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A key bit of the biology in this book was inspired by John C. Wright's monumental Countdown to the Eschaton series. In the final volume, he was throwing one after another possible form of alien intelligence out there, coming so fast that there was no time to really explore what any of them meant – which just nagged at my creative mind until I had to consider the ramifications...

“Absolute confidentiality.” She tapped an extended claw on the top of my desk. “This is essential.”

Her name was Murantha. She was a scientist, or so she told me. I knew only one thing for certain: she was a Kitty, a member of the founding species of the Chongu Empire. For reasons known only to herself, she'd come here, to my dingy little office on the lower levels of Yaiyu Station, about three hundred lightyears antispinward from Earth on the Orion Arm.

“I am a professional investigator.” I kept my voice as hard and level as I could manage while staring into those huge golden eyes, pupils wide like pools that could swallow me whole. “All my terms are laid out in my standard contract, including what levels of confidentiality I can provide under Imperial law, and what constitutes privileged information.” I put a copy of it on the tablet mounted facing her. “In return, I will expect reciprocal courtesy on your part. First, I expect to be paid, cash in advance. For an open-ended investigation, I require a deposit of ten thousand mowsu, which must be replenished upon request.”

“I had anticipated such a necessity.” A gesture  so swift the chip just appeared on my desk. “This should be more than adequate.”

I checked it with my malware scanner first – in this line of business you can't be too careful – and then verified the amount. About half a million mowsu, say roughly enough purchasing power to supply the basic needs of a middle-class family for a couple decades, enough to raise all your children to adulthood. All of it under a quantum key that  made it virtually counterfeit-proof, better than the blockchain all the big financial talking heads kept chattering about right before First Contact.

“Thank you. Second, I will expect strict honesty on your part.”

Her ears twitched, as if about to go “airplane ears” on me, before she brought them back up in an attitude of polite attentiveness. “I am a scientist.” The twitch of her tail emphasized the sense of someone on the edge of taking offense.

No doubt she referred to the code of ethics of the Imperial Academy of Science, which among other things states: “no person shall call herself a scientist who commits any form of falsification in scientific investigations and communications.”

However, I'd learned through bitter experience that all clients lie. Some tell them straight to your face, whoppers so big it'd take a construction crane to hoist them upstairs. Others lie with half-truths and equivocation, hiding awkward facts in a thicket of verbiage. The worst quibble, prevaricating by turning their eyes from what they'd prefer to avoid, so they give you a factual account, but one riddled with holes at so many critical points that what you think you know turns out to be not only wrong, but actively dangerous.

But I couldn't say that, not to her face. So I had to satisfy myself with: “Then you understand the dangers of falsification and of mistaking wishful thinking for fact.”

“Of course.” Her voice took on the sound of an annoyed adult speaking to a small child.

I refused to take note of it, just continued, “Now that we have an agreement and you are my client, I'll need to know everything you can tell me about the case.” A quick gesture, and a chair folded out of the wall, complete with a cushion for a Kitty to sit on. “Have a seat.”

She wrapped her tail around herself and cast that golden gaze upon me, leaving me wondering whether one of her distant ancestors might have been the inspiration of the ancient Egyptian goddess Bastet. “I'll tell you what I know, but first I will tell you that it is painfully little. I know that I have enemies both in the scientific community and in the Empire in general, but I do not know who they are or to what organizations they belong. I only know that they have repeatedly sought to block my progress both on my research and in my professional development, always through intermediaries, through vague accusations, every means carefully chosen for maximal plausible deniability.”

Another chip appeared upon my desk, this one superficially resembling a microSD card, although it would have several thousand times the capacity, and be designed to actively use quantum electrodynamics in its systems rather than simply take account of the phenomenon to avoid interference and corruption. It passed the malware check, so I put it in my computer, let my intelligent agent sort through the data with far better mastery of the Kitties' language than I ever could hope to gain at my age.

This Murantha was a scientist, all right. She'd documented incident after incident, each of which singly could be taken as nothing more than bad luck. However, when she arranged them to highlight their logical progression, I could see an escalating whisper campaign that had become ominous. Whoever these people might be, they knew how to bring their toes right to the line that divided scary talk from legally actionable threatening statements.

Which suggested they also knew how to arrange a fatal “accident” for someone who refused to take a hint. Whether they might be skilled at making things untraceable, or had some kind of hold over the Imperial version of coroners and medical examiners, anything that might befall Scientist Muratha would receive no attention from a police detective, let alone a prosecutor.

However, I had one advantage over the average police detective – I'm not encumbered by procedural restrictions, especially rules of engagement. I can use my own judgment in defending myself and not have to worry about some pencil-pusher second-guessing my shoot/don't-shoot decisions after the fact. Of course I also don't have the backup on call that a police officer enjoys.

“This is very damning evidence, even if it wouldn't stand up in a court of law, at least a civilian one.” Although enmeshed in a war that had been old when Lincoln gave his Gettysburg Address, the Empire still insisted that ordinary civilian crime must be handled by due process of law, not the sort of summary justice one might find when dealing with suspected spies and saboteurs in an active combat zone. “However, there's one thing I'd like to know – why did you call on me, when you could have your selection of Noses and Finders among your own people, or species who've been your sepoys longer than my people have had steam engines or gunpowder?”

Murantha ran the tip of her tongue along her whiskers. “We Chongu are ambush predators. Your people are most unusual – a persistence predator specializing in ranged weapons. It creates a unique mindset, one I believe to be indispensable in dealing with this case, and not merely because when your kind get in a tight spot, you instinctually look for something to grab and throw at whatever you find threatening.”

Interesting. “Scientist Murantha, I warned you not to lie to me, not directly, and not by omission. However, your words would indicate that you have been less than completely truthful in presenting your case to me.”

Her ears flickered, and for a moment I wondered whether she would take umbrage, even turn her formidable natural weapons on me. Not a good situation for a man in my position.

Instead she gave me a curt nod. “You are right. I have not told you the full truth. However, I did  not intend it as deception. I withheld the greater part of the matter only because I have not reached the point at which you understand this first part sufficiently that you can grasp my explanation of the remainder.”

“In other words, you're focusing right now on convincing me that yes, you are really being hounded by some vicious cabal that's working behind the scenes to destroy your career and professional standing, without explaining why these people should even care about you, let alone expend enormous time and effort to systematically tearing you down in a way that avoids exposing themselves to legal and physical risk. In the words of my sainted grandmother, you have some 'splainin' to do.”

Marantha extended a hand in one of those gestures that reminded you that no, she wasn't human. “You are now no doubt aware that my specialty is exobiology, and specifically the biology of intelligence in extreme biology.”

She had me on that one. I'd been focusing on the evidence of enmity so hard that I'd completely overlooked the pattern in the topics of her papers, her presentations. She was studying not just life so strange that the average person was likely to not even recognize it as life, but intelligent life that took forms the average person wouldn't even imagine, and therefore might well overlook until it was too late and atrocities had been committed.

I could see the practical reason for such interest – even in our own fictional explorations of alien worlds, all the way back before the moon landings, even before Sputnik, you find the frequent trope of the settlers who happily colonized what appeared to be a vacant world, only to discover that they'd unwittingly massacred entire communities, even an entire species of people who took a form that looked nothing like what we humans would expect. Perhaps we got lucky that actual First Contact should be with people who looked so positively adorable, so downright pettable – yet even it had been a close-run thing. Humanity as a species had come all too close to getting tarred with the brush of the North Korean government's criminal attack on a peaceable envoy seeking trade and alliances.

However, I couldn't allow this lapse to pass, whatever her intentions. “That may be well and good, but you need to inform me if you are withholding relevant information as too complex, or giving me a simplified layperson's explanation of something technical. Now, what exactly is this thing that is so important that people are willing to smear your reputation and even kill?”

A human might've cleared
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