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      Episode Nine: The Observers

    


    
      “Lieutenant Wilson,” Ambassador Ode Abumwe said. “Come in. Sit down, please.”


      Harry Wilson entered Abumwe’s stateroom on the new Clarke, which was even smaller and less comfortable than it had been on their previous spaceship. “This is cozy,” he said, as he sat.


      “If by ‘cozy’ you mean ‘almost insultingly cramped,’ then yes, that’s exactly what it is,” Abumwe said. “If you actually meant ‘cozy,’ then you should have better standards of personal comfort.”


      “I did in fact mean the first of those,” Wilson assured her.


      “Yes, well,” Abumwe said. “When you have your spaceship shot out from under you and your replacement starship is half a century old and put together with baling wire and gum, you make do with what you have.” She motioned to her walls. “Captain Coloma tells me that this is actually one of the more spacious personal quarters on the ship. Larger than hers, even. I don’t know if that’s true.”


      “I have an officer’s berth,” Wilson said. “I think it’s about a third of the size of this stateroom. I can turn around in it, but I can’t extend both of my arms out in opposite directions. Hart’s is even smaller and he’s got a roommate. They’re either going to kill each other or start sleeping together simply as a defensive maneuver.”


      “It’s a good thing Mr. Schmidt is using his vacation time, then,” Abumwe said.


      “It is,” Wilson agreed. “He told me he planned to spend it in a hotel room, by himself for a change.”


      “The romance of the diplomatic life, Lieutenant Wilson,” Abumwe said.


      “We are living the dream, ma’am,” Wilson said.


      Abumwe stared at Wilson for a moment, as if she were slightly disbelieving the two of them had actually just made a commiserating joke together. Wilson wouldn’t have blamed her if she was. The two of them had not really gotten along for nearly all the time he had been assigned to her mission group. She was acerbic and forbidding; he was sarcastic and aggravating; and both of them were aware that in the larger scheme of things they were hanging on to the bottom rung of the diplomatic ladder. But the last several weeks had been odd times for everyone. If the two of them still weren’t what you could call friendly, at the very least they realized that circumstances had put them both on the same side, against most of the rest of the universe.


      “Tell me, Wilson, do you remember the time when you reminded me we had something in common?” Abumwe asked the lieutenant.


      Wilson frowned, trying to remember. “Sure,” he said, after a minute. “We’re both from Earth.”


      Abumwe nodded. “Right,” she said. “You lived there for seventy-five years before joining the Colonial Defense Forces. I emigrated when I was a child.”


      “I seem to recall you not being particularly pleased that I reminded you of the connection,” Wilson said.


      Abumwe shrugged. “You made the connection right as the Earth and the Colonial Union had their falling-out,” she said. “I thought you were making some sort of implication.”


      “I wasn’t trying to recruit you, I swear,” Wilson said, risking a little levity.


      “I wasn’t under the impression you were,” Abumwe said. “I simply thought you were making a joke in terrible taste.”


      “Ah,” Wilson said. “Got it.”


      “But as it turns out, this shared connection has landed us an unusual assignment,” Abumwe said. She picked up her PDA, activated it and pressed at the screen. An instant later, Wilson’s BrainPal pinged and a note popped up in his field of vision; Abumwe had sent him a file.


      Wilson unpacked and quickly scanned the file, closing his eyes to focus. After a minute, he smiled. “The Earthlings are coming,” he said.


      “That’s right,” Abumwe said. “The Colonial Union is worried that the Earth still has a lack of confidence in the transparency of our dealings with it. It’s worried that the Earth will eventually decide to go it alone, or even worse, start negotiations with the Conclave to join its ranks. So as a gesture of goodwill, it’s going to allow a party of observers unimpeded access to one of its current set of diplomatic negotiations. They’ve selected our upcoming trade talks with the Burfinor. I am told that the secretary herself believes that my personal connection with the Earth—and the connection of my staff, meaning you—will have a meaningful positive impact on the relationship between the Colonial Union and the Earth.”


      “And you believe that line?” Wilson said, opening his eyes.


      “Of course not,” Abumwe said. “We were picked because our negotiations with the Burfinor are inconsequential. It looks good because we’re trading for the Burfinor’s biomedical technology, which will be impressive if you’ve never seen something like it before, and the Earth people haven’t. But it’s not something that’s particularly sensitive. So it doesn’t matter if the Earth people watch what we do. The bit about you and me having a history with Earth is just show.”


      “Do we know if these people are actually from Earth?” Wilson asked. “Captain Coloma and I had a run-in with fake Earthlings not too long ago. The CDF was passing off former soldiers as representatives from Earth in order to find a spy. We’ve gotten played before, ma’am. We need to know whether we’re being played again, and if so, what for.”


      Abumwe smiled, which was a rare enough thing that Wilson took special note of it. “You and I had the same thought on this, which is why I ran this past some of my own people at Phoenix Station,” she said. “Everything I can see about these people checks out. But then again I don’t have the same familiarity with Earth that you do, so there might be something I’m missing. You have the entire file on all five members of the observer mission. Go through it and let me know if something stands out for you.”


      “Got it,” Wilson said. “Might as well let my personal history actually work for us.”


      “Yes,” Abumwe said. “And another thing, Wilson. You left Earth only a decade ago. You’re still close enough to how people from Earth think and do things that you can give us insight into their state of mind regarding the Colonial Union and their relationship to us.”


      “Well, that depends,” Wilson said. “I’m from the United States. If the observers are from elsewhere, I’m not going to be any more useful than anyone else.”


      “One of them is, I think,” Abumwe said. “It’s in the files. Go ahead and see. If there is, then make friends with that one.”


      “All right,” Wilson said. “This is the part where I officially note to you that I am supposed to be doing other work for you on this mission, specifically examining the equipment the Burfinor are giving us.”


      “Of course,” Abumwe said, slightly irritated. “Do your actual job, and do this. In fact, combine the two and invite one of the observers to help you run your tests. We will score additional transparency points for that. All the while you’ll be learning things from them.”


      “Spying on them,” Wilson said.


      “I prefer the term ‘observing,’” Abumwe said. “After all, they will be observing us. There’s no reason not to return the favor.”
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      The humans from Earth constituted a carefully selected group, the members chosen to represent the entire planet, not only a single continent or political group or interest. From Europe, there was Franz Meyer, an economist and author. South America yielded Luiza Carvalho, a lawyer and diplomat. From Africa, Thierry Bourkou, an engineer. North America offered Danielle Lowen, a doctor. Asia presented Liu Cong, a diplomat who was the head of the observer mission.


      Ambassador Abumwe welcomed them warmly to the Clarke, introduced Captain Coloma and Executive Officer Neva Balla and made introductions of her own staff. Wilson was introduced last of all, as the liaison between the observer mission and Abumwe. “Whatever you want or whatever questions you have, Wilson is here for you,” Abumwe said.


      Wilson nodded and shook hands with Liu and, as agreed to by Abumwe, addressed him in standard Chinese. “Welcome to our ship, and I look forward to assisting you however I may,” he said, to the diplomat.


      Liu smiled, glanced over to Abumwe and then turned his attention back to Wilson. “Thank you, Lieutenant,” he said. “I was not made aware that you spoke anything other than English.”


      Wilson waited for his BrainPal to translate and then thought up a response; his BrainPal translated it and gave him the pronunciation, which he then attempted. “I don’t,” he said. “The computer in my head is able to translate what you say and offers me a response in the same language. So you may talk to me in whatever language you like. However, I ask that you let me respond in English, because I am sure I am mangling your language right now.”


      Liu laughed. “Indeed you are,” he said, in unaccented English. “Your pronunciation is terrible. But I appreciate the effort. Can you do the same trick for my colleagues?”


      Wilson could and did, conversing briefly in Brazilian Portuguese, Arabic and German before bringing his attention to Lowen.


      “I don’t believe I need to do the translation trick with you,” he said to her.


      “Répète, s’il vous plaît?” Lowen said.


      “Uh,” Wilson said, and scrambled to respond in French.


      “No, no, I’m just messing with you,” Lowen said, quickly. “I’m from Colorado.”


      “We’ve known each other thirty seconds and already I can tell you’re difficult, Ms. Lowen,” Wilson said, testing.


      “I prefer to think of it as challenging, Lieutenant Wilson,” Lowen said. “I assumed you’d be able to handle it.”


      “I don’t mind,” Wilson assured her.


      “You sound midwesterny to me,” Lowen said. “Maybe Ohio?”


      “Indiana,” Wilson said.


      “Did you hear about the Cubs?” Lowen said.


      Wilson smiled. “I heard something about that, yes.”


      “They finally won a World Series and the world did not end,” Lowen said. “All those prophecies, shot to hell.”


      “Disappointing, really,” Wilson said.


      “Not to me,” Lowen said. “The Earth is where I keep all my stuff.”


      “You and Lieutenant Wilson seem to get along, Doctor Lowen,” Liu said, watching the exchange between the two.


      “We seem to speak each other’s language, yes,” Lowen said.


      “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind being our point person with the lieutenant,” Liu said. “It would be easier to route all our requests for him through a single person.”


      “If you like, Ambassador Liu,” Lowen said, and turned back to Wilson. “That work for you, Lieutenant?”


      “Will you submit all your requests in French?” Wilson asked.


      “If you really have a hankering to experience my genuinely atrocious high school French any more than you already have, then, sure,” Lowen said.


      “Then we have a deal,” Wilson said.


      “Merveilleux,” Lowen said.


      Wilson glanced over to Abumwe, whose expression was caught between amusement and annoyance. Well, you wanted me to make friends with the American, Wilson thought.
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      The negotiations with the Burfinor did not go well.


      “We regret to inform you that our minister in charge of trade has said that the initial conditions for our negotiation are, in her mind, too unfavorable toward us,” said Blblllblblb Doodoodo, whose first name was most accurately pronounced by humans by rapidly moving their finger back and forth on their lips and then crooning the second half.


      “That is indeed regrettable,” Abumwe said. Wilson, who was in the back of the conference room, ready to give a report that he now suspected he would not give, could see the set in Abumwe’s jaw that signaled her irritation at this unexpected speed bump, but he did not imagine it was noticeable to anyone who hadn’t been with her for some time. At the very least, none of the observers from Earth seemed to notice. They seemed far more engaged in Doodoodo. Wilson reminded himself that the Earthlings were still new to spending time in the company of alien species; the Burfinor might be the first intelligent non-humans that any of them had ever seen in person. “Could you give us some further context to explain this change in opinion?” Abumwe asked.


      “There is no doubt that the Colonial Union will benefit from the biomedical scanners we have offered to you,” Doodoodo said.


      “Wilson?” Abumwe said, not looking at him.


      “I’ve run the preliminary diagnostics on the machine we were given for review,” Wilson said. “It performed as advertised, at least for the time I had to work with it, which means it has an order of magnitude higher diagnostic ability than our own bioscanners. I’d want to spend more time with it, and I haven’t gotten to the other items we’re negotiating for. But in a general sense, the scanners do what they say, say what they do.”


      “Precisely,” said Doodoodo. “These are of immense value to your colonies.”


      “And so are our spaceships to yours,” Abumwe pointed out. The Colonial Union was hoping to sell five recently-retired frigates to the Burfinor in exchange for several hundred of the scanners.


      “But there is a fundamental mismatch in the technologies, is there not?” Doodoodo said. “The technology we are offering you is state of the biomedical art; what you are offering us is a generation or more behind your latest ships.”


      “The technology is robust,” Abumwe insisted. “I would remind you that we arrived here in a ship that is several generations older than the ships we are offering you. It’s still spaceworthy and in fine repair.”


      “Yes, of course,” Doodoodo said. “We’re well aware how the Clarke is intended to be an advertisement for selling us these discounted goods. Nevertheless, the minister feels that the imbalance is too great. We seek a renegotiation.”


      “These are initial terms that your minister originally sought out,” Abumwe said. “To make these changes now is highly unusual.”


      Doodoodo tugged at the base of his eyestalks, gently. “I believe the minister is of the opinion that circumstances have changed.” One of Doodoodo’s eyes, possibly unconsciously, swiveled to take in the Earthling observers.


      Abumwe did not fail to catch the implication but could do nothing about it in the moment. Instead she pressed forward, hoping to have Doodoodo go back to his boss with a request to reconsider her change in the negotiations. Doodoodo was exceedingly pleasant and sympathetic to his human counterpart but promised nothing.


      During all this, Liu and his Earth counterparts said nothing and gave no indication of whatever they might be thinking. Wilson tried to catch Lowen’s eye for an indication of her thoughts, but she kept her focus forward, at Doodoodo.


      Negotiations for the day ended shortly thereafter, and the humans, frustrated, rode the shuttle back to the Clarke in silence, and dispersed from the shuttle bay equally quiet. Wilson watched Abumwe stalk off, followed by her assistant. The other members of Abumwe’s staff on the shuttle milled about uncertainly for a moment before heading out themselves. In a corner of the bay, the Earth contingent huddled together for a moment, talking; at one point, Lowen popped her head up and looked in Wilson’s direction. Wilson tried not to read anything into it.


      Eventually, the Earth cluster broke up and Liu and Lowen walked directly toward Wilson.


      “Greetings, Earthlings,” Wilson said.


      Liu looked politely puzzled; Lowen smiled. “How long have you been waiting to use that?” she asked.


      “For at least a dozen years,” Wilson said.


      “Was it everything you wanted it to be?” Lowen asked.


      “It really was,” Wilson said.


      “It was an interesting trade session you had today,” Liu said, diplomatically.


      “That’s one way of putting it, yes,” Wilson said.


      “So what happened back there?” Lowen said.


      “You mean, why did a routine trade agreement fly off the rails, embarrassing the Colonial Union in front of the observers whom it wanted to impress with its diplomatic acumen?” Wilson said. He noted Liu’s expression to his summation of the day’s events, discreet though it was.


      “Yes, that would be the event to which I was referring,” Lowen said.


      “The answer is implicit in the question,” Wilson said. “You were there. The Burfinor know something of the Colonial Union’s predicament with Earth. I suppose they figured that we would be motivated to make a deal of any sort in order not to embarrass ourselves in front of you.”


      “It didn’t work,” Lowen said.


      “Yes, well,” Wilson said. “The Burfinor don’t know Ambassador Abumwe very well. She’s persistent, and she doesn’t like surprises.”


      “What will happen now?” Liu asked.


      “I expect that Ambassador Abumwe will go back tomorrow, inform Doodoodo that any new terms are entirely unacceptable and as politely as possible threaten to walk out of the negotiations,” Wilson said. “At which point our Burfinor friend is likely to walk back the request for new terms, because while it would be nice for the Colonial Union to get our hands on some sweet new biomedical scanners, the Burfinor have a low-grade border war simmering with the Eroj and are running low on ships. So they need this trade agreement more than we do, and if it fails, they lose more.”


      “Interesting,” Liu said again.


      “We didn’t want you to be bored,” Wilson said.


      “You also didn’t want us to see a diplomatic negotiation where the Colonial Union would be at an actual disadvantage,” Lowen said, looking directly at Wilson.


      “And you’re surprised by this?” Wilson asked, looking at both Liu and Lowen equally.


      “No,” Liu said. “Although I’ll admit to being mildly surprised that you admit it.”


      Wilson shrugged. “I’m a glorified tech support, not a trained diplomat,” he said. “I’m allowed to say obvious things.”


      “Your boss might not be happy with you saying ‘obvious things’ to us,” Lowen noted.


      Liu opened his mouth before Wilson did. “On the contrary, I think Ambassador Abumwe knew exactly what she was doing when she assigned Lieutenant Wilson as our liaison,” he said.


      “She’s the opposite of stupid,” Wilson agreed.


      “So I am learning,” Liu said, and then yawned. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Space travel is still new to me and I’ve discovered that it wears me out. I believe I will get some rest.”


      “How are you finding your quarters?” Wilson asked.


      “They’re cozy,” Liu said.


      “What a diplomatic way of putting that,” Wilson said.


      Liu laughed. “Yes, well. That’s my job,” he said. He excused himself and exited.


      “Nice fellow,” Wilson said, as he left.


      “An excellent fellow,” Lowen said. “One of the best diplomats in the world, and one of the nicest people you’d want to meet. He even gave up his private berth for Franz to use and roomed with Thierry. Franz got a bit claustrophobic. Said he’d seen prison cells that were larger.”


      “It’s probably true,” Wilson said.


      “The irony is that the person who is going to suffer most for it is Thierry,” Lowen said. “Liu is brilliant and wonderful, but he also snores like a freight train. Thierry’s got to suffer through that now. Don’t be surprised if for the next few days you see him look very, very tired.”


      “You could prescribe him something to get to sleep,” Wilson said. “You’re a doctor, after all.”


      “I don’t think my scripting privileges extend past Neptune,” Lowen said. “And anyway, Franz travels with a white noise generator to help him get to sleep. He’s already given it to Thierry for the duration. He should be fine. Should be.”


      “Good,” Wilson said. “And you? How are your quarters?”


      “They suck,” Lowen said. “And Luiza already claimed the bottom bunk.”


      “It’s a hard life you lead,” Wilson said.


      “If people only knew,” Lowen said. “Speaking of which, who do I have to kill to get a drink around here?”


      “Fortunately, no one,” Wilson said. “There’s an officers lounge three decks down. It offers a regrettable selection of terrible light beers and inferior spirits.”


      “I can fix that,” Lowen said. “I travel with a bottle of eighteen-year-old Laphroaig in my case.”


      “That’s not necessarily healthy,” Wilson said.


      “Relax,” Lowen said. “If I were genuinely an alcoholic, I’d take along something much cheaper. I brought it on the off chance I might have to butter up one of you folks and pretend to be friendly and such.”


      “Thank God you didn’t have to do that,” Wilson said.


      “Before we arrived, I thought I might ask Ambassador Abumwe if she’d like a drink,” Lowen said. “But I don’t really get the sense she’s the sort to appreciate a good buttering up.”


      “I think you’ve accurately assessed the ambassador,” Wilson said.


      “You, on the other hand,” Lowen said, pointing at Wilson.


      “I am all about the buttering, Dr. Lowen,” Wilson assured her.


      “Wonderful,” Lowen said. “First stop, the crawl space you folks laughingly call officers berths on this ship. Second stop, officers lounge. Hopefully, it is larger.”
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      The officers lounge was larger, but not by much.


      “Does the Colonial Union have something against personal space?” Lowen asked, hoisting the Laphroaig onto the very small table. The officers lounge was empty, except for Lowen, Wilson and the Laphroaig.


      “It’s an old ship,” Wilson explained while selecting a pair of cups from the lounge’s cupboard. “In the old days, people were smaller and appreciated a good snuggle.”


      “I am suspicious of the veracity of your statement,” Lowen said.


      “That’s probably wise,” Wilson said. He came over to the table and set down the cups. They made a click as they connected with the table.


      Lowen, puzzled, reached for one of the cups. “Magnetic,” she said, lifting the cup.


      “Yes,” Wilson said. “The artificial gravity doesn’t frequently cut out, but when it does it’s nice not to have cups floating about randomly.”


      “What about the stuff in the cups?” Lowen asked. “What happens to that?”


      “It gets slurped frantically,” Wilson said, picking up his own cup and waggling it in front of Lowen. Lowen eyed Wilson sardonically, opened the Laphroaig, tipped in a finger and a half and gave herself an equal amount. “To artificial gravity,” she said, in a toast.


      “To artificial gravity,” Wilson said.


      They drank.
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      Drink two, some minutes later:


      “So, is it easy?” Lowen said.


      “Is what easy?” Wilson asked.


      Lowen waved at Wilson’s body. “Being green.”


      “I can’t believe you just went there,” Wilson said.


      “I know,” Lowen said. “Jim Henson and several generations of his descendants are now rolling in their graves, many dozens of light-years away.”


      “It is a funny joke,” Wilson said. “Or at least was, the first six hundred times I heard it.”


      “It’s a serious question, though!” Lowen said. “I’m asking from a place of medical curiosity, you know. I want to know if all those so-called improvements they give you Colonial Defense Forces soldiers are actually all that.”


      “Well, start with this,” Wilson said. “How old do I look to you?”


      Lowen looked. “I don’t know, maybe twenty-two? Twenty-five, tops? You being green messes with my age sense. A lot younger than me, and I’m thirty-five. But you’re not younger than me, are you?”


      “I’m ninety,” Wilson said.


      “Get out,” Lowen said.


      “More or less,” Wilson said. “You’re out here long enough and you eventually lose track unless you check. It’s because as long as you’re CDF, you don’t actually age.”


      “How is that even possible?” Lowen said. “Entropy still works out here, right? Physics hasn’t totally broken down?”


      Wilson extended an arm. “You’re engaging in the pathetic fallacy,” he said. “Just because I look like a human being doesn’t mean I am. This body has more genetic material that’s not strictly human than it does material that is human. And it heavily integrates machines as well. My blood is actually a bunch of nanobots in a fluid. I am and every other CDF soldier is a genetically-modified cyborg.”


      “But you’re still you, right?” Lowen asked. “You’re still the same person you were when you left Earth. Still the same consciousness.”


      “That’s a question of some contention among us soldiers,” Wilson said, setting his arm back down. “When you transfer over to the new body, the machine that does the transfer makes it at least seem like for an instant you’re in two bodies at once. It feels like you as a person make the transfer. But I think it’s equally possible that what happens is that memories are transferred over to a brain specially prepared for them, it wakes up, and there’s just enough cross talk between the two separate brains to give the illusion of a transfer before the old one shuts down.”


      “In which case, you’re actually dead,” Lowen said. “The real you. And this you is a fake.”


      “Right.” Wilson took another sip of his drink. “Mind you, the CDF could show you graphs and charts that show that actual consciousness transfer happens. But I think this is one of those things you can’t really model from the outside. I have to accept the possibility that I could be a fake Harry Wilson.”


      “And this doesn’t bother you,” Lowen said.


      “In a metaphysical sense, sure,” Wilson said. “But in a day-to-day sense, I don’t think about it much. On the inside, it sure feels like I’ve been around for ninety years, and ultimately this version of me likes being alive. So.”


      “Wow, this conversation went places I wasn’t expecting it to go,” Lowen said.


      “If you think that’s weird, wait until I tell you that thanks to the mechanics of the skip drive, you’re in an entirely different universe and will never see your friends and family again,” Wilson said.


      “Wait, what?” Lowen said.


      Wilson motioned to the Laphroaig bottle. “Better pour yourself another drink,” he said.
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      Drink four, sometime later:


      “You know what the Colonial Union’s problem is, don’t you?” Lowen asked.


      “There’s just one problem?” Wilson responded.


      “It’s arrogance!” Lowen said, ignoring Wilson’s question. “What sort of government decides that the smart thing to do, the prudent thing to do, the wise thing to do, is to keep an entire planet in an arrested state of development, just to use it to farm colonists and soldiers?”


      “If you’re expecting me to act as defense for the Colonial Union’s practices, it’s going to be a very short debate,” Wilson said.


      “And not just any planet,” Lowen said, ignoring Wilson again. Wilson smiled; clearly Lowen was self-winding when she was tipsy. “But Earth! I mean, seriously, are you fucking kidding me? The cradle of human life in the universe, the place from which we all spring, our home planet, for crying out loud. And a couple hundred years ago some pricks on Phoenix thought, Hey, screw them. Honestly, what did you think was going to happen when we found out how badly you’ve been messing with us? And for how long?”


      “I reiterate my comment that if you’re expecting me to defend the Colonial Union, you’re going to be sorely disappointed,” Wilson said.


      “But you’re one of them!” Lowen said. “You know how they think, at least, right? So what were they thinking?”


      “I think they were thinking that they would never have to deal with the Earth finding out anything,” Wilson said. “And for the sake of accuracy, the Colonial Union did do a very fine job of keeping the Earth in the dark for a couple of centuries. If it hadn’t tried to kill off a friend of mine, and his entire family, and his colony, for the purposes of political expediency, they’d probably still be getting away with it.”


      “Hold on,” Lowen said. “You know John Perry?”


      “We left Earth on the same boat,” Wilson said. “We were part of the same group of friends. We called ourselves the Old Farts. There were seven of us then. There’s three of us now. Me, John and Jesse Gonzales.”


      “Where is she?” Lowen asked.


      “She’s on the colony of Erie,” Wilson said. “She and I were together for a while, but she eventually wanted to leave the CDF and I didn’t. She married a guy on Erie and has twin daughters now. She’s happy.”


      “But all the rest are dead,” Lowen said.


      “They told us when we joined that three-quarters of us would be dead in ten years,” Wilson said. He was lost in thought for a moment, then looked up at Lowen and smiled. “So strictly on a percentage basis, the Old Farts beat the odds.” He drank.


      “I’m sorry to bring up memories,” Lowen said, after a minute.


      “We’re talking and drinking, Doctor Lowen,” Wilson said. “Memories will surface just as a matter of course.”


      “You can call me Danielle, you know,” Lowen said. “Or Dani. Either is fine. I figure if we’ve drunk this much Scotch together, we should be on a first-name basis.”


      “I can’t argue with that,” Wilson said. “Then call me Harry.”


      “Hello, Harry.”


      “Hello, Dani.”


      They clinked their cups together.


      “They’re renaming my high school after your friend,” Lowen said. “It was Hickenlooper High. Now it’s going to be Perry High.”


      “There is no higher honor to be bestowed,” Wilson said.


      “I’m actually kind of annoyed by it,” Lowen said. “I get mail now saying, ‘Greetings, Perry Graduates,’ and I’m all, ‘What? I didn’t go there.’”


      “If I know John at all, he’d be mildly embarrassed to have your high school’s name changed out from under you,” Wilson said.


      “Well, to be fair, the man did free my entire planet from the Colonial Union’s systematic and centuries-long campaign of repression and social engineering,” Lowen said. “So I guess I shouldn’t begrudge him the high school.”


      “Possibly not,” Wilson agreed.


      “But that just brings us back around to the original question: What the hell was the Colonial Union thinking?” Lowen asked.


      “Do you want a serious answer?” Wilson asked.


      “Sure, if it’s not too complicated,” Lowen said. “I’m a little drunk.”


      “I’ll use small words,” Wilson promised. “I would be willing to bet that in the beginning the Colonial Union justified it by thinking that they were both protecting the Earth by taking the focus off it and onto the Colonial Union worlds, and then also helping humanity in general by using the Earth to help our colonies grow as quickly as they could with new immigrants and soldiers.”


      “So that’s at first,” Lowen said. “What about later?”


      “Later? Habit,” Wilson said.


      Lowen blinked. “‘Habit’? That’s it? That’s all you got?”


      Wilson shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a good answer,” he said. “Just a serious one.”


      “It’s a good thing I’m a diplomat,” Lowen said. “Or I would tell you what I really thought of that.”


      “I can guess,” Wilson said.


      “And what do you think, Harry?” Lowen asked. “Do you think that Earth and the Colonial Union should have an alliance? After everything that’s happened?”


      “I’m not sure I’m the best-qualified person out there to answer that,” Wilson said.


      “Oh, come on,” Lowen said, and waved at the officers lounge, whose population was still limited to the two of them and the Laphroaig. “It’s just you and me.”


      “I think that it’s a scary universe out there,” Wilson said. “With not a lot of humans in it.”


      “But what about the Conclave?” Lowen asked. “Four hundred alien races not actively killing each other. Doesn’t that make it a little less scary?”


      “For those four hundred races? Sure,” Wilson said. “As long as it lasts. For everyone else? Still scary.”


      “You’re cheerful,” Lowen said.


      “I prefer ‘realist,’” Wilson said.
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      Six drinks, even later:


      “Are you green everywhere?” Lowen asked.


      “Excuse me?” Wilson said.


      “I am asking purely on scientific grounds,” Lowen said.


      “Thanks,” Wilson said, dryly. “That makes it so much better.”


      “I mean, unless you prefer unscientific reasons for me asking,” Lowen said.


      “Why, Dr. Lowen…” Wilson feigned shock. “I am not that kind of boy.”


      “Once again, I am skeptical,” Lowen said.


      “Tell you what,” Wilson said. “Ask me that question sometime when you haven’t just consumed a substantial portion of a bottle of fine single-malt Scotch whisky in a single sitting. If you’re moved to do so, you might get a different answer from me.”


      “Fine,” Lowen said sourly, and then looked over at Wilson somewhat as an owl would. “You’re not drunk,” she said.


      “No,” Wilson said.


      “You drank as much as me, and I’m drunk as a skunk,” she said. “Even accounting for body mass, you should be plastered, too.”


      “Benefit of the new body,” Wilson said. “A much higher alcohol tolerance. It’s more complicated than that, but it’s late and you’re drunk, so maybe we’ll save it for tomorrow. Speaking of which, it’s time to get you into your crawl space, if you want to be at the negotiations tomorrow without a hangover.” He stood up and offered his hand to Lowen.


      She took it, wobbling only slightly. “Whoa,” she said. “Someone did something to the artificial gravity.”


      “Yes,” Wilson said. “That’s it exactly. Come on.” He navigated her through the corridors and up the decks to the berths Captain Coloma had assigned to the observers.


      “Almost there,” Wilson said to Lowen.


      “About time,” Lowen said. “I think you took the scenic route. The scenic route that spins a bit.”


      “Maybe I’ll bring you some water,” Wilson said. “And some crackers.”


      “This is an excellent idea,” Lowen said, and then jumped a little at the noise of the door of one of the berths flying open and slamming against the bulkhead.


      Wilson looked toward the noise and saw Thierry Bourkou, looking frantic. “Is everything all right, Mr. Bourkou?” he asked.


      Bourkou turned to Wilson, saw Lowen on his arm and rushed toward them. “Dani, Dani, come quick,” he said. “It’s Cong.”


      “What’s Cong?” Lowen asked, less tired and slurred than moments before. Wilson could see the panic on her colleague’s face, and his alarmed tone was pushing the drunkenness down. “What is it?”


      “He’s not breathing,” Bourkou said. “He’s blue and he’s not breathing.” He grabbed Lowen’s hand and pulled her down the corridor toward his berth. “He’s not breathing and I think he might be dead.”
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      “He was fine when he lay down,” Bourkou said. “He and I have both been feeling tired, so we both took naps at the same time. Then he started snoring, so I turned on the white noise machine. Then I fell asleep. When I woke up I told him I was going to get him some tea and asked him if he wanted any. He didn’t respond, so I went to shake him. That’s when I saw his lips were blue.”


      All of the observers were in the Clarke’s medical bay, along with Wilson, Abumwe, Captain Coloma and Doctor Inge Stone, the Clarke’s chief medical officer. Liu was also there, on a stretcher.


      “Did he say anything other than that he was tired?” Stone asked Bourkou. “Did he complain about any other pains or ailments?”


      Bourkou shook his head. “I’ve known Cong for ten years,” he said. “He’s always been healthy. The worst that’s ever happened to him is that he broke his foot when a motorcycle ran over it while he was crossing a street.”


      “What happened to him?” Franz Meyer asked. After Liu, he was the ranking diplomat among the observers.


      “It’s hard to say,” Stone said. “It almost looks like carbon monoxide poisoning, but that doesn’t make sense. Mr. Bourkou here was unaffected, which he wouldn’t have been if it was carbon monoxide, and in any event there is nothing near those berths which generates or outputs that.”


      “What about the white noise generator?” Lowen asked. She was alert now, through a combination of caffeine, ibuprofen and nerves. “Is that something that could have done this?”


      “Of course not,” Meyer said, almost scornfully. “It has no moving parts other than the speakers. It doesn’t output anything but white noise.”


      “What about allergies or sensitivities?” Stone asked.


      Meyer shook his head this time. “He was lactose-intolerant, but that wouldn’t have done this. And other than that he was not allergic to anything. It’s as Thierry said. He’s a healthy man. Was a healthy man.”


      “Aren’t we overlooking something here?” asked Luiza Carvalho. Everyone looked to her; it was the first time she had spoken since the group gathered in the medical bay.


      “Overlooking what?” asked Coloma.


      “The possibility this isn’t a natural death,” Carvalho said. “Cong was a healthy man, with no previous health issues.”


      “With all due respect, Ms. Carvalho, that’s probably further than we need to go for an explanation,” Stone said. “It’s rather more likely Mr. Liu fell prey to a previously undiagnosed condition. It’s not uncommon, especially for people who have been superficially healthy. Their lack of obvious health issues means they don’t get in to see a doctor as often as others would. That lets not so obvious issues sneak up on them.”


      “I understand that the simplest explanation is usually the correct one,” Carvalho said. “Of course. But I also know that in my home country of Brazil, assassination by poisoning has made a comeback. Last year a senator from Mato Grosso was killed by arsenic.”


      “A political assassination?” Abumwe asked.


      “No,” Carvalho admitted. “He was poisoned by his wife for sleeping with one of his legislative aides.”


      “To be indelicate, may we assume such a situation is not happening here?” Abumwe asked.


      Meyer looked around at his colleagues. “It’s safe to say that none of us were sleeping with Cong,” he said, to Abumwe. “It’s also safe to say that none of us had any professional reason to want him dead, either. With the exception of Thierry, none of us knew him prior to this mission. The mission selection criteria were as much political as anything else. We all represent different political interests at home, so there was no direct competition or professional jealousy.”


      “Do all of your factions get along?” Wilson asked.


      “For the most part,” Meyer said, and then pointed at Lowen. “Doctor Lowen here represents America’s interests here, and the United States, for better or worse, still maintains a somewhat contentious primary position in global politics, especially post-Perry. The other political interests sought to minimize its influence on this mission, which is why Liu Cong was selected to head the mission, over U.S. objections, and why the U.S. representative—apologies here, Dani—is the most junior on the mission. But none of that rose to the level of skullduggery.”


      “And I was with Lieutenant Wilson here for several hours, in any event,” Lowen said. This raised eyebrows, both Meyer’s and Abumwe’s. “Cong asked me to get to know our Colonial Union liaison better so we could get a better understanding of the lay of the land. So I did.” She turned to Wilson. “No offense,” she said.


      “None taken,” Wilson said, amused.


      “So it seems like poisoning or assassination is off the table,” Stone said.


      “Unless it was someone on the Colonial Union side,” Carvalho said.


      Abumwe, Wilson and Coloma exchanged glances.


      This did not go unnoticed. “Okay, what was that?” asked Lowen.


      “You mean the sudden, significant glances,” Wilson said, before Abumwe or Coloma could say anything.


      “Yes, that would be what I’m talking about,” said Lowen.


      “We’ve had some recent incidents of sabotage,” Abumwe said, shooting an irritated glance at Wilson.


      “On this ship?” Meyer asked.


      “Not originating on this ship, no,” Coloma said. “But affecting the ship.”


      “And you think this could be another one of these?” Meyer said.


      “I doubt that it is,” Abumwe said.


      “But you can’t be one hundred percent sure,” Meyer persisted.


      “No, we can’t,” Abumwe said.


      “What am I missing here?” Stone asked, to Abumwe and Coloma.


      “Later, Inge,” Coloma said. Stone closed her mouth, unhappy.


      “I think we may have a potential issue here,” Meyer said.


      “What do you suggest we do about it?” Abumwe asked.


      “I think we need an autopsy,” Meyer said. “The sooner, the better.”


      “Doctor Stone can certainly perform one,” Coloma said. Meyer shook his head; Coloma frowned. “Is that not acceptable?”


      “Not by herself,” Meyer said. “With no offense offered to Doctor Stone, this has become a politically sensitive event. If someone from within the Colonial Union has been sabotaging your efforts, then all of the Colonial Union’s apparatus becomes suspect. I have no doubt at all that Doctor Stone will do a fine job with the autopsy. I also have no doubt at all that there are politicians back on Earth who would look at a Colonial Union doctor clearing the Colonial Union of the suspicious death of an Earth diplomat and use it for their own agendas, whatever those agendas might be.”


      “There’s a problem, then,” Stone said. “Because all of my staff are Colonial Union, too.”


      Meyer looked over to Lowen, who nodded. “I’ll do the autopsy with you,” she said, to Stone.


      Stone blinked. “Are you a medical doctor?” she asked.


      Lowen nodded. “University of Pennsylvania,” she said. “Specialized in hematology and nephrology. Practiced my specialty for about three months before I joined the State Department as an advisor.”


      “Doctor Lowen is eliding the fact that her father is United States Secretary of State Saul Lowen,” Meyer said, smiling. “And that she was more or less dragooned into this role at her father’s behest. Which is to take nothing away from her own talents.”


      “Anyway,” Lowen said, slightly embarrassed by Meyer’s commentary. “I have the degree and I have the experience. Between the two of us we can make sure no one complains about the results of the autopsy.”


      Stone looked at Coloma, who looked over to Abumwe. Abumwe gave a nod. So did Coloma. “All right,” she said. “When do you want to start?”


      “I need some sleep,” Lowen said. “I think we could all use some sleep. We all have a busy day tomorrow.” Stone nodded her assent; the Earth observers excused themselves and headed to their berths.


      “What the hell were you thinking?” Coloma asked Wilson after they had gone.


      “You mean, about letting them know about the sabotage,” Wilson said. Coloma nodded. “Look. They already caught us in the reaction. They knew something was up. We could have either lied poorly and had them distrust us, or we could tell them the truth and gain a little trust. The leader of their mission has died, and we don’t know why. We can use all the trust we can get.”


      “The next time you get the urge to make diplomatic decisions, look to me first,” Abumwe said. “You’ve done it before, so I know you can do it now. This isn’t your mission and it’s not your call to make about what we tell them and what we don’t.”


      “Yes, Ambassador,” Wilson said. “I wasn’t intentionally trying to make your job harder.”


      “Lieutenant, I don’t give a damn about your intentions,” Abumwe said. “I thought you knew that by now.”


      “I do,” Wilson said. “Sorry.”


      “You’re dismissed, Wilson,” Abumwe said. “The grown-ups need to talk in private.” She turned to Coloma and Stone. Wilson took the hint and left.


      Lowen was waiting in the corridor for him.


      “You’re supposed to be asleep,” Wilson said.


      “I wanted to apologize to you,” Lowen said. “I’m pretty sure what I said in there about spending time with you came out wrong.”


      “That part where you said that you were spending time with me on Liu’s orders,” Wilson said.


      “Yeah, that,” Lowen said.


      “Would it make you feel better to know that my boss told me to spend time with you?” Wilson said.


      “Not really,” Lowen said.


      “I won’t admit it to you, then,” Wilson said. “At least not until you’ve had time to collect yourself.”


      “Thanks,” Lowen said, wryly.


      Wilson reached out and touched Lowen’s arm in sympathy. “Okay, seriously,” he said. “How are you?”


      “Oh, you know,” Lowen said. “My boss is dead and he was a really nice man, and tomorrow I have to cut into him to see if someone murdered him. I’m just great.”


      “Come on,” Wilson said, and put his arm around her. “I’ll walk you back to your berth.”


      “Did your boss tell you to do that?” Lowen asked, jokingly.


      “No,” Wilson said, seriously. “This one’s on me.”
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      Abumwe’s supreme irritation, first at the disposition of the trade negotiations at the end of the first day, and then at the death of Liu Cong and the possible implication thereof, was evident in the second day of negotiations. Abumwe began by tearing Doodoodo a new one, in as brilliant a show of venomous politeness as Wilson had ever seen in his life. Doodoodo and his fellow negotiators actually began to cringe, in the Burfinor fashion, which Wilson decided was more of a scrotal-like contraction than anything else.


      Watching the ambassador do her work, and doing it with something approaching vengeful joy, Wilson realized his long-held wish that Abumwe would actually relax from time to time was clearly in error. This was a person who operated best and most efficiently when she was truly and genuinely pissed off; wishing for her to mellow out was like wishing an alpha predator would switch to grains. It was missing the point.


      Wilson’s BrainPal pinged, internally and unseen by the others in the negotiating parties. It was Lowen. Can you talk? the message said.


      No, but you can, Wilson sent. You’re coming through my BrainPal. No one else will be bothered.


      Hold on, switching to voice, Lowen sent, and then her voice came through. “I think we have a big problem,” she said.


      Define “problem,” Wilson sent.


      “We’ve finished the autopsy,” Lowen sent. “Physically there was nothing wrong with Cong. Everything looked healthy and as close to perfect as a man his age could be. There are no ruptures or aneurysms, no organ damage or scarring. Nothing. There is no reason he should be dead.”


      That indicates foul play to you? Wilson sent.


      “Yes,” Lowen said. “And there’s another thing, which is the reason I’m talking to you. I took some of his blood for testing and I’m seeing a lot of anomalies in it. There’s a concentration of foreign particles in it that I haven’t seen before.”


      Poison compounds? Wilson asked.


      “I don’t think so,” Lowen said.


      Have you shown them to Stone? Wilson asked.


      “Not yet,” Lowen said. “I thought you actually might be more help for this. Can you receive images?”


      Sure, Wilson sent.


      “Okay, sending now,” Lowen said. A notice of a received image flashed in Wilson’s peripheral vision; he pulled it up.


      It’s blood cells, Wilson sent.


      “It’s not just blood cells,” Lowen said.


      Wilson paid closer attention and saw specks amid the cells. He zoomed in. The specks gained in size and detail. Wilson frowned and called up a separate image and compared the two.


      They look like SmartBlood nanobots, Wilson finally sent.


      “That’s what I thought they might be,” Lowen said. “And that’s bad. Because they’re not supposed to be there. Just like Cong isn’t supposed to be dead. If you have someone who isn’t supposed to be dead and no physical reason that he should have died, and you also have a high concentration of foreign material in his blood, it’s not hard deduction that the one has to do with the other.”


      So you think a Colonial did this, Wilson sent.


      “I have no idea who did this,” Lowen said. “I just know what it looks like.”


      Wilson had nothing to say to this.


      “I’m going to go tell Stone what I found and then I’ll have to tell Franz,” Lowen said. “I’m sure Stone will tell Coloma and Abumwe. I think we have about an hour before this all gets bad.”


      Okay, Wilson sent.


      “If you can think of something between now and then that will keep this from going to hell, I wouldn’t mind,” Lowen said.


      I’ll see what I can do, Wilson sent.


      “Sorry, Harry,” Lowen said, and disconnected.


      Wilson sat silently for a moment, watching Abumwe and Doodoodo as the two of them danced their verbal diplomatic dance about what was the correct balance of trade between starships and biomedical scanners. Then he sent a priority message to Abumwe’s PDA.


      Take a ten-minute break, it said. Trust me.


      Abumwe didn’t acknowledge the priority message for a few minutes; she was too busy hammering on Doodoodo. When the Burfinor representative finally managed to get a word in edgewise, she glanced down at her PDA and then glanced over at Wilson with a nearly unnoticeable expression that no one else would register as, You have got to be fucking kidding me. Wilson acknowledged this with an equally subtle expression that he hoped would read, I am so very not fucking kidding you. Abumwe stared at him for a second longer, then interrupted Doodoodo to ask for a quick recess. Doodoodo, flustered because he thought he was on a roll, agreed. Abumwe motioned to Wilson to join her in the hall.


      “You don’t seem to be remembering our discussion from last night,” Abumwe said.


      “Lowen found what looks like SmartBlood nanobots in Liu’s blood,” Wilson said, ignoring Abumwe’s statement. “If Stone hasn’t updated you about it yet, you’ll get the message soon. And so will Meyer and the rest of the observers.”


      “And?” Abumwe said. “Not that I don’t care, but Liu is dead and these negotiations are not, and you didn’t need to interrupt them to give me an update I would be receiving anyway.”


      “I didn’t interrupt you for that,” Wilson said. “I interrupted you because I need you to have them give me that scanner test unit back. Immediately.”


      “Why?” Abumwe said.


      “Because I think there’s something very fishy about SmartBlood nanobots being found in Liu’s bloodstream, and I want to get a much better look at them,” Wilson said. “The equipment in the medical bay came standard issue with the Clarke when it rolled off the line fifty years ago. We need better tools.”


      “And you need it now why?” Abumwe said.


      “Because when today’s negotiations are done, the shit is going to hit the fan,” Wilson said. “Ambassador, a diplomat from Earth is dead and it looks like the Colonial Union did it. When Meyer and the rest of the observers get back to the Clarke, they’re going to send a drone back to Phoenix Station and to the Earth’s mission there. They’re going to be recalled and we’re going to be obliged to take them back immediately. So you’re going to fail this negotiation, there’s going to be a deeper division between Earth and the Colonial Union and all the blame is going to come back to us. Again.”


      “Unless you can figure this out between now and then,” Abumwe said.


      “Yes,” Wilson said. “SmartBlood is tech, Ambassador. Tech is what I do. And I already know how to operate these machines because I worked with them while I was evaluating them. But I need one now. And you need to get it for me.”


      “You think this will work?” Abumwe asked.


      Wilson held his hands out in a maybe? motion. “I know if we don’t try this, then we’re screwed. If this is a shot in the dark, it’s still a shot.”


      Abumwe took out her PDA and opened a line to Hillary Drolet, her assistant. “Tell Doodoodo I need to see him in the hall. Now.” She cut the connection and looked back to Wilson. “Anything else you want? As long as I am taking requests.”


      “I need to borrow the shuttle to go back to the Clarke,” Wilson said. “I want both Lowen and Stone to watch me so there’s no doubt what I find.”


      “Fine,” Abumwe said.


      “I’d also like for you to drag on negotiations today as long as you can,” Wilson said.


      “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Abumwe said.


      Doodoodo appeared in the hallway, eyestalks waggling apologetically.


      “And if at all possible, you might want to get that deal done today,” Wilson said, looking at Doodoodo. “Just in case.”


      “Lieutenant Wilson, I am already far ahead of you on this one,” Abumwe said.
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      “Someone in this room is a killer!” Wilson said.


      “Please don’t say that when they actually show up,” Lowen said.


      “That’s why I’m saying it now,” Wilson said.


      Wilson, Lowen and Stone were in the medical bay, awaiting Abumwe, Meyer, Bourkou and Coloma. Coloma was on her way from the bridge; the others were coming from the shuttle that had just docked.


      “They’re on their way,” Lowen said, glancing at her PDA. “Franz tells me they wrapped up the negotiations today, too. Abumwe apparently got an excellent deal for the scanners.”


      “Good,” Wilson said, and patted the scanner he had been using. “Maybe that will mean I can keep mine. This thing is sweet.”


      Coloma arrived; Abumwe, Meyer and Bourkou followed a minute after.


      “Now that we’re all here, let’s get started,” Wilson said. “If you’ll check your PDAs, you’ll see some images I sent to you.” Everyone in the room aside from Wilson, Stone and Lowen reached for their PDAs. “What you’re seeing there is a sample of Liu Cong’s blood. In it you’ll see red and white blood cells, platelets and also something else. That something else looks like SmartBlood nanobots. For those of you from Earth, SmartBlood is the non-organic substance that replaces blood in Colonial Defense Forces soldiers. It has superior oxygen-handling properties and other benefits.”


      “How did that get into his blood?” Meyer asked.


      “That’s an interesting question,” Wilson said. “Almost as interesting as the other question I have, which is when did it get into his blood.”


      “If this is a Colonial Union product, then it would seem that it would have gotten into his system out here,” Bourkou said.


      “I would have thought so, too,” Wilson said. “But then I got a closer look at the nanobots. Go ahead and look at the second image I sent you.”


      They turned to look at the second picture, which showed two similar-looking objects, one next to the other.


      “The first object is a close-up of what we found in Liu’s blood,” Wilson said. “The second is a close-up of an actual SmartBlood nanobot, which was taken from me, a couple of hours ago.” He held up his thumb to show the pinprick there.


      “They look the same to me,” Meyer said.


      “Yes, and I suspect they’re supposed to,” Wilson said. “It’s not until you look inside of them, in substantial detail, that you notice particular differences. If all we had was the Clarke’s equipment, we wouldn’t have been able to see the differences. Even with the Colonial Union’s top-of-the-line equipment, it would have taken some time. Fortunately, we have some new toys. So go ahead and flip to the next image.”


      Everyone forwarded to the third image.


      “I don’t expect any of you to know what you’re looking at here, but those with some technical experience with SmartBlood will note two major differences with the internal structure,” Wilson said. “The first has to do with how the nanobots handle oxygen sequestration. The second has to do with the radio receiver in the ’bot.”


      “What do these differences mean?” Abumwe asked.


      “With regard to oxygen sequestration, it means the ’bots are able to hold on to substantially more oxygen molecules,” Wilson says. “It doesn’t do anything with them, though. SmartBlood is designed to facilitate oxygen transfer to body tissue. What’s in Liu’s blood, however, doesn’t do that. It just holds on to the oxygen. It goes, grabs the oxygen in the lungs, and doesn’t let go. There’s less oxygen for the actual red blood cells to carry, and less for the body tissues to take in.”


      “This stuff suffocated Cong,” Lowen said.


      “Right,” Wilson said. “As for the receiver, well, SmartBlood takes direction from its owner’s BrainPal via an encrypted channel and reverts by default to its primary role, which is oxygen transport.” He pointed to Abumwe’s PDA. “This stuff also communicates by encrypted signal. Its default state is off, however. It’s only on the job when it’s receiving a signal. Its signal doesn’t come from a BrainPal, however.”


      “Where does it come from?” Meyer asked.


      Lowen held up an object. It was Meyer’s white noise generator.


      “It can’t be,” Meyer said.


      “It can be,” Wilson said. “And it is, because we checked it. How do you think we can describe what this stuff does? This is why I said the interesting question is when this stuff got into Liu’s blood. Because this”—Wilson pointed to the white noise generator, which Lowen now set on the table—“strongly suggests that it happened before you folks left Earth.”


      “How did you find it?” Abumwe asked.


      “We walked through Liu’s death,” Stone said. “We knew when he died, and we knew that these ’bots needed a transmitter, and Mr. Bourkou said that he had been running the white noise generator to drown out Liu’s snoring.”


      “You can’t think I did it,” Bourkou said.


      “You set this thing off in the same room,” Wilson said.


      “It’s not even mine,” Bourkou said. “Franz let me borrow it. It’s his.”


      “That’s true,” Wilson said, turning to Meyer.


      Meyer looked shocked. “I didn’t kill Cong! And this doesn’t make logical sense in any event. Cong was supposed to have a berth to himself. This thing wasn’t supposed to have been in the same room.”


      “A very good point,” Wilson said. “Which is why I checked the effective transmitting radius of the generator’s ’bot transmitter. It’s about twenty meters. Your berth is right next door, and the berths are narrow enough that Liu’s bunk is well within the radius, even accounting for signal attenuation through the common bulkhead.”


      “We’ve been traveling for a more than a week before we arrived here,” Meyer said. “Before this we had individual staterooms, but we were still close enough for this thing to work. I used it every night. Nothing happened to Cong.”


      “Interestingly, there are two transmitters in the white noise generator,” Wilson said. “One of them affects the ’bots. The second affects the first transmitter. It turns it on or off.”


      “So it wouldn’t have done anything until you got here,” Lowen said.


      “This is crazy,” Meyer said. “I don’t have a remote control for this thing! Go to my berth! Check for yourself!”


      Wilson looked over at Captain Coloma. “I’ll have crew go through his berth,” she said.


      “Have you dumped trash recently?” Wilson said.


      “No,” Coloma said. “We usually don’t dump until we return to Phoenix Station, and when we do, we don’t do it in other people’s systems. That’s rude.”


      “Then I would suggest we look through the trash,” Wilson said. “I can give you the transmitting frequency if it helps.” Coloma nodded.


      “Why did you do it?” Bourkou asked Meyer.


      “I didn’t do it!” Meyer yelled. “You are just as likely to have done it as I am, Thierry. You had the generator in your possession. You’re the one who convinced Cong to give up his berth for me. I didn’t ask him.”


      “You complained about claustrophia,” Bourkou said.


      “I joked about claustrophobia, you ass,” Meyer said.


      “And I wasn’t the one who suggested it to him,” Bourkou said. “It was Luiza. So don’t pin it on me.”


      A strange expression crossed Meyer’s face. Wilson caught it. So did Abumwe. “What is it?” she asked Meyer.


      Meyer looked around at the group, as if debating whether to say something, then sighed. “I’ve been sleeping with Luiza Carvalho for the last three months,” he said. “During the selection process for this mission and then since. It’s not a relationship, it’s more taking advantage of a mutual opportunity. I didn’t think it would matter since neither of us was in a position to select the other for the mission.”


      “All right,” Abumwe said. “So?”


      “So Luiza always complained about me sleeping badly,” Meyer said, and pointed at the white noise generator. “Two weeks ago, after we knew who was on the mission, she bought me that. Said it would help me sleep.”


      “Luiza was the one who suggested to Meyer that he let me borrow the generator,” Bourkou said. “To counteract Cong’s snoring.”


      “Where is Ms. Carvalho?” Stone asked.


      “She said she was going to her berth,” Abumwe said. “Lieutenant Wilson didn’t ask for her to be here, so I didn’t ask her to come.”


      “We should probably have someone get her,” Wilson said, but Coloma was already on her PDA, ordering someone to get her.


      Coloma’s PDA pinged almost immediately thereafter; it was Neva Balla. Coloma put her executive officer on the speaker so everyone in the room could hear. “We have a problem,” Balla said. “There’s someone in the portside maintenance airlock. It looks like one of the Earth people.”


      “Send me the image,” Coloma said. When she got it, she bounced it to the PDAs of everyone else in the room.


      It was Luiza Carvalho.


      “What is she doing?” Lowen asked.


      “Lock out the airlock,” Coloma said.


      “It’s too late,” Balla said. “She’s already started the purge cycle.”


      “She must have been listening in somehow,” Abumwe said.


      “How the hell did she get in there?” Coloma asked, angry.


      “The same way she got Meyer and Bourkou to help her kill Liu,” Wilson said.


      “But why did she do it?” Meyer said. “Who is she working with? Who is she working for?”


      “We’re not going to get an answer to that,” Wilson said.


      “Well, we know one thing, at least,” Lowen said.


      “What’s that?” Wilson asked.


      “Whoever’s been sabotaging you up here, it looks like they’re on the job down there on Earth,” Lowen said.


      “Almost got away with it, too,” Wilson said. “If we didn’t have that scanner, it would have looked like the Colonial Union killed him. By the time it was cleared up, it would have been too late to fix it.”


      No one said anything to that.


      In the video feed, Carvalho looked up to where the camera was, as if looking at the group in the medical bay.


      She waved.


      The air purged out of the airlock. Carvalho exhaled and kept exhaling long enough to stay conscious until the hull lock opened.


      She let herself out.


      “Dani,” Wilson said.


      “Yeah, Harry,” Lowen said.


      “You still have the Laphroaig?” Wilson asked.


      “I do,” Lowen said.


      “Good,” Wilson said. “Because right now, I think we all need a drink.”
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