an easy, fat, tempting, high payoff target will have people shooting at it regardless of the rules.

I could have gone back to the dog business.  I still owned a quarter of it outright, and my sister Dalia would hire me in a shot to run the Imperial end of things.  But I’d been the boss of that business; I had no taste for returning as a subordinate no matter how important.  What I wanted was another entrepreneurial credit to my resume.  I was working on an idea in the back of my mind, but it would have to wait until the kids were grown.

I could just hang around the Residence and take care of my children until they were adults.  This would have been a perfectly acceptable thing even within House Scimtar, but I expected more from myself.  I could spend some of the time narrowing the educational gap between Asto and myself, and I’d probably do some of that, even though I knew I was kidding myself about the ‘narrowing’ part.  Asto kept learning like it was some kind of religion, and his mind was still more capable than mine, no matter how you sliced it.  I’d wanted to raise the kids; that was on me.  Asto wanted to help, but it wasn’t his focus.  It couldn’t be; he still had over thirty years left on his military contract and I’d known when I got pregnant the first time he wouldn’t be in a position to relieve me for any significant period until after they were adults.  It had been my decisions to first, carry Esteban the natural way, and second, to pop them out as fast as I could, just over an Imperial year between each of them.

I could ask Anana if there was any work available among the family’s commercial interests that would fit with child rearing.  I was sure she’d find me something.  Even if I was only a family member by marriage, there were things she needed family members for because nobody else could be trusted to the same degree.  Or I could change my focus, and ask Helene for an apprenticeship.  She was considered one of the Empire’s most rounded entertainers.  The thought of being a singer, actress, dancer, or all three did have a certain appeal, if only as a complete change from what I’d done in the past.  But she’d been working the field since before the Interregnum and she had something I was pretty certain I didn’t: talent.  Besides, ‘no nude scenes’ wasn’t even a concept in the Empire.  Actors and actresses did what the script required.  Period.  I knew I could prevent myself from getting pregnant and cure any disease I might possibly catch, but I couldn’t see myself having sex with an actor or actress on the strength of nothing more than they were cast in the appropriate part.  I’d insisted on exclusivity with Asto; I wasn’t about to ask him to change our contract now.  It wasn’t porn as Earth had understood the concept (although the Empire had that, too), but Imperial drama didn’t shy away from the subject as even the most exhibitionist cultures on Earth had.  In dramatic presentations as well as in real life, husbands and wives had sex, as did boyfriends and girlfriends, or any number of other combinations.  I knew what Imperial entertainment was like; trying to find roles that didn’t call for it would be difficult for a newcomer.  So that idea was pretty much out.

You’re not going to figure it out right now, Asto told me through our link.  He was right.  I decided to mostly shelve it while remaining alert for ideas until I’d fulfilled my remaining contracts and had the kids safely ensconced in the Residence and the pilot module sold.
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The view of Sumabad Strait from a height of 23 kilometers was still breath-taking.  Even if it was holographic instead of ‘real’

Ferugio had apologized, but it wasn’t his fault Scimtar’s extended family was bigger than it used to be.  There were no living spaces available within the Residence that actually fronted the outside of the building.  Anana and Parnit had annexed our old apartment to their own as their family expanded from two to six; Anesto may not have been legally an adult at twentyeight Imperial years of age, but that was a technicality, Urona at twentyfive was just as jealous of her privacy as any seventeen year old girl back home; the difference was that since her chance of pregnancy or disease were zero, Imperial parents had far less reason to be concerned.  Anana and Parnit would get involved if someone from outside her age cohort began taking advantage of her; otherwise Imperial parents believed their offspring should be free to experiment.  Even twentyone year old Anosha and seventeen year old Imar were at the age where smart parents started letting them have more freedom and responsibility for it.  Any of them could have passed the adulthood tests if necessary.

The best choice for our living quarters had been behind the apartment occupied by Asto’s parents.  It’s not like I had any real hope of privacy from Anara and Gilras anyway; my little terrors were their first grandchildren.  Even though Asto’s older sister Anri was married now, she’d made it plain it would be sixties of years before she was ready for children, especially under the new changed reality where operant women of the important families carried their children naturally again.  It was a good thing I liked my in-laws; we’d be seeing a lot of them.  Scimtar and Helene, too.

The holo panels made it all look real with a real-time feed taken from the outside of the building but however clever, it was just an illusion.  Perception told any operant that beyond that wall was Anara and Gilras’ entertaining room, not the empty space looking down on the Strait, and I had a sudden understanding that Anara and Gilras might wish they had more privacy from their grandchildren before this was over.  When your neighbors were strong operants, privacy was an illusion, and kids are not exactly the most consistent enablers of such illusions.  But I figured Anara and Gilras had raised four children of their own thus far; they should be at least as cognizant of the issues as I was.

The holographic wall showed a well-lit night scene of the Strait below, running lights of the various pleasure craft setting off the personal boats dotting the strait rather than identifying them.  It didn’t really get dark on Indra anymore; a function of the annular habitat barely two seconds outside Indra’s orbit reflecting more light than thirty full moons would have on Earth.  The broad sunlit band of Indra Habitat One hung there in the sky on the holo wall, same as it would have if it were a real window.  The angle was wrong for Habitat Two, a few seconds further out; I’d have to actually go outside if I wanted to see that.

Our new apartment had more than twice the room my pilot module had.  The master suite Asto and I would share was ‘upstairs’ on a second level, as far from the ‘nursery’ as possible within the apartment.  We were using ceilings five ififths, or a little under eleven of the Earth feet I grew up with, which meant the entire apartment had an area of thirty prime ififths squared, five times the size of the four bedroom house I grew up in.  House Scimtar was rich beyond any Earthly level of wealth; the habitats overhead were theirs and represented a small fraction of their holdings.  Nor were they the wealthiest Imperial family; the Baryan and Yokel were each at least twice as wealthy, and at least two other families were also wealthier than we were.

I explained to Mischief and Scarecrow their place in the apartment; they were welcome to sleep with the kids but were not to climb the ramp to the master suite without invitation.  They were dachshunds; we’d see how long that lasted.  Lady and More would have obeyed but dachshunds were cut from a different cloth.  You can’t choose dogs from a breed known for strong personality and stubbornness and expect them not to follow their breeding.  They were cute enough to get away with it, too.  The prohibition might last until Asto got here in three days, but it was amazing how a man raised to be tougher than bondsteel melted for two imperious little dogs because his children loved them.

Tina had her own apartment a short distance away and several floors lower, outside the Residence’s security zone.  I got the strong impression she wanted men in her life again; there hadn’t been much opportunity these past five years.  I knew Etonas liked her and she liked Etonas, but marrying a Scimtar without going operant was essentially a death sentence.  Too valuable a target to ignore; too easy to hit.  I could afford to pay her until she wanted to move on even though she really wasn’t equipped to help much with the kids.

Sorga, one of the family concierges, knocked on the entranceway.  Scarecrow immediately began barking his head off; joined within a couple heartbeats by Mischief.  They didn’t know Sorga and the “intruder alert!” response was hardwired into them.  At least they obeyed when I told them hush!  They may have been a strong-willed breed but they were still dogs; they wanted to be good. 

“I’m sorry for the disturbance,” she apologized, “I was just hoping to meet your children, Grace.  They’re the only family members I’ve never met!”

“Don’t mind the dogs,” I told her, “They’ll use any excuse to sing the song of their people.  And now is as good a time as any.  Children, this is Sorga.  She works for the family; her son Twinfared does also.”  A chorus of greetings followed.  Esteban got up from his lesson and bowed while continuing to work.  The others except baby Imtara followed his lead.  “Sorga, this is Esteban, Ilras, Imtara, Ilora,” I said, pointing around the nursery, then to my belly, “and Alden.  He isn’t ready to really meet you yet, but he says hello anyway.”

“Pleased to meet you all at last!” she exclaimed, “I’ve heard so much about them!  You should be proud of yourself, Grace!  But the real reason I stopped by was to see if we’d forgotten anything.”

I did feel a certain self-satisfaction in my offspring’s advancement despite the fact my discovery was purely accidental.  Nor did Sorga need to drop by; she could more easily have sent a message via datalink.  But she’d been with the family a long time; she was as close to being a member as you could get without actually being one.  “No, Sorga, looks like everything is just the way we wanted it, thank you!”  If not, I could have most likely fixed it easier and faster myself.  But her curiosity was understandable.  The relationship Scimtar’s family cultivated with its concierges was close.  She left, having accomplished both her real purpose and the fig leaf that accompanied it.

Speaking of the dogs, Children, it’s time for a treat.  We’re going to the park for an hour.  Save your lessons; you can come back to them later.  Tina helped by carrying Imtara; the baby could walk but her legs were still too short to keep up.  The real point of the exercise was a treat for Mischief and Scarecrow; excursions out of the pilot module had been rare.  When you’re trying to hide from rival houses, you don’t give them easy ways to find you.  But here in the Residence our defensive strategy was different, which allowed for family excursions as long as I didn’t allow them to become predictable.  The two dachshunds followed us out, unsure of what was happening but secure in the fact they belonged with their people.

Everyone remember what Case Blue means?

Yes, mama! they chorused, obey now, explanation later.  Children from the Great Families learned early about the dangers to them.  Outings had been rare when we were aboard the ship, but even Imperial ships had life-threatening events.

Enroute, I used my datalink to purchase access to the park for all of us and Asto for an Imperial year.  It didn’t take long to get there; into one portal and out another, a short walk of maybe a minute from the destination portal brought us into a park within the arcology.  The ecology of the park might be described as temperate mountain meadow – if you used an Indran definition of temperate.  It was a warmer planet than Earth on average, so the park was kept somewhere in the eighties, Fahrenheit scale.  Humidity was higher than an Earth native like me preferred as well.  Perhaps half of it might have been yellow-green grasses, well-manicured in the same manner as Earthly lawns of my youth.  Small clumps of three or four trees each broke up the expanse, the grasses becoming sparse to non-existent within a pace or two of each trunk.  Most common was a shortish, gnarled variety no more than two to three times human height with vaguely circular leaves.  The entire park was indoors and fenced; it had been seeded with small wildlife that put me in mind of rabbits and squirrels and ducks.

There were other dogs in the park, of course.  Earth Dogs’ second outlet had been opened in Indra System, over on Habitat One, and of course we’d had dogs in the Residence before that.  There were about thirty dogs in the park including a couple other dachshunds; Imperial housing arrangements favored smaller breeds and dachshunds had been one of the first breeds I’d started working with.  I didn’t follow the business closely but I was pretty certain dachshunds and cocker spaniels were still the two most popular breeds.  Mischief was in her ‘Miss Chief’ mode; she wanted to establish dominance but I kept her firmly in check as she sniffed the other dogs.  Scarecrow was lower key about it; he wasn’t the top dog and he knew it so he was happy to play with a little black cocker and a yellow chihuahua that greeted him.

The kids infested an unused hadul emplacement.  Hadul was the closest thing the Empire had to a mass spectator sport – a configurable three dimensional volume, perhaps a little smaller than a football field in terms of footprint but three dimensional up to an altitude of about half the length.  At varying altitudes, plates and cubes and spheres (among other shapes) were placed within, and gravity within was variable from one standard imperial gravity (slightly stronger than Earth’s) to minus one.  Neither I nor Asto were fans.  All I really knew was that it was a simulated wargame, and the salient features were that the playing field wasn’t fixed from contest to contest and there was a budget in terms of total player time on the field.  But it was a great place for the kids to play and explore and meet the other children who were here.  I judged the oldest three to be completely safe in terms of not hurting themselves (and I could heal them if they did), and even baby Imtara was really in no danger – she understood how to save herself with matris, same as she’d used it to save herself from Ilras flinging ketchup at her.  Still, I needed to keep them under observation.  The Scimtars were wealthy and important.  Kids were safe from the other major families but there was always a chance someone had a grudge or thought they saw an opportunity for profit.  Besides, it was fun to observe them playing the games kids play while exploring new territory.  There were forty or so kids playing in the hadul volume and it seemed to me that close to half were operant.  A higher ratio than most of the Empire, but not unexpected close to the Residence, where many of Scimtar’s assistants and subordinates were themselves strongly operant.

I told the dogs stay where you can see me, and they reluctantly complied.  Mischief pretended it was her own idea, sauntering over in all her imperious dignity.  Scarecrow, reluctant at first, broke off from his two playmates of the moment to slink slowly in our direction.  It reminded me of Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh, until the cocker and chihuahua decided to bring the game over to Scarecrow, where they were joined by a couple other dogs.  Our chocolate and tan wiener dog perked right up as the game re-joined him, and then Mischief decided to join in, also.  We were keeping them young, essentially fully grown puppies that hadn’t settled into adulthood yet.

Some of the kids had evidently looked up the rules for hadul; the majority of the children present joined into a more organized activity.  Esteban may have been only six, but he was a holy terror – he’d had as much physical and Guardian training as I could give him in the pilot module, and that would expand now that we had access to the Residence.  I expected Scimtar himself would be tutoring the kids as well in all the major forms of survival through violence.  For right now, though, Esteban was organizing the other kids into something like a hadul game in progress.  Hand-to-hand combat was built into hadul, any touch by another player had a sliding scale of consequences in the actual game.  Nor were there allowances for what’s euphemistically called ‘friendly fire’; it was a simulated war game.  Even though the gravity field wasn’t on, that didn’t stop the kids from behaving as if it were.  They swarmed over the field in a mobile clump that moved with the main action.  It seemed Esteban was the primary ringleader, but Ilora and Ilras were in it, too.  The dogs followed the action on the ground, barking as if to say, “We want to play, too!”

It was oddly restful watching them.  Imtara needed her own supervision, but the other three reliably could keep themselves from getting hurt if they fell, so except for baby Alden’s interface to the world, I could relax and let them play. Tina was watching, too, although she wouldn’t be able to do anything but yell for me if something happened.  It was restful watching the four of them do the same thing that didn’t require constant “Mom!”

And then it was shattered.

Grace, get the kids back to the Residence!  Etonas may be dead!  

The warning had come through my link to Asto.  Before it was even finished, I was telling my kids on private link Case Blue!  Come to me, we’ve got to get home!

To their credit, the eldest three didn’t hesitate – they just allowed themselves to fall towards me from where the main knot of players was.  Even Imtara tried, but didn’t get it quite right and I had to help her get her fall right with matris.

While they were on their way down, I told Tina, bring the dogs back to the Residence! and as soon as I had the kids on the ground, or in my arms in the case of Imtara, I linked them and teleported to the Residence.

Anara was already there – except it wasn’t Anara.  It was her splinter, and I almost panicked, Mother, what are you doing!  You’ll give away the family secret!

The family secret is out, she replied, they know we’re Seventh Order!  She meant Scimtar’s descendants, which included Asto and my children as well as Etonas.  Father is instructing us all to make at least ten splinters each, to make the point that we’re all that strong, and that House Scimtar is capable of pushing back against those who attack us.

The teleport had taxed me.  Alone, it would have been easy, but I’d been carrying along five children.  Five Seventh Order children, who might not have been consciously fighting me but whose minds couldn’t help but be a little disruptive to my efforts.  I found the nearest siphon and started slurping up power to rebuild my reserves.  What happened?

We’re not sure, Anara’s splinter told me, We know Etonas was attacked and dampered.  It’s been close to four minutes now; if he were still alive he’d be telling us what happened.

She was right.  Duels didn’t generally last more than a few seconds.  A minute was a long one.  Four minutes was unheard-of.  My own duel had been twentyeight seconds; without Esteban’s help I would have been dead in the first quarter of that.

Crap.  This had to be hell on Anara.  Etonas was her youngest.  She was tough, but when she could afford to she’d need a shoulder to cry on.  Gilras, too.

Double crap.  Tina was sweet on Etonas.  I didn’t think they’d been lovers, but that was because they both knew how disastrous getting any closer would be, unless and until she went operant.  The Scimtars would marry even the weakest Second Order Guardians, but it would be too easy for our enemies to kill a natural state human.  I didn’t relish having to tell her.

What next? I asked.  If I knew anything about this family, Scimtar and his four eldest children had detailed plans for this contingency.

Family meeting NOW! A call from Scimtar himself, reaching out to all of us, from Iaren on down through the children and spouses and grandchildren, right down to baby Alden.  Anything not absolutely essential, stop it, get somewhere safe, and pay attention.  Even if you’re on duty, pay attention.  That was for the five members and spouses on active military duty.  Six, we hoped, if Etonas was still alive.

But he didn’t answer.  I was starting to feel grief-stricken over him.  My strongest memory of him was the barely adolescent boy who’d propositioned me my first dinner with the family, but that was just life in the Empire.  I’d been operant; the worst that could have happened would have been I didn’t enjoy it.  He’d been a fine young man, as witness his treatment of my niece Tina.  As far as I knew, he’d been a perfect gentleman to Tina.

This has been coming a long time, Scimtar began, I didn’t think we’d get away with it nearly so long.  At least two people outside the family knew but preserved the secret for their own purposes.  They’ve already told me they’re sorry the secret is out.

Antro and Yerd, came in from Anara, and I’d bet anything you care to name Drashin knew too.

I’d be amazed if YokNos didn’t suspect all along, Amras chimed in, he has the capacity to put together seemingly unrelated details like no one else.  Nos Yokel was the head of House Yokel, as close to an enemy as existed within the Great Houses of the Empire.

He may have suspected, but he didn’t act, Scimtar said, my first probes into the situation are indicating it was likely CorNost.  I’m amazed he had the courage to act, though.  We all knew he collaborated with the stons during the Interregnum.  We wanted him on our side when we were ready to redeclare the Empire, but most of us have wondered if that was a mistake.  YokNos argued for him; the rest of us agreed to keep YokNos in the group.  Unfriendly rival he might be, YokNos was formidable.  The Re-Establishment of the Empire might have been a very different story without him.

Consider the possibility YokNos used CorNost as a catspaw?  Anana suggested.

Both Scimtar and Iaren chimed agreement on that one. But that’s enough talking about blame for now, Scimtar continued, Our immediate task is a plan to survive for the future.  First off, everyone not in the military: Be careful whenever you leave the Residence.  Things are going to get a lot uglier for a while.  Even those in the military should stay on base and near their comrades when off duty.  That should maximize the military effect on inter-family rivalries.  Blood members, use splinters whenever you can.  Ononi and Imre, especially you.  It would be too easy to build traps for people with your duties.

Ononi and Imre indicated they understood
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