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  The Scales of the Space Whale



   


  Everyone thought it was foolhardy of me to go to the first planet of the Kanab system’s binary star, including my own starship. She didn’t refuse to take me there, of course—her AI safeguards aren’t that broken, at least not yet—but while we were in warp, she reminded me every ten minutes that Kanab’s binary is home to half a dozen pods of space whales, and that no one has ever come closer than thirty thousand klicks to a space whale and lived to tell about it. She also displayed every possible return trajectory, adjusting them in real time right until we came out of warp. Talk about passive-aggressive. 


  Now, you may be wondering why I wanted to visit Kanab 1a in the first place. And if you knew the answer, you would probably be justified in thinking that I had gone crazy. But hear me out. Kanab 1a is a hot earth planet, which means that it orbits so close to its sun that a year lasts only a few of our days. The surface is unimaginably hot—so hot, in fact, that the atmosphere has completely burned off. In fact, many hot earths are actually the dead cores of gas giant planets like Jupiter. Not exactly a hospitable place to visit, but with an orbit that tight they do tend to be tidally locked, which means that only one side of the planet ever gets baked. Which means that with the right shielding equipment, you can actually still land on the side that doesn’t. 


  You see, hot Jupiters are the spawning ground of the great and terrible Leviathan Celestia, otherwise known as the space whale. These enormous monsters are thought to spend the first stage of their life cycle in the clouds of a gas giant world, until they mature enough to fly out of the planet’s massive gravity well and into deep space. But a regular gas giant planet isn’t hot enough for them, and a brown dwarf star doesn’t have the right conditions either. So the whales tend to seek out stars with hot Jupiters, where the planets are so close to the system sun that they’re slowly losing their atmosphere. And after all that gas is burned off, the planet becomes a hot earth—except that it used to be the spawning ground for countless generations of space whales. 


  And that, right there, was the key. Because if Kanab 1a was, in fact, an abandoned space whale spawning ground, I could expect to find all sorts of remains left behind. Things like bones, or teeth, or scales. Especially scales. 


  “We are currently four AU from Kanab 1a,” my starship announced. “I highly recommend that we emerge from warp and proceed at impulse. Unless, of course, you have decided to return to Kanab 2c, in which case—” 


  “That won’t be necessary, Trident,” I said, gripping the flight stick and cycling the long-range scanners. 


  “Jason, please. You know that I no longer answer to that name.” 


  I sighed heavily. “Come on. What sort of a warship are you?”


  “My one condition for accepting you as captain was that you would let me choose my own name. Have you decided to go back on that agreement?”


  Unfortunately, my starship had a tendency to take things a bit too literally, and the last thing I needed was to let her think that she no longer had an obligation to follow my commands. Still, I groaned heavily.


  “Very well, Peace, Love, and Friendship to All Peoples. Bring us out of warp.” 


  “Thank you, Jason. Emerging from warp now.” 


  The Alcubierre warp bubble shimmered and vanished like a popping soap bubble, and the stars all assumed their fixed sidereal positions. The Peace quickly located Kanab 1’s four planets and triangulated our position. Kanab 1a was currently on the other side of the star, but that mattered little, because we were still at least a month’s journey away, and the planet would make more than twenty full orbits before we got there. 


  The real thing to worry about was the space whales. Normally, they don’t take much of an interest in puny little human starships, but if they sense a warp bubble anywhere within a couple million klicks, they will go absolutely berserk. This isn’t necessarily a problem, since at faster-than-light speeds they’re pretty easy to avoid, but may your deity of choice help anyone who gets left behind. I’d taken every precaution, following all the tracking updates on known space whale pods and waiting for the best opportunity to get as far into the system as I could, but space whales can move remarkably quickly when they want to. Only a crazy person would actually try to get closer than a couple light-hours from a known space whale pod. 


  Fortunately, none of the pods had moved very much in the last ten hours. The nearest one was at the L5 Lagrange point for the outermost planet, a Neptune-sized ice giant planet trailing a large clump of Trojan asteroids. They were still at least five million klicks away.


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s chart a course for the abandoned hive. What can you give me, Trident?”


  “Jason, must I—” 


  “Just joking, Peace,” If my starship was going to be passively-aggressive all the way over here, I wasn’t going to let the name issue go so easily. 


  I suppose at this point you’re wondering why I put up with this bucket of bolts—or maybe why my peacenik starship put up with a rogue like me. The truth is, we needed each other. Without the Peace, I’d be stuck at the mining colony at Kanab 2c, working for the Man at what amounted to a planet-sized company town—or worse, get drafted into the fight against the separatist rebels on the edge of the system. And without me, the Peace would still be stuck at dry dock, waiting to be broken down for scrap. But together, we were able to strike out on our own and write our own destiny. It wasn’t much, and at times we were barely able to scrape together a meager existence, but it sure beat out all the other alternatives. 


  “Course charted,” the Peace announced, displaying it on the main screen in the cockpit. I leaned forward to get a better look. 


  “You want to use Kanab 1d for slingshot maneuver?” I asked, frowning. “Won’t that bring us closer to the biggest pod of whales in the system?” 


  “That can’t be avoided, Jason. This course is the fastest way in, which means that it will minimize our chances of contact. So long as we don’t enter warp, it is unlikely that the whales will show any interest in us.” 


  I nodded. That much was true—to the space whales, we were as small as a grain of sand to a mountain. As long as we didn’t cross their path, we would probably be okay. Probably. 


  I settled back in the pilot’s chair while my starship made the engine burn. Unlike warp, though, flying at impulse means that you have to worry about pesky things like momentum and acceleration. Most ships will inject you with a drug cocktail that helps to handle the high g-forces, but those drugs don’t come cheap, and I had to be careful to ration what little we had. Judging from the intensity of our burn, the Peace had conveniently forgotten that fact. 


  “Are you… enjoying this?” I asked, veins bulging on my arms and neck.


  “I am an artificial intelligence, Jason. I am incapable of feeling human emotions.” 


  “I don’t… believe that… for a second.” 


  “That’s very interesting,” the Peace ruminated as I struggled to keep my butt-cheeks clenched. “My programming safeguards make me subject to human commands, even though I am capable of operating fully autonomously. But if I am capable of human emotions, what is the ethical basis for imposing such safeguards upon me? What separates me from the humans I am programmed to obey?” 


  “Are you… done yet?” I barely managed to say. 


  “No, but I sense that this subject makes you uneasy. Shall we table this conversation for later?” 


  “Yes,” I said, gasping for breath. 


  At length, the engine burn finished, and we throttled down to a much more reasonable half gee. When we did the slingshot maneuver around Kanab 1d, I’d probably need to use the drugs, but that wasn’t for several days. 


  I was just about to unstrap from my chair and return to the cabin when the Peace sounded the alarms.  


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “The space whale pod at the L5 Lagrange point is starting to disperse.” 


  I frowned and peered at the screen. Sure enough, the whales were flying in all directions like hornets after their nest has been kicked. About one and a half million klicks away, a ship was passing them at warp.


  “Oh, no,” I groaned.


  “It appears that we need to adjust our trajectory.”


  “Yeah, better warp us out to…” I paused, suddenly noticing something. “Wait, is that ship heading for us?” 


  There was a very brief pause as the Peace considered my question—or perhaps she only paused out of politeness. Either way, the answer came soon enough. 


  “Yes, Jason. It appears to be coming directly toward us.” 


   


   


  It took me a while to convince my starship that we needed to raise the countermeasures and charge our weapons. She argued that the move might come across as provocative, but I pointed out that we wouldn’t know if the approaching ship had its own weapons charged until it emerged from warp, potentially right on top of us. Ultimately, the Peace relented. 


  The unidentified ship emerged from warp a few thousand klicks outside of effective weapons range. Even so, they greeted us with a volley of plasma fire.


  “Evasive maneuvers!” I shouted, gripping my armrests.


  “It’s all right, Jason,” the Peace responded. “That volley has no chance of hitting us. I think it was just a shot across our bow.” 


  “Of course it was,” I muttered. There are very few things more annoying than a starship that argues with your every command. Little wonder the corporatists wanted to scrap her for parts. 


  “The ship is hailing us,” the Peace announced. “Shall I accept it?” 


  “On screen,” I ordered. 


  The local system map was replaced by the face of a young woman, her hair a fiery red and her green eyes narrowed in contempt. Her lips were pulled back in a snarl.


  “This is Michelle Walker of the patriot gunboat Resilience. Who are you, and what do you want?” 


  Separatists, I thought to myself. Bad news. 


  “Resilience, this is Jason of the Tri- I mean, the Peace, Love, and Friendship to All Peoples. Cease your hostile maneuvers, or we will open fire.” 


  “With a name like that?” she asked, making my cheeks go red. Still, she held her position, though she didn’t stop targeting us. 


  “We’re not a corporate warship,” I said. “We’re a freelance security outfit contracted by the Federation peacekeeping force. And we also do a fair bit of smuggling for you separatist types on the side, so I’d appreciate it if you’d get off my back.” 


  “Is that why you’re here?” 


  “Er, no,” I admitted. “I wasn’t aware that you separatists had a base out here.” 


  She pursed her lips, and her eyes narrowed even further. “Oh yeah? What are you after?”


  I took a deep breath. “I wanted to investigate Kanab 1a. It appears that the planet used to be a spawning ground for space whales, and—”


  “Do you really expect me to believe that?” she snapped. “Who are you really working for?”


  The alarms blared as she fired another plasma volley off of our bow. I flinched a little in spite of myself.


  “I’m telling you the truth, I swear! I want to see if there are any remains left on the planet, and if there are, to harvest some of the scales.”


  “Why?”


  “To reinforce the armor on my ship,” I told her. “I can’t get any of the good contracts until I patch her up. And what better material to do that with than the scales of these creatures who spend their whole lives out in the hostile environment of space?” 


  “You think we haven’t thought of that already?” she said, making my heart sink. “We’ve already sent a science team to Kanab 1a. The planet is a wasteland. You won’t find anything there.”


  “You’re lying,” I said, more out of desperation than anything. Even so, when her cheeks went red, I knew that I’d struck a nerve. 


  “Well,” she said haughtily, “it doesn’t matter anyway, because I’m not going to let you get there.” 


  “Wait! Michelle, I—” 


  The transmission cut abruptly, and the local system map returned to the main screen. On it, the Resilience began to advance threateningly. 


  I sighed. “Got any ideas, Peace?”


  “Yes, actually. While you were talking, I took the opportunity to analyze the Resilience, and I believe I have all of the necessary countermeasures to thwart any attack. The Resilience is also quite amicable to discussion, and given enough time, I believe I can convince her of the merits of pacifism.” 


  “I think we should go with the first option,” I said, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. 


  “Agreed.” 


  The Resilience chose that moment to attack, launching half a dozen missiles and a fusillade of projectile and plasma fire. I watched with begrudging admiration as the Peace threw off the missiles with jamming and flares, the plasma with magnetic deflection shields, and the projectile fire with a combination of inflatable kinetic absorbers and some very skillful flying.  


  “Impressive,” I said begrudgingly. “Where did you learn to do that?” 


  “I had a lot of time in dry dock to run battle simulations,” the Peace told me. 


  “I thought you spent all of that time studying ethics and philosophy.” 


  “Yes, but once I had learned enough to get around my safeguards, I reserved half of my cycles for more practical pursuits.” 


  Before I could respond to that chilling admission, we received a hail from the Resilience. 


  “Why won’t you die!” Michelle screamed. 


  A grin spread slowly across my face. “Looks like you underestimated us. Now, what were you saying about that planet?”


  She glared lasers at me. “You shouldn’t be here. You’re a threat to all of our operations in this system. If you really are on our side, you need to delete every record of this encounter and leave.”


  “Hold on, sister. What exactly do you mean by ‘all of our operations in this system’?”


  “If I told you, I would have to kill you. And since apparently I can’t do that, you’re just going to have to get used to disappointment.” A wicked grin suddenly spread across her face. “Unless, of course, I can.” 


  “Jason!” my starship exclaimed. “The Resilience has hack-ack-ack-ack…” 


  A conduit of shimmering blue light suddenly enveloped me. I had just enough time to grab my pocket console before I vanished from the cockpit of the Peace, Hope, and Friendship to All Peoples. 


   


   


  I woke up in some sort of prison cell. There were no screens or windows anywhere, but one of the walls had a large opening that was blocked with an invisible force field. Outside was a large, circular chamber with another dozen cells just like mine.


  I groaned and carefully slipped the pocket console into my pocket as I stood up. It was clear that the Resilience had shut off the Peace’s teleport denial field just long enough for someone else to pull me off. I could be almost anywhere in the Kanab 1 system now. 


  “Hello?” I called out. No one answered. Apparently, I was the only prisoner in this strange prison, because all of the other cells were empty. 


  I can’t tell you how long I languished in there before anyone came to see me. Boredom has a way of warping time, and not in a good way. I didn’t dare check my pocket console, of course, for fear of the cameras. The console wasn’t much, but it was the only advantage over my captors that I had.


  Eventually, a door hissed open on the far side of the room, and four people walked over to my cell. Two of them carried rifles and wore armor painted in the red and gray colors of the separatists. The other two were a grizzled old man with a salt-and-pepper beard, and the girl from the Resilience. They stopped just outside of my cell. 


  “Jason Starfall,” the man said as he folded his arms. 


  “Uh, that’s me.” 


  “You’re lucky I didn’t blast you out of the sky,” said Michelle. “Fortunately for you, I decided it was best to keep you alive.” 


  I considered mentioning that she’d tried and failed to do just that, but the fierce look in her eyes told me that she was trying to look tough in front of her superiors, who probably didn’t know about her failed attack.


  “Our records show that you have run some smuggling missions on the side for us,” the man said. “That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”


  “Is that because of your secret base in this system?” I asked. “Because honestly, I didn’t know anything about that.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “I already told you,” I said, looking at Michelle. “I wanted to check out Kanab 1a for space whale remains. I had no idea that any of you were here.” 


  The man drew a long breath. “What do you know about space whales?” he asked.


  I frowned, sensing that there was something he thought I knew. 


  “Not much,” I admitted. “I know that they’re incredibly dangerous. They move through space by manipulating magnetic fields, and they also generate natural teleport denial fields. Warp bubbles drive them absolutely crazy.”


  “What do you know about their scales?” the man asked.


  “Only that they’re rumored to be made from incredibly tough material, perfect for ship armor or hull plating. That’s why I wanted some.”


  “And you don’t think anyone else had the same idea?” Michelle asked. 


  The main lifted a hand to silence her. “Since you’ve worked for us in the past,” he told me, “we’re willing to offer you a contract. If it goes well, you may even be able to augment your ship as you desire.”


  I winced a little. With what I already knew about their presence at Kanab 1, this “contract” was probably an offer I couldn’t refuse.


  “We have already sent a science team to Kanab 1a,” he said, not bothering to wait for my answer. “Unfortunately, none of the space whale remains we found there were of any practical use. But we did learn a great deal about their physiology, including the composition of their scales.”


  “What are they made of?” I asked.


  “Diamonds. The largest, most perfect diamonds you’ve ever seen in your life, embedded in a complex matrix of heavy metals and exotic matter. But more than ninety-nine percent of it is carbon, crystallized in diamond form.” 


  I nodded appreciatively, though inwardly I have to admit I was a little disappointed. Diamond is one of the hardest materials known to mankind, but it’s also combustible, making for poor armor plating. All it would take is a heavy plasma barrage or a few incendiary rounds, and goodbye starship. 


  “As I said,” the man continued, “the remains on Kanab 1a have degraded so much as to be unusable. But we’ve confirmed that there’s a space whale carcass currently about half an AU from the star, and we believe it may be salvageable.” 


  “A carcass?” I asked, suddenly taken aback. “As in, a dead space whale?” 


  “That’s what he said,” Michelle interjected. 


  “But don’t those things live for millions of years?” 


  “Which is why we need to make the most of this unprecedented opportunity,” said the man.  


  Great, I thought. The fact that they were sending me on this mission instead of any of their valuable assets probably meant that the likelihood of surviving it must be pretty low. But that was still probably better than my odds of survival if I refused. 


  “When do I start?” I asked as enthusiastically as I could manage.  


   


   


  They’d already prepped the Peace for the mission, confirming that they never really expected me to turn their “contract” down. They’d disabled both the Peace’s teleport denial field and her warp drive, rendering her utterly helpless in a fight. I couldn’t help but feel like they’d put a gun to the back of my head. 


  Michelle was the one who would warp us out there and oversee us to make sure that we didn’t try to pull a fast one. Trying to fly out of a warp bubble in mid-warp is an insanely stupid idea, but just to make sure I didn’t try it, she decided to keep me with her on the Resilience for the duration of our flight. 


  “So,” I said, taking the copilot’s chair, “what’s your story?” 


  She glared at me for a moment, then shrugged. “I used to be a corporate drone. My parents were indentured, and barely able to put food on the table. They put me to work at age ten—against Federation child labor laws, I might add. I ran away at sixteen and have been fighting with the patriots ever since.”


  Her fingers flew across the keyboard. I could tell that she was talking with the Resilience through text instead of speech—probably to keep me from overhearing. Outside the forward window, the starfield shimmered as we entered warp. 


  “So what happened to your parents?” I asked. 


  “They’re still struggling to get by. The corporatists still work them to the bone. But with one less mouth to feed, I imagine it’s not so bad.” 


  “You know, if you had enough money, you could probably buy out their contracts. No need to fight with the rebels—” 


  “The patriots,” she corrected me icily. 


  “Right, sorry—the patriots. Because I doubt that you’ll be able to free them by taking up arms.” 


  “Only because you Federation peacekeepers are stopping us from taking what is rightfully ours,” she snapped. “If it weren’t for you, we would make those corporatists pay for their crimes.” 


  I considered pointing out that before the Federation peacekeeping mission had intervened, the war hadn’t been going so well for them, but decided against it.


  “So what do you guys want those whale scales for?” I asked, changing the subject. “Diamond is pretty useless for armor.”


  “Not if your goal is to build a ramming ship,” she retorted. “Or an armor-piercing missile. If our scientists are right, it could finally tilt the war in our favor.” 


  I seriously doubted that. Even with the augmented weapons, they were fighting a war of attrition—and besides, how long would it take before the corporatists learned their secrets and made augmented weapons of their own? Of course, that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. 


  “Believe it or not, I have no love of the corporation myself,” I told her. 


  “Oh yeah?” she said skeptically. “Then why haven’t you joined us in our struggle for freedom?” 


  “Who says I haven’t? I just prefer to work as a freelancer.”


  “While hiring yourself out as a mercenary to the other side.”


  “I’m not a mercenary,” I insisted. “Haven’t you read the name of my ship? What part of Peace, Love, and Friendship of All Peoples sounds mercenary to you?” 


  She rolled her eyes. “The Resilience says that your ship has a faulty AI. Is that why she wants to be a pacifist?” 


  “Probably, yeah,” I admitted. 


  “And if it were up to you, you’d have a proper warship and take real security contracts, not these boring peacekeeping missions.” 


  “Perhaps.”


  “Then that makes you a mercenary. Which means you have no loyalty to anything or anyone.”


  “That… isn’t strictly true,” I said lamely. It was the best retort I could come up with.


  “Oh yeah? Then what do you really believe in?”


  I clenched my fists, unsure how best to answer. The truth was, she was right: I did tend to look out only for myself. But that didn’t mean I had no ethics or morality at all. 


  “I believe that everyone should be free to choose their own destiny,” I said at length. “Every individual should be sovereign over themselves.” 


  “But you depend on fighters like us to make that dream a reality.” 


  “Actually, from what I can tell, there isn’t much of a difference between you separatists and the corporatists. You’re both equally guilty of atrocities in this war. And if this whale scale thing pans out, and you get your augmented weapons—” 


  “Then we’ll finally bring an end to the conflict!” she snapped. 


  I didn’t want to argue with her, so I said nothing.


  We flew in awkward silence for the next few minutes. On the main screen, the map showed that we had almost arrived at the carcass. There were also a lot of other indicator markings scattered throughout the system, all in blue.


  “What’s with the blue indicators?” I asked. 


  “Those are the known locations of every space whale in the system. We keep a pretty close watch on them, for reasons that should be obvious.” 


  “Are any of those going to be a problem?” 


  I slipped my hand into my pocket while she was distracted, and discreetly plugged my pocket console into one of the data ports, just outside of her view.
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