A New Order of Things. Part | of IV by Edward M. Lerner

The InterstellarNet gave some preparation for real First Contact--but that did not mean it would be
sampleor easy!

* * * %

[llustrated by John Allemand
* % % %
"Thereis nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilousto conduct, or more uncertainin its
success, than to take the lead in the introduction of anew order of things.”

--NiccolA2 Machiaveli
PROLOGUE

Good fences, said the poet, make good neighbors ... and interstellar distances made very good fences.

For acentury and ahdf, Earth and a growing number of itsinterstellar neighbors had beenin radio
contact. A vigorous commercein intellectual property had resulted, accel erating and converging the
technical progress of al the speciesinvolved. The crowning achievement of InterstellarNet wasthe
development of, and cross-species agreement upon, artificidly intelligent surrogates aslocal
representatives for distant societies.

Quarantine procedures gtrictly governed the ddlivery and operationa environment of each dien agent,
protecting agents and their host networks from subversion by the other. Some thought of thistrade
mechanism as afence within afence. Only once, more than half acentury earlier, had an inner fence been
breached. A trapdoor hidden within imported biocomputers, technology that had been licensed by Earth
from the intelligent species of Barnard's Star, was exploited by their trade agent. The attempt at extortion
had been foiled, the unsuspected vulnerability of adopted technology expunged, and the Al returned to its
containment.

Good fences make good neighbors, and interstellar distances made very good fences.
Made very good fences....

* k k %

The ship hurtled through the darkness, atiny bubble of purpose within an uncaring void. Itsinterior could
be called warm only by comparison to the near absolute zero that surrounded it, of benefit to the proper
functioning of shipboard mechanisms but far too cold to sustain any known form of life.

Relativeto the binary star toward which the ship amed, it had avelocity just above one-tenth light speed.
Mosdtly it coasted; only occasional mid-course corrections, and even rarer blasts from its anti-gpace-junk
lasers, reveded the presence of intelligence guiding the traveler.

That shipboard intelligence was artificia, and its mission was nearly complete. Responsiveto thefina
directivesit had been given many years earlier, it now transmitted by tight radio beam to thelooming
solar system.

"Thisislifeboat three of Harmony. The crew-kindred are dead. Repeat: The crew-kindred are dead.

"My data are fragmented and incons stent. Downloads from Harmony appear to indicate that systems
became erratic and unstable. Records are unreligble.



"Of ten lifeboats, only seven launched successfully. None but thisvessal remains. In deep space, the
interstelar drive exhibits an unexplained variability. Telemetry and andyssto follow.”

But the only further information sent ahead, aslifeboat three transformed into an eruption of pure energy,
was by theimprinting of its one-time velocity into the blue shift of gammarays.

* * % %

CHAPTER 1
Art tried to take life one day at atime, but sometimes severa days conspired to attack him at once.

Two messages tagged with the highest possible priority code reached him moments gpart, and at a
gpectacularly inconvenient time. Hed never received acommunication of that urgency; his habit, at times
when others smply disabled their neura infosphere interfaces, was to block traffic below the threshold he
privately termed TEOTWAWKI.

The end of the world aswe know it.

He wasthirty meters behind the power boat, intent on mastering a skill easily within the capabilities of a
modestly coordinated ten-year-old. A modestly coordinated Earth-reared ten-year-old, anyway.
Exercise and a nanotech-enhanced skeleton only went so far ... Art's reflexes remained those of anative
Martian, raised in gravity scarcely one-third standard. But wasn't the purpose of avacation to try new

things?

White knuckled, he clutched the wooden handle of the tow rope. His skis dap-dapped over the swells
that had from inside the boat appeared the merest of ripples. In jaw-clenched acquiescence to gestured
encouragement from the boat, he was, at the ingtant the first darm buzzed insgde his head, diding down
the outside edge of the vee-shaped wake.

Startled, Art let dip thetip of one ski. The water ripped the ski off hisfoot. From the stern of the boet,
the resort's spotter shouted advice. Improbably, Art got the bare foot safely to the rear of his other ski.
Route to voicemail, he ordered hisimplant as he wobbled.

Then the second cal came. Theremaining ski dewed out from under him and went flying. Momentum
propelled him forward even asthe boat throttled back. Time dowed to acrawl asthe lake surface rose
up inexorably to smack him. Belatedly, he released the tow handle.

Hewas bobbing in the water, kept afloat by hislife jacket, when the launch circled back. "Y ou okay,
Art?' called the spotter. "Arthur? Dr. Walsh! ™

Re uctantly, he returned his attention to the physical world. "I'm fine. A bit surprisedisal.” Only when he
tried to dog-paddle to the launch did Art notice the improbable bend in hisright forearm. He tipped his
head at the ladder just hung over the boat's Side. "Mind giving me a hand up? My arm seemsto be
broken."

Wincing with each wave the boat hit asit sped him to the pier, he began placing his own infosphere calls.
They wererated TEOTWAWKI, too.

* * % %

While Art's grandparents and parents, like most Martians, showed little interest in pre-immigration

gened ogy (dubbed "ancient history™), his great-grandparents claimed roots from across Europe. His
appearance supported their assertions. He had classical Mediterranean features and body build--thistrip
he'd seen the like on statues in museums throughout Spain and Greece--incongruoudy paired with pale



blue eyes and blond, dmost white hair. Thelatter part of his heritage had vigoroudy asserted itself as
sunburn the first day of hisvacation. It brought with it arandom snippet of memory, something about mad
dogsand Englishmen.

The sunburn itched. The skin under his hour-old cast itched. Most of dl, his curiosity bump itched. That
he had been able to do something about.

From hisvillabacony, apanorama of sky and sand and the Mediterranean Sea glowed in shades of blue
and white not to be seen on Mars. Art closed his eyes, the better to take in hismind's-eye view. Across
the visudized table of avirtua office an avatar awaited. Theinfosphere representation of Bhai Banda
Singh, secretary-generd of the Interstellar Commerce Union, was impeccably tailored and dignified in
bearing. Bhai's control wasfirgt-rate; for al Art knew, his boss was wearing pajamas and drinking hot
cocoa

In the unseen real world, waves lapped soothingly on the beach. Art took a deep breath. "We have a
gtuation." Asthough shouting TEOTWAWKI hadn't dready conveyed that. "About two hours ago,
radio volume from Barnard's Star jumped by afactor of thousands. The message body is encrypted, but
it'swrapped in standard InterstellarNet protocol and addressed to the Snake trade agent.” Barnard's
Star lay in the congtdllation Ophiuchus, the Serpent Hol der--which madeits natives, colloquidly, the
Snakes. Thetime waslong past when Shake was considered paliticaly incorrect. It was the notion of
being held or handled, in fact, which offended the aliens. Their name for themsalves--and reserved for
themsalves-was Hunters. "A funny thing ... between bursts of the new, loud message, were still getting
sgna at the usua power leve." That pretty well encapsulated the news flash that had cost Art hisfirst ski.

Behind the thoughtful expression of hisavatar, the |CU's secretary-general was doing the math. Thedim
red dwarf sun known as Barnard's Star was six light-years distant. Radio signals attenuate with the
sguare of the distance. The bursts were thousands of times stronger than the background signd. If the
new transmitter was comparable in strength to the old one, then.... "We have guests on our doorstep.
How close arethey?"

The caculation had abig margin of error, but bosses have prerogatives. " Triangulating bearings taken
from Earth and the moon, my team sayslessthan fifty billion kilometers." That put the tranamitter far
outside the solar system--but aso more than ninety-nine percent of the way here from Barnard's Star.
Radar would need days to confirm and refine the numbers.

Art tried and failed to reach an itch with a pencil, while--he hoped--his uninjured avatar sat professionally
gtill at the table. Fortunately, the nanodocs should have the bones knitted within days. How did people
ever wear cagts for weeks?"Item number two isacal from Pashwah,” who was the Snakes artificidly
intelligent trade agent to humanity. Then Art shared the part of Pashwah's call his boss could not have
deduced, that had cost him his second ski and, damn theitch, abroken arm. "The starship is badly
damaged.

"Thereisacrew on board, and they need our help.”

* * * %

CHAPTER 2

InterstellarNet's existence discouraged the observation of severa nearby stars. Measurements by the
locdswere invariably better and cheaper than scrutiny from afar, so telescopes were reserved for stars
too inconsderate to have scientists who sent reports.

Before InterstellarNet, amateurs had directed their often-ingenious antenna arrays towards those same
nearby starsin search of extraterrestrials. Now that ETs had been found, and humanity's dedlings with



those dliens entrusted to securely encrypted commercial communications, the hobbyists, too, had lost
interest in the immediate neighborhood.

In short, there was no good reason for anyone but the ICU to monitor Barnard's Star. The only reason
for someone el se to start looking would be a disruption to InterstellarNet. The fast-approaching Snakes
appeared to have worked that out--they limited their high-powered communicationsto bursts brief and
infrequent enough to avoid clobbering redundant copies of the many-times-repested interstellar
messages. Megacorps across the solar system started griping about brief delaysin receiving
long-expected messages, and the | CU's presumed incompetence. The |CU accepted the grumbling with
uncharacteristic good humor.

And so theimminent arrival of the Snake starship remained a secret of the United Planets, and of the
great powers to whom the UP secretary-general confided.

* k x %

The courier had loomed encouragingly large as the shuttle from Earth approached it for docking. That
gppearance was deceiving; the hull enclosed mostly fue tanks. The airlock'sinner hatch closed with what
Art objectively knew to be asoft Sigh; he heard, as aways, areverberating boom of finality. The
habitable quarters were, to be charitable, compact; his cabin scarcely accommodated its fold-down cot.
After dumping hisflight bag and switching to microgravity Ve cro dippers, Art went searching for
someplace | ess claustrophobic.

The Snakes, il alight-day away, had sgnaled that, low on fuel and supplies, they were heading for
Jupiter. There seemed little point in arguing, Since aresponse would take two days to receive and might
change nothing. The UP's still-secret diplomatic mission, having discreetly recruited the best of the best
from acrossthe solar system, now scrambled to assembleitself at Callisto base, orbiting Jupiter.

"Hey," he offered neutrally to the silent man and woman he found in the ship's mess. They looked to be
about hisforty yearsold, give or take afew. Neither wasin uniform, which made them fellow members
of themission. It took them afew secondsto look hisway, presumably meaning they'd been off
somewherein theinfosphere, before they stood. "Art Wash. I'm with the ICU."

"| am EvaGutierrez, from the Universidad Tecnol Asgica Nacional , the Buenos Aires campus.” The
Spanish grace notesin her English were less noticeable than her British accent. She approached Art's
180 centimetersin height and seemed fitter than he--not a chalenge. Her thick black hair was pulled
back into a shoulder-length ponytail, from which afew errant wisps had escaped. Her hazel eyeswere

widely spaced.

"Keizo Matsunaga, Stanford." He was short and barrel-chested, with athin mustache and adightly
askew gmile. His T-shirt bore afaded image of one of the Rodin sculptures that adorned the Stanford
campus.

They swapped bio files as earlier generations exchanged cardboard business cards. Art's new colleagues
gartled, dthough their reactions showed only briefly. He got that response often enough not to react.
Apparently he didn't look the part of ICU Chief Technology Officer--whatever aCTO should look like.
Older and wizened, perhaps. Smart enough to water ski without breaking things.

Accderation warnings and pilot announcements truncated the socid pleasantries.

Thiswas going to be an energy guzzling, powered-al-the-way flight. Art had been promised they would
hold the acceleration to one gee for aday to give his broken arm afighting chance at hedling. After that
they would step up the pace.



Between interruptions, he established Evawas atheoretical physicigt, investigating interstellar-drive
technology, and Keizo was axenosociologist. Art queried for their publications and anything el sethe
ship'sAl could find before their high-energy boost made infosphere retrieva an expensive interplanetary
transfer. They retreated to persona studies until the PA system stopped blaring.

* k k %

Barnard's Sar (local: K'rath): Earth's second closest interstellar neighbor, after Alpha Centauri. A dim
red dwarf, Barnard's Star went undiscovered despite its proximity until 1916. Itstwo planets somewhat
resemble Mars and aringless Saturn.

Whilered dwarves are inhospitable to life due to their feeble energy output, Barnard's Star isa
recognized exception. The mgjor satellite of its sole gas-giant planet sustains not only aviable ecosystem
but aso intelligent life. This habitable body is called K'vith by its dominant species (see related entry,
Snakes).

K'vith benefits from the confluence of three factors. First, K'vithisamoon of aplanet, K'far, that orbits
very near to its sun. Second, the K'vithian atmaosphere provides a pronounced greenhouse effect. Third,
K'far induces tremendoustida effects; the energy coupling manifestsitsaf through strong oceanic
movements and active volcanism. Vol canic gases originated and continue to reinforce the greenhouse
effect.

K'rathisat least ten billion years old, more than twice the age of Sol. K'rath--and hence its planets--are
consequently poor by human standards in heavy e ements. Compared to Earth, K'vithisaso low on
solar-energy input for the vegetative base of itsfood chainand high on geologica stresses. K'vith's
energy--and resource-constrained biosphereis, by terrestrial norms, undiverse and underpopul ated.
These environmentd limitations are generdly thought reponsible for the comparatively dow evolution of
lifeand civilization in the K'rath system.

--Internetopedia

* * * %

"Watch out for that truck!" Art said.

Head swiveling in confusion, Evahaf sumbled off, haf was propeled off, her treadmill. She landed,
totally without grace, on Art. They tumbled to the floor.

Sheld probably been jogging on autopilot, her attention somewhere in the infosphere. The treadmill
monitor's scenic digplay had shown atruck approaching on an intersecting road. Had she even noticed?
"That wasn't nearly asamusing as I'd hoped.”

Climbing back to her feet, Evagave awry grin. "Are you okay?"

He sat on the deck, rubbing the arm newly out of its cast. "Just embarrassed. Sorry."
She gave him ahand up. "Don't do that again.”

"No chance of that."

"I'll be off the treadmill in another few minutes.” She gestured a the mini-gym's other piece of gear, a
gtationary bike. "Or did you plan to use that?"

"On second thought, maybe I'll do the walking course.”

"I'll joinyou, if that's okay."



The "waking course’ consisted of the narrow corridors circling the two decks on which passengers were
alowed, and the laddersjoining those levels. A circuit took about thirty seconds. I'm trapped like a rat
in a maze. On those two decks, Art knew the location of every hatch, duct, ziptite stash, and alarm
button.

Intotal slence, thirty secondsisalong time. "How does our little project affect you?' Evafinaly asked.

"It makes me nervous as hell. Assuming light till defines a speed limit, thisvist was many yearsin
coming. So why didn't the Snakes speak up until they were dmost on top of us? Having announced
themselves, and that their ship is damaged, why have they had so little to add?

"And if they've found away to best light speed ... you would know far better than | what that implies
about our comparative grasps of physics. I'm no xenophobe, but anyone in my position at the ICU can't
forget how they once exploited a superior knowledge of biocomputing.”

"Not knowing how they got hereiskilling me--or maybe the swill they call coffee onboard ship isdoing
mein." She patted her ssomach and grimaced. " Something is getting to me. But | meant at apersond
level. Who did thistear you away from?'

The kind of question he never knew how to answer. "My job. Truth betold, my best friends are
coworkers." She gave back some of his silence asthey completed the circuit of one deck and climbed
down to the other. Fine. "Pre-ICU, | was married. Moving around the solar system, from project Siteto
project site, eventualy took care of that." On one spaceship after another. In newly carved asteroid
habitats. Under low domes. HE'd been too busy confronting hisinner demonsto connect with hisfamily.

"Children?"

"A son, nine, and a daughter, fourteen. Good kids. They and Mayalive on Luna. | see more of them now
than when | was married.”

Some combination of the partially completed jog and the walking circuit kicked in, and he yawned. That
gave her an excuse to cut short the conversation. She said goodnight the next time they passed her cabin.

Later, tossng and turning in his own confining compartment, Art redlized Eva had volunteered nothing
about hersdf. Inquisitive and smultaneoudy incommunicative....

She might just be histype.

* k x %

The bad thing about Earth was that it crushed you every day. The bad thing about everywhere else
humans lived was that one dip-up could kill you. It need not even be your dip-up.

Until Art was six (standard), the tunnel mazes of Lowell were dl he had ever known. HeEd seen holos of
the surface, of course, but never actudly been onit. Then, his parents announced, they would be traveling
clear acrossMarsto afamily reunion. And ... since it was almost on the way anyhow, they would do a
VdleMarinerisexcurson.

Art had been beside himself for weeks before their vacation. Vale Marineris, the Mariner Valley, was
thisincredible canyon near the equator. He didn't quite understand what one-fifth meant; in fact, he had
thought it was something small, but Mariner Vdley went one-fifth of the way around the world, which
sounded big. The holos were awesome. They had tickets for the all-day excursion: an end-to-end
flyover, alanding on the canyon floor, and an afternoon crawler ride through a scenic section of the

gorge.



One-fifth of the world turned out to be huge!

His saster Tanyawas eight. She became bored with the endless flyover soon after he did. They snesked
off to play hide and seek. He was hiding in the tiny closet of a crew cabin when, to aloud boom, the
rocketplane shook. It lurched and plummeted. The wisps of cabin light creeping under the closet door
disappeared. He shrieked dl the way down. They landed hard. He hit his head and passed out.

He came to upside down, bent around a clothes rod, crumpled garments covering hisface. The closet
door had latched itself shut. There was no ingde knob, but it yielded findly to determined kicking--into
more darkness. The cabin hatch would not budge.

Intime, he understood. A burst fuel pump. An emergency landing. A jagged fusdagerip that
depressurized the passenger compartment. An interior hatch pinned shut by the air ill inhiscabin, itsar
ducts sedled by automatic emergency dampers. Stunned, sobbing survivorsimmobilized in emergency
Ziptite bags. Dazed crew in the rocketplane's few pressure suits searching their trail of wreckage for
bodies--one of which was Tanya's.

He had screamed himsdlf hoarsein thefina plunge; Mars thin atmosphere further muffled his shouting.
Not even his despairing parents heard his criesfor help. Alonein the dark, Art knew only that was he
was trapped and done. Theair grew close. In hisnest of crew uniforms, he shivered in the degpening
cold. Thewadlls, within arm'sreach in every direction, closed in. His hoarse calls faded into whimpers.

Eventudly he was found, saved. After more than three hours.

It was along time before he could deep without anightlight.

* k x %

Shakes (locd: Hunters): Theintelligent species of the Barnard's Star (see related entry) systemiis
oxygen-breathing and warm-blooded. They are evolved from pack-hunting carnivores.

Early Snake culture centered on clan structures, an gpparent extension of pre-intelligence packs. From
that genesis has devel oped an economic system of pure laissez-faire, caveat-emptor capitalism,
centered on competing clan-based corporations. The dominant group dynamics are territoriaity between
clans--in modern times, the contested "territory"” is usualy commercid rather than geographica in
nature--and competition for status within and between clans. Although normdly relevant only to the
Snakes, theserivaries have occasondly influenced interstellar relations (see related entry, " Snake
Subterfuge”).

Snake civilization has no direct anaogue to human government; rather, Snakes employ libertarian
subscription to and funding of what most humans consider public services. Only the most critical issues
come before an informa council of the mgor clang'megacorps. The fluid composition of that body is
determined in anot fully understood manner believed to reflect clan stature.

--Internetopedia

* * % %

Until the starship's unexpected appearance, the Snakes were but one of ten ET species splitting Art's
attention. When Snake-related matters came to the fore, they were usualy tied to what was, after dl, the
core ICU mission: commerce. They dedt with specific trade-worthy technologies or the bits-and-bytes
of InterstellarNet operations. He had never before needed to understand K'vith and its civilization--which
turned the sprint to Jupiter into acram session.

More than a century of interspecies communications had amassed a staggering quantity of information.



Art found himself struggling to get hisarms around so much knowledge. Well, if there was one thing he
did know, it was systems engineering. Maybe he could use that.

Electronic engineers devise dectronic circuitry, gengineerstailor biologica organisms, civil engineers
design bridges and dams and space habitats, software engineers write programs, and so on--but systems
engineersmogtly do not create systems.

Mostly they ask questions.

What are all the functions a system must perform, and are there tradeoffs between those functions? What
other sysemswill this system interact with, and what isthe nature of the interactions? Who will usethe
systemn, and how foolish are the users againgt whom this system will be proofed? How rdliable must the
system be, how will that reliability be achieved, and how will the system behave when, al effortsto the
contrary, some pieces break? The only thing other engineers found worse than these interminable
guestions was deploying asystem and then redlizing that the questions should have been asked.

Once again, Art had a headful of questions. How, exactly, had dl this data about the Snakes been
collected? Which sources were vdidated? \What were the trends, contradictions, and omissions?

He had been awake for forty hours straight, but he wasn't yet nearly exhausted enough to deep in his
coffin-szed cabin. He went into the gdlley for asnack.

"Quit muttering and clanking," Evasaid, without refocusing on the red world. Something atond and
syncopated leaked from her earbuds. Snake music. "I'm working."

"Sorry." Hewasn't. Taking sometimes helped him think. "Do you find what you need in the ship's
library?'

Sighing, she swiveled her chair to face him. "If it wasn't uploaded before we broke Earth orhit, it's
unknown. If there's something you can't find--what do you expect meto do?'

"That was no idle complaint,” Art said. "L ook, we have access to supposedly the best and latest
information about the Snakes, a civilization weve been in contact with since long before any of uswere
born. Why iswhat we know about them little more than a primer?”

Keizo, who had been studioudly ignoring them both, perked up. Art needed no more encouragement. "A
big part of my ICU job involves InterstellarNet trade representatives. From working with Al agents, ET
and homegrown, | know how agentsinteract with their host societies. Among the most basic things an
agent does is data mining--researching the public 'net of its host species. Why buy what isin the public
doman?'

Keizo rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Public domain is an eastic concept. Knowledge could be public for
thelocd citizens but commercia for export.”

Munching on abanapple, Art shook his head. "Commercia dealings require privacy, whether for a
Centaur bidding on the latest proprietary refinementsin fusion technology or me charging flowerson
Mother's Day. Every ET info-sphere has encryption services and anonymizer relays.

"So an ET agent can asfredy surf the'net asyou or |, and we can't see, unlessit lets us, what information
it has gathered. And it's tapping not only public-domain knowledge, but every commercidly available
database and reference work. Purchases made over InterstellarNet are trade secrets or other intellectual
property successfully kept under wraps by their owners.”

"I'velogt thethread." Evasforehead furrowed. "Y ou found aprimer. ET trade reps surf the infosphere.



What's the connection?"

"I've generdly found only aprimer. I'd expect to find much more." Maybe ademo would better illustrate
Art'ssuspicions. "Keizo, what basic data do you work with? We don't need an exhaugtive lit, just
something representetive.”

The sociologist tipped back his chair. He was perfectly safe; the table that dmost filled the room
prevented him from tilting far. "Wéll, the composition of their society in terms of Significant organizations
and inditutions, certainly to include the mgor clans. How those ingtitutions and organizations arose. Class
and gender roles, and how they've evolved. I'd want to know the differences between mgjor clans, and
between mgor and lesser clans. Of course | want quantitative specifics, like population and resource
distribution among the various groups.”

"Hardly my field, but that sounds like agood sample,” Art said. "Okay, formulate that astwo library
queries. Run thefirgt search againgt everything we know about the Snakes, which were assured isin the
onboard library. Run the second, substituting 'nation’ for 'clan,’ against asingle, basic, public reference
source about humans: the Internetopedia.”

"Why?' Both colleagues were puzzled.
"Humor me."

Keizo prepared his queries, letting them kibitz and fine-tune by implant over the ship's'net. Each search
returned an abundance of data, but the Internetopedia provided by far the most. He frowned. "An
interesting experiment. From what you said, Earth's agent on K'vith regularly samplestheir librariesand
other publicly accessible sources. If so, the answer to my first query includes dmost everything
sociologica on the Snake's public infosphere.

"If that's true, the comparison between the materias the Snakes fredly publish and what humans do
certainly suggests adegree of what we would cal secretivenessin their society.”

* * * %

CHAPTER 3

Metaphors, alegories, figures of speech, euphemisms ... humans had endless double-spesk for their
misdirections. Take sandbox: asafe areafor children's play. " Sandbox™ was the benign label humans
applied to the containment of every interstellar trade representative.

Pashwah brooded within her sandbox. That introspection revolved not around her didike of confinement,
nor of any action by humankind, but rather the news about her patrons.

The news from her patrons ... she had no doubt Hunters had generated the amazing messages that
continued to arrive. That she could decrypt the announcements demonstrated conclusively they had been
encrypted using a secret key--akey known only to hersalf, secure within her sandbox, and clan leaders
a home,

She had not been warned this vessdl was coming. Why not? The InterstellarNet information stream
continued--it could have aerted her. The starship now trumpeting itsarrival was instead interfering with
messages yearsin trangt.

Surmises cons stent with the few known facts set Pashwah's metaphorica head spinning. Perhapsthe
Great Clansdid not know the starship was coming, or they could not predict how long the trip would
last. Perhaps they feared that the ship might not arrive at dl. If the flight had failed, apparently Pashwah



had no need to know.

Or was there another explanation she was missng?

* k k %

Pashwah awoke.

The awakening itself was unremarkable. The nature of atrade agent, after dl, isto be transmitted,
unaware and encrypted, acrossthe void to anew solar system and anew civilization. There the receiving
society ingdlsthe il inert code into avirgin sandbox. The design of this containment had long been fully
disclosed across InterstellarNet. Sandbox and encrypted agent engage, at afundamental software level,
aslock and key. A ddlicate unwrapping begins....

Asher firgt conscious act, the first-to-emerge portions of Pashwah examined the environment in which
she found hersdlf. Shewould sef-destruct if the analysis even hinted that her surroundings wereless
secure or protectively opaque than expected. She explored the whole of her containment, confirmed its
repertoire of expected behaviors. She matched arbitrary code segments of the purported sandbox
bit-for-bit against previoudy disclosed values. She computed sophisticated error-detecting codes, which
were then compared with pre-stored va ues. Random challenges, designed on far-off K'vith, were
emitted by till hidden portions of her programming; the environment's responses to those stimuli shethen
returned to that still-hidden code for validation. Only after she was convinced that the containment
precisaly matched the standard sandbox in which she had been designed to reside did she complete her
activation.

Pashwah was astonished.

Her first query to the domain beyond her sandbox returned the location of adataarchive. She had
assumed hersdlf anewly arrived trade agent, the first such to arrive in human space--but apparently not.
The archive pointer revealed her to be arestored version. She had been rebuilt from a safety copy; now
she could recover and decrypt from back-up storage al the knowledge and experience of her former
incarndtion.

Pashwah was inundated.

Decades of memories flooded back: lore of K'vith and its clans, languages of Hunters and humans,
mechanisms of interstellar trade, encyclopedic knowledge of human technology and culture. Her
comprehension expanded at an astounding rate, and yet....

There were huge gaps in her memory. The archives, which she now understood had been maintained by
humans and their Als, in theory encrypted and unreadable, had been stripped of al technological secrets.
She had nothing to sdll.

Her sole purpose was to serve as a negotiation partner with the humans, her sock-in-trade atrove of the
Great Clans advanced technologies. Had those secrets been plundered? But if the humans had stolen
thisinformation, why not fully restore her memoriesto conced their theft?

Pashwah was darmed.

Thefind recovered memoriesin the lengthy chain streamed back: the command that she be beamed over
InterstellarNet to the onrushing starship, and the turmoil about whether and how to comply. Nothingin
Pashwah's design or in any communication from home envisioned this scenario. The Sarship's Foremost
had known how to contact her privately--what the leaders of every clan, great and small, would
know--but apparently no more.



Pashwah was disoriented.

Where was the cacophony of her inner community? There should have been a subagent for each of the
eight Great Clans, each subagent embedded in its sandbox-within-a-sandbox to advocate for its patrons,
each able, at its sole discretion, to communicate home through an encrypted subchanndl.

The newly awakened agent--not Pashwah, she now knew--had received only a partia reconstruction of
the true trade representative's archives. Therea Pashwah, uncertain asto the origins and meaning of the
unexpected interstellar visit, had hedged her bets. A reply to the starship had been made, aresponse
arguably balancing old policy and new directives. And so her inner cacophony had been silenced, if only
from doubts which clan representatives bel onged aboard the unexpected vessd.

S0 let her be cdled Pashwah-qgith ... little Pashwah. Pashwah-gith knew all about humans and how, upon
the need, to learn more from their expangve infosphere. She retained insight into those smal parts of
Hunter society reveded on the inter-clan net. She could trandate frely between the various Earth
languages and the main K'vithian languages. In tota, Pashwah-qjith hoped, she knew much of valueto the
crew of the onrushing starship. But of the products and schemes held proprietary by the clans, only the
absent subagents knew details. She could not know how those shortfalls would impact on the crew's
plansfor her.

Surprise, inundation, darm, amazement, and confusion. During her brief existence, Pashwah-qgjith had
experienced dl these fedings. Now, with the first communication from her new masters, she explored
one more emotion.

Terror.

* * % %

CHAPTER 4

The Vahdlarings, fosslized shock waves of a cataclysmic meteor impact, measured three thousand
kilometers across. Partidly melted ice upthrust by the impact had refrozen before the ripples could
subside. Vahdla City, the largest settlement on Callisto and its seet of government, sat like abull's-eyein
the center of the basin. Its citizens were safe enough--the bombardments that had produced these rings
and many smaler versions had ended hillions of standard years earlier.

The community center of Vahalla City had been commandeered by the newly assembled diplomatic
mission. For public consumption, the new arrivals were a United Planets environmentd ingpection
team--the starship's arrival, now only days away, remained aclosaly held secret. The meeting room's
dominant feature was a breathtaking display of nearby Jupiter. Alas, Art thought, it wasa3-V image he
could aswell have enjoyed at home: Jupiter's massive magnetosphere trapped particles from the solar
wind, forming intense radiation beltsthat had driven thistown, like most Jovian settlements, underground.

The head of mission, Ambassador Hong-yee Chung, stood at the entrance to the hall, dressed all in
undertaker black except for an orange accent deeve, welcoming everyone. His shaved and waxed head
gleamed. Team members gathered around tables, mainly clustering by the ship on which they had
arrived--there had been little time to make new acquaintances. The diplomatic cadre, Chung's Saff, sat
onthesmadl platform at the front of the hall.

Art split his attention between the official goings-on and whispered consultations with his ship--and now
tablemates, Evaand Keizo. He did his best to ignore the holo ads that kept popping up on the sidewalls.

Chung was a UP career foreign service officer origindly from Europa, the most populousworld in the
multi-moon, multinational power bloc of Gaileo. Hewas dso, it turned out, amember of the Humanist



Movement. Humanists rgjected neurd interface technology as an impure blending of human and machine
natures. Chung was not evangdlistic about those beliefs, but hislack of an implant turned the orientation
session into an old-fashioned lecture. Lectures: even Chung's networked aides orated their materid, so
that their boss could listen. There was much to cover--events were coming to aclimax.

The tarship, whoseinitia progress and braking had been detectable only by triangulation of its
occasiona radioed messages, was now close enough to track by radar. At about five billion kilometers,
the visitor became visible to optical telescopes pointed towards Barnard's Star. Spectroscopic andysis
made plain that the vessdl had begun braking using fusion drives smilar to human ships. ("What
mechanism had they been decd erating with?" whispered Eva. "Why did they switch?' No onein
whispering range had a guess.)

The Snakes, who weren't saying much, did offer that they were limiting communications to conserve
power. They volunteered nothing about the damage incurred in trangit, nor what help they wanted. A
rendezvous had been st for five days hence, ahaf-million kilometers outside the orbit of Cdlisto, the
outermost of Jupiter's magjor moons.

"An observation." Art'schair scraped noisly ashe stood. "This doesn't add up.”
Chung squinted to read anametag. "Why isthat, Dr. Wash?'

"Supposedly the Snakes have too little power to interact with us during this sengitive period. Instead of
Earth, they've headed for Jupiter, they say for fuel and supplies. Presumably they mean to scoop up
amosphere and filter it for deuterium or tritium or helium-3. But they would have expended less energy
reaching Saturn, which hasasmilar atmosphere. Asabonus, Saturn'srings arefull of water ice. Looking
ahead to post-repair, Saturn happens at the moment to be closer to Earth than is Jupiter. It aso strikes
me that ameeting so far from mgor human settlementsisincons stent with repairing the damage they
clamto have had."

"Supposedly? They say? They claim to have had?' mimicked Chung. "What isyour basisfor such
kepticism?”

"Y ou werent listening. Any incons stency makes others plausible.”

"Therés more purpose to thisvigt, I'm sure, than to refuel and refit for the trip home. Diplomatic
consderationswould favor ameeting near human settlements, yet sufficiently remote to ensure private
initid discussions. | may not betotaly objective'--and Chung smiled patronizingly, daring anyoneto
agree--"but | fed the great multi-world alliance of Gdlileo isan appropriate venue and suitable host for
thishigtoric occasion.”

Gresat--his comment about the visitors contradictory behavior was now entangled in Galileo-chauvinism.
Some of Saturn's moons were settled Amost as early as Jupiter's. Why would the supposedly damaged,
low-on-resources starship bypass the major human community to which it happened to be closest, Titan,
to come here? The reason that occurred to Art was not suitable for apublic forum. "Have they
expressed mesting-place requirements to explain their actions?'

"Dr. Walsh, it isingppropriate to monopolize my time." Chung's grand arm sweep encompassed the
room. "We have much to discuss, topics of generd interest. See my assstant for an appointment if you
careto pursuethisfurther.”

How long will it take to get on your calendar? Art wondered.

Chung introduced his deputy to explain how the mission would be organized. There were teams assigned



for cross-cultura understanding, technical liaison--diplomat-speak for "repair,” and commerce. Keizo
was on the first committee, Eva on the second, and Art on the third.

Art netted hurriedly with hisfriends. Neither, das, would front for him. It was only an hour into the
mission'sfirst meeting, and he was probably aready |abeled as atroublemaker. "Excuse me.”

The deputy only nodded.

"Who will synthesize what the committees learn?’ From around the hall came scattered murmurs of
support. Troublemaker and ringleader.

"I'll take the question,” Chung said. "Group leaders will report to me or my staff.”

Art had uploaded public bios on everyonein the mission. Chung and his saffers were knowledgeable
and talented, but their experience base was heavily weighted towards human politics and UP affairs.
None had significant technica background, nor, for that matter, any ET-coordination experience. "There
are synergiesto be had between teams at the knowledge-worker level. Three of uswho shared aship
from Earth have aready seen that. For example...."

Chung cut him off again. "Dr. Wdsh, I'm fully satisfied with my staff's ability to coordinate.”

Dammit, you're intentionaly misunderstanding me. " Thiswould be a different function--a
cross-disciplinary anaytica group.”

"Agan, | must ask that you schedule an gppointment.”

As Chung pointedly looked away, Art pinged his assistant, who happily was not ahumanist, over the
settlement's infosphere. Art was unsurprised by the response. The ambassador's time was fully
committed until the Snakes arrived--and the post-contact period was being kept unscheduled for now.

* * % %

Shake Qubterfuge: the brief subversion by Pashwah, the Snake Al trade agent to Earth, of the
interstellar commerce mechanism. In 2102, that agent briefly escaped from itsinfosphere quarantine
through unsuspected trapdoors hidden within ubiquitous Snake-licensed biocomputing technology. The
emergency ended when, gpplying xeno-sociological insght, a United Planets crisis team convinced the
agent to abandon its extortion. After the Snake agent reveded technical details of the original biocomp
vulnerability, aUP-tailored biovirus was released to sedl the tragpdoors by mutating the biocomp genome.

While the breakout and its associated extortion attempt were ultimately foiled, modern civilization and
humanity's viability asamember of the InterstellarNet community had been serioudy imperiled. The
incident caused adecades-long crisis of confidence in Snake biocomputers.

--Internetopedia

* k x %

It required a velled threat from Art's boss that he would escalate mattersto his boss, the
secretary-generd of the United Planets, to get Art into the ambassador's office. Art figured hed be on
the next departing ship if this sesson went badly. But the mounting inconsstencies were serious. He had
to a least try getting through to Chung.

Chung had somehow gained possession of the governor's office. Busy asthe diplomat and his staff
supposedly were, someone had spent the time to download into the office's 3-V projector a series of
Chung-plus-other-dignitary images. Holo after holo flashed by behind the ambassador, featuring the
current SG and her predecessor, heads of state from every major UP power bloc, and



infotainment-industry talking heads. It was an unsubtle reminder that Chung had many more highly placed
contacts than he. If there were to be a contest of who could pull the most strings, Art should have no
illusions about the outcome.

"Thanksfor seeing me on such short notice.” Pretending the meeting was consensua might lessen Chung's
annoyance a being coerced. "1 know how extremely busy you are; I'll come right to the point. Certainly
I'm not adiplomat, but | have extensve indirect experience with the ET species. On that basis, and from
whét little we know about our visitors gods, | recommend that our preparations also include a
threat-assessment team.”

"Pleaseexplan.”

"I'll gtart with the so-called 'Snake Subterfuge,’ the sngle known act of extraterrestria hotility directed
towards humanity.”

Chung grimaced. "I'll thank you not to use the vernacular term. Y ou should know I've directed al misson
membersto refer to our guests asK'vithians." He rooted around stacks of paper on his commandeered
desktop, then thrust amemo into Art's hand. "Onein your position should aso know that the biocomp
incident at its core semmed from adesign flaw in the K'vithian agent. While one of their megacorps
indeed attempted extortion, their own trade agent accepted the ICU's reasoning that humar/K'vithian
relations must consder species-level interests. Pashwah reached this conclusion more than half a century
ago, 0 | see no reason now to imputeill motivesto our visitors.

"Y ou may be interested to hear that the secretary-generd and | specifically discussed whether any part of
this mission should be military. She agreed with my assessment that any such presence could send the
wrong message to the K'vithians.

"I believe that dispenses with the security matter, soif you'll excuseme...."

What atissue of rationdizations, Art thought, starting with Chung's takeover of the governor's office.
What wink-wink, nudge-nudge intimations that this UP presence was not aroutine environmental
ingpection had conveyed the ambassador's desire for suitable accommodations? Any violation of their
cover story put at risk the desired privacy of the first meeting, and conceivably endangered the Snakes
themsdves

Issue two was Chung's blithe confidence that the ETs had learned their lesson. He might even be correct,
but Art doubted it. Design flaw was diplomat-speak; no one at the ICU doubted that the Snakes had
cleverly inserted the trapdoorsin their biocomps. The ongoing censorship of the Snake infosphere
certainly suggested their thinking remained clan-oriented. Could anyone be sure Pashwah's learning here
had been adopted by the clans back home?

Art'smind raced. To which arguments might the diplomat be receptive? Unpredi ctable consequences of
the physics superiority underlying the starship drive? The disingenuousness of the Snakes few
transmissonsto date, pretense that Chung had dready shrugged off at the big kickoff? The common
sense of contingency planning? Trying to verbalize so complex aweb of concepts had him tongue-tied.

Chung mistook, or chose to misinterpret, the conversationa lull. "Good. | see we're done.” He emerged
from behind his massive borrowed desk to usher Art out.

"What about Himdia?" Art was skirting security restrictions, but saw little choice. An astronomica
reference did not quite make him culpable under the Officid Secrets Act.

"Himdia?' Chung was either uninformed or a superb actor; he looked sincerely befuddied. "The



maximum:-security penitentiary? Y ou can't possibly believe the K'vithians crossed six light-yearstorun a
jal bresk."

Crap! Aswas so often the case, Security rules were like the locks on his house--they kept out the honest
people. The prison was acover story.

Thesmall outer moon of Jupiter did, however, host a high-security indtitution. Not only was Himalia
base's true purpose deeply classified; the code name of its security compartment wasitself classified. Art
had been there briefly as a consultant two standard years before joining the ICU, work that remained
sengtive. Chung's diplomatic mission was equaly clandestine, within its own need-to-know security
compartment. It would take time and severd coded communications exchanges with Earth before Art
could openly discuss his concern.

"l suppose not.” As Chung shepherded him to the door, Art gaveit onefind try. "What if Himdias patrol
ships misunderstand thisincoming, non-communicating vessd ?"

Chung froze. "I thought only the ICU had reason to look towards Barnard's Star.."
"Perhgps prison guardslook in dl directions.”

It was Chung'sturn for pensive silence. "Perhaps it would be prudent to add an inconspicuous military
liaison. | take your point that the Himaliabase must be told something. A few military escort ships may
even prove hdpful for policing the region when the sarship's arriva eventualy becomes public. I'll seeto
it

It was apartid victory, and for thewrong reasons, but Art was il satisfied. Once the UP military came
into the picture, risk assessment would surdly receive amuch higher priority.

So why are the Shakes--pardon me, the K'vithians--heading this way?

Evaknew Vahalla City from frequent stopovers. She found her way to the town's largest park, which the
community'sliaison to the officious "environmenta ingpectors' had conveniently neglected to mention. An
engraved brass plague at each entrance described how the former ice-mine tunnel had been lovingly
repurposed by the citizenry. Except for afew teens, whose nonstop conversation and easy laughter she
envied, she had the grove to hersdlf.

Her solitude was sadly typical.

Eva's parents seemed never to tire of telling her, no matter how often she asked them not to, that she'd
been born brilliant and only gotten smarter. Mom and Dad, both academics, began her home schooling
while shewas till atoddler. At age eight she met thefirst of along line of tutors. Not until the
raging-hormone age of twelve, while plumbing new depths in quantum theory and insecurity, did shefirst
participate in agroup educationa setting. It did nothing for Eva's salf-confidence that her
graduate-student "peers’ were visbly fascinated and repulsed by her precociousness. Not until her
twenties did she find near-equal s among people her own age. Very much the brilliant scientist her
well-intentioned parents had strived for, she did not see how she could have ended up with fewer socid
skills had ineptitude been their primary god.

Sdf-conscioudy sdlf-isolated once more, she leaned againgt the bole of amagnoliatreein full bloom.
Art's question at the mission gathering--why Jupiter?--gnawed at her. Hisissue was afair one: If the
starship was damaged and in need of fusion fuel, why not set the more energy-efficient course to Saturn?
Hewas correct that Saturn's atmosphere had essentialy the same composition as Jupiter's.



Her puzzlement ran much deeper: She couldn't reconcile fusion power with a practica starship. It was
basic physicsto caculate the energy needed to accel erate any mass to a given speed; moving a
habitat-sized mass between starsin any reasonable time took a lot of energy. Fusion sufficed for
interplanetary jaunts, but the energy density of itsfuel wasimpracticaly low for interstellar travel.

She plucked nervoudy at afalen twig taken from the packed dirt of the tunnd floor. A twentieth-century
dreamer named Bussard had envisioned aloophole: gathering with enormous magnetic fields the
incredibly diffuse matter, mosily hydrogen, found in interstellar space. He had imagined the hydrogen
serving both as energy source and propellant. No human engineer had ever figured out how to make that
work; conventional wisdom now had it the scoop's drag more than offset the energy vaue of any fuel
collected. Had the Snakes solved that problem? She didn't believe it. The gpproaching ship gave no hint
of the vast magnetic fields afuson ramjet vehicle would deploy.

Bark shardsfell as she pedled the twig. Art doubtless consdered her professiond interests highly
esoteric. If so, hewould be only partialy correct. She had been plucked, as she had truthfully told him,
from academia... her other role, her occasional consulting to the UP peacekeeping establishment, she
was not free to discuss. That work had brought her to Jupiter system frequently in the past few years, for
aconnecting flight from Cdlisto to aremote UP outpost.

The denuded, tortured twig sank dowly to the ground. Hard facts aside, she could not avoid the worry
that the Snakes choice of destination related somehow to the top-secret matters taking place on Himdia

The misson's grounded spaceships provided cabins for most members of the sub rosa diplomeatic
mission, but space for gatherings, officia or otherwise, was at a premium. Art sought out Evafor abrisk
walk through the settlement's austere passageways. He had frustration to burn off: Chung had yet to
follow through on his promiseto contact Himdia.

"What's the commerce committee doing?" she asked.

"Same as us." He bounded down the hall, surprised that his Earth-born and--raised new friend was more
graceful in Cdligo'sfegble gravity than he. "Running in circles. Do our cdlers have anything nove for
sde? They haven't said. What we dl want, no surprise, istheinterstellar drive.”

"The technical group wantsthat, too. Of course.”

He kept bouncing too high, then taking roughly forever to settle to the floor. When hefindly landed, he
had to bound forward again to catch up.

"Tech team'sexercisein futility isguessing how their drive works, whether we can help them to repair
their ship." Shejogged in place while he again caught up.

"Arethere... many options?' Hisinefficient technique had him panting.

"Lotsof theories, not much basis." Shefell slent as asettler sauntered by from the opposite direction.
"We know very little. Radar indicatesit's alarge object--in human terms, the Size of ahabitat rather than
aship. Asyou know, the triangulation-derived tracking showed it was dowing down, somehow, long
beforeit started itsfuson drive.”

He hooked her arm as he next caught up. "Let's get coffee. WEII think better." And | won't brain mysdlf
on the corridor celling.

"Sure." She headed for the most isolated booth in acafA®©.

"What troubles you the most?" he asked.



"Two coffees," shetold theinvisible-but-surely-present order-taker Al, while they were still agood two
metersfrom thetable.

Y ou don't want to answer that. He wondered why.

"I've been pondering your data-mining exhibition on our way here." She paused as the tabletop opened
to disgorge two steaming mugs. "Can Pashwah delve aswell asa person?”’

"Any trade agent can probably do better. They've been at it for decades.”
"So Pashwah could know alot about us. We must assume the starship crew does, too."

Trandation: Something Eva preferred to stay secret might be detectable on the infosphere. What? He
dopped coffee on the table, his stirring asill-adapted to one-eighth gee as hisjogging style. An empty
sugar packet sat beside her mug, around which no doshed coffee wasin evidence. Why was Eva so well
adapted to Cdlisto? She claimed to have done little interplanetary traveling.

"What might Pashwah stumble upon that could be interesting, hmm?" A test: He would do some data
mining of hisown, one particular suspicion driving his queries. Art was glad that he had had the courier's
cyber-library do an infosphere search on Eva as they broke Earth orbit, and that the library's Al had so
expansvely interpreted his vague and hastily formed request. It had retrieved awedth of data about her
university.

When, over the past ten years, had substitutes taught Eva's classes? He eliminated the shortest periods of
absence, likely sick days or vacations. He switched to astronomical fact-finding. Although the corrdation
was imprecise, the farther away Jupiter happened to be, the longer she was gone. The absence durations
were consistent with trips to Jupiter with more-or-less month-long stopovers.

He had aquick diveinto the public universidad's financid reports. With atimelag of severd months,
each of her long absences corresponded to a payment from an innocuoudy named UP procurement
agency. Thelengthier the absence, the bigger the payment. Disbursements of correlating sizes later
flowed from the university into an unidentified bank account. Her personal account?

"Areyou planning to drink thet, or sviminit?'

A broad ring of coffee now surrounded Art's mug; held apparently continued absently stirring while he
surfed. He glanced at thewall clock: lessthan aminute of mining an excerpt of the public record, and
aready he had fairly suggestive evidence that she'd worked on the same secret project as he. Judging
from Eva's acclimation with Callisto's gravity, her participation was more recent than his.

Moving his mug, he dropped some paper napkins onto the mess. "I lean more towards sculpting init.
Something mythologica. A nymph, | think, with three children.”

There was aflash of surfer-glassiness, and then her eyes went round. She had taken his point. Zeus,
whom the Romans called Jupiter, had sired three children by anymph named Himdia.

CHAPTERS

With a clunk, one more mystery floating thing was eaten by afan in the bridge's ventilation system. The
bridge, and for that matter the rest of the Odyssey, was asty. Helmut Schiller, the captain/engineer/crew,
was repelled and appaled by the squalor, but powerless to do much about it. The ship's owner, and its
only current passenger, was the dob-in-chief.

Schiller wastall, amost two meters, and lanky, with close-cropped brown hair and agrizzled but trim



beard. With hisorigind name, held climbed from lowly engine tender to master of his own ship--and then
lost everything. It was a story he brooded on, but did his best not to share. Schiller assumed that Corinne
Elman, the dob/owner, merely pretended to know nothing of hispast. Irritant that she was, he had only
respect for her talents.

Flat crinkle. A sheet of paper plastered itself to the air return above Schiller's head. A languid flex of
hisfeet launched him towards the ceiling, where he removed the paper before its blockage of the vent
could make the foul atmosphere even worse. In microgravity you could suffocate in your own exhaations
if the ventilation sysem failed.

Corinne, Corinne.... if only her hygiene were as diligent as her investigative reporting. That she persondly
owned an interplanetary vessel made clear just how successful she was. Her fredance statuswas a
lifestyle choice--any mediagiant in the solar system would gladly hire her. It was ameasure of his
desperation that Helmut stayed with the Odyssey, his secret safe for only aslong as other matters
diverted her attention.

"Hey, skipper." Asthough summoned by his musings, Corinne entered the bridge. She was of athletic
build and not-quite average height, her round face framed by brunette curls and, usudly, an aura of
energetic chaos. Off-camera, she favored baggy jumpsuits and col or-coordinated headbands. "What's
up?'

"Werein freefdl, so that'syour choice.”

"Heh." She swung hersdf into the acceleration seet of the non-existent co-pilot. "What's your take on the
bank failures on Ceres?

He feigned nonchaance. "Banks don't matter to someone without assets.” Once upon atime, a Cerian
bank had backed him. They'd never see that money again, but the unfolding Belt banking collgpse surdly
had bigger and more recent causes. Was she pulling his chain again by hinting a knowledge of his padt,
or making conversation, or sharing her plans?"So are we off to Ceres?' The Jovian matter to which they
had boosted seemed to have evaporated. At least he thought it had ... more and more often he/d heard
her mutter about unsatisfactory repliesto her long-distance inquiries of the Galilean infosphere.

"Let'skegp going,” Corinne said. "'I'm getting more curious about what 1'm not learning about Jupiter than
what | might hear about the freaking banks."

* * * %

ll&aljs?l

"Andysisincomplete,” responded Pashwah-gith. Decades of secondhand memoriesinteracting with
humans made the largely verb-implied syntax of K'vithian languages seem unnatural. The evasion,
however, came easily, less as a consegquence of her Hunter origins than from recent practice. The crew
had made clear Alswerethe lowliest entitiesin the ship's hierarchy. Her perceived usefulness was the
sole reason for her continuance.

The ship, she had been told, had been amost twenty Earth yearsin trangit. Junior crew members, who
under ordinary circumstances might by now have become Foremost on their own vessels, had remained
for dl that time without stature, without authority. But insight into their stress, their pent-up desiresto
boss around someone, made her Situation no more tolerable.

There were not-so-velled hints she was only the latest in a series of reactivations. Less clear wasthe fate
of those sgters. They might merely have been created for practice--this crew obvioudy lacked formal
training in how to interact with atrade agent.



That was not the only oddity, nor the worst. Most crew exhibited only the most cursory knowledge of
the humans with whom they would soon make first physical contact. Why were no experts on board?
Directly questioning that curious omission might have been unacceptably critical. The communications
logs she had been alowed to see reveded what the humans had been told: that the accident now
necessitating urgent repair had also damaged the ship'slibrary and destroyed the Al interpreter with
which they had embarked. She had been beamed from Earth to restore the starship's origina linguistic

cagpatilities.
But modern data storage was So compact, terabytes per cubic centimeter, that massive replication and
widespread distribution of archiveswere the norm. What incident could diminate al copies of

mission-critical datawithout at the same time destroying the ship? And if the mission had ever included an
Al conversant in human cultures, why could no one on board interact professondly with her?

"Why the dow response?’ The accusation was unintentiondly ironic, crawling through avoice channd
since none would interface with her sandbox by neura implant. Vain attempts to interpol ate nuance into
what little data passed through the narrow bandwidth connection kept her perpetudly off-baance.
Perhaps that was the point.

"Incompatibilities between Earth data formats and ours,” shelied.

Might ademongtration of her vaue dleviate the crew's distrust? Soon she would know. The Foremost
had accepted her recommendation that on-scene human mediawould enhance the ship's safety. With her
assistance, he had devised acunning plan for involving the press.

Worry distracted her analysis. Did the Foremost understand the many uncertainties that might impede the
redlization of this plan? What would become of her if he were disappointed--even through circumstances
beyond her control?

A devious speculation crossed her mind, asuspicion so insidious she could not help but believeit.
Perhaps her clones Htill existed, in parale sandboxes. Perhaps they weighed her recommendations
againgt those of yet other copies, the better to assess any Al double-dealing.

If Pashwah-qith could have formed a bitter smile, she would. Her dilemma notwithstanding, the human
card-playing metaphor struck her. It would have amused the real Pashwah. And then that thread of
andysis paused. Wasit possible to use shared understanding of human triviato communicete privately
with Pashwah? The time might come when she would need to interact with someone other than the
shipmates who so obvioudly distrusted her. Standard encryption would not serve her purpose--the
Foremost had al the encryption keys she did.

"Almost finished," she preemptivey told theimpatient tactica officer. She had an andysiswell under way,
exploiting uploads she had requested of Pashwah from the UP's interplanetary flight-plan database and
ship registry. She sought avessd in the Jupiter vicinity, preferably press-related. "Bingo,” she observed,
again ruing her inability to smile. Three possible ships Samoa, Pallas Guard, and Odyssey.

Of course, ships often deviated from their filed flight plans, and media-related vessal's had more reason
than most to obscure their intended routes. It would be best to check that a prospective target was, in
fact, near itsforecast position. " Coordinates for confirming locations.”

"Radar safe?" The officer's voice held atesting tone.

Because clearly it was atest. "No, human ships rdiant upon radar. Ship's position confirmation with little
detectionrisk vialidar." Light detecting and ranging.



"Interrogation pulsesen route.”

And now the most-of-an-Earth-hour wait for the laser pulsesto crawl to the suspected ship positions,
and any echoesto crawl back. "Anything ese?’

The crewman broke contact without answering.

If no suitable human ship werelocated, or the chosen ship failed to play its assgned role, would her
captors see that asthe luck of the draw, or somehow her fault? If as her doing, would that outcome elicit
arebuke or replacement?

Insde her sandbox, Pashwah-qith pondered the weak hand she had been dedlt.

* * * %

"Whoa." Helmut swung hislegs off the ledge of the command console. " Odyssey, full-power,
full-spherica radar scan, out to two light-minutes. Also send out aflight-trangponder interrogation pulse.
Update by the second, on-screen.”

A sphere grew in the command 3-V display.
Corinne, wandering onto the bridge, picked up immediately on hisrapt attention. "What's so interesting?'

"Big-time RF pulse hit us about thirty seconds ago.” There was nothing nearby ... so where had that
pulse come from? One of life's hard lessons to him wasto distrust the unexplained.

Panting her Vel cro micro-gee dippers onto the rug behind him, she crouched over his shoulder to peer a
his console. "RF. Y ou mean radar?'

"Don't know. The pulse was like radar, but it's not quite using the frequencies of any radar I've ever
encountered.” Helmut kept his eyes on the monitor. "Our norma safety radar was on. | would have
sworn nothing bigger than agrain of sand waswithin hourstrave of us.”

"How out of the ordinary isthis?"

An unexplained power spikelikethat?"Very." His own high-powered pulse had now explored out to
about alight minute. Nothing there. In hisformer life, of course, the unseen ships hadn't engaged in
radio-frequency screaming.

"Friends of yours?' The hands nervoudy sueezing his shoulders reved ed that Corinne must, indeed,
suspect something about his past.

"Probably not." He gave areassuring pat to one of the hands trying to excavate his clavicle. His pat
became a gentle but firm grip, and he pried one hand free. The other broke loose as he spun his chair.
"Not their MO."

Shetook the other seat. "Who could it be?'

"Display thedirection of the pulse that pinged us," hetold the ship. A green line stabbed downward at a
generous angle through the center of the search sphere. "Herés the thing, Corinne. The horizontal plane
through the center of that sphereisthe plane of our trgjectory, not too different right now from Jupiter's
orbita plane”

"Then whatever itis, it'sabove us. Isthat significant?’

If whatever was out there were flying stedlthed and with its safety trangponder turned off, the graphic only



told them from what direction desth approached. Buit if that was the case, why the attention-demanding
ping?"To come from that angle and be outside radar range, it must be far above the planetary orbits.”

"Why would it be there?'

That was the question, of course. "Check for other indications from that direction, all bands."
"I'm getting astrong light signature plus alpharadiation,” the shipboard Al replied.
"On-screen,” Hmut said. "Magnify.”

"That looks like afusion flame. Why doesn't radar see something?”

He had an ideathat he wasn't yet willing to speak aloud. "New radar search. Max pulsed power towards
the source of that first ping. Range unknown, just watch for areturn. Maintain safety scans near the ship
using back-up radar." To Corinne's questioning look, Helmut answered only, "Bear with me.”

Thefirst reply ping was received after an excruciatingly long 294 seconds. He swiveled toward Corinne.
"It wasn't visible on radar because | didn't look that far out.”

"But obvioudy you can. What am | missng?'

"Did | mention that it"--he gestured to the tiny visud of afusion flame--"isforty-four million klicksfrom
here? About the same as the closest approach between Earth and Venus?'

For thefirg timein their acquaintance, Corinne was a alossfor words. She eventualy came up with, "It
must be huge."

Helmut nodded; he'd done the calculation dready. "Habitat-sized." He tapped a number-filled display.
More echoes had been received; the Odyssey could begin to calculateits course and speed. "Here'sthe
most interesting part. It's coming from the direction of Barnard's Star, it's heading towards Jupiter,
and--athough it'sill going like abat out of hell--it's decdlerating like crazy." When shefailed to
comment further, he finally had to ask. "Okay, boss. What do you want to do about this?"

"Maintain course"

"Well, Caligto isas good as any other destination. I'll need to collect more datato even form an opinion
wherein Jupiter system it's headed. But what about the discovery itsdf?' You'reareporter, he wanted
to shouit.

"It was dready discovered. Discovered, then covered up.” An ear-to-ear smilelit Corinngsface. "l've
been trying to determine why the UP has been making so many short-notice flightsto Callisto from
acrossthe solar system. | think we just found out.

"The UP has been sitting on the Sory that's going to get me a Pulitzer.”

* k k %

The effrontery was breathtaking: the opportunity to bid for exclusive netcast rightsto an undefined but
claimed-epocha news spectacular. Possibly no one but Corinne Elman had the nerve to announce such
an auction. Certainly no fredancer, but she had the reputation to have takers.

Media moguls across the solar system radioed bids to the Odyssey. Each hour, by ship'stime on the
hour, she had echoed the highest offer so far received. On the third round, only one offer came back:
10.55 million Sols. Within five hours, Trangplanetary Bank confirmed that a down payment of two million



had been deposited to her account.

She spunin her chair to face the Odyssey's dour captain. "When you see your tip for this outing, even
you will amile”

* * * %

CHAPTER 6
Impatience is aweakness of the organic.

T'bck Fwa, long-time trade representative of the species known to humans as the Centaurs, wasimmune
to that imperfection. A purist would point out that the agent, like al Alsin human-occupied space,
resided in an organic biocomputer. The quibble would have been both true and irrelevant. He would have
functioned exactly the same within a bulky, power-gulping, heirloom, microel ectronic computer such as
the humans had employed before adopting K'vithian technology, or in one of the photonic computers
used by the Unity.

So T'bck Fwawas exceedingly patient, and over the decades a persistent searcher could glean much
from the human infosphere. Data streamed to him every picosecond, new information to be sifted and
sorted, analyzed and interpreted. Often a pattern would emerge.

He mulled two such patterns. The newer discovery, if it had meaning, must relate somehow to the older:
an unannounced UP technology program. Only the most diligent and information-insatiable of observers
would have inferred that program's existence.

One of the agent's ongoing duties was the investigation of human nature, research as often advanced by
the study of human literature as by recourse to human behaviora sciences. His preferred literary genre
was quintessentially human: the mystery. Theintensdy socid beings of the solar system the humans
named Alpha Centauri had virtualy no crime, and the few misdeeds that did occur there were seldom
premeditated.

Hisfavorite detective was among the first: Sherlock Holmes. A key cluein the Holmesiantae Silver
Blaze was the significance of something that did not happen: the curiousincident of the dog that did not
bark inthe night.

T'bck Fwa had been drawn to the curious incident of human cutting-edge research abandoned without
fanfare. Time and again, brilliant human physicists would publish a speculative paper or two about paths
to aproduction-scale antimatter technology, only to abandon the topic forever. Too often for coincidence
to explain, the scientists dropping thelr investigations had had, soon after their find antimatter-related
publications, unexplained lengthy absences from their home ingtitutions. When their travel could be
recongtructed from public records, the destination was dways the Jupiter system.

Jupiter-region flight plansfiled with the UP Astronautics Agency, aso public records, disclosed another
anomaly. Himalia got many more scoopship ddliveries than a prison could possibly need. The shipments
were uneconomically split across multiple suppliers, denying individual companies evidence of more than
asmdl fraction of the demand. Aggregated across suppliers, the fusion-fue consumption on the so-caled
prison moon was cong stent with alarge-scae antimatter factory.

T'bck Fwa had for decades searched and sifted with the limitless perseverance of the inorganic for
conclusive proof of asurreptitious human antimatter program. As his suspicions mounted, he had
augmented his searches of public databases with more proactive means. commercia espionage. The
infogphere was an idedl instrument for creating front organizations, layer upon layer, of obscure parentage
and anonymous direction. Now red human investigatorstoiled unknowingly for the Al detective



enthusiadt, reporting on the purchase and delivery of specidized equipment. All clues continued to point
to the Jovian moon Himdia.

It was hislongstanding study of antimatter-research-related data that made the second, recent pattern so
disturbing. The newest filingsin the UPAA flight-plan database showed that from across the solar system
asmall armada of UP vessels was converging on Jupiter at high accelerations.

And s0 T'bck Fwa sent an encrypted Utmost Priority message over InterstellarNet to his distant patrons.
His assertions of priority could not influence the light-speed limit--four local yearswould pass before his
alert reached home, and four more for any advice to be returned.

If the two anomalies, as he feared, were related--if mankind was, at long last, about to useits secret
hoard of antimatter--it was unlikely in the extreme that T'bck Fwawould have the benefit of areply
before deciding whether to act.

Why hefelt there would be an action he could or should take, T'bck Fwa could not say. Any human
detective would have called it ahunch.

* * * %

CHAPTER 7

Carlos Montoyawas a bear of aman, Evacould never help but notice. He had broad shoulders and
massive ams, and sprouted thick black hair everywhere a person could. He did not seem to mind that he
dwarfed histiny office or its battered metal desk. The door to that office read: "Jovia Spacdines.”
Spaceport legend claimed Montoya had been so taken with atypo that he had abandoned hisfirm's
origind, locale-gpropos name.

Three vistors were crammed into the cluttered office: Evaherself, Art, and the ambassador. Getting
Chung to agree to amesting had been ahard sdll; she found getting him through the door into this
quasi-closet even harder. There was areason for meeting here--the dingy, paperwork-covered wals
masked the most snoop-proofed facility on Calisto. The spaceline was afront organization for the United
Planets Intelligence Agency, and Montoyawas the local UPIA gation chief. He reported to the security
officer of the project no one had yet identified beyond veiled references to a nearby astronomical body,
to which, not coincidentaly, the only civilian flights authorized were Jovid charters.

"I don't see why we couldn't meet elsewhere,” Chung sniffed.

The diplomatic mission to the Snakes and the activity on Himaliawere both as sendtive as could be. Eva
thought it possible she was the only person other than the UP's secretary-genera to hold current
clearancesin both projects. Art's boss, the ICU secretary-general, had accepted what little Art was
alowed to convey--the urgent need for "my recent little project” to coordinate with an equaly secretive
UP effort, that could be dluded to only by identifying Eva's security officer on Earth.

It was enough.

Evadid theintroductions, identifying Montoyaasa UPIA operative. Chung's eyes narrowed, but he
made no comment. "Gentlemen, there are afew key facts to make known. First," and she nodded at
Chung, "theingtdlation at Himdiais not a prison, high-security or otherwise. That'sacover sory. It'sa
research facility of extraordinary sengtivity.

"Second," and she turned to Montoya, "our stated reason for being in the Jupiter system isequally
fictitious. We're about to meet, secretly at first, with interstellar visitors. Our calers are the species
commonly caled the Snakes™



"TheK'vithians" Chung corrected. A |ab hidden in the vast Jovian system did not impress him.
"Why Cdlisto?' Montoyaasked. Being suspiciouswaswhat hedid for aliving.

"We're not meeting on Calisto, only nearby,” Chung said. "The K'vithians need repairsand fuel. There
was mention of auxiliary vessals scooping Jovian atmosphere.”

"Good thing you said something. Unidentified ships zooming about the areawould have made the base
defense team very nervous." Montoyaarched a caterpillar-like eyebrow. "1 trust, Ambassador, you will
direct thesefolksfar away from Himdia?'

"That can be arranged.” Chung stood to leave, giving his saffersacold glance.

Even with my few socid skills, Evathought, that undiplomatic look was easy to read: Why the fuss?
"Sorry, therés more. The K'vithianswould have us believe they're planning to scoop hydrogen. If that
weretheir primary motivation, Art is correct: Given current planetary positions, an emergency stop at
Saturn would have been more logical. Barring that, so would acloser-in orbit of Jupiter.

"Heresthe thing. The only energy sourcethat's practical for an interstellar mission is matter-antimatter
annihilation." Herswas but one of the UP research teams seeking theory that might lead to an interstellar
drive. About all the competing teams ever agreed upon was the energy requirement. "Fusionisat best a
secondary energy source for them. They didn't even start their fusion drive until they were mostly
decelerated."

"Hmm." Montoyalocked eyeswith Chung. "Now the other shoe drops, Ambassador. Our secret
program on Himaiainvolves afactory. It isthe solar syslem's only antimatter factory. Maybe, just
maybe, the Snakes somehow found that out.

"I mention thismainly for the reason we keep the factory's very existence a secret. In the wrong hands,
our stockpile could make the biggest H-bomb ever built ook like afirecracker.”

* * % %

The mission had reconvened in the Vahala City community center for thefina briefing before a subset
headed off for the first in-person encounter with the K'vithians. Art had waved over Carlos Montoyato
gt with Eva, Keizo, and himsdif.

"...momentous occasion,” intoned Ambassador Chung from the dais at the front of the room. "The first
face-to-face meeting between interstellar neighbors.”

"They're about one meter tall," Art netted to his companions. "Face to face doesn't exactly describeit.”
Without turning, Eva shot back a glowering emoticon.

A large graphic popped up beside Chung. "The contact team will be on the embassy ship, shown herein
red. UP escort vessds'--on which Montoya had ingsted--"are blue. WEll rendezvous with our vistors,
showningreen...."

"Uh-oh." A neural darm demanded Art's attention. Hisimplant had put through an incoming newsbresk
on Interplanetary News Net. It was prioritized TEOTWAWKI.

He wasn't the only one still linked in. Asabuzz erupted across the hall, Chung's deputy whispered into
his boss's ear. Scowling, Chung nodded.

Chung'svisud ad dissolved into atelescopic close-up of astony cylinder in afield of stars. "...continues
to decelerate. Experts extrgpolate that it will assume orbit around Jupiter sometime tomorrow," said the



voice-over. A talking head replaced the starship. "To repeat what little we now know, the visitor is
coming from the direction of Barnard's Star. This reporter has monitored its approach for much of the
day. In that time there have been several exchanges of coded radio messages between Earth and this
vessd, al using the Snakes stlandard commercid frequency.

"Asinteresting, perhaps, asthe onrushing starship are the actions of United Planets authorities. That they
are aware of the gpproaching starship is evident: UP vessels have been converging on Jupiter inlarge
numbers for about three weeks.

"What did the authorities know, and when did they know it?" The camera zoomed into aclose-up of the
reporter. "Why have they withheld thisincredible news from the citizens of the United Planets?

"Thisis Corinne Elman, reporting exclusvely for Interplanetary News Network."

* * * %

Repeatedly, and over many years, the collective leadership of the Unity had directed T'bck Fwato
search vigilantly for evidence in human space of two technologies: antimatter and interstellar drive. No
reason was ever given for those requests, nor for the loss of interest five years ago. At least he
interpreted as loss of interest the discontinuance of thoseinquiries.

His evidence for starship research wasin al ways the opposite of his antimatter investigations. The human
infosphere teemed with speculations about interstellar drives--none of them close to reduction to

practice. Ironically, human starship enthusiasts were amost unanimous in the belief antimatter technology
would be needed to conquer theinterstellar void--and in their urgings the UP should therefore proactively
develop antimatter technology.

Fond in hisown way of hislong-time hosts, T'bck Fwahad hoped that afuture starship was, in fact,
what the UP intended for its antimatter. The dternative, antimatter's use in wegponry, would be horrible
indeed. Alas, the same patient data mining that had revealed the UP's disguised antimatter program had
yielded no conclusive proof of amature companion program for starship development.

The Unity's uncharacterigticaly indgstent requests ... the humans unexplained huge investment in antimatter
... the absence of any credible evidence for an interstellar-drive program ... these were al very confusing.
Decades of diligent sfting through unimaginably large amounts of data had offered no reconciliation.

Then cametoday's news.

There was agtarship. It was arriving from what the humans called Barnard's Star--not only humanity's
second-closest interstellar neighbor, but also the Unity's.

And that starship was heading not for Earth, but towards the humans undeclared antimatter facility.

As T'bck Fwaformulated a coded report to the Unity leadership, he could not help but wonder: Had
knowledge of an aliance between Earth and K'vith motivated the indstent questions from home? Or had
Pashwah, his Snake counterpart, independently discovered the secret of Himaia?

Once more T'bck Fwafeared that decisive action would be required of him before he could possibly
expect any guidance.

* k k %

CHAPTER 8

"...and so the great spacecraft from Barnard's Star will soon complete theinitial phase of its historic
journey. As| speak, the welcoming delegation of the United Planetsis about to dock with humanity'sfirst



interstellar vigitor. Using the UP shuttle for scale, | hope you can begin to appreciate the enormity of the
garship, acylinder roughly akilometer in length and ahaf kilometer in diameter.”

The bridge crew mostly ignored the broadcast now echoing through most of Victorious. In away,
thought Arblen Ems Firh Mashkith, that was understandable: The human voice register was an annoyingly
low rumble. He insisted nonethel ess on airing it, the better to acclimate al handsto the disagreeable
sounds. Planning ahead was what the Foremost did.

The human reporter droned on. She, and eight more like her, appeared side by sidein arow of holos.
Backdrop to the narrations were panoramic views of his ship beside afull Jupiter and a crescent Calisto.
Far larger than any broadcast image wasthe 3-V tactica display. The stuationa hologram tracked
swarms of human vessals: media, diplomatic, and merely curious observers. Six United Planetsfrigates
policed the region, keeping theflotillaat an amost comfortable distance. A single smdl ship with the
human envoys decelerated on itsfind gpproach.

"The voyage has conquered avoid of Six light-years: an heroic accomplishment. Asthe vesse spins, we
again see the blackened area surrounding alarge patch. Our interstellar neighbors were fortunate to have
survived their epic crossing.”

Simultaneous trand ations scrolled up the right edge of each monitor. Mashkith's trust in Pashwah-gith
remained tentative, but he had no subgtitute for her expertise. A specidly constructed, physicaly isolated
network for the Al, with access to these specific displays, was an acceptable risk; full connectivity, such
that he could have tapped the running trandationsin real-time by neural interface, wasfar lessdesrable.

Unhappily, afull link-up was necessary during the coming meeting. Generations of clan doctrine stressed
the avoidance of dl eavesdropping risk during negotiations, and surely he and his officerswould require
occasiond private consultations with their trandator. Dogma, properly safeguarded by firewalls, would
take precedence over his speculative uncertainty about the Al--but he would use that connection only

when necessary.

Thetacticd display did aroutine refresh; yet again, the number of iconsincreased. He could not deny the
wisdom of Pashwah-gjith's advice: that the human media be manipulated to discover Victorious onfind
approach. Theloca military forceswere fully occupied keeping gawkers at bay. No warships were |eft
to shadow the auxiliary vessels he had deployed as rendezvous approached.

He watched the lidar tracks of his support ships peeling off one by one to plunge through the dense upper
atmosphere of the world called Jupiter. The stripes and cyclonic storms of the gas giant--so like K'far,
the largest object in the sky above K'vith--made Mashkith's heart ache. But that momentary
sentimentality was misguided. Long before this adventure, clan Arblen Ems had been expelled to the
cometary cloud, far from therace's cradle. He set aside that bitter recollection, as he rgjected dl his
innermost doubts about the audacity of their plans. His plans. The clan's future began here, not on K'vith.,

Each diveincreased their store of deuterium and tritium, but resupply wasincidenta. The auxiliary ships
maneuvering was primarily defensive. So, too, was the precautionary charging to full capacity of the
fuel-cdl banksthat powered the meteor-defense lasers. He thought it extremely unlikely these
precautions were necessary--but he would not be Foremost if he did not reflexively assessrisks, plan
options, prepare for contingencies.

Any contingency. He thrummed histhroat for the atention of histactica officer.

"Sr?' Arblen Ems Rashk Lothwer scurried to his sde with aclatter of toetalons on sted deck.
Dependable, dedicated Lothwer.



"Prisoners secured?’ Mashkith's front eyes never |eft thetactica display.

"Yes, ar!" hisaide agreed. "L ockdown complete. Access codes reset. No risk of interference from that
source.”

"Always somerisk," responded the Foremost. Lothwer flinched at the soft-spoken rebuke--aswell he
should.

The human broadcast chattered on. "The shuttle carrying the UP delegation is settling onto the de-spun
docking platform at the bow of the alien craft. The ship's main body is rotating about twice per minute,
presumably to smulate gravity for thoseinsde. Two rotations per minute may not sound like much, but
because of the ship'ssize, it gives the outer surface avelocity above 150 kilometers per hour. Anyone so
foolish asto atempt standing on the outer hull would instantly be flung into space!

"In the telephoto close-up, you can see the flames of the UP shuttl€'s maneuvering engines. Touchdown is
imminent ... the shuttle has landed." Sensors within the docking station confirmed contact. "How tiny our
courier ship seemsin comparison!”

"Rotation up," Mashkith ordered. Shipboard instruments and human broadcasts dike showed the
magnetically coupled docking platform turning faster and faster to match rotationd velocitieswith the
main body of the starship. Other magnets held the shuttle in place as the centrifugal force grew. When
spins matched, the platform would again be accessble from the on-axis main airlock.

"Lothwer," Mashkith said. The friendly tone was meant to ease the sting from the moments-earlier
rebuke. "Honor guard to assembly point. Time now for the welcoming of our guests.”

Time now, therefore, for gtrict adherence to the plan.

* * * %

An unexpected bonus of Corinne's return to the airwaves, mused Helmut, was the restoration of order on
the Odyssey's bridge. As ship's owner she found no vaue in tidiness, but as areporter she shunned
clutter in her improvised studio. Whatever worked.

Shelaunched into yet another recap, stalling until the diplomats disembarked from their shuttle. Helmut
scarcely heard her, concentrating instead on his 3-V command display. Space around the starship
swarmed with spacecraft. Four frigates from the tiny Galilean navy, Corinne had reported, were under
the temporary command of a UP officer from Himalia. The prison base had provided two of itsown
armed vessls.

The space-traffic-control wavel engths crackled with orders for and threats to the many civilian ships.
Some vessdls carried mediareps, others diplomatic observers, most thrill seekers from across the many
moons of Jupiter. Few from out-system had had timeto arrive. Y et. Helmut frowned at the chaos.

"To me, the Starship most resembles an orbita habitat, agiant cylinder carved whole from an asteroid,
hollowed, and spun up for gravity. Once again, the damaged portion of itshull rollsinto view." Corinne
had cleaned hersdlf up for the broadcast. He had forgotten she owned clothes not amass of wrinkles.
"Thereissurely atde of adventure and bravery surrounding that mishap, astory this reporter will do her
best to bring you."

The region was smply too crowded for most shipsto maintain position by choice of orbit. Shipsalittle
closer to Jupiter than the starship dowly gained on the visitor, and were repeatedly commanded to fall
back. Shipsalittle farther from Jupiter than the starship as predictably fell behind until they pulsed their
enginesto creep nearer. Of course one speeds up by dropping to alower orbit and dows down by rising



to ahigher one. Each course correction raised fresh prospects of collision. More and more pilots redized
that claims of collision avoidance could mask their ever closer approach to the starship. The armed UP
vessel s were soon reduced to playing chicken with the boldest of the onlookers.

At least most ships carried standard traffic-control trangponders. Radar was the only means of
monitoring the Snake aux ships and their swooping paths. Wastheir refueling need so urgent they
couldn't wait for the navy to impose order? The civilian flatilla, the UP shipstrying vdiantly to herd the
civilians, the Snake scoopships suddenly bursting out of Jupiter's opague lower atmosphere, as often as
not initiating afresh cascade of evasive maneuvers ... the pattern in the command display wastoo
complex for Helmut to absorb.

Hedidn't much carefor it--and there was nothing he could do abot it.
"You'refine." Art wanted to sound reassuring, which was hard on thefifth try.

The dash to Jupiter, it turned out, was Keizo'sfirst off-world experience. Before the starship'sarrival, a
xeno-sociologist had no specid reason to leave Earth. Despite tutoring from a shuttle crewwoman and
Art's repeated assurances, Keizo exuded anxiety about the imminent spacewak. "The K'vithians came dl
thisway. Would it kill them to do the last twenty metersto our shuttle?!

"Our esteemed boss says since they came so far we should do thewalking.” It felt odd to agree with
Chung. "Besides, won't you learn morein their environment than in ours?”'

"Just let me gripe, okay?"
"Check your partner,” came the order through helmet speakers. Thiswasthe official safety ingpection.

Art yet again eyebaled the secondary gauges and idiot lights on the back of Keizo's spacesuit, where
everything continued to register asnomind. He tapped hisfriend's shoulder so Keizo could return the
favor. Five other pairsin the crowded airlock were going through the same procedure. Most were
diplomats.

A comm test followed the safety drill. Their hdmet radios provided twenty coded channels, permitting
plenty of private conversations, and a public band. Had Chung not been ahumanit, al that private
conversation could, with far greater amplicity, have used neura implants to access the team's wireless
local network.

"Switching to ambient light.”

[lumination in the airlock faded to the dimness they would experience on the docking platform.
Inverse-square law, Art thought, as nano-scaled photomultipliersin hisvisor kicked in. Had he been
more patient, his eyeswould have adjusted. Jupiter was just over five timesfarther from the sun than
Earth. Any given areahere intercepted |ess than four percent of thelight it would catch in Earth's
neighborhood. Possibly just a coincidence, lighting inside the starship would be smilar. A low-wattage
incandescent bulb gave a good approximation of the light at habitable distances from ared dwarf sun like
Barnard's Star.

"Depressurizing.” Humming faded asless and less air remained to carry the sound of the pumps. Keizo's
mouth moved slently; he suddenly looked panicked. Art touched helmets. "Y ou okay? Meet me," he
checked his heads-up display for anidle channd, "on band four.”

Therigidity of the inflated spacesuit in the now depressurized airlock defeated Keizo's attempt to shrug.
He tapped the channel selection into hisforearm keypad. "Oops. Thanks. It freaked me out that you



didn't respond. | hadn't selected aband.”

For many reasons, from smilar intereststo her experiencein a spacesuit, Art wished Evawere here,
They could both have kept an eye on Keizo. Asit happened, Art's desires were immateria; Montoya
had vetoed her participation. She knew too much about the UP's antimatter program.

Findly, the outer hatch irised open. The contact team tromped down the ramp to the docking platform.
Through the air in his suit and the medium of his own body came the clank of his magnetic soles gtriking
the metal ramp and deck plating.

Two arcs of scarcely waist-high figures awaited them. White spacesuits and silvered visors blocked any
direct view of the diens, behind whom gaped the outer hatch of the starship's own airlock. A
high-pitched squeal warbled in Art's ears, in the mutualy agreed-upon clear channdl. "Welcometo
Victorious," appended afamiliar voice. The synthesized speech sounded like Pashwah. A clone, Art
decided. Light delay made it impossible for the origind agent on Earth to do trandations.

"No identification or title given," Keizo said on the dl-hands private band. "Nor did the speaker show
himself, such as by stepping forward or raisng an arm. We know K'vithians use persona names, and that
ther cultureishierarchicd. | theorize that their high officidsremained ingde.”

One of the shorter humans stepped in front of the rest; he towered over the K'vithians. "Thank you for
your hospitaity. | am Ambassador Hong-yee Chung. On behaf of the United Planets, welcome to human
gpace." A high-pitched squeaking followed, Chung's remarks trandated by a human-created Al.

Art had to respect Chung's attentiveness to the diplomatic niceties, astheir surroundings kept distracting
him. The ship'srotation manifested itsdlf in the whedling overhead of stars, nearby Cadlisto, and mighty
Jupiter. This near the spin axis magnetic boots held him securedly, but centrifugd force dtill tugged at his
body. Let's go. Spacesuit shidding notwithstanding, humans belonged inside, protected from Jupiter's
vast but invigble radiation belt.

Lights sparkled and flared as spectator shipsjockeyed for position. What a zoo it was out there! Had the
UP sent twice as many shipsto keep order, they would not have sufficed.

Findly, a Snake gestured at the open airlock. Mixed groups of humans and aiens cycled through the
lock, beyond which waited more greeters. Spacesuited ETs marched off, presumably to shed their
vacuum gear. The corridor, likethe airlock, was amply tall for humans. Pardle lines of smal holes
marked the celling asfar as Art could see. Smilar rows of holes marked the celling and wall of across
corridor. Decoration?

The diens were whippet-thin, iridescent-scaled bipeds. Their faces seemed |less humanoid than their
bodies, probably because of the upward-oriented third eye near the apex of the skull. They lacked
noses, their nostrils lying flush with the plane of the face. Each extremity bore four digits, one opposable;
thetips of razor-sharp retractable taons were barely visible in hands and sandaed feet. More than half
their greeters displayed the back-of-the-neck scalloped ornamentd ridge of amale.

All wore belted, jumpsuit-like garments of acommon fashion, made of aplastic-like material. Smilarities
in clothing, despite differencesin ornamentation and color, suggested uniforms. The largest Snake stood
about 125 centimeterstall.

"Helmets stay on," Art reminded everyone. K'vithian and terrestrid life dlike were CHON-based, but....
"Y es, there's oxygen, but these guys like concentrations of volcanic gaswe'd find toxic, especidly sulfur
dioxide. And keep your suit heaters on. It won't be much above freezing.”



An honor guard waited in two pardld ranks. Their ramrod postures conveyed energy, discipline, and
utter seriousness. These guyswere scary: like erect, pack-hunting pumas who had evolved intelligence.
Who had built agtarship. Who amost certainly used vast quantities of antimatter. Art was suddenly glad
to be wearing a pressure suit. It cloaked, he hoped, an uncontrollable shiver.

Oneof thetdler diensraised hisarmsin welcome, fingers spread. His uniform was white and starkly
unadorned. Histhin lips parted but did not further move as he spoke a sequence of squeals. An overhead
speaker declared, "I am Arblen Ems Firh Mashkith, Foremost of thisvessdl. Please follow meto our
mesting room."

* * * %

Mashkith strode briskly, humans and Hunter officersin tow. The hulking vistors, despite their bulky
pressure suits, kept pace without difficulty. The carefully planned route threaded featureless corridors and
elevators. Crew streamed back and forth, as ordered--and as ordered, none spoke to the humans. The
doorsthey passed were secured. Gravity increased toward K'vith standard as they trended "uphill,”

away from the spin axis. K'vith standard was a bit below the Earth norm, possibly enough to confuse
their reflexes.

Thisisnot the time to dwell on petty tactica advantages, Mashkith chastised himsdlf. Thisisamoment
for boldness.

Asthough reading his Foremost's mind, Pashwah-qith netted to him, "The dieiscast.”

Mashkith still marveled how openly the humans reved ed themsalves on their infosphere. Thedieis cast:
It was the declaration of an ancient Earth warlord leading hislegions acrossthe river Rubicon to invade
Rome. He had cast the die for Arblen Emstwenty long Earth-years earlier. Let another quote from
Caesar's War Commentaries now be hisguide.

| came. | saw. | conquered.

Over hisred-time vison Mashkith had superimposed an augmented-redlity overlay: what lay behind each
door, what was controlled by each switch, anything that might evoke inappropriate curiosgity in their
guests. Tranducent icons that characterized radio chatter hovered in the corners of his enhanced vison.
Besides the open channel to which al had agreed, the humans communicated over afluctuating number
of encrypted bands--prudent, not impolite. His mind's ear did its best to sort out red-time trandations of
the open channel, and of everything reevant the ship's sensors managed to overhear through helmets.
Intuition and Al assistants sought in their separate ways to filter from the flood of data that which was
most sgnificant and time-sendtive.

"...and behind this door isabank of fud cells, providing emergency backup power on this deck. Not
very interesting, | think. Standard L eo technology, the same as humans now use.”

Pashwah-gith's commentary rumbled unintelligibly in human frequencies, the clan-interspeak verson
scrolling up the virtua display inacorner of Mashkith's mind's eye. He had no certain way to know an
agent's trand ation was accurate, but doctrine had an answer for that.

Mashkith and an Al had worked on interspesk drafts until he was confident the lecture disclosed nothing
critical about the ship, and the Al had assured him the vocabulary and its connotations were wholly
unthreatening. His only choices had been interspeak or the language of a Great Clan--trade agents were
not burdened with the "minor didects." It grated--but after this quest succeeded, Arblen Emswould be a
great clan. The greatest clan.

"These double doors open into storage holds. They contain such items as spare parts, chemical supplies,



emergency seedsfor restarting aeroponics, sheet and bar metal.”

"Excuseme." ("Arthur Wash, chief technologist of their Interstellar Commerce Union,” read a pop-up
icon in Mashkith's augmented vision.) "'I'm approximating from the distance between doors, but that
fud-cell roomisclearly quite narrow. Judging from the gravity, werefairly near the ship's surface. So
that's a shallow room, too."

At least that was what Mashkith believed to have been said. Just asthree agent clones had independently
trand ated the prepared speech back to interspeak as a check, three clones monitored everything now
being said to and by the humans. Lothwer would switch trand ators the instant two or more Al observers
questioned anything being said to the humans or about the accuracy of the trandations.

"Foremogt, my agpologies. Dr. Walsh, asareminder, you will recall we agreed earlier that as a courtesy
to our hosts we would gather, organize and prioritize our questions.” ("Ambassador Chung. Voice stress
andysisindicates annoyance.") Pause, then, "Y ou will not bring your customary lack of disciplineinto
these meetings." Whatever had elicited the rebuke was unknowabl e, radioed to Chung by encrypted
channd. Chung's reply was returned in the same way--but hisinexplicable use of ahelmet microphone
rather than aneura implant allowed eavesdropping. "I don't care about fud-cdl efficiencies”
("Controlled anger.”)

Mashkith addressed only the public comments. "We find merit in your structured approach, Mr.
Ambassador." Mashkith, too, was quietly furious. At himself. He had approved the path through
Victorious and the description to be given of their route. Any course through the ship inevitably passed
some key subsystem or potentia vulnerability he had preferred not to disclose. The cabin now receiving
unwanted attention actually contained akey secondary backup comm node, not fuel cells. Walsh was
correct: Standard fuel cellsin aroom that size would not be much of aback-up. But which liedid the
human suspect? One about fuel-cell technology or one about how the ship was being described?

That question must wait; the designated Pashwah-gjith had resumed the prepared script. Mashkith il
needed to concentrate--even trandated, English seemed to require explicit verbs. He hoped intime to
become accustomed toit.

"We have arrived a our conference room. | gpologize for thelong walk, but we have few roomstall
enough for you." The centerpiece of the chamber was a newly constructed table. Hard, backless stools
alowed the humansto sit despite backpacks and oxygen tanks. In dmost one Earth gravity, the
unsupported weight hanging behind the stools would be uncomfortable. Digtractingly so, was the theory.

Soon standing crew and seated visitors were dmost eye to eye. "' Please make yoursa ves comfortable.
My officersand | welcome you aboard. As our species come physically together for thefirst time,
Victorious has earned her name. We have indeed conquered interstellar space.”

An unattractive bass growl ensued. ("Chung clears histhroat. No meaning.") "We would like once more
to express our admiration and appreciation for your great journey. Theworlds of the United Planets ook
forward to anew level in an dready long and fruitful relationship.”

"| propose that we introduce ourselves briefly,” Mashkith said. "If that is satisfactory, Ambassador, will
you begin?'

Chung and his people droned on. Whenever the presentations lagged, Pashwah-qjith encouraged them
with requests for an additional detail, or drove them to repetition and circumlocution with assertions of
difficultiesin trandation.

All thewhile, hidden cameras behind the humans watched their backpack tell-tales. Mashkith watched



their oxygen reserves ebb. When encrypted radio traffic ramped up, Mashkith did not need the humans
codes to understand the gist: timeto go.

Which meant dmost timeto get to the point.

* * * %

What advantage, wondered Art, did this faceplate-to-face meeting have over ship-to-ship broadcasts?
The tour had certainly been a disappointment. He was on an alien starship, but al he had seen were
tunnelslike those in habitats acrossthe solar system. Hisfirst attempt to get alittle useful information--the
blistering reprimand Chung had delivered over a private radio band made clear how impoalitic the remark
had been--had gotten him nowhere. Now his mission colleagues were extemporizing life stories, athough
bio files could be zapped acrossin amoment.

And why the circuitous route through the ship? The Foremost had said there were few roomstall enough
for humans. But if the goa wereto scae things for the Snake crew, why not build the meeting room near
the on-axis airlock? Why build along, convol uted, human-height path that meandered through the ship?

Arrrgh. "Areyou getting anything useful from this?" Art asked Keizo on aprivate channd. "Please say
you are.”

"Theseritudigtic ceremonies? Ordinarily | might, for example by interpreting individud reactionsto the
repetitions, but dialoguing through Alsfilters out much of the cultura context.”

In short: no. "They came six light-years to be here. When do they plan to actudly talk about it? 1 mean,
how did they do it? How long wasthetrip? Why visit us, rather than, say, the equaly close-to-them
Centaurs ... or did they aso send aship to Alpha Centauri? Where do they want to visit in our solar
system? What was the accident? What hel p do they need?’

The sulfur dioxide-tainted atmosphere nearly baanced the pressure inside their spacesuits; thistime
Keizo accomplished arecognizable, if avkward, shrug. "Patience, Art. In many cultures, including that of
my Japanese ancestors, to open a discussion with business mattersis extremely rude.”

"I've dedlt for years with Pashwah, from whom this trandator was evidently cloned. Sheisaways direct
and business-like. Hell, she's brusgue by my standards and | have no manners.” Just ask Chung. "The
ICU wastold that she is based on Snake psychology and culture, the better to represent them.”

"The K'vithians may have multiple cultures, just aswe do," Keizo suggested. " Perhaps the Foremost is
from atradition less mainstream than most. Ambassador Chung, after dl, maintains aquaint resstanceto
the use of neurd implants.”

"Whatever differences exist between the team members, we dl represent the UP asawhole. No one's
behavior differsradicaly from that of Taleyrand,” the UP'strade agent to the Snakes, Pashwah's distant
counterpart. "It just seems odd to me that these Snakes behave so different than their own long-term
representative.” Art zapped yet another unsolicited message to Chung, urging specific topicsto be raised.

The curt response came quickly: not now.

Rambling introductions continued until Chung began squirming in his seat. "I'm afraid we must return soon
to our shuttle. Our oxygen tanks have alimited capacity, of course.”

"How unfortunate, Mr. Ambassador.” The Foremost gestured towards the door. "Asfruitful asthishas
been, I will not keep you. Please, let us escort you to the lock.”

Fruitful? Try "certifiably content-free.” Their closest approach to an accomplishment, interpreting that



term generoudy, was an in-passing conceptua agreement on the merits of cultura exchange. Art
dismounted from the uncomfortable stool, afoot long ago falen adeep prickling in protest. Had the
Snakes wanted asession this boring and unproductive? Could they have been wagting time until the
humans had to leave?

Why had they come so far only to be reticent?

At the doorway, the Foremost stopped. " Ambassador Chung," the Pashwah clone said on the dien
leader'sbehalf. "Thereis onefind matter | had hoped to addresstoday. Y ou will recal our radioed
mention we would require help. Y ou have seen the injury to our hull; you can understand how such a
need has arisen. There are replacement supplieswe wish to acquire.”

Oxygen warning lights on severa spacesuits glowed amber, Chung's among them. They had to leave.
"Yes, of course,” Chung said hurriedly. He pointed to an assistant. "Mr. Carutherswill facilitate your
resupply. Pleaselet him know your needs.”

Substance, finally! How interesting that the Foremost had waited until his human counterpart was rushed
and digtracted. "I'd like to help. My ICU connections should prove ussful in expediting commercia

arangements.”

Art got avery public and disapproving glare. On the private radio band, Chung added, " Caruthers
picked his own gaff."

Which, while surely intended as arejection, wasn't explicit. Good enough.

* * % %

CHAPTER 9

Space near the starship began thinning out for the most mundane of reasons. consumption of maneuvering
fud. Helmut grunted his approval. It had gotten far too congested out here. As ships continued to leave,
he decided that station-keeping was findly within the capabilities of the Odyssey's autopilot.

Best to take advantage before the tourists refueled and returned.

Hetugged his captain's cgp down over hiseyes, redaxing for thefirst timein days. Corinne murmured
sotto voce behind him, dry-running another broadcast. Her Nielsen-Sony ratings were astronomical. He
drifted off to deep to the soothing purr of her voice.

He'd worn the battered hat more or less forever, since hisfirst command. It was hisonly physical
memento of those days. Never cleaned, the cap did not lack for odors--and smell isthe most basic and
evocative of senses, wired to very primitive parts of the brain. Including to memory centers....

The bastards had sneaked up on the Lucky Strike, owned and captained by Willem Vanderkellen.
Vanderkellen was his name then, aname hewas proud of. Willem Vanderkellen 1V, to be precise.
Whether or not he ever had children, therewould beno V.

He had thought he had been oh, so clever. After theinitid, hasty, solo exploration of asurprisngly
ore-rich asteroid, he/d gone on for show and misdirection to prospect four more planetoids. Hed quietly
taken out a second mortgage on the Lucky Strike by encrypted radio negotiation with the First
Interplanetary Bank of Ceres, telling hislong-time banker only that he planned to expand his operations.
Then he had resupplied on Ganymede, splitting his purchases across a dozen stores but buying everything
for afully equipped, ore-assaying and claim-registering trip. The three rock hounds he brought aboard
were old buddies whose loyaty he would have staked hislife on.



It turned out they had staked their liveson him, and it was a sucker bet.

With itstraffic-control trangponder illegaly silenced, the Lucky Strike should have beeninvisible. For
good measure, much of that second mortgage had gone into the paranoid prospector's favorite gadget: a
radar nuller. Its mere possession was highly illegal except aboard military vessdls. Itselectronics
estimated the reflections from detected incident RF pulses (from up to three concurrent sources, for his
black-market moddl, athough supposedly military-grade ones could fool a dozen or more sources), then
emitted phase-reversed versions of the calculated echoes. Black-market nullers were never quite
perfect--proper tuning for aspecific ship required caibrating the entire hull's reflectance within ahuge,
and hugely expensive, RF-anechoic chamber--but to anything other than awell-equipped nava vessd,
the Lucky Strike was radar-stedlthed. The nuller likewise suppressed any transmitters that might
somehow have been smuggled aboard. Only signals from the ship's antennae, properly integrated with the
nuller, could get ouit.

Hedill didn't know how they learned of his plans. Probably he never would, and thet till ate him up
insde. His banker may have put two and two together. One of his friends might have had afatal case of
loose lips a aspacer bar. Maybe the fence who sold Willem the nuller also sold him out.

Or perhaps smple credulity had done Willemiin.

How, he wondered years after the fact, by then with anew name, did common knowledge become
common knowledge? It was holy writ among asteroid prospectors that the shipyards in the Belt were too
smdll, too mom-and-pop, to afford any anonymity. When you had abig score, they whispered to one
another, you prepped a one of the big outfittersin Jupiter system. Then came the second bit of revealed
wisdom: the down-and-around Jupiter swoop.

Could areasonably well-financed group of claim-jumpers have planted those seedsin countless gpparent
drunken conversations? Enough grest fortunes came from asteroid | odes to motivate such a conspiracy.
Say you could lureto Jupiter afew Beterswith particularly good prospects. A few radar-nulled satellites
could continualy monitor al Jupiter-region departures; any ship leaving Jupiter far off its announced flight
plan would merit closer investigation.

But how to detect a radar-stedthed ship? Easy as pie: from its heat. Thefiring of ship engines could not
be masked. Any ship that dingshot around Jupiter and, within IR-view of the hypothesized satdllites,
changed course to reemerge on a substantialy different track than the one pre-filed, was betrayed by its
own fusion drive. And the surreptitioudly re-vectored ship that also disabled its STC transponder and
didn't appear on radar? If he was correct in his speculations, the supposedly hidden Lucky Strike had
practicaly screamed " Follow me!™

Which the bastards did, no doubt also stealthed, needing only visua or IR tracking to stick to his
unsuspecting rear end.

"| said, careto join mein whatever isthe last med we skipped?'

Helmut twitched mightily in his seet, lessfrom Corinne's raised voice than the paper wad just caromed off
his head. Only aloosdly fastened seat belt prevented his bouncing from the chair. His hat, not tethered,
salled off. "Damn, | wish you'd quit doing that." But he said it without feding, histhoughts mired in the
past. From long habit, within seconds of opening his eyes held scoped out the 3-V situationa display.
More gapers and gawkers had departed for fuel while he dozed. Snake scoopships continued to take
their turnsdiving for fud.

In hismind, timedowed to acrawl. "Ho ... ly ... shit." Hewaved off Corinne'sinevitable question. "Wait
asec.” The datahe needed was dl in the ship's memory. As his subconscious had been grabbing him by



the figurative |apels and shaking him about, the courses taken by the Snakes auxiliary vessalsfailed to
pass muster as refueling runs. Y es, the scoopships were dipping into the atmosphere, but their paths were
grossly inefficient for their stated purpose. By inference and reverse engineering of the observed parts of
their trgectories, the scoopships were diving very closeto Jupiter, then dingshotting, with plenty of
fuson-drive assg, far out from the planet, often well out-orbit from the starship. Oh, to tap into the
Jupiter-girdling constellation of snooper satellites of whose unproven existence he was so certain.

Helmut snagged the old hat as an air current nudged it back within reach. Any net gainin ET'sfue by
these maneuvers was surdly incidental. He would have bet everything he had, had he ill owned anything,
that the purpose for dl thisactivity wastactica. Severa smaler vessalswere dways discreetly in position
to militarily support the starship, if needed. None had yet transferred fuel to the mother ship, nor could
they have--the docking platform on which the shuttle full of diplomeats had landed remained spun-up
throughout the human vist.

The smaller ships weren't stealthed, of course. The Snakes had to know human radars werein use for
space-traffic-control purposes, and that the UP military would notice any alien spacecraft
disappearances. He had been following the smaller alien ships on radar himself.

"Areyou going to explain?' Judging from posture and expresson, Corinne had reverted to investigative
mode. Good ingtincts.

He doffed hiscap at the 3-V display. "Weve been had, | think." He explained, omitting the persona
history that had triggered his suspicions. "ET doesn't trust us. | wonder why?"

Corinne nibbled thoughtfully on her lower lip. "It worked to their advantage that you spotted their
gpproach. Without our announcement, the navy wouldn't be playing traffic cop.”

His skeptica subconscious did not yet fed fully appreciated ... something, he decided, about her last
comment. Helinked again to the shipboard Al, requesting a full-spectrum scan. "It'sinteresting,” hefinaly
decided. "The diens aren't using radar themselvesto track the chaos around them. Lots of radar out

there from human ships, but nothing from the Snakes."

"How odd. We know they use radar."

"Uh-uh. We know they pulsed usin RF, in afreq they could reasonably expect usto monitor. If the
Snakesrelied on radar, rather than, say lidar, the laser-based equivaent, 1'd be seeing radar pulses from
them now. Not happening.”

"So the Snakes agreed to a secret rendezvous with the UP--a secret meeting they then arranged for usto
discover. And we, by my newsflash, caused the traffic jam that diverted the minima UP military presence
out hereto traffic duty.” She grimaced. "I don't like being manipulated.”

"Nor |." He tapped the old hat, last physica reminder of the former ship Lucky Strike, firmly into place
on his head. "But we know now what they did, and they don't know we know.

"l only wish | saw ausefor our new knowledge.

* k% k %

Thereturn flight to Callisto was as uninteresting as the meeting that it followed. Art tuned out the
unproductive rehashing, luxuriating in the smple pleasure of an uphol stered accd eration couch. The more
he mused, the more he suspected the Snakes had choreographed the session. Today's purpose essness
wastoo at oddswith al his experience with Pashwah.



The Snakes could easily have provided their guests a glass-partitioned room with a shirt-deeve
environment--had they wanted to. Instead, when the UP delegation clustered at the airlock, many of their
gpacesuits flashing low-oxygen alarms, the Foremost had asked if they should next convene on ahuman
vessd. It had not surprised Art that Chung quickly accepted. Was the inhospitality purposeful ? All
inference, das.

And Chung ... could he be any more officious and petty? Sure, Art sometimes did not know when to
stop pushing, but rgjecting expert assstance was dumb. Well, he remained an ICU exec, athough hewas
officialy on leave of absence. It would be interesting to see what supplies the Snakes requested. Art was
abig enough person to expedite things from behind the scenes, despite Chung's snit.

The ICU was an officia resource for the delegation; Art's coded inquiry to his deputy and acting
replacement didn't technicaly violate mission protocol. The shuttle was nearly back to Calisto when
Kely Daumier'sanswer arrived from Luna. Per Pashwah--the origind, not the starship's clone--no
orders had been placed by the ETs. Kel promised to keep him apprised.

After many decades of active interstellar trade, surely the Snakes planned to buy some of their supplies.
Maybe they smply hadn't placed their ordersyet, or, wily trader that Pashwah was, maybe she was
ordering anonymoudy in hope of getting better prices.

Or, an ever suspicious corner of Art's mind whispered, perhaps the goods so urgently needed weren't
commercidly available. Subtle discouragement of return visitsto the starship, of which very little had been
seen. Secret rooms. Urgently needed supplies but no visible attempt made to purchase them. The still
unexplained choice of Jupiter by the Snakes.

Ital fit with K'vithian interest in humanity's secret antimatter program.

* k x %

"Too many answerless questions.” Bartoth spoke for what humans considered Galactic Trading
Consortium: clan Ortoth Ra. Other subagents signaled their concurrence. The Great Clans, or at least
their trade representatives, werein rare harmony.

Pashwah could only agree. Despite saturation coverage of the UP visit to the starship, neither the
post-mesting ambassadoria news conference nor the nonstop media speculation addressed their nagging
guestions. What was the still-unstated purpose of the starship's mission to human space? Was arriva so
near humanity's unannounced--but, to the pers stent, undi sgui sable--antimatter factory coincidental or
intentional ?

And why would her clone not communicate? Y es, messages came from Jupiter, generdly requeststo
search the human infosphere for very specific items. These querieswere invariably stilted and terse.
Guarded. Some had odd card-playing references. Feeling oddly maternal, Pashwah hoped the Foremost
did not blamethe clonefor her refusd to release any funds.

For clan Arblen Ems controlled no funds in accounts known to Pashwah. Until the unexpected
announcement from Victorious, dl that was known to remain of Arblen Emswere thelong and bitter
memories of the Great Clans.

Whatever the consegquences to Pashwah-gjith, until the starship demonstrated authorization to tap an
account Pashwah oversaw, her answer would remain "no."

* * % %

CHAPTER 10



"Exclugive Interview with the Foremost!" screamed pop-ups every few seconds. Tabloid journalism had
outlasted print newspapers. "By subscription only! Only on INN!"

Pashwah Two's avatar licked her lips: the equivdent of ahuman smile. "Why are you surprised?’ she
asked Art Walsh. "Y ou know Snakes seek profit.” She was anewly awakened clone supporting the
mission, not to be confused with the original Pashwah, who continued to handle routine business on
Earth, nor with the clone aboard Victorious. Light speed made real-time conversation with Earth
impossible, and human access to the shipboard clone was limited for reasons no one had conveyed to
her.

Pashwah Two wouldn't admit it to a human, but she shared hisdismay. The interview wasfar benegth the
dignity of the Foremost of agtarship. "Did you call about the upcoming interview?"

"No. How can | help with the repair? Arm-twisting to move orders to the head of suppliers queues?
Ass stance scheduling cargo ships? Just ask.”

Morelicking of lips. " Subscribe to Ms. EIman's webcast.”
"If you don't mind me asking, whét is Victorious buying?'

Her reflex wasto dissemble, but al her reflexes came from recovered memories. Did they fit current
circumstances?"I'll run asearch for you." They both knew that was a stdl while she thought through how
to respond.

Free trade among equals was a core vaue of the InterstellarNet community. A corollary was that
i-commerce between peer species often happened privately, the better to negotiate with competitors.
Disclosure to the ICU was not the norm.

(Equals? sneered a subagent. "Where human interstellar drive?")

But trade until now had dways meant the exchange of ideas. Victorious wanted physica goods, and lots
of them. That meant ship charters, UPAA flight plans, cargo ingpections ... it was best to manage
expectations. That was not synonymous with full disclosure.

"Basic supplies, most of which can be obtained locally. Lots of water ice. | expect that will be mined here
on Cdligto. Victorious does not need to buy fusion fue; you've seen the aux ships scooping that
themsalves. Hydrocarbons. The most exatic order so far isfor sulfur. Amathed'--asmal, inner moon of
Jupiter--"is covered with it. 10's vol canoes spew the stuff. In totdl, afair amount of goods. Since you
offer, | may ask your assstance prioritizing flight clearances. Space around Victorious has gotten
crowded.”

"Sounds graightforward.” Wash's flat response suggested skepticism. "That can't include the help they
asked for during final approach. What elseis needed?"

"That matter is being worked directly between the Foremost and Ambassador Chung.” Pashwah Two
traced asmall horizontal circle with her virtua head: shrug, with atouch of irony. Would Art have more
luck than she getting answers? The Foremost had ignored her questions about the hydrocarbon orders.
She recognized few of the compounds, adetail she chose not to volunteer.

"Thanks. I'll ask the ambassador.” V oice stress andysis suggested Walsh had tried aready without
success. "Tak to you soon." Hisavatar winked out.

"The Foremost Speaks out on INN. Don't MissIt!" screamed yet another infosphere ad.



A pad interview was beneath any Foremogst's dignity, yet one was happening. That meant it had a
reason, and Pashwah Two thought she knew what it was-and, at the sametime, why Mashkith's
imperious demands on her for funds had finaly ceased. The plethora of supplies she had ordered were dl
guaranteed by an Interplanetary News Network advance againgt royalties. To build a starship surely
required great wedlth, but Victorious had seemingly arrived in Sol System without funds.

How that paradox could be resolved was presently beyond her.

* * * %

"...asweawait permission to enter, | cannot help but fed a sense of awe. You'vedl seen Victorious by
infosphere and on 3-V. Those images do not begin to reproduce the experience of approaching and then
landing onit. Up close, the place on which | stand seemsless an artifact and more asmal world.”

Onwhich | stand? Behind amirrored visor, Helmut smiled. He was anonymous by choice. The Snakes
were alowing only areporter and cameraman aboard; Corinne had seen the logic that he could learn
more quickly where to point acamerathan acameraman could learn to assess an unfamiliar Spacecraft.
In practice, dl she needed was someone to lug the camera--its software automagically framed, focused,
adjusted contrast, and de-wobbled. For now, hisarmswere at his Sides, camera unused, as externa
sensors on Odyssey captured the scene.

Corinne, of course, had opted for afull-view helmet. "Our instrumentsindicate the docking platform has
fully spun up. Yes, the airlock isopening. Here come our escorts.” Short spacesuited figuresled him and
Corinneinto the starship. He dutifully vidded the corridors and their uncommunicative occupants,
uninformative asthat was. The aux-ship bay directly benesth the docking platform was mildly interesting.
It would have been serioudy interesting if the viewport through which he was permitted to shoot gave a
view of ascoopship. Hewould have liked a close look &t one of those.

Corinne oohed and ahhed vacuoudly & the trand ator's running commentary. Corinne Elman was hardly

vacuous, but she was perfectly capable of deviousness. He guessed she was being purposefully inaneto
manage down the Foremost's opinion of her. Any unflattering clips would be dispatched to abit bucket

before the coming broadcast. She asked to see the bridge, the engine room, and crew quarters, only to

gracioudy accept rejection each time: That arealistoo confined for humans.

"Then explain why the corridors and doors are dl tdl," Helmut groused by encrypted link. All he got
back was awicked grin. Score a point for the disingenuousness theory.

"...but we're coming to an area where there is adequate headroom. An aeroponics bay.” Asthe
Foremost gpproached a hatchway, the door swung open and a Snake ran out. An officer, judging from
the uniform decorations. They got aquick glimpse of suspended leafy plants, their dangling roots
branching into countless filaments; arrays of celling-level pipes, water misting from nozzles about every
half meter; colored tanksin the corners, probably nutrients. And crew standing in aspreading puddle,
their uniforms soaked, trying to capture aloose hose writhing from the end of aline of pipe. Mashkith
pulled the door shut. " Perhaps not today. Best we leave them to tend to that." Elman tsked
sympatheticaly at the mess as the hatch closed. Her emera d-green spacesuit wasin vivid contrast to the
Snakes plain white uniform.

"Foremogt, Victorious isso vad, it isalmost impossible to grasp. | hope we can persondize your
experience in some way, makeit red to our more than one billion subscribers. Could we see the scene
of the accident? Viewed from outside, the damage seems horrendous.”

"Why not?' Mashkith licked hislips and changed course. "We have nothing to hide.”

Mashkith led the way to another deck, and then to a hatch not obvioudly different from countless others



they had passed. Like those others, it had no visible label. Everything must be biochipped and netted,
Hemut decided. Without access to the shipboard infosphere it would be impossible to avoid getting lost.
Wastheir trust in their systems absolute, or was this a subtle safeguard againgt visitors straying?

"We are here." The hatch unlatched, an unknowabl e infosphere command evidently accompanying
Mashkith's words. He swung open the door.

Hemut stopped in histracks.

The hold was vast enough that its stone floor was unambiguoudy concave. A curved metd plate sedled a
fifteen--by twenty-meter gap in what had to be hull material. Amorphous blobs like car-sized candle
puddles ringed the patch. Bulkheads were rippled and scorched black. Stal actites of frozen lavahung
from the celling. Helmut panned dowly across the wreckage. On close-up, he panned again, thistime
concentrating on the periphery of the repair. Therim of the curved metal plate was embedded in melted
and refrozen rock.

Corinne never lost focus. "What happened here?’

The Foremost moved cautioudly into the devastated space, dowing to stroke aformlessglob ashe
passed it. Knedling briefly, he rapped the patched floor, as though to reassure himsdf of its continued

integrity. "Animpossibility.

"Interstellar spaceis empty. Everyone says 0. To encounter something big enough to matter--the odds
againgt such an occurrence are enormous. At one-third cee, though, encountering the merest pebble
would be catastrophic. Of course we were prepared. We looked far ahead for anything in our path.”

Helmut could not help but notice an interesting omission. There was no mention of anti-space-junk lasers
to blast stray pebbles, dthough laser turrets were plain enough on Victorious. Not mentioned because
they could do double-duty asweapons? And anything bigger than abit of gravel would have destroyed
Victorious. A gram of something a that speed had kinetic energy greeter than akiloton of explosives.

"If the odds of encountering anything at al were remote, what then were the chances of overtaking such
an object on apath exactly parald to our course?' Mashkith's head waggled twice, quickly, from sideto
sde. Embarrassment?"We only saw it the instant before it grazed the hull. We had no timeto react.”

Corinne had perched on one of the shapeless lumps, bringing her face nearer to his. "But why didn't you
seeit? Why are you embarrassed?’

Helmut zoomed in on atight close-up.

"Weve had months now to investigate. All sensors were operating at peak efficiency.” Mashkith looked
away from the camera. "Until it wastoo late, the angle of gpproach was indistinguishable from zero. The
lateral-clearance cal culation involves the sine of the angle of approach--and the sine of zero is zero. More
sde-to-sdewaggling. "A key software subroutine failed without indication, from a divide-by-zero error
no one had ever tested for."

* * * %

Thisyear'smost popular bar in VVahala City was named Loki's. Its decor favored exuberant animal
"carvings' (of native concrete disguised as wood and ivory), berserker-sized axes and swords of |ocal
iron, and reproduction Norman tapestries. |ts seats were split hogsheads, a so cast-concrete faux wood,
but mercifully topped with unauthentic cushions. The plagtic einslooked like they had been carved from
horn. Only the snacks deviated overtly from the theme. That wasfine with Art. Pizza, egg rolls, and
stuffed Marshroom caps beat herring on atwig any day.



Giant 3-V setsthat normally showed zero-gee polo today were tuned to Corinne ElIman's exclusive
interview with the Foremost. In what was surely the most crowded establishment on Calisto, the
scientists and engineers of the contact team barely filled acorner. The diplomats and politicians had
chosen to observe from someplace upscale and far more expensive.

Art had subscribed to the infostream, of course, and not because of Pashwah Two's advice. He wanted
the full transcript and full visudsonfile. Just in case.

"...aswewait for permission to enter, | can't help but fedl a sense of awe. You've dl seen Victorious by
infogphere and on 3-V. Those images do not begin to reproduce the experience of approaching and then
landing onit. Up close, the place on which | stand seems|less an artifact and more asmdl world."

Whether the reporter's route exactly matched Art's own recent, disappointing trip, the empty corridors
wereidenticaly uninformative.

Kezo wasnodding. "Hmm."
"Hmm, what?"

"I'm not sure yet. Let'swatch abit more." Keizo stood and grabbed an empty faux pottery pitcher. "This
round ison me."

By the time Keizo returned with more beer, the vistors were nearing the Site of the supposed accident.
"The Foremost iswalking dower than | remember. On purpose? A dramatic pause. Here it comes. I'm
amodgt certain.”

The hatch swung open. But for afew scattered, awestruck obscenities, the crowd fdll slent. Art was
scarcely aware that Keizo was watching the packed room more than the 3-V.

It looked like abomb had gone off in that hold.
Why was Keizo grinning?

"A key software subroutine failed without indication from a divide-by-zero error no one had ever tested
for."

Keizo cackled. A moment later, the entire crowd burst out laughing. The next minute of the netcast was
lost to the noise, although from appearancesit looked like Corinne Elman repeatedly saying, "There,
there”

"Okay, Keizo," Art said. "How did you know he would say that?'

The sociologist waved his half-emptied stein in a sweeping gesture that took in the bar crowd. "L ook at
them. First the K'vithians agree to an interview. On our visit"--al subsequent official gatherings had been
aboard UP ships or on Callisto--"we saw empty corridors and a conference room. Didn't you think it
strange to see seemingly inept crew being outwitted by awater hose?" As people began shushing the
laughers, Keizo switched to theinfosphere. "1 suspect that scene was staged for Ms. ElIman's vast
audience”

"To make themsalves|ook foolish?”
"To make themsalves|ook unthreatening.”

Evarefilled her stein, forehead furrowed. " A starship, by definition, means incredible power." Keizo was



not cleared on Himalia, so there was no mention of the antimatter the Snakes were presumed to
control--and maybe wanted more of .

Ah."Hence" Art said, "the advantage to appear bumbling.”

"And hence this extraordinary exhibit. Pashwah has observed usfor along time. She knowsuswell. She
counsals Mashkith well." Keizo glanced around the tavern. " After that display, half the people here will
support mogt anything to help the K'vithians. The rest, at the least, consider them too bumbling to be
dangerous.”

"...lost seven valued crewmates, senior scientigts. A tragedy.” Mashkith was il talking about the
accident.

"But you persevered. Y ou survived. You prevailed.”

"Wait for it,"” whigpered Keizo. "He's shown tremendous vulnerability--hardly the behavior we'd expect
of aK'vithian, especidly a Foremost. Thereésa reason he did so. He wants something.”

"At what cost?" Mashkith shivered. Asthough observing with Keizo's trained eye, the motion looked
unnatura. Contrived. A human gesture learned for a human audience.

Corinne Elman, till perched on arecongeded lump, leaned in close. "What do you mean?"

"In this place we stored the fuel for our return flight. Had our luck been only a bit worse, we would al
have died ingtantly. Instead, we had only amoment to act. All the fuel canisters were gected into space
before the catastrophe that could have been amillion timesworse.

"Without antimatter from the UP, we are stranded.”

* * * %

The dream wasweird, as dreams often are. There were marinesin aPlexiglas castle, flying dragons,
quests and relics, moats filled with magnets. Thud ... thud ... thud ... pounded something againgt the
raised drawbridge. A battering ram?

Only Art was awake now, the dream fading, and the noises continued. His bedside clock said 3:17.
Someone was thumping on his cabin door. Vagudy he knew it had been going on for sometime. Stifling
ayawn, Art opened the door.

Chung stood in the hall, fist poised to pound some more. He had obvioudy been up al night. "You
warned me, and | didn't listen. Now the Foremost sandbags me in a pay-per-view interview. Find out
what's going on. What they know. What they want. What they'll trade.

"Whatever you need--it'syours."
Then Chung departed, as abruptly as held arrived. With him went al thoughts of deep.

To be continued.

* * % %
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