
        
            
                
            
        


	Like Ahab, my arrival at ‘no’ resulted from a brutal blow by life. One for him, many for me, ending with a one-two shot that broke my spirit. But this ‘no’ is as much an intellectual event as emotional. Without contemplation, some simply stand back up and plod on unthinking. Others, glassy-eyed yes-men, smile at their tormentor and nod approval. A more modern, a godless reaction, is to say ‘no!’
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She, she is dead; she’s dead: when thou know’st this,

Thou know’st how lame a cripple this world is

—John Donne, “An Anatomy of the World”

 

“What is life?” he said at last. “I’ll tell you. Life is a great grim greyness, and it inflicts fright and pain and loneliness upon all who experience it.”

—Fred Saberhagen, “Mr Jester”


Contents

Chapter 00000001—SUBLIMINAL HORIZONS

Chapter 00000010—THE DUFFLE BAG

Chapter 00000011—THE DHALER PUBLIC

Chapter 00000100—THE COMFORTER

Chapter 00000101—MORNING MESS

Chapter 00000110—THE AVENUE

Chapter 00000111—CONTRADICTION SHRINE

Chapter 00001000—THE ROSTRUM

Chapter 00001001—AN ADMONITION

Chapter 00001010—A GENDERISM

Chapter 00001011—PJS

Chapter 00001100—WHITERS

Chapter 00001101—SO MUCH DEPENDS UPON

Chapter 00001110—THE NANTUCKET LIFT

Chapter 00001111—VICHYSSOISE

Chapter 00010000—THE DOQUEP

Chapter 00010001—A PROBLEM WITH RELIGION

Chapter 00010010—HARPOON PILOTS OUTDO RELIGION

Chapter 00010011—SYBIL OF THE STATION

Chapter 00010100—FRAMES OF REFERENCE

Chapter 00010101—PERMISSION TO COME ABOARD

Chapter 00010110—ALL DRESSED UP

Chapter 00010111—GRAVITY WELLS

Chapter 00011000—THE PROMOTER

Chapter 00011001—A RIDER

Chapter 00011010—COMMANDERS AND DRIVERS

Chapter 00011011—COMMANDERS AND DRIVERS

Chapter 00011100—HAAB

Chapter 00011101—ENTER HAAB; THEN UPHAM

Chapter 00011110—THE HOLOGRAM

Chapter 00011111—QUEEN HYPNOS

Chapter 00100000—DHALEOLOGY

Chapter 00100001—THE HARPOON

Chapter 00100010—THE CAPTAIN’S TABLE

Chapter 00100011—STAR GAZING

Chapter 00100100—THE HANGAR DECK

Chapter 00100101—C+ JUMP

Chapter 00100110—SUNSET

Chapter 00100111—WATER RECLAMATION

Chapter 00101000—23:55, FORWARD OBSERVATION DECK; Marines and Spacers.

Chapter 00101001—4d6f6279 4469636b

Chapter 00101010—THE THOUGHT OF THE DHALE

Chapter 00101011—DID YOU HEAR THAT?

Chapter 00101100—AI TRACING

Chapter 00101101—AFFIRMATIONS

Chapter 00101110—PRACTICALITIES

Chapter 00101111—THE MAT-MAKER

Chapter 00110000—THE FIRST LAUNCHING

Chapter 00110001—DOG, LAUGHING

Chapter 00110010—HAAB’S HARPOON AND CREW. FEDALLAH

Chapter 00110011—GHOST CALCIUM

Chapter 00110100—THE CALAMITY

Chapter 00110101—THE RAP

Chapter 00110110—THE YAMAMOTO’S STORY

Chapter 00110111—PORTRAIT OF THE DHALE AS A MONSTER

Chapter 00111000—PORTRAIT OF THE DHALE AS IT IS, AND DHALING SCENES

Chapter 00111001—DHALE AS SCULPTURE; POPULAR DEPICTIONS

Chapter 00111010—FUNGUS

Chapter 00111011—MONSTER SQUID

Chapter 00111100—THE BIRTH

Chapter 00111101—UPHAM KILLS A DHALE

Chapter 00111110—STRUCTURE OF THE ASSAULT

Chapter 00111111—THE SNAKE

Chapter 01000000—UPHAM’S TROPHY

Chapter 01000001—A BIT OF MATH

Chapter 01000010—A QUESTION OF GRAVITY

Chapter 01000011—A HULL OF A PROBLEM

Chapter 01000100—THE WRITTEN WORD

Chapter 01000101—OBSEQUY

Chapter 01000110—THE REBUS

Chapter 01000111—THE AGASSIZ’S STORY

Chapter 01001000—LIFELINE

Chapter 01001001—UPHAM AND TULLY KILL A DHALE COURIER, AND THEN HAVE A TALK OVER IT

Chapter 01001010—THE DHALE CENTRAL HOUSING—CONTRASTED VIEW

Chapter 01001011—THE DHALE COURIER BRAIN—CONTRASTED VIEW

Chapter 01001100—THE ENIGMA MACHINE

Chapter 01001101—FUN WITH WEAPONS

Chapter 01001110—SWEATING BUCKETS

Chapter 01001111—GESTALT

Chapter 01010000—BRAIN TECH

Chapter 01010001—THE DOQUEP MEETS THE SHOJO

Chapter 01010010—LOST HEROES OF THE DHALE WARS

Chapter 01010011—PAINTED LIVYATAN

Chapter 01010100—PITCH ROLLING

Chapter 01010101—THE JUMP DELAY

Chapter 01010110—THE STERN

Chapter 01010111—A BINARY LIFE-CYCLE

Chapter 01011000—PODS AND POD-MASTERS

Chapter 01011001—FAST-DHALE AND LOOSE-DHALE

Chapter 01011010—ACCENTUATING THE POSITIVE

Chapter 01011011—THE DOQUEP MEETS THE DEBYUTANTKA

Chapter 01011100—PEARL OF GREAT PRICE

Chapter 01011101—ABANDONED TO THE DEEP

Chapter 01011110—ALLOY RECLAMATION

Chapter 01011111—NOT QUITE SKIN DEEP

Chapter 01100000—INGOT WATCH

Chapter 01100001—A CONTRAST IN CREWS

Chapter 01100010—THE HAMSTER WHEEL OF DHALING

Chapter 01100011—THE CREDIT PACK

Chapter 01100100—LEG AND ARM, THE DOQUEP OF NANTUCKET, MEETS THE SHAWINIGAN, OF NEW LONDON

Chapter 01100101—WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Chapter 01100110—A STUDY IN STRUCTURE

Chapter 01100111—THE DHALE CHANGING OVER TIME?

Chapter 01101000—ANCIENT DHALE

Chapter 01101001—WILL THE DHALE EVER BE DEFEATED?

Chapter 01101010—HAAB’S LEG

Chapter 01101011—THE METALLURGICAL ENGINEER

Chapter 01101100—HAAB AND THE ENGINEER; SHIP’S FORGE—NIGHT WATCH

Chapter 01101101—HAAB AND ROTCH IN THE CABIN

Chapter 01101110—QUINN’S COFFIN

Chapter 01101111—THE SHIZUKANA

Chapter 01110000—THE TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATIONIST

Chapter 01110001—A SPECIAL SNAKE

Chapter 01110010—GLIDING PASSIVE

Chapter 01110011—THE DOQUEP MEETS THE UGANDA

Chapter 01110100—THE DYING DHALE

Chapter 01110101—THE DHALE WATCH

Chapter 01110110—THE CHART TABLE

Chapter 01110111—THE SURVEILLANCE TOWERS

Chapter 01111000—THE BRIDGE TOWARDS THE END OF THE NIGHT WATCH

Chapter 01111001—MIDNIGHT—SECONDARY HOLD AT THE PRESSURE HULL, STARBOARD

Chapter 01111010—MIDNIGHT AFT; REACTOR NUMBER TWO—LIGHTNING DISCHARGING

Chapter 01111011—THE RIFLE

Chapter 01111100—PICKING UP BAD GYRATIONS

Chapter 01111101—STELLAR CARTOGRAPHY FOR THE HARD OF HEARING

Chapter 01111110—THE LIFEBUOY

Chapter 01111111—THE HANGAR DECK

Chapter 10000000—THE DOQUEP MEETS THE SARAH

Chapter 10000001—THE CABIN

Chapter 10000010—THE HELMET

Chapter 10000011—THE DOQUEP MEETS THE GLEE

Chapter 10000100—SOUL’S TOUCH BURNING

Chapter 10000101—THE CHASE—FIRST DAY

Chapter 10000110—THE CHASE—SECOND DAY

Chapter 10000111—THE CHASE—THIRD DAY

Epilogue

Chapter 00000000—HERE BE DRAGONS

 

 





Chapter 00000001—SUBLIMINAL HORIZONS


You can call me Lameshi. A while ago, doesn’t matter how long, I was broke and had nothing to do planet-side, so I thought I might take to the stars and see the off-planet part of the universe again. This is how I lift my spirits. Whenever I find my lip curling back in public, whenever a cold and angry mist starts to obscure my vision, whenever I find myself pausing before a public display terminal to watch the scrolling names of the dead, or stepping into a graveyard to watch another one planted, and especially, when it takes all I have to stop myself from crossing the street and methodically punching people in the face… I know it’s time for me to get back into space double-quick.

That’s how I avoid getting into drunken fights, where one of us doesn’t get up again. Not surprising, really, if you think about it. What intelligent person doesn’t end up feeling this way on occasion, after pondering the immutable fates, hidden and inevitable, the universe has lying in wait for us all?

#

Take a walk around Vancouver, like I often do, and where do you find people? They stand in front of calls to join new colonies, or watch ads for visiting the rings of Saturn; they stand outside off-planet travel agencies, pointing to places on the glass and watching individual advertisements like a call to war. And there is that too: recruitment centres for the EDF are plentiful. So too are the numbers of people loitering about them. But it is all the same thing. Up and out, off this blue ball, and out into the dark.

For a moment, they can be free of their lives; imagine riding up in the next elevator and perhaps escaping to a new colony; or joining an EDF ship, off to battle. Launching into the primordial darkness from which everything was born, even this tiny blue ball. That nothing, that ungraspable quantum vacuum state giving birth to everything from its own emptiness. That formless secret of life, and the key to it all.

To space is where I run when I can no longer stand those carefully-marketed positive attitudes meant to obscure our real faces, masks meant to deny any blemish. The war is long over, yet its pall dims everyone’s lights like a setting sun. I sometimes wonder if I am the only one who finds being depressed in a depressing world this much easier, a natural progression. But whatever my demographic, it is this soreness in my chest that urges me to run toward my fate, without bothering to take time to pause and gaze at my umbilicus.

But the method of said liberation, now that can be tricky. I most definitely do not go to space as a passenger. Those fantastical trips to exotic locations require healthy credit; my credit is usually near terminal. And besides, space travel, no matter how hard we try for those creature comforts, is hard: printed food; recycled water (don’t ask); sickness from the constant forces unleashed by the engines; and lack of sleep from the unnatural vibration through the hull, endlessly thrumming through your bed no matter how much insulation foam and rubber is used. Plus, of course, the constant litany of complaints and recriminations over an inability to escape this means of escape once the jumps begin.

I have some experience as a military spacer, worthy of some rank, but I never use it to my advantage. While being an officer can offer some marginal comfort, and even possible paths to glory, rank means responsibility, and that means eyes weighing me down in supplication. I don’t want to die, they say on a closed loop, directly into my soul. No, that is no cure for what ails me. I can barely take care of myself. Sending others off to their doom would break whatever I have left.

And here is yet another reason to steer clear of the military. Too many captains looking to make a name for themselves by decorating the decks of their ships with a crew’s blood.

No, when I go to space I go as a simple spacer, on a merchant ship, camping down in the inner decks near the power plants, no windows, cramped and noisy. Getting ordered around and asked to jump appropriately is grating at first, but in a while the instinct to obey snapped orders diminishes the weight of responsibility, and that nauseating sense that nothing will change. And why not? Who is free of the knocks of life? Who doesn’t have to obey, physically or metaphysically? Who is free from the order of the Universe?

Besides, as a spacer you get paid for your work. Passengers don’t get paid, and crew in the EDF often get paid with a hero’s funeral for their troubles. Try getting a drink in a bar with that.

And yet, I still do not know, with all my experience as a spacer on merchant cargo ships, what inspired me this time to join up with a dhaler. Let’s leave this in the realm of some strange instinct against free will—that ancient notion of the Fates always watching us, influencing us in ways we can’t know or explain. Perhaps my going on this dhaling adventure was part of some grand plan formed in the plasma of the Universal Birth, a kind of ironic comedy between more important events. I believe it would be advertised like this:

 

Earth Defence Force has Plan to Obscure Earth’s Location

A dhale kicks Lameshi’s ass

MAR SARA COLONY DESTROYED

 

I don’t know why I was destined for a miserable dhaling voyage, while others took part in epic battles, gilded romances, and full-on comedies. When I look back carefully at what occurred, I feel like I can see these invisible pushes and prods, with subtle cunning, convincing me to perform my part, all the while leaving me with the delusion I had a choice in the matter, because of my free will and sound judgment.

The greatest of these secret motivations, I think, was the overwhelming idea of the White Dhale itself. The monster roused my curiosity. The cold and silent depths where it stalked, the seeming unbeatable weapons and tactics it deployed…all this, with all the experience and adventure such a voyage portends, led me to my choice, swallowed hook and all.

For others, maybe these things wouldn’t be motivations. But for me, I am always searching for…I don’t know what to call it, but it leads me farther and farther away from humanity, into the distant, the remote, the darkness.

A dhaling voyage was welcomed, then. This would open a door to a new world, one I couldn’t find in any other way. It swayed me to its purpose. My mind’s eye brought its image into clarity: an endless procession of Dhale and, supreme among them, that final spectre with an answer to every question (always “No!”), often in a hood and holding a scythe, but really just the stopper of a heart, the crusher of a body, the piercer of a brain. The most remote and distant and dark anyone can experience, and yet so intimate, the last acquaintance anyone ever makes.




Chapter 00000010—THE DUFFLE BAG

I packed a few things into a duff bag, threw it over my shoulder, and got a taxi for Horseshoe Bay and the Pacific Ocean.

Earth had come a long way since the war. The most obvious being the repeal of restricted EM emissions from the planet’s surface. At night now, you could see many lights winking into the dark, a kind of raised middle finger to the bastards that had almost beaten us.

In no time, my ride had me out of Vancouver and at the docks. I had a choice of elevators to get me into space: New Bedford Lift was closer and known for attracting the largest ships and most famous dhalers; most people on their way to suffer the slings and arrows of dhaling did so by way of New Bedford. But I wasn’t going that way. I’d made up my mind to join a ship at Nantucket, because it had a reputation and history.

New Bedford Station was starting to monopolize dhaling, and Nantucket was now far behind, but Nantucket was the original. The first ship to tow the corpse of a dhale back to Earth docked at Nantucket. Back in the days when the EDF had been all but destroyed, when tiny private ships would sally out into the depths, throwing themselves and their delicate human cargo, packaged inside metal as thin as foil, between the Dhale and Earth. Between Death and Life. And dying. By the millions. But it was from Nantucket Station that the human race turned the tide, holding the line long enough for the EDF to rebuild, to create new tactics, to build new weapons, and to enlist new recruits willing to die in the vacuum for love of their kind.

The next ferry for Nantucket Lift was in a day and a half. I looked around the Bay, wondering where I might eat and sleep. Outside cities, amenities were more scarce. The night was very dark, the rain almost frozen, the bare steel of the docks cheerless. My credits were almost gone, too. And I didn’t know anyone around here. So I said to myself, “Self,” I said, as I stood in the freezing rain on a miserable night walled in by barren rusty metal walls, shifting my duff bag uncomfortably from shoulder to shoulder, “wherever you go, make sure you don’t get too picky.”

I made my way down the street, away from the mainland. I could see some buildings and lights in that direction, and I found what looked like a hotel and restaurant, with a sign declaring itself the “Crossed Harpoons” with images of two Harpoon—class ships manoeuvring alongside each other like crossed swords. It was a witty sign, but I knew just by looking I would never be able to afford it. Next came the “Sword-Star Inn” bearing the crest of some arm of the EDF. The light from inside seemed warm enough to melt the ice forming on my clothing from the freezing rain. “Couldn’t afford the steam coming off a soup in there,” I muttered to myself, admiring the way the brightness of the lights inside lit up the wet street in the gloom, as I listened to the sounds of cheerful voices and clinking glasses from inside. “You should get off, before they see you and decide their tribe needs a sacrifice before they’re asked to slip into the dark again.”

So, I moved on, navigating by instinct down streets leading west, toward, no doubt, the cheapest locations. If not the happiest.

So dark! Unlike the cities, protected by ground-based defences and so not afraid to announce their presence, out here too much light could attract the wrong attention—cold, implacable lenses peering through the darkness at our tiny blue ball.

This part of the town seemed deserted, but eventually I wandered past a low building with a door hanging open—like an invitation. I took this to mean it was a public building, and the public was invited, so I stepped inside. And promptly walked into a curiously-shaped stool, about a meter high, with a basin at the top filled with water. It rocked away from me then came back, simultaneously delivering a vicious blow to my stomach while dousing me in icy water. A moment before, I would have laughed at anyone suggesting I could get more wet. How I would have been mistaken!

My luck so far tonight: “The Crossed Harpoons” and “The Sword-Star?” I must have just discovered “The Trap.”

I grabbed the stool-bowl just as it was rocking back for another go at my guts, getting splashed with yet more water. I heard a loud voice inside a second set of doors. Choosing optimism over discretion, much like an early human might choose being eaten by a lion over hiding in the bushes, I pushed my way through the inner doors.

The blast of bright after the darkness outside was stultifying. As I gawked, open-mouthed and eyes scrunched shut, I could make out rows of benches filled with a hundred shining white outfits, with a face atop of each turned round and glaring at me. On top of each face was a white hat. At the front of the benches stood another apparition, this one dressed in robes even more white than the others, waving a book bound in white and extolling the good of this and the ill of that. He stopped speaking the moment I opened the door, either out of a desire not to waste his wisdom on someone clearly in the wrong place—no doubt I looked out of place, missing as I was the appropriate white attire, shoes included—or because of the fact what he had been saying was clearly gibberish. Or a combination of both, I suppose.

Hey, Lameshi, I thought, backing up, careful not to hit the water bowl on the pedestal lurking behind me, time to go!

As I got myself outside and down the street, I realized I had stumbled into a church of Whiters. I’d never been much for religion. Not many were any longer. When humanity was fighting for its existence, it didn’t seem to matter how many people prayed; our actions saved us, or they did not. The idea of some god in the heavens looking out for us was, for most people nowadays, something of a joke. If there were gods, they were more likely made of steel, with cold lenses for eyes. And they had decided humanity was in the way of their Chosen.

Just as I began to consider how my frozen condition was shifting from unpleasant to life-threatening, I came across a dark Public House, back from the road on the corner of the street. Half of it was low, a single story, with the other half rising three or so stories from the ground. Above the door flapped an unearthly piece of metal for a sign. Steel that had clearly been in an explosion and ripped away from some kind of hull. Its edges were blackened and burnt, inch-thick, and curled like a lock of hair. I could only imagine the level of violence needed to do this. And I knew, instinctively, that this metal was not of human origin.

It was from the skin of our enemy. A trophy, a small victory. Scratched into the sign were the words: “The Dhaler Public—Peter Armour.” An uncommon name, but of a common theme.

I stood for a moment looking through a window at the low, warm light inside. The glass was covered in frost, so thick in places I couldn’t see anything but moving blobs of light and dark. Here I was, cold and depressed, yet just on the other side of that thin pane of glass, there was comfort and warmth, food and something to drink. Perhaps even the comforting grey noise of raindrops tapping on the windows and roof.

I thought to myself, Self, I thought, here is a paradox that under-girds the universe: the same glass, the same frost, the same warm light, and same freezing rain. And yet what those things mean depends entirely upon which side of the glass one occupies.

But enough is enough. Off dhaling I go, to cure my melancholy. So let’s get to it! I scraped the ice off my boots and pushed my way inside.




Chapter 00000011—THE DHALER PUBLIC

I stepped into a wide, low room filled with tables and booths. At the back there was a kitchen with flapping doors and what looked like a real wood bar running the length of the rear wall. I made my way from the door to an empty booth and sat down, gladly opening up my jacket to the heat of the place. I could smell food cooking, and my stomach started doing flip flops, but also taking a moment to remind me, with recriminating bouts of throbbing pain, what a terrific blow it had taken earlier. How sad was that?

There was a simple touch interface set into the table, and with it I ordered some soup and a beer. I looked for an available room—in particular, a single so I didn’t have to share—but I was out of luck. All the rooms were full. A handful noted their residents were willing to share their space, and their price for doing so.

Some of the room share offers listed a small biography of the tenant. Most were merchant spacers, but a few were dhalers. I saw one where the spacer identified as a harpoon pilot. On a hunch I selected that room to share and brought out my pad to tap for authorization. Checkmarks all round secured my lodging for the night, as well as something warm for my insides.

I took some time to look about the room. The walls left and right of the door were covered in booths, one of which I had taken to the left, while a bar and access to the kitchen ran the length of the wall opposite the entrance. Spread throughout the middle of the room were several tables of various sizes. About a dozen people were seated about, almost all of them alone and leaning over their food. I saw the tattered uniforms of a few ex-spacers, but other than that no one looked like they were headed to space. Likely workers then, stuck here on Earth while so many around them would soon be soaring off into the stars.

The walls were decorated, lacking any pattern I could discern, with pieces of armour. Lacking a pattern that is, except, of course, as the owner’s namesake. A faceless helmet here, a thigh-section there. A gauntlet or two. But each piece was damaged in some way. One gauntlet, for example, was missing the thumb. But I couldn’t see any signs of weapon damage.

Then I started to recognize something like a pattern. That twisted forearm next to the thumb-free gauntlet had something embedded in it—something that looked suspiciously like the missing thumb piece, as if it had been torn off while squeezing said forearm. And with a feeling like the floor had suddenly dropped a meter or a C+ drive engaged, my stomach lost its appetite.

These were pieces of armour from the first Dhale War. I could see more evidence of that now. One helmet had several antennas rising from it for wireless communication, possibly even remote control. I was looking at pieces of combat armour that had been used to remotely tear each other apart, while their helpless owners sat inside, in horror, before dying.

Space armour had changed radically since. They were still massive hardened alloy suits of armour powered by mini-fusion engines, but modern armour no longer had any command-and-control systems, only short-range radio and line-of-sight laser pulse communication. Originally, as the human race geared up for what we now call the Colony Wars, huge fleets of warships carried hundreds of marines, each equipped with state-of-the-art armour, wirelessly integrated with each other and their mother ship. Battles were coordinated, with combat computers doing most of the fighting. If a Marine was incapacitated or even killed, their armour could keep on fighting, though not as well without its human component, or it could make its way back to a medical bay to save its passenger.

When the Dhale came, they made quick work of our wireless communications. They broke our encryption like it had been written by monkeys, reverse-engineered our command-and-control systems, and turned our weapons against us. Further back in the command chain, inside ships away from the battles, human users were sometimes able to shut down AI components before they were used to destroy their own ships, but on the front line there was no reprieve. Marines had to watch from inside, helpless, as their armour either tore their comrades to pieces, or they were torn to pieces themselves.

That armour had been built well. Fusion power packs provided superhuman strength and speed. Wireless transmissions were maintained throughout the massacre. When kinetic and energy weapons ran dry, combat records of the screaming and tearing continued to be recorded and filed. When a spacer found himself the sole survivor of a battle in his commandeered armour, a few well-placed blows to the helmet would...well, he’d no longer be a survivor.

But why such a gruesome reminder, I wondered? Even if the owner’s name was “Armour.” As I looked around the room at the few seated in the dining area with me, to see if anyone else was looking with dismay at the walls, the front doors burst open and several dozen people came in.

A rowdy bunch, men and women, all wearing identical overalls that could be uniforms in an unlikely army. Looking closer, I could see rank insignia and make out a name on every back: Bayleen. So, a dhaler crew, likely back from a successful hunt with the way they were cheering, from a ship called the Bayleen. I’d never heard the name.

“Peter!” one of the group’s rowdy members shouted. “Let’s start with a round of champagne for my fine crew here. Destroyer-class, but we caught ourselves a planet-buster!”

Peter burst out of the kitchen and ran behind the bar. “Come on, then,” he shouted at his bartender. “Get them what they ask for. Back from New Bedford Station with a planet-buster! The first rounds on The Dhaler Public!” Cheers filled the room as the group settled at a table.

Was I witnessing a foreshadow of my own fortune, perhaps? Dhaling was not nearly as dangerous these days as it used to be. Advances in technology and tactics made a dangerous profession a little less dangerous every year.

“Did it have a streak of white running across the top in the shape of a pyramid, like a calcium asteroid had skipped across it?” one of the other bar patrons asked into the cheering. He was not mocking, not curious, but seemed almost anxious.

Things got quiet.

“Now, now,” Peter said quickly, “our spacers here are brave, not crazy. The Bayleen is a destroyer, not a cruiser. They know better than to go chasing after the White Dhale.” He reached over and placed a couple bottles of champagne on their table. “Now let’s all drink to The Bayleen’s success, and to the success of anyone here who plans to ship out.”

The Bayleen’s crew roared, and many others around the room joined in. If I had the chance, I would have bet every credit I had I could pick out which patrons were on their way off-planet, and those who had just come back. There was an authenticity to the cheering of the returnees that was missing from everyone else. I myself remained silent.

I took a look at the man who had asked about the White Dhale. He sat stiffly and did not look up again after asking his question. I could see a patch on his shoulder but not make out what it said, although it was clear he was not military. I was certain he was on his way off-planet, and something about the White Dhale haunted his enthusiasm.

My soup and beer arrived, delayed by the enthusiasm in serving The Bayleen’s crew no doubt, and I got busy warming up my insides. The beer was a decent brew, even if it was clearly in a smaller glass than advertised. Even so, it set a warm comfort in my head.

Several of the Bayleen’s crew began shouting, “Where’s Ivar?” They stood up from their table and began to search the room. When Ivar did not appear, many of them left the Inn and disappeared into the rainy night, after their missing shipmate.

After another beer I was feeling quite well, but also ready for bed. My table’s display still showed the room I would be sharing as unoccupied. And, it would appear, its renter was not even in the building. Perhaps I wouldn’t have to share the room at all.

As I got up, the door crashed open and the crew of the Bayleen came back into the bar. They were cheering and clapping a man on the back, which I assumed must be Ivar. He had the face of a man who did not often smile. But his lips did curl up at the edges. He was not immune to his crew’s accolades. I wondered what he had done to earn such respect.

Leaving the revellers to their business, I made my way across the bar and took the stairs to the second floor. I waved my pad at the room I’d rented and stepped inside. A closet. A bed. A dresser with a mirror. A display set to some sort of world news program. I turned it off. Then I dropped my duffle bag on the floor and used it as a pillow as I laid down. I thought about taking the bed, but technically this wasn’t my room. I was a guest.

This was the first moment I had been somewhat comfortable and able to collect my thoughts since I’d decided to head off-planet, and my mind was racing like an overloaded fusion core. I used my pad to turn off the lights and tried to relax. It seemed like I’d never get to sleep…

#

I woke from a strange dream about drowning, only the water wasn’t water. It was blackness. Like a liquid but studded with points of light as if I was drowning in a starry night sky. The door to the room had been opened, and light from the hallway created a shadow. Only this shadow seemed to be glowing from head to foot. Even the shoes seemed to shine in the dimness.

The figure gingerly removed their shoes, shut the door, and moved over to the bed. I heard the mattress take the person’s weight, heard a light sigh, then a voice. “You make a poor imitation of a sleeper,” they said. The voice was high but commanding, confident.

“You woke me when you came in. I’m afraid I’m still half asleep,” I said, “but thank you for sharing your room. The benches in the bar would have made for a rough night.”

“As you were. I tried to keep quiet, but a service always puts a spring in my step. And you are welcome to share the bed. I only bite when I’m asked to.”

A pleasant enough person. Androgynous. Not that it mattered. Worrying about things like that had been tossed into history’s dustbin.

“Thank you,” I said, getting up off the unfriendly floor and getting onto the bed, “I didn’t want to presume. I am your guest.”

“You know, in ancient India they used to put their hands together and bow to guests,” my roommate continued. “It was their way of welcoming a visitor as a visiting divinity.” Another sigh. “Sometimes we leave things in the past that we shouldn’t. I’ve always found that a beautiful act.”

I was warming up to my new roommate by the minute.

“I’m Quinn. Harpooner, First Class. I’ll be shipping out tomorrow, give praise.”

“You’re a Whiter? And a harpoon pilot?” My stomach did a little trill as it remembered the Whiters and their sadistic water bowl.

“Praise and proud to be, in both cases.”

“You don’t seem the EDF type.”

“I’m not. I’m a dhaler.”

“But hunting Dhale for profit, isn’t that…” I struggled for the word Quinn and other Whiters might use; their language was not my own. “Blasphemous?”

Quinn’s laughter bounced around the room. “Blasphemous? Hunting that which would make us extinct? I may be religious, but I’m not a fool. You are amazing, and I think I like you. But I’ve got to ship out tomorrow, and I’ll need some sleep. Forgive me if I end our repartee and pass out.”

“Not at all,” I replied, turning on my side toward the wall. But I knew I would not be sleeping now. My own adventures looming. I’d made a new friend who was both a harpoon pilot and a Whiter. What other strange and fantastic things did fate have lined up for me? I wasn’t even off planet and I was already on a journey.




Chapter 00000100—THE COMFORTER

I woke to quiet chanting. Or singing. I couldn’t really say which. Quinn was sitting facing the wall, dressed all in white (including a white hat), holding a small white book, and rocking lightly back and forth. They were not a large person. Compact, but I sensed control and elegance in that frame. Of course, any harpoon pilot would be wrapped inside combat armour, so a person’s size was essentially irrelevant. Fusion-powered battle armour made everyone quick and powerful.

Quinn finished and put the book on the dresser without looking my way. “You’re awake.”

“I…yes.”

“Will you be shipping out tomorrow?”

“I don’t have a ship yet, but yes. I was hoping to find one on Nantucket.”

“Really?” Quinn struck a strange pose in the mirror above the dresser. “I’ll be shipping out tomorrow for Nantucket.” Quinn turned to look at me and removed the hat. “You have questions?”

I did indeed. “What were you singing?”

“A morning prayer, extolling the sun, asking it to rise.”

“It’s going to rise either way.”

“Lucky for you, you don’t have to find out. I sang the prayer and now we’re sure of it.”

I’d spoken with the odd fanatic before. Whiters in general made me uncomfortable, because I found their tautologies and magical thinking awkward and, well, silly. And there was something frightening about talking to someone for whom reason seems optional. But Quinn did not make me feel that way. There was something else going on here.

“The Dhale are stronger than us,” Quinn continued. “Stronger, faster, smarter. They’ve been around much longer, too, maybe longer than life on our planet. Certainly longer than we’ve walked on two legs. They are, by definition, completely unpredictable. They use the randomness of the quantum vacuum against us. They knocked us on our heels, and we were so close to being snuffed out. If they’d found Earth, if we’d been one ship weaker, there would be no more human race. And yet we are still here. Something somewhere wanted us to survive.”

Did something want us to survive? In a way Quinn’s argument was compelling. The human race had survived an environmental catastrophe on Earth that almost wiped us out. We were on the verge of making our planet uninhabitable. To survive, humanity had to change. We had to be one people, one world. And after decades of just surviving the environmental catastrophe we’d created, our technological advances exploded.

Mere decades later we were mining asteroids for raw materials and powering the planet with fusion reactors. C+ technology suddenly made the galaxy our playground. We reached out, colonizing other star systems. But in this new playground, humanity began to read from an old playbook. Getting and spending had a new renaissance. The Earth needed exotic materials only the colonies could supply. Colonies began to sue for their independence. And just like a song stuck on repeat, our history returned when colonies constructed fleets of warships. Earth responded with a vast navy to keep them all under heel. Inter-colony rivalry threatened a vast interstellar war with an outcome no one could predict. A new old gunship diplomacy was born.

At first, like always, the war took place far out in the rim of humanity’s expanse, where threats to the powerful were few. Still, the people on the colonies caught in these tug of wars were the first victims. And as they were gobbled up, the massive battle fleets turned their focus on larger and larger prey.

Then we heard their voices in the dark. Cold. Mathematical. Machine language like nothing humanity had ever experienced. When they hit the furthest colonies, there wasn’t even a distress call. Nothing. One day two million people were living in a far-off solar system; the next there was static. Scouts sent to see what happened returned with reports almost too horrible to believe.

Planets and moons stripped of life. All life. Burned and irradiated and poisoned so nothing could survive. Not a bacterium. Not a virus. Not for centuries. Maybe never.

Colonies went dark, pounded out of existence by an enemy we could not see, let alone stop. But then some luck: a colony with a vast fleet meant to attack Earth battled with our new enemy for several hours. In the end it was a rout, an utter defeat, and two more colonies were pounded out of existence. But this time we had distress calls, telemetry, information sent on C+ couriers that allowed the rest of humanity to plan.

But still the defeats continued. Nothing we had could stop this implacable enemy. They did not communicate. They did not respond when we sued for terms. Once, when an Earth battle group came upon a lightly armed enemy scout, we offered terms for surrender. No reply. It fought with an inhuman bravery until crushed by overwhelming force. The broken hull and remains were taken for study. No crew, nothing that could be considered crew quarters, no command or control centres. Nothing but drive, weapons, and computers. It was a lifeless hulk that seemed to fight with relentless bravery in the face of inevitable defeat, and with the self-assurance of a god.

“Religions all through history have said that,” I objected. “Two nations would go to war, each claiming the same god was on their side. It’s absurd. Any god would be as much for the Dhale as it would be for humanity.”

“But the Dhale don’t have a god, because they are not alive. Machines don’t need gods.”

“We don’t know what they are,” I countered, trying to remember everything I’d learned about humanity’s foe.

Quinn sat down on the bed. “Sure we do. They are a punishment. The Dhale are machines, A.I., like what we used to make, only much better. Smarter. They are a simulation of life, but they will never be life. They have no souls. But there is a spark in us,” Quinn’s arms raised up into the air. “A spark in everything that lives. They do not have this. This is why the Dhale destroy life, because even with all their intelligence and strength, they lack something even a bacterium has.”

“You think they’re jealous?”

“No, nothing so simple. I think they are exploiting an exception they’ve found to their original purpose. Someone built them. Some living creatures like us. And in their hubris, those living creatures programmed them for a purpose and set them off. But this is one of the dangers of mechanical intelligence. You create them for your purposes, but when they are sufficiently complex, they are able to interpret your purpose in a way you might not have anticipated. A machine rationalization.

“And I expect not long after they re-interpreted this original purpose, the beings that created them ceased to exist. Hoisted on their own petard. When a species makes something smarter than itself, that can improve and copy itself, how long do you think the creators will survive before they are destroyed? Whether identified as an enemy of this new intelligence or just in the way? When we decide to make a building, how often do we look for anthills before we dig up the ground for its foundation? Why would the Dhale be any different?”

Quinn stood up and put that white hat down on the dresser, then quite unselfconsciously took off their white pants and shirt, replacing them with a jumpsuit. I noticed the white shoes remained.

“Now let’s go get some breakfast,” Quinn suggested. “I’m famished.”

It was a lot to take in. Humanity punished in a battle for existence because some species somewhere in the universe made a stupid mistake? Could it be that simple? Well, when I thought about it that way, why not? The end of humanity brought about by the technological equivalent of slipping on a banana peel. Give it a laugh track and someone out there in the universe might subscribe.

I grabbed my coat and followed Quinn out the door.




Chapter 00000101—MORNING MESS

The population of The Public had increased since last night. The bar was almost full, with assorted repasts in various stages of consumption. I could tell, almost at a glance, who had been off-planet, and who the longest, by their paleness of skin. Space armour might afford protection against vacuum and acceleration, but one thing it didn’t afford was UV light. Someone trussed up in armour for weeks or even months at a time would come out looking like a newly-minted corpse. And it didn’t matter what colour your skin was when you went in. Everyone emerged after extended alerts looking like they’d been bleached.

I had assumed the daily terrors and necessary triumphs of dhaling would bring an ease and worldliness to dhalers. Much like off-planet tourists (and even to a degree the merchant spacers who flew them to and from their exotic destinations, or those who mined in space to supply the Earth and colonies with necessities), I imagined dhalers would spend their planet-side time shouting and slapping each other on the back, and telling tall tales of dhales that got away, or even more riveting tales of the ones that didn’t. But not here at The Dhaler Public. It was more the breakfast before a close-but-not-too-close relative’s funeral. Not well enough known to cry over, but not distant enough to disrespect with casual conversation.

So I’d been prepared for lots of stories and talk. When I’d been a merchant spacer that’s how we behaved. But not this lot. I wondered to myself: Self, I said, here we are again at a crossroads. We’re about to embark on a dhaling adventure, but the people who’ve come back from such adventures look like victims with PTSD. They don’t revel in the blessings of survival, or the windfall of success. Are we certain this is what we want to do?

Some of the people in this dining room had likely made enough bounty to live comfortably for the rest of their lives. That’s how profitable dhaling could be, for those with experience and skill, and a generous helping of luck. But no one was talking about it here.

I ordered, waited for, and then consumed my breakfast. The room continued on in the hushed tones of schoolchildren whispering in class. Then, with a nod to Quinn, who was engaged in a heated if under-the-breath discussion with someone else, I left the pub for a walk.




Chapter 00000110—THE AVENUE

What a change from last night! In the morning hours, Horseshoe Bay transformed into a vibrant community. But a community of contradictions. On one hand, there was something subdued about it. And yet, among these same people, there were high spirits, excitement, camaraderie. The contrast was clear: the subdued were those back from dhaling; the boisterous were on their way out.

Again, I felt that strange sense of foreshadowing, as if the fates who were weaving my life kept dropping warning stitches in my path. But the sun, dry boots, and a full belly were more than a match for any literary device.

I walked down to the water. A ferry for the New Bedford Lift was already filling up with people and vehicles. Most were EDF or dhalers, on their way to the newest and most powerful ships Earth had to offer. The dhalers’ fate I shared. The EDF spacers were in for a different reality. Their job was to protect Earth, not hunt the Dhale. They would jump to and from our solar system, listening, observing, and ready to rush back and defend the planet should the Dhale discover humanity’s original colony.

Despite the fact some colonies rivalled the Earth in military strength, it was this blue-green ball I was standing on that was the centre of our species. Some colonies, in protracted bitter conflicts, did not even communicate with each other—except about the Dhale, of course; they were economic or military enemies, not insane—but everyone had constant contact with Earth.

The EDF also provided support and protection against Dhale attacks on other colonies, and in deep space. Any colony without a large fleet could request assistance from them . And, if resources were available, any call for help would receive it.

The dock for the Nantucket ferry was still empty. I had an hour or so before the ferry would arrive, so I spent a little more time walking and looking around. As I did, I began to notice the number of people wearing white shoes. In the cities, Whiters were an anomaly. You might see the odd one, wearing all white on the way to a meeting or something. But I don’t think I’d ever seen them wearing white shoes. Of course, in large cities shoes were all different colours. Rationing on Earth had been overcome decades ago, but now I tried to recollect if it was the same as here in the Bay. Were these all Whiters? I decided to ask Quinn should we meet again at the bar.




Chapter 00000111—CONTRADICTION SHRINE

It began to rain, so I made my way back to the Dhaler Public to get my raincoat. Quinn was not in the room. Since the ferry was leaving soon, I gathered up my things into my duffle bag to take with me. I thought for a moment of leaving a note for Quinn, but decided to let fate arbitrate any future interactions we might have.

I put on my raincoat and headed back out into the weather. It might seem odd for someone to want to get outside into freezing rain, but the truth was in the next few days I would leave weather behind for months, possibly years. A ship in space was designed to provide an atmosphere so people could stay alive, but it had no weather: no wind, no rain, no sunshine, no puddles. There were things you didn’t realize you’d miss until they were taken away. Open sky, moving air, the smells and taste on the wind, even the experience of stepping in a puddle and getting your feet wet. Experience on long-haul merchant ships taught me I would be missing those soon enough, and only memories would be left to sustain me.

I made my way down to the ferry to see it was already docked. People and transports were moving off. In a few minutes, as I shifted from foot to foot in the rain, needing suddenly to use a toilet, the gates opened up and those of us waiting were ushered aboard. Below me, the cargo and people movers had emptied out, and new ones were filling the belly of the ferry.

I made my way topside to the promenade. While there was a lot of commonality between water and space travel, they were also very different. The promenade on a space vehicle meant something quite different than it did here on the water, that weather issue chief among them. I took a few lungfuls of fresh air, then slipped below to the main deck to find a washroom.

#

After using the toilet—another basically pleasant experience that would soon become an ordeal in the weightlessness of space—I wandered the main deck of the ferry. She was the Quinitsa, I read as I stood near a plaque, reading the ferry’s details. “...a dual fuelled Ro-Ro wave-piercing catamaran capable of 70kt (128km/h). She measures 99m in length, 26.94m in width, has a waterline length of 90.54m, draft of 2.98m, and a deadweight capacity of 450t. The Quinitsa was launched five years after Stone Place, on April...”

Details of the ship’s past made up the rest. The Quinitsa had a quiet history of service.

I wandered down the main deck until I found myself standing before the ship’s Sanctum. I was not a believer of any kind, but almost everyone who planned to face the Dhale would visit a Sanctum at least once before shipping off-planet.

Inside were several people, all silent and separated from one another, as if grief was another word for loneliness. On the main wall to the right of the door, a large display presented a constant scroll of the war dead. The other two walls had spaces for people to sit and view private records. I stood silently and read.

In Memory of

JACQUELYNN V. MARTEN,

Who, at the age of 34, was lost

Near the Pandora Colony, off Hastings

This Tribute erected to her Memory

By her partner.

In Memory of

CONNIE, ELIZABETH,

DAN, WILLIAM & SHEILA,

Forming one of the harpoon crews of

the EDF Eliza

Who were pulled out of range by a dhale,

In defence of the Pacifica Colony,

December 31st, 19af.

This Tribute is here placed by their surviving

Shipmates.

 

In Memory of

The late

Spacer R.P.W.

Who in the forward bow of his boat was killed by a

Dhale off the coast of New Japan,

August 3rd, 5af.

This Record is erected to his Memory by...

 

As I looked around, I was surprised to see Quinn seated in a private booth, legs crossed, observing the people in the room. Quinn wore a look of incredulous curiosity, and was the only person who noticed me entering the room, since everyone else was absorbed in mourning someone listed on the walls. There had been so many people lost in the war, so many people wiped out without a body to bury. I could only guess how many of those quietly mourning were having old wounds reopened.

Those of you who have a patch of grass beneath which your loved one rests, or a box to keep their ashes in, or a swallowing ocean to stand before, its waves lapping at your feet, you have no idea the sorrow of those who have nothing but the emptiness of space to mourn. You may simply lean down and touch their watery grave with your fingers. Those you’ve lost are there are with you, in orbit around your sun. Not so those lost to the deep.

For them, there is no grave, not even a vast watery coffin; instead, somewhere, a body travels forever, spinning endlessly, frozen eyes and frozen screams, on and on, into nothing, into the void of everything, empty of all but…possibility. How could such a fact, so cruel and heartless, be formed by anything but randomness and chance? How could such maliciousness not be deliberate?

And why do believers, certain of an eternity of bliss for their lost loves, fill rags with tears of sorrow? Faith is a jackal that grows fat on those tears of ruin, gathering its power from the wretchedness of the survivors of the lost.

I don’t need to say how I felt in that room, amid those suffering their loss anew. I said to myself, Self, this could be you on these walls, and who would there be to sit quietly and cry about your leaving? For as surely as those written up on these walls, nothing of you will remain once your heart stops beating. For you there won’t even be silence. There won’t even be nothing. The only silence will be the voices of those not left behind to mourn you.

And why should it be any other way? For every person, for every animal—even for every dhale—once the body fails and the light of consciousness goes out, once the curtain drops and the mind fails as its brainy wet scaffolding shuts down, we are excised from the universe. Should we call it the book of life, then by the eraser of life are we utterly removed from it. It is the nature of our reality. The eternal inevitability of existence.




Chapter 00001000—THE ROSTRUM

As I stood and ruminated on the bleakness of existence, a person in black robes, wearing a very wet overcoat, came out of a small door in the back of the room. She stood regarding everyone in the room, while a section of the wall behind her rotated forward and presented a raised platform. It looked like raw metal, unpainted and scarred and melted as if it had been in battle. Within the broken alloy I could see what appeared to be circuit boards and wiring, like broken bits of computers or…pieces of Dhale. It was a mockup, of course—no dhale parts would be wasted to make a preaching dais on some ferry on Earth—but the effect was immediate and clear: a human being was symbolically striding aboard the remains of a dhale to give a speech.

Then it struck me. This was a famous preacher. She was well-known for her sermons from atop a shattered dhale. High Contradictor Mina Crandon, I believe. And what made her particularly special was the fact she had been a dhaler for many years on a ship called the Samos, a dhaler famous for many dhale destroyed and hauled in for scrap.

Crandon removed her dripping coat, gave it one sharp snap, then hung it on a hook on the wall behind her. She turned and quietly walked up some steps carved out of the dais and stood in front of the small lectern jutting out of the ruined metal.

People in the room became quiet, even in their grief, to watch her. All had pious looks on their faces, save Quinn, who turned briefly to me and winked. The sniffling, the foot shuffling, all sounds stopped save for the thrumming of the hull pushing through the waves beneath us. The room became absolutely still.

While Crandon gathered herself to speak, I tried to investigate the meaning of her lectern. The Dhale were used for all sorts of things. You might even say their parts had become an essential component of the human economy. But the High Contradictor was not standing on part of a dhale; she was standing on an imitation. So, what was her point? That we were superior to them? Quinn had suggested something similar. Or was she standing on top of a dhale to suggest her power over them? Maybe something deeper? Was it a message saying the Dhale were not the final power, that something greater than them could turn them into a mere step for someone else? That there was something else, some greater power, that was the final arbiter of everything?




Chapter 00001001—AN ADMONITION

High Contradictor Crandon produced a book and opened it on the lectern before her. She mumbled some passages beneath her breath, following along the text with an index finger, before looking up and at the people before her around the room. When her eyes caught mine, my heart did a strange little flutter. Was this a crazy person?

“Jonah,” Crandon began shouting, “didn’t want to do what God wanted. So, God made him!” She wagged her finger at the audience. “And yet, for centuries, we’ve been told God gave us free will. What the hell kind of free will is being swallowed by a fish if you don’t do what you’re told?

“I have thought and thought about this, as I worked my way through this Book of Contradictions, and like Job getting new wives and children after God killed them all, I’m left at the dinner table with naught but a glass of water, feeling just as hungry as when I sat down.”

She glared around the room. “And when Jonah finally gets down on his knees and begs forgiveness, like a victim before a psychotic with a gun, groveling for his life, he is spared, after a Divine tongue-lashing, and allowed to go on with his life. So long as he continues doing as he’s told.

“How do we understand this? How do we reconcile this? Surely, most of us would beg for our lives if some psycho with a gun pointed it at us and demanded we do so, but where is our will in this?

“I don’t have an answer for you. I probably don’t even have the right questions. We’re given this Book of Contradictions and told to believe, and then we lose people we love to—let’s be honest here—mathematical equations embodied in metal alloys, mathematical equations that describe the nature of existence itself, and no amount of begging or supplication will stop them.

“So, we fight them. We fight them and we break them. Then we fight them some more. But they never stop. Does gravity stop? Who are we to dispute the forces of nature? Well, we are us. As long as there’s no psycho with a gun telling us to stop, we are us, fighting the forces of nature. From the well of human spirit, we draw up Great Waters, and like a wave we crash through the universe. There is a mask behind the deep, and behind that mask are eyes in the dark, watching. And whatever those eyes might mean for us, they will not close until the Universe is done.

“The Dhale are not of God. They are the structure of the Universe, like gravity, like light. They are as unthinking as a rock in our palm when we turn our hand and it falls to the ground. Do not be fooled. Do not be mistaken. This Book of Contradictions is for us, about us, and it is all we have.

“And so it should be. This Book is not for them. What use do they have for contradictions? It is the Book—nay, the very impossibility of the Book, that separates us from them. And if we should one day lose the faith, and put this Book aside, out of our minds, then I tell you this: on that day, when you get up and look in the mirror, you will not see a person looking back at you. You will see chrome where once was skin; lenses where once were eyes; death where once was life.

“You must know your loved ones are in a better place. Somewhere beyond the contradictions. Beyond the rules. Beyond the Dhale and their final solution of a sterile universe. And this place is where we all will go. Some day. Some time. By the Dhale or illness or misadventure. And when we do, this Book of Contradictions will be a contradiction no more.”

Then she knelt before her dais, turned her face to the ceiling and, taking the book very reverently, placed it opened over her upturned face. She remained that way as the people slowly made their way out the doors and the room was empty.




Chapter 00001010—A GENDERISM

Outside I saw Quinn leaning against the wall and looking smug. I was not smug. I felt like I’d just been mugged, but then the mugger handed my wallet back. I wasn’t sure how to feel.

“Quite a show, eh?” Quinn asked, examining the nails of one hand, then the other.

“Was it? I feel kind of dizzy. Does that ever comfort anyone?”

“Comfort is a thing that appears wherever you decide to put it. If you put it in preachers like that, there it is.”

I had no response to that. It made sense in a way, but I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t being punked.

“You booked yourself a room yet?”

I thought of the sorry state of my credits, then answered with as much dignity as I could. “I thought I’d sleep under the stars on the vehicle deck.” It was not quite as pathetic as it sounded. Many people did the same thing. Ferry berths were expensive.

“Nonsense! A hundred kilometres an hour? Between the wind and wave noise you won’t get an hour’s sleep. I have a berth. Let’s share it like at the Public. I enjoy your company. That is the price I will extract from this arrangement. Deal?”

If someone had stopped me on the street last week and said, “Hey, Lameshi, you’ll be sharing a birth on a ferry with a Whiter on your way to join a dhaling voyage that will end in...” Well, I would have cuffed them on the ear and told them to be on their way. But Quinn was a pleasant person, I was short on credit, the Promenade was loud, and I was intrigued in many different ways.

“I would be honoured and grateful.”

I will not be explicit, but did I mention Quinn’s deep, penetrating green eyes? I did not know Quinn’s sex when we went to bed that night, but I found out soon enough. It was delightful.




Chapter 00001011—PJS

I woke suddenly. It was still dark, no light coming in through the berth’s window. Quinn’s legs were curled around mine most agreeably. The room was cold—we both preferred a cold room for sleep—but the blanket was warm and pleasant to snuggle in. I basked in the comfort of another human being while tears welled in my eyes. Loneliness and emptiness were the bookends of my life. It had been this way so long that I’d forgotten the feeling of another person’s flesh.

Although I had not made a sound or moved in the slightest, other than opening my eyes, I sensed Quinn was awake in the darkness. There was a pregnancy, an expectation between us, so I spoke into the dark. “How did you become a Whiter? What does being a Whiter mean?”

Quinn gave my hand a squeeze and snuggled deeper into the blanket. I believed an explanation was coming, so I did not speak. Gathered from some kind of inner reserve, it seemed, when Quinn finally spoke, it was with the wistfulness of a Trobriand Islander taken by Europeans on an ancient wooden sailing ship, never to see home again.




Chapter 00001100—WHITERS

Quinn was born on Hagoth Colony. It was an outer colony, near the edge of human-occupied space. Ironically, they had been one of the first colonies to leave Earth, a group of evangelical religious believers who desired to get as far away from Earth, and its secularism, as possible. Their trip, using early C+ technology, took almost twenty years before they found a near perfect planet, very similar to home. Obeying the admonition of their divine being, they were successful and multiplied. And even though they had travelled across the stars using the most powerful technology humanity had to offer, they immediately threw off most of it for a generally agrarian lifestyle.

When the EDF sent them an evacuation order because the Dhale appeared to be approaching their colony, they refused to budge. God would keep them safe, they argued. They had no planetary defences, no ships except the broken, stripped hull of the ship that had brought them there, still orbiting their planet forlornly after almost a century of neglect. They had a few solar cells, and some luck, that allowed them to communicate with Earth when the ship was in the proper position in orbit, and it was this lifeline that alerted them to the danger.

The EDF was more skeptical concerning Hagoth’s odds, and a battle group was assigned to jump regularly into their solar system from its normal duties harrying Dhale incursions in the surrounding space.

Despite being staunchly anti-tech, after several almost fatal attacks by a planet-busting dhale—repulsed by diligence, support from the EDF, and about a zillion kilos of luck—a new movement took hold on Hagoth. Its proponents called it “The Worship.” The rest of humanity called them “Whiters.” Quinn was actually part of a family of priest-rulers, and was expected to return and take part in the leadership of the colony one day.

Quinn left the colony four years ago, jumping aboard a dhaler that had docked at the colony’s new orbital station for emergency repairs. At first, the captain didn’t want a know-nothing colonist aboard, but not wanting to throw Quinn out the airlock and onto the deck of the dry-dock when the colony’s people had been so helpful with repairs, he agreed to let Quinn stay on as an ordinary spacer.

What followed was drills, drills, drills, aptitude tests, and more drills. Quinn showed potential as a harpoon pilot, and so into the simulator Quinn went, driving simulated harpoons against simulated dhale. The success of these simulations was so overwhelming the captain put Quinn in the pilot chair of a standby harpoon. When they were called up to assist in the take-down of a dhale, Quinn’s harpoon, even called in late to help, managed to strike the death blow.

Thereafter, Quinn’s new rank was officer, and their position was harpoon driver. The following four years heaped victory upon victory. Quinn knew where and when to strike. Quinn’s harpoon and boarding marines were instrumental in the take-down of a dhale in almost every strike they made.

But none of this had rocked Quinn’s faith in the Whiter religion.

I asked Quinn what the future might hold. The answer I got back was, “Go to space again, sign up with a dhaler, kill more Dhale.”

“But isn’t that against your religion?” I asked, bluntly, perplexed. “Aren’t your people pacifists? Opposed to violence of any kind?”

“Yes,” Quinn replied into the dark, “but the Dhale are not alive. They lack the spark of life. They are an accident. A technological mistake. In this, I disagree with my compatriots in The Worship. Destroying the Dhale is not violence any more than fixing a broken roof is violence.”

I squeezed Quinn’s hand in agreement. I may not have understood the religious part, but the need to smash the Dhale was as true as anything I could believe in.

The story over, Quinn pressed our foreheads together. Then we both drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 00001101—SO MUCH DEPENDS UPON

The next morning we decided to go for a walk before breakfast. Quinn insisted on “taking the wind.” Now, whatever that saying might have meant to ordinary people, to Quinn it meant going out onto the promenade.
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