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ETYMOLOGY

I’m not a linguist. I’ve had enough of the Catechism of Prosperity to know that the word Leviathan comes from the Testament so that makes its origins—what? Proto-Exodite?

Something to do with the hundred different languages people spoke in the dark days of Old Earth?

Behemoth is the same. Not Kraken, though. Least I don’t think so.




EXTRACTS

Collected by a sub-subroutine of a bored neural network.

‘And the Father created Great Whales.’

The Testament, first instalment

‘Ahab, can’t you see? The whale is a metaphor!’

Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, S1 E15

‘There go the ships; there is that Leviathan whom thou hast made to play therein.’

The Testament, additional materials

‘By art is created that great LEVIATHAN called a COMMONWEALTH, or State—(in Latin, CIVITAS), which is but an artificial man.’

Old Earth text on statecraft, author unknown

‘Life is an act of consumption, Jupiter. To live is to consume. Now the human beings on your planet are merely a resource waiting to be converted into capital. And this entire enterprise is just a small part in a vast and beautiful machine defined by evolution, designed to a single purpose: to create profit.’

Balem Abrasax, Jupiter Ascending

‘Towards thee I roll, thou all-destroying but unconquering whale; to the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee. Sink all coffins and all hearses to one common pool! and since neither can be mine, let me then tow to pieces, while still chasing thee, though tied to thee, thou damned whale!’

Last words of an Old Earth Leviathan hunter

‘How would you describe your generation?’

‘Born too late for tall ships, but too soon for star ships.’

Dinosaur Comics




CHAPTER
ONE

Cthonius Linea

Call me . . . call me whatever the fuck you like. Isha. Or Isobel. Io. Imogen. Iris. Ivy. If there’s a point to all this—to any of this cacophonous bullshit in my head—it’s that I don’t think I’ve ever been sure what the I in I Am stands for. But it’s the only word or name or pronoun that’s always been mine. That nobody’s tried to take from me. That’s always felt right.

I’ve never been a grounded person. Or a rooted person. It’s not that I haven’t tried. There’ve been days when I thought I could settle. When I even thought I could belong somewhere. But then there’s always other days when my whole life feels like a prison and my body feels like the jailer and something inside me wants to tear out through my chest or my throat and scream to the stars.

That’s when I figure it’s time to go voyaging.

It’s a choice I make. The other choice would be to walk out of a fucking airlock. To let the Europan winds or the Venusian rains or the beautiful lethal sunlight of Mercury do what they will with me. Not that I’ve ever been able to afford a trip to Mercury or Venus. I’m not made of money.

Still, one way or another, when I get like that, I have to leave.

The last time I got the sky-lust I’d been on Europa three months and was flat broke. And since that meant I couldn’t keep up repayments to the pharma-state of Aphrodite Terra, and that meant I was risking getting half my body repossessed, I needed a job, and ideally—for where-my-head-was-at reasons and dodging-the-flesh-bailiffs reasons—I wanted that job to be in the skies.

So I went hunting Leviathans.

Looking back, it was a mistake. I say looking back, but it wasn’t even that long ago. Still—fuck me, does it feel like I was young then.

I should have booked on with a merchant ship, but the outer worlds were disaligned and the Europa– Rhea runs were cutting crew to compensate. Besides, I wanted to see something new. To catch a glimpse of the great Jovian beasts whose cerebrospinal fluid powered every ship, lamp, relativistic damper, and oxygen diffuser in the system.

The hunter-barques fly from three ports on the Jovian moons. The largest is Loki Patera, on the banks of the great Ionian magma-lake where the titanomachic and mining industries feed each other in an ever-widening sprawl of steel, sulfur, and spermaceti.

For those of you who aren’t technically minded, spermaceti is the name we give that cerebrospinal fluid I was talking about, like, two paragraphs ago. You may never have heard of it; you almost certainly never think about it. Especially if you live on one of the core worlds, light-hours away from the monsters it comes from and the people who hunt them. In the business there really are people who call it sperm with a straight face. I’m not one of them. Then again I wasn’t in the business very long.

In any case, there are two other big hunter-cities out there. Enki Catena, one of the few settlements that sit on the surface of Ganymede instead of luxuriating in its subsurface oceans, is the wealthiest, but real Leviathan hunters look down on it for the same reason the whole Commonwealth looks down on Ganymedians. They’ve been rich too long to know what’s what but not long enough to have any class. No, for me there was only one place to go Leviathaning: Cthonius Linea, first and best and most broken.

I traveled from Harmonia Linea with a crew of ice miners looking to take their earnings offworld. I didn’t fancy their chances. Cthonius was a vampire city; half the population was just passing through and the other half lived by sucking the first half dry.

“This time,” one was saying as our shuttle rattled over rails that hadn’t been repaired in a century, “it’ll be different.”

“You said that last time,” replied another. Both men were old, their skin frost-burned from the mines and their lips cyanotic from years of not quite enough oxygen. “You never made it past Pilgrim’s Row.”

“This time it’ll be different,” the first repeated. “Can’t do another three years.”

In my long and fucky life, I’ve been many things. A trader, a teacher, a pilot, and a poet. But I’ve always stayed clear of mine work, ice-mine work especially. I can’t stand feeling trapped, so I can’t imagine much worse than a life in freezing, flooded tunnels. It’s a job for the hardy and the desperate, and I’ve only ever been one of those things.

“What about you, girl?” the second miner asked me.

I’d not expected him to ask me anything, so I stalled. “What about what about me?”

“Where you headed? Io? Ganymede? Out-of-well?”

“Hunting,” I told him. It was short, it was clear, and it was true.

Didn’t stop them laughing.

I drew my coat tighter against the chill. “Something funny?”

“Fools and mad folks go to the hunt,” a third miner said. The ice had taken his nose and three fingers from his left hand.

“Fools and mad folks go down the mines,” I replied.

They laughed again. But with me this time. Which was warming in its own way. I appreciate that I might be coming across a bit of a misanthrope here, what with all the talk of walking out of airlocks and shitting on Ganymedians (everybody shits on Ganymedians), but I don’t actually hate people. Most people. Most of the time. And maybe if we hadn’t been packed like farmed eels in a tin box that would kill us all in seconds if its thermals failed I’d have been friendlier. Hell, maybe I’d have blown one of them just to feel something—sorry, that’s the airlock voice again. Anyway, point is it was a short trip and I was in a weird mood and I’d already made up my mind to head out into the sky to try and kill the biggest thing I could possibly kill.

We’ve all been there, right?

I said goodbye to the miners as the shuttle docked and the antique hydraulics spat us out into the first of Cthonius Linea’s 109 habitation domes. There’s this ritual I do whenever I arrive in a new place. I stop and I breathe and I take in the scent of it. That’s harder on Europa, of course; the atmosphere outside—what little there is of it—is at fifty and this near to the walls the air is so cold you can barely inhale it, much less smell it. But you can’t jam this many people this close without there being some kind of savor on the breeze. Cthonius Linea, then, smells of travelers, of the nothing-scent of the ice, of the fried fish hawked by the street food vendors. Under that there’s rust and ozone, the signs of a life-support system that’s definitely seen better days and probably better decades.

Spermaceti built the city of Cthonius Linea. With Old Earth long out of resources and the transuranics available in the rest of the system cutting it less and less over the centuries, energy had become our number-one problem. That’s “our” as in “humanity’s.” Because let’s face it, we’re all stuck in this mess together. Well, most of us. The people on the core worlds seem fine, actually, even though energy-crisis-wise they’re the ones who need the most on account of it being really hard to maintain a garden full of orchids on a world where the temperatures outside cross seven hundred and it rains acid.

All part of the divine plan I suppose.

Where was I? In case you either skipped history in school or this book gets inexplicably popular thirty years after my death and you’re reading it in a totally different cultural context, a few centuries ago we were, as a species, fucked. So the discovery of the Leviathans, right when we needed them most, must have felt like a miracle. Of course the Plutonian Church says it was exactly that. Proof of a benevolent Father who wishes to guide the Worthy to Prosperity. I think the Venusian Church says it’s proof that a benevolent Father seeks always to safeguard life, for life is all that is holy. Other cults say different. Whoever’s right, a rush of the faithful and the entrepreneurial came to the outer worlds. Merchant-pilgrims in solar ships pushed to the limits of their photoelectric sails.

I sometimes wish I’d been born back then. In the frontier years, before the sky was carved up and tamed. Back when people believed the future would be better than the past instead of worse. The Cthonius I saw when I finally arrived was a shadow of a ruin of what it used to be. In the launch towers of the docklands, water-ships outnumbered hunter-ships by twenty to one. Still, the streets thronged with travelers from across the system—corporates from the inner worlds, indolent Ganymedians, severe scholars from the Golden City on Pluto—and that was enough of a crowd to lose myself in. But I could imagine a time when all those thousands of people, to the last, would have been here for the hunt.

Except those days were gone. Had been since long, long before I got there.




CHAPTER
TWO

The Coffin Inn

It was late by local time when I spilled out onto the streets of Cthonius Linea, so I wandered the docklands looking for somewhere to stay. In some ways, I wasn’t choosy. Cold, tired, and hungry, I would have taken a blanket in the exhaust port of an ore frigate if the price had been right. And even the blanket would have been optional.

The price, though, wouldn’t. Prices never are.

That was part of the reason I passed by the Harpoon. Its intentionally suggestive sign—a supple youth picked out in pink-and-purple neon riding a long, lusty shaft into the night—didn’t especially bother me. I’ve stayed in similar places before and sometimes the blaring music and the promise of getting railed hard for a small extra fee is exactly what I need. But the fact that every part of the sign was still lit, that the people inside seemed happy and free and well-sheltered, suggested that it’d be more than I could afford. Hell, the fact that it had a roof suggested it’d be more than I could afford.

I skipped the Swordfish for similar reasons; the atmosphere was less orgiastic and more refined, but I was still wearing my worn environment suit and had exactly one change of clothes with me. Refinement was not something I was able to offer.

The trick would be to move down. Not physically down, Europa is famously the smoothest body in the system, so there isn’t really an up or down except where miners or fishers have cut into its ball-bearing surface. I needed to move socially down. To where the buildings were as old as the colony and the walls had been peeled back to the original titanium then repainted with whatever pigments a desperate local could forage or fabricate. To the kind of place where they don’t tell you what organism your meat is coming from and you know you’re better off not asking.

My feet worked on their own, taking me to the parts of the city that people with choices avoided. They didn’t always work the way I wanted, mind you. Years in the Catechism of Prosperity meant they kept trying to guide me into churches, and on that day at least I wasn’t in the mood for religion. Eventually, though, they brought me somewhere more promising.

It was called the Coffin Inn and I hoped that it might be exactly that—a place that would rent me a six-foot-by-two-foot shelf for the night, just stable enough to sleep lying down and just warm enough that I’d wake up with most of my fingers.

As it turned out, it wasn’t that. It was something older and homier which, if I’d been in a better mood, I might almost have called “quaint.” I made my way inside and found myself in a common room of the old kind, paneled in sheet metal and scattered with human flotsam. A screen on one wall flicked between pictures slightly too fast to make out any one individually. Between them, they made an impression that was almost hypnotic—an advertisement for a soda whose name I kept failing to read would flick into a digital portrait of a star-cutter in flight, then one of the old solar ships, then a fog-shrouded beast of unguessable proportions, then another advertisement, this time for a sleek H2-burning groundcar that no customer of the Coffin could possibly afford.

I once asked a man I half knew why they did that, why the trade-states tried to sell things to people who would never be able to buy them.

“Aspiration” had been his only answer. And although I hadn’t liked to admit it, I’d known what he meant. The trade-states didn’t sell products, not really. They sold dreams. They sold hope. And at such reasonable prices.

Tearing my eyes away from the ever-cycling screen, I buttonholed the landlord.

“No room,” he told me at once. “’Less you’re inclined to share.”

Inclined was a strong word. But I was out of options and he knew it. “Depends who with.”

He looked at me in a scrutinizing way that I saw a lot and imagined more. “There’s a lady has half a bed spare. Harpooner, mind.”

That was actually forty times better than I’d expected. In my experience if you’re inclined to share means something on the spectrum from “you can sleep in the pit with my guard-crabs” to “I will definitely be wanting to fuck you.”

“You setting out into the storms?” the proprietor continued conversationally.

I nodded.

“Then you’ll need to get used to close quarters. Not a lot of space on a hunter-barque.”

I nodded again. All star-craft were cramped in one way or another. It was a kind of cosmic joke, I think, that trapped in a metal box was the freest I ever felt. As long as it was the right kind of metal box. The kind that went up instead of down and where if you died it’d be amidst the stars, not deep in a freezing pit or buried under water-ice.

Once I’d agreed to share a bed with a complete stranger and paid up-front for the privilege, the landlord told me to take a seat and wait to be called through for supper. That I did, and as I sat I found my eyes being drawn back to the screen on the wall and its rotating images of monsters and merchandise. I would count the seconds before the first ship-picture gave way and the beast in the fog appeared again until I convinced myself that I could predict its arrival down to the eyeblink.

I’d convinced myself wrong. Somehow it still surprised me every time. Or maybe that’s just how it feels now, looking back.

We were called through to the dining hall in little clusters of three or four. The room was small and would almost have been homey if it hadn’t been for the lack of underfloor insulation. On a frozen world heat leaves through the soles, and my boots weren’t thick enough or powered enough to keep my feet from going numb. The food, though, was more than adequate; the polypous meats of Europa’s native sea life grilled and served in a stew alongside dumplings made from some cheap hydroponic grain. It was warming, filling, and cholesterol-rich enough to fuel my endocrine synthesizers, which had been blinking a warning light on my arm for two days.

My companions were a mixed band: a tall Phobosi who I hoped wouldn’t start trouble; an impractically dressed Ganymedian dandy whose burgundy morning suit looked wonderful in a dome but would offer no protection at all if a seal failed; a slim, pale woman wearing a trapezoid necklace of shining silver wire sat beside a smaller and if anything even paler man sporting the same iconography.

Something about them caught my eye, an odd mix of commonality and distance. They both wore the bracelets of shell casings that were common amongst Deimosi munitions workers, which was a job I’d done myself when I was much, much younger.

There was also the fact that they were sitting a little aloof from the company, and the part of me that liked to pick scabs and fuck strangers wanted to find out what the hell their deal was.

“Not wanting to be rude,” I said, and I genuinely didn’t. Although not wanting and not doing were different things. “But do you have some kind of problem with the rest of us?”

“We mean no disrespect,” the woman replied, which put us even on disingenuous disclaimers. “Our faith teaches us to avoid the First Devoured where practical.”

I should have left it there, but I had to ask. “And those would be . . .”

The man next to her—a man I’d soon come to know better, in some ways at least—gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry,” he said. “Sister Jermyn is a missionary so she’s a bit . . . explicit.”

Sister Jermyn turned her head just slightly in her companion’s direction. “Mr. Marsh, condescending to unbelievers is all very well but your speech strays perilously close to secularism.”

“I just meant,” Marsh explained, “that since she doesn’t know what the First Devoured are—”

The Phobosi nudged me. He was a large man with radiation burns up his arms and warsuit interface ports visible at his wrists. Not every Phobosi was a merc, but enough were that it was a safe assumption. “You won’t get sense out of these fuckers,” he said. “They’re Wisdom.”

“They’re what?” There were literally thousands of tiny peculiar sects out there, I could think of at least half a dozen “Wisdom” cults from Deimos alone.

“Church of Starry Wisdom,” he explained. “They think the whole universe was made by a giant space monster and that one day it’ll come back and eat everybody except them.”

Sister Jermyn raised an eyebrow, and I really tried not to find her attractive. I have this idea in my head that very religious people are good in bed on account of all the repression. It’s never been true yet but I can’t quite stop checking. “A common misconception. Our faith holds that the Devouring God will consume everything including us. But we will be last, and we take solace in that.”

Marsh, if I was being honest, didn’t look like he took very much solace in it.

“They also,” the Phobosi added, now sounding actively contemptuous, “think that melanin is a curse from the ancient space monster, which means the whole order-of-getting-eaten thing depends on your skin tone.”

“Thus we maintain the purity of our faith, and the purity of our blood,” Sister Jermyn confirmed, as if that made total sense.

“In order that we may be the last devoured,” Marsh concluded, like an amen. And I recognized a rote quality in his recitation, a quality I’d heard in my own voice so often. One I’d spent half my life hoping nobody else would spot.

“And you really think”—what can I say, I was still in that scab-picking, stranger-fucking mood—“that the fact your skin is a slightly lighter shade of brown than most people’s”—I saw Sister Jermyn stiffen, and I’d later learn that Starry Wisdomers hate to be reminded that they aren’t literally a different color from all other humans—“remotely matters to an all-devouring space god from beyond oblivion?”

To my surprise, Marsh looked genuinely hurt. “You know, it’s not polite to mock other people’s religions.”

After that we moved from theology to safer subjects. And as we talked and ate, I became worryingly aware that Sister Jermyn was the only other woman present, which led to the troubling thought that she’d be the one I was sleeping with. And despite my continued belief that hate sex is the best sex, I really didn’t want to share a room with a member of a phenotypically obsessed apocalypse cult if I could possibly avoid it. As subtly as I was able, I beckoned over the landlord. “She isn’t the harpooner, is she?” I asked him.

He chuckled. “Lord, no, the harpooner is”—here he grinned wide—“quite a queer sort, if you catch my meaning.”

His meaning could have been one of a thousand things. “Maybe throw it harder?”

Crouching down, he brought his lips to my ears and whispered two words: “Old Earth.”

It wasn’t what I’d expected. Though I’d traveled widely and met or fought or fucked people from all over the system—Proteans, Cereans, even Erisians—I’d never even seen a Terran. The Great Churches bicker constantly, but they all agree that after the Exodus there was nothing left on Earth but cannibals and criminals.

“Where is she now?” I asked.

The landlord shrugged. “Out.”

I fixate sometimes. On ideas. On unknowns. On hopes or goals. And whether he knew it or not, the landlord had given me something sharp to fixate on. Who was this Earther I’d agreed to spend the night with? What business was she out on? How much of what the preachers had taught me about Terran ways was true, and how much did it matter?

As the hours slipped by, as the other guests came and went and I saw all the things my new bunkmate wasn’t—the honest local fisherfolk with their eyelashes still frosted, the tourists from the inner worlds who wouldn’t last the week—the more pressing those questions became.

I fought my fatigue as long as I could, but by midnight I was done. I’d crossed half the body that day and my mind was beginning to skip like interwell streaming. So I told the landlord that I was chucking it in.

The room in the Coffin was slightly better than its name suggested, a whole ten feet by five feet with a ceiling high enough that I could just about stand. Between the travel and the time, I was too exhausted to worry about an angry Earther coming back and slitting my throat in the night. I took the opportunity to strip off the environment suit I’d been wearing since Harmonia and then I collapsed into sheets that were cold, grimy, and still more comfortable than anything I’d felt in days.

I don’t know how long I slept, or how well. I only know I woke up with a knife at my throat.




CHAPTER
THREE

The Harpooner

The carbide sting of the blade woke me first. Then the weight of the other woman kneeling astride me. Then the light that shone from every inch of her skin, intricate skeins like maps or blueprints that glowed pale blue and irregular.

“Quis,” she demanded. “Quis es.”

I didn’t know her language, but I knew context. Context, unfortunately, wasn’t telling me how to keep the blood in my veins. “Friend,” I tried. “Friend.”

The electric glow from her markings faded slightly, and she drew her knife just a half inch away from my neck. “Cuius friend es?”

Carefully, I raised my hands. “I won’t hurt you.”

She didn’t look like she believed me, but she looked like she understood me, which was all I could really hope for. Keeping her weight mostly on my ribs, she took the weapon far enough away that she could only kill me with it on purpose. Which was about as comforting as a stranger with a knife gets.

“If you let me call the landlord,” I offered, “I am sure he can explain.”

Landlord she got. Although from the expression on her face I didn’t think she liked the man much.

Gingerly, I reached for the intercom and pressed to open the channel.

“What can I do you for?” asked the landlord from the other end with uncalled-for cheeriness.

“The Terran is here,” I said quietly, “and she wants to kill me.”

“I’m sure she doesn’t.”

It’s probably a legacy of my upbringing that I hadn’t expected an Earther to know how a communicator worked, but she spoke into the device as naturally as she spoke to me. “You,” she said to the landlord, “explicare mihi.”

The line went dead a moment. Then the landlord’s voice returned. “The thing is . . .”

I severely doubted this would end well. In fact, I was beginning to worry that I was fucked, and not in the fun way.

“No,” the harpooner snapped into the communicator.

“I said it was a double room. I’ll give you a discount.”

Her markings were glowing again, paler this time. “Pedicabo ego vos et irrumabo.”

“No need to be like that. Calm down. Think of it as extra warmth for the night. Gets mighty chilly here on ’Ropa.”

The harpooner looked like she was about to stab something, hopefully something not me, but in the end restricted herself to giving a cry of frustrated rage and cutting off the channel.

While I didn’t think the landlord had done the best job of smoothing things over, it did seem like he’d given us a mutual enemy. The harpooner moved off of me and sat on the edge of the bed, quietly steaming and glaring at me over her shoulder.

“Friend?” she asked.

I nodded.

“That man.” Her mouth was set in a grim line. “Fur.” Then when it became clear I had no idea what I meant she added, “Thief.”

I nodded again.

For a moment we stared at each other, and I searched her face for answers. Aside from her markings, which were like nothing I’d ever seen before, she seemed not that different from the hundred other strangers I’ve met in places like this. Admittedly, the fact that she was emitting light rather than reflecting it made details rather tricky to pick out, but I could tell that she was shaven-headed, that she had a strong jaw and high cheekbones. Her eyes, lit from above and below with those holographic tattoos, seemed impossibly large and dark and endless. I didn’t think I was staring, but something about the way she held my gaze made my skin prickle, made me very conscious, all of a sudden, of the way my tongue felt inside my mouth. I gave up caring how other people saw me long ago, but there, in that moment, I felt so utterly beheld that it was almost unbearable.

I told her my name—the name I was using then—and she told me hers. I’m not going to share it with you. Some things are precious. But let’s call her Q.

Shuffling to one side, I made room for her to lie next to me. Whatever the landlord might have said, it was not a double room by any real standard and there was no way we could share without getting well into each other’s space.

I wasn’t entirely complaining. The landlord had been right about the warmth, and I’ve always had a yearning for touch that nearly matched my yearning for sky. I curled into her arms and closed my eyes. For a woman who’d begun by pressing a knife to my throat, she held me surprisingly gently. But perhaps she thought I was surprisingly gentle for a woman who’d begun by stealing into her bed without asking. Or perhaps she thought I was trash. That was more likely.

When day came and the dome-lights started bleeding in through the windows she was still holding me. And even though she was a complete stranger, I let myself feel safe.

“It’s morning,” I told her. Because it seemed like I should.

She made a sleepy noise against my shoulder which suggested that, from her perspective, morning could get fucked.

“I need to look for a ship.”

The mention of ships stirred her slightly, but only slightly. “Ships,” she said. “Multae.”

“The landlord said you were a harpooner,” I tried.

Bleary and disinterested, she waved a hand in the direction of a wicked-looking coilgun. “Yes,” she said. “Harpooner sum.”

There were no two ways about it, this was a massive stroke of luck. My plan for finding work had been to walk the docks until I saw a promising vessel, then see if I could find somebody in a position to offer me a job. In hindsight, it had been an incredibly shit plan. And now by chance I’d met a woman who’d already been on the hunt. Who seemed like she might be willing to help me. It was almost enough to make me believe in providence.

Carefully, I rolled over to face her. “Do you—would you look for a ship with me?”

Q’s endless eyes met mine. And for a moment I saw something, imagined I saw her seeing something. Perhaps it was just the morning light, or the still needing to get out of my head, or the long, weird day I’d had yesterday. Whatever it was, I had an unexplained and powerful urge to kiss her. I resisted for a dozen different reasons. For a start, she’d woken me up with a knife. That’s the sort of thing should put a girl off.

I mean, it didn’t. But I tried to act like it had.

“We should get breakfast,” I said instead. And a part of me regretted it.

We hovered in that space, me not kissing her and her not kissing me either, for moments that stretched out like blown glass, and then she turned away, swung out of bed into the foot or so of space that made up the rest of the room. She touched the biometric seal of her traveling bag and, from within, produced a small rectangular icon. It was black, jet black, and almost mirrored. As she moved her fingers over its surface, I saw symbols dancing across it, and the lines of her markings glowed in sympathy with them.

I had no idea what she was doing. Terrans, I was always told, have little in the way of technology. How, after all, could they develop it without the churches or the vast incorporated conglomerates of the trade-states to guide them? I decided, in the end, that it was a religious matter, and waited for her to finish.

“Yes,” she said as the surface of the icon returned to darkness.

“Yes what?”

“I will sail with you.”




CHAPTER
FOUR

The Hunter’s Story

Breakfast in the Coffin was better than I’d expected. It was too low-rent to serve offbody food, which meant it was all ice fish and algae, but they were well prepared and I’ve eaten a lot worse in my time. Q was diving in with enthusiasm, spearing slices of eel with the knife she’d nearly used to spear me.

The dining hall was filling with skyfarers. Some I recognized from the night before; others had drifted in since. The Starry Wisdomers were there, sitting even farther from the rest of us than they had previously, perhaps not wanting a repeat of the theological debate. Two workers from a Martian rust convoy—easily identifiable by the dust, which gets everywhere—had settled in opposite us and were telling lewd stories about their stopover on Vesta. One or two others I thought might be from the hunter-ships. They looked too worn for merchants, too lean for scavengers, and too lightly armed for pirates.

Curious about what I was getting myself into, I asked this last group if they had any stories. Voiders always do, and this lot turned out to be no exception. The man who was speaking now was, by his accent, Ionian. He was old—eighty if he was a day, even accounting for the hard life of a skyfarer—and as fortune or, if you prefer, the ineffable will of the Father would have it, he was later to be one of my shipmates. I never got to know him that well, and so many years have passed since that I only remember him as the Old Ionian.

A rotten thing, memory.

“Some thirty years ago,” he was saying, “when I was just a lad”—okay, maybe he was a bit less than eighty, or maybe a lad was a very subjective term—“I shipped aboard a hunter-barque called the Essex, under Captain Pollard.”

“Would that be the Essex that they made a very popular streaming show about relatively recently?” asked the Ganymedian, only a little bit superciliously.

“Might be,” replied the Old Ionian. “But I wouldn’t know. Still, you’ll have the tale from me as true as it happened.” He took a breath and launched into his story. “For six months we’d been skimming ammonia, playing in the upper atmosphere where the sprites and elveses dance.”

At the time I assumed sprites and elveses were some whimsical cloudhunter’s superstition, but I eventually learned differently. They’re actually the technical terms for a kind of intense electromagnetic discharge you get in the atmosphere of gas giants. Consider this foreshadowing.

“Cautious captains,” the Old Ionian went on, “or fresh ones, they like to stay shallow on account of it keeps you in lower gravity, which in turn spares the afterburners when you’re leaving the well. But as Pollard was learning to his cost, the shallow skies aren’t where you find the best or the richest Leviathans. No, to get those you have to go deep, and after six months—”

“You already said it was six months,” the Ganymedian pointed out.

“After six months with nary a spout to be seen, by eye or by scan, the captain decided that we’d be best risking the plunge.”

With a storyteller’s instinct, he paused, letting us hang a moment as no doubt the Essex had hung before its pilots steered it from the ammonia-ice of the upper reaches to the hydrogen-sulfide depths.

“Down we went,” quoth the Old Ionian. “And down and down to where the winds are so strong they’ll strip the flesh from your bones and the clouds are so dense you can chew on them if you take your helmet off. Well, chew on them for the forty seconds you’d live in that heat and that pressure and—”

“And with the wind so strong it’ll strip your flesh from your bones,” offered the Ganymedian, now openly mocking.

The Old Ionian fixed him with a cold stare. “Fie on ye, thou pamperloin. A fine waste of air-rations you’d be on a hunting voyage.”

“Wouldn’t go near one.” The Ganymedian was giving intense wouldn’t-be-caught-dead energy. “A nice safe merchant run for me.”

A nice, safe merchant run seemed about the Ganymedian’s speed, and probably it was the most sensible option (spoilers: given what happened to me and my shipmates it was definitely the most sensible option). But hearing him say it, in that moment, I felt such a bile of contempt rise up within me that, if I hadn’t been such a giant fucking coward, I’d have called him a prick there and then.

“We had better luck in the deep sky,” the Old Ionian went on, apparently deciding that it was better to just ignore the interruptions. “And we took plenty of sperm on that run. But one day, some sixteen hundred klicks out from resupply station kappa-two, we caught a spout the like of which none of us had seen, the like of which I’ve nary seen since.”

The Ganymedian seemed about to say something, but he got cut off.

“A spout that lit up the array, so strong was its pulse, and when we got into visual, we saw an enormous Leviathan. Twice as long as our barque and pure white—”

“Hang on.” Now it was the Phobosi interrupting. “Pure white? You’re talking about the Möbius Beast.”

The Old Ionian nodded. “That I am, friend. That I am.”

“One”—the Phobosi held out a finger that I couldn’t help noticing was missing a fingertip—“the white Leviathan is a myth, and two”—he held out a second, which was missing the tip and half its length; the pair together looked like they’d been cut through with a single stroke and probably had been—“even if it weren’t, nobody ever said it was the beast that wrecked the Essex.”

“Perhaps,” pitched in the Ganymedian, “they should have hired you as a consultant on the adaptation.”

“Tace,” said Q to the Ganymedian and the Phobosi both. And while none of us spoke her language we got the sense that it meant Shut up.

The Old Ionian gave her a grateful nod. “Glad to see there’s some young folk still have manners. But I’ll not waste more of the story on this lot, though it’s true as I’m sitting here.”

At my side, Q stifled a laugh. “Habeoque senectuti magnam gratiam,” she mused to nobody in particular, “quae mihi sermonis aviditatem auxit, potionis et cibi sustulit.” Then, smiling at some private joke, she rose, placed a hand on my shoulder, and added, “I will walk. You will walk with me?”

The Starry Wisdom cultist was already raising her own objections to the hunter’s story, and I couldn’t personally be fucked to join in with the inevitable rounds of pics-or-it-didn’t-happen that would follow. Besides, we had work to look for, so I set my hand over Q’s, stood beside her, and let her lead me out into the streets of Cthonius Linea.




CHAPTER
FIVE

The City

When I’m in a . . . a walking-out-of-airlocks mood, I think every city looks the same. Tranquility Settlement, Aphrodite Nine, the Experimental Prototype City on Titan. Each one was built by the same small group of conglomerates, working with the same materials to similar budgets and reporting to the same head offices on the core worlds.

On better days, I look closer and realize that not even the infinite reach of the trade-states can fuck everything up the same way every time. Every body in the system is geologically unique and while a dome is a dome is a dome, an ice sheet—even one buried under layers of atmospheric control and composite lagging—will never feel the same as a desert, or a ring of volcanoes.

And even without the physical differences—even if every rock in space was just a rock in space and not a cloud of solid ammonia or a ball of metallic hydrogen—there’d have been changes. The system has been settled for centuries now, and a hundred or so years of living builds up history, no matter what the shareholders might prefer. In Cthonius Linea, that history was all to do with the Leviathans. And it was a history in layers.

The first layer was industry. The city was built around its docks, and its docks were built around the trade in the bodies of titans. Where other ports were meant to accommodate smaller, more agile vessels—messengers and orbit-to-orbit ships, pure rockets and interwell haulers—the landing towers of Cthonius Linea had been built around hunter-barques. An unwieldy but versatile craft, the hunter-ship needed to operate both through the journey in hard vacuum from moon to planet, and also in the violent atmospheric conditions of Jupiter. Which meant they were part winged, part jet, part rotor; elements of the carrier and of the fighter and of the ancient tall ships of Old Earth all factored into their design. This made them, in my opinion, quite the most beautiful vessels ever created, despite the popular perception that they are, for the most part, complete shit.

Atop the industrial layer sits the layer of product. Although spermaceti (if I say it often enough you’ll get used to it) is the main target of the hunt, most parts of the Leviathan are valuable. Or at least, valuable enough that people hang on to them. So the visitor to Cthonius Linea sees that the bones of the great beasts (a biologist would say that bone is not quite the right word for the creature’s endostructure, but I’m not a biologist so I don’t care) are worked into every part of the city’s architecture. Advertising hoardings are projected onto sheets of white star-ivory. Street vendors hawk their wares from within gargantuan hollowed-out teeth laser-etched with intricate cosmonautical carvings. Half the dress of half the citizens is fashioned from the beasts’ hides—often very processed forms of them, admittedly, because the hides themselves are thick and unsupple.

At last, above the layer of product is the layer of disuse. As the business of hunting moved to other bodies, it became less the province of the individual adventurer and more of the bioindustrial enclaves of the resource-states. The shipyards and refineries and hunters’ inns began to close down, with new businesses blooming like rot on their corpses. So now you’ll see a casino where once there was a refinery, a scrap-metal dealer where once there was a lively trade in beastbones or, as often as not, nothing at all where once there was a tavern alive with hunters’ songs.

I told all this to Q as she walked beside me. She nodded sagely and added, in her heathenish tongue, “Sic transit gloria mundi.” No idea what she meant by it.

We made a strange pair, Q and I, strolling the narrow prefabricated streets of the old quarter and watching out for likely starships. Port cities tended to skew cosmopolitan, but even here it was rare to see a Terran and, being a kind of wandering vagabond from everywhere and nowhere, I wasn’t exactly inconspicuous either. Fortunately, I was accustomed to ignoring catcalls and Q seemed truly not to understand them. To me at least it was the silent stares that were more disturbing, the looks that could’ve been completely in my head or could’ve meant I was two bad steps and a wrong word away from a gutful of flechettes.

Still, we’d managed to walk for some while unshot when we happened upon the door of a little hunters’ chapel. Once the docklands would have been crawling with them. Many of the early hunters had been steeped in the Plutonian faith, offering up their toil to the Father in the hope that he would reward them with his extremely lucrative favor. He never did, as far as I could tell. At least not most people. The Church teaches that those few men who grew wealthy in those early days were definitionally the most holy, and that makes a certain kind of sense. After all, the Father is all-good and all-powerful and he loves us. How fucked up would it be if he let people get rich even if they weren’t smarter, harder-working, and more moral than everybody else?

I didn’t know much about Q’s religion, although I assumed it had something to do with the little glass idol she carried. As a result, it was hard for me to explain to her why exactly—despite our having set out in search of a boat and having promised to keep one another company—I felt so compelled to enter the chapel. Honestly, it was hard to explain it to myself. To say that my feelings towards the catechism were complex at that time would be an understatement; there were days when I would swear it was a tissue of lies, there were days when the certainty of its truth gnawed at my chest like rats in my lungs. And there were days—most days, candidly—when I felt both at once. When passing by a chapel made me feel an uneasy yearning for salvation.

So I went inside, letting Q follow me and hoping she would indulge my strange outworlder’s ways.

Hunters’ chapels are gloomy, desperate places. Sky-hunting is dangerous and half the parishioners in any given church will be grieving or waiting to grieve. In the Plutonian Church, that can be an expensive business. Many a hunter has come home to find their loved ones spent so much on prayers that half their pay has gone before it was even claimed.

And if you want evidence both for the perils that await the hunter-ship and the lengths a hunter’s kin will go to in their memory, you need look no further than this. Three of the chapel’s five walls were given over to memorial plaques, all that remained of dead souls lost to the Jovian winds. Q and I both—despite our radically different contexts—found ourselves drawn to them at once; she holding her idol up before them for reasons I couldn’t understand, me scanning them for names or memories or meanings.

They were all of them small, all of them similar. One, for example, read thus:


SACRED to the MEMORY of JOHN TALBOT. Lost in the eternal storms of JOVE, now with ETERNITY in truth. This memorial is SPONSORED by AXIOM ENERGY DRINK, a product of Coradini Food and Beverages, a wholly owned subsidiary of Aphrodite Pharma State.



Most were shorter still. The Church charges by the character for immortality, and so many more ran along these lines:


S2TM; AO, LB, XH, NN, NN, FR, YK, L, TRC; Others; GBNF



I still wasn’t in a safe mood to dwell on death; although I’d committed to seeking my fate amongst the Leviathans rather than beneath the wheels of a groundcar, I could feel within myself that instability I knew to mistrust. Not quite sure how to tell Q any of this, I placed my hand on her shoulder and whispered to her that I needed to stay, that I needed to do something. And before she could ask me what, I took up my place at the rear of the congregation and, heart clenching in my throat, waited for the sermon to start.

Like most pulpits in most churches, at least most Plutonian churches, the pulpit in that tiny chapel was an ancient device of steel and light connected to a communications array that would, stellar conditions and planetary alignment permitting, receive broadcasts directly from the Golden City on Pluto. Since the whole of that city was given over to the glory of the Father and his Favored, there was always a service beginning somewhere and so the faithful throughout the system were certain to be able to hear the divine word as and when their schedules and bank balances permitted it.

A light blinked on in front of me, and I scanned my credit-chip across it. I was down to my last few pennies, but the Church knew the value of a large number of small donations so, with pious generosity, they offered a sliding scale of payments starting at very, very affordable levels and only requiring you to consent to your data being harvested for legitimate, godly purposes. The transaction hung a moment, then went through. Worship music began to fill the air and the pulpit began projecting the image of an immense congregation hall, a little fuzzily coming as it did from something like four and a half light-hours away.

Q leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I vidi satis. Going.”

All over again I was torn. The idolator inside me wanted to leave the chapel with her, to make divinity out of companionship and desire. But the ghost of an old faith kept me behind, made me bid her farewell and turn my eyes back to a sermon I knew in advance would have no answers for me.




CHAPTER
SIX

Jonah

The music died down and the camera swept over thousands of worshipers before focusing on the preacher. He was a tall man, or at least the way he was being filmed made him seem tall, and he welcomed us to the presence of the Father with a passion and an authority I knew from childhood.

“Oh, my friends,” he was saying from the screen. “Oh, my many, many friends, are you ready to praise?”

A cry of yes went up from the crowd on the screen, echoed from the pews in front of me. I echoed it with them, because when the call goes up, you respond. And as always, when I responded, I felt that sense of connection and isolation all at once, of belonging to something but not really knowing what my place in that something was meant to be.

Often, when I sit in a church or watch broadcast masses from the Golden City, I wonder how many of the other parishioners feel the same as me. And I can never tell which thought scares me most: that all of them do, or none of them.

“Remember, friends,” the preacher continued, “the Father teaches that whatever you give unto him, he will return unto you tenfold, and you can begin giving unto him right now at the low, low starting price of nineteen ninety-five per standard month. Friends, there is no investment better than righteousness; there is nothing the Father cannot give, and he will give it to you for ten cents on the dollar.”

A record of offerings began scrolling up the screen, with names and prayers and values attached. None from our own chapel, of course, those were still winging their way across the interwell gulf at the inviolable speed limit of the universe.

Services always began with collection, and the mark of a good preacher was how well he gave the faithful the opportunity to demonstrate their faith and thereby maximize the opportunities for the Father to reward them tenfold. For what greater good could there be than giving the poor and the helpless a means to decuple their money? Which they surely would. Any minute now.

And although I speak like a bitter ex-believer, I made my contribution with the rest. Because sometimes a little hope is worth the price.

“The lesson today,” the minister said, when the offerings had slowed to a trickle, “comes from the Book of Jonah. And like always, friends, when you think of the Testament I want you to think of Old Earth, about how that ancient Eden was lost to sin and perdition, how it has now become a nest of serpents and cannibals—”

My thoughts went back to Q. I didn’t think she was a cannibal. Then again I’m not sure how I’d know unless she actually tried to eat me. And it’s testimony to the hold my not-quite-former religion still had on me that I had those thoughts without my mind drifting once to oral sex.

The minister was recounting the story now. How in a place called Joppa the Father had called Jonah to go to a place called Nineveh, and how Jonah had tried to flee from the calling. How the Father had sent storms to harry him. How Jonah had been cast overboard and swallowed by a whale. And then, most bizarrely of all, how there’d been this bit with a gourd and then the whole thing had ended incredibly abruptly with no real resolution.

You might be thinking to yourself that it was a mighty coincidence, my happening to stumble upon a preacher telling the story of a man swallowed by a gigantic aquatic beast just as I was about to go hunting for Leviathans myself. Would you believe me if I said it never occurred to me at the time, even though I had voyages and monsters very much on my mind?

The truth is that I’ve always identified with Jonah, but the Leviathan was never the part of his story that spoke to me. It was always the flight, the desperate need to escape a fate he’d been told was inevitable. So it wasn’t really the creature that I thought of in that moment, but the man. Willing to run and hide and lie and cheat to get out from under the Father’s shadow.

The words of the sermon washed over me, and I tried to take comfort in the familiarity. Except not all familiar things are comforting.

“And that, friends, is the real lesson of Jonah,” the preacher concluded. “You know, people always ask me, they ask me what that last verse, the very last verse means. Because it seems like the Father leaves us and leaves Jonah—if you’ll pardon some salty language—in a heck of a funny place.”

That much was true. And I’d always liked that about the story. Life, in my experience, doesn’t end neatly. It just ends.

“This is the last thing the Father says. He says: Thou hast had pity on the gourd, for the which thou hast not labored, neither madest it grow; which came up in a night, and perished in a night: And should not I spare Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than sixscore thousand persons that cannot discern between their right hand and their left hand; and also much cattle?”

I shut my eyes and tried to be saved. It never worked.

“What’s he saying there, friends? He’s saying to Jonah, he’s saying to Jonah, Why’re you sitting around feeling sorry for yourself, when I’m trying to give you so much more? He’s saying Why’re you—and again I’m sorry for my ungodly speech—why’re you bitching about some plant when there’s a city full of people, full of cows, full of opportunity that I’m trying to guide you to. He’s saying Son, get off your butt and go get you them cattle.”

As far as I understood, that was orthodoxy. Plutonian orthodoxy at least. It had never quite sat right with me, but I’d never been able to work out why. Then again, that was true of a lot of things.

“Because, friends, that’s what the Father wants for you. He wants you to be happy. He wants you to be free. He wants you to get those cows. To get that promotion. To get that house on Ganymede. To get that private ship. But he can’t give it to you if you close your heart to him.

“Friends, I’m going to show you how to open your hearts now—”

The subscription details popped back up on the screen and the minister began to lead those members of the congregation with the means in premium prayer. I tipped a nominal amount for the betterment of my immortal soul and, trying not to draw the eye or the judgment of the other celebrants, I slipped out the way I’d come in.

I always felt after church the way I sometimes felt after sex: wishing it had been more, not knowing why I expected it to be. I swallowed the hollowness and set back out into the city, hoping for better fortune.




CHAPTER
SEVEN

The Ship

I had come to Cthonius Linea with no friends and no real plan other than to walk around and hope that some hunter-captain caught sight of me and said, You, girl, you look like you know your way around a kinetic inductor, come sign on with me. Then by purest chance I’d met somebody who actually knew the area and the industry and we’d agreed to go job-searching together. Then I’d dumped her because some atavistic religious whim made me want to listen to a sermon. I was a fool in so many ways.

It wasn’t a complete loss, mind you. I could go back to the Coffin, tell her I’d had no luck, ask if she’d done any better and, assuming she had, if she could pretty please book me on as her plus-one. My pride, though—actually, who was I kidding? I had virtually no pride and I was trying to shake what was left of my shame as well, although that last one was a work in progress. Faith, it turns out, does a number on you.

Still, I was just about motivated enough and it was just about early enough that I felt I should at least try to find gainful employment. Besides, maybe the preacher had been right, maybe the Father had a whole field full of cows just waiting for me and all I had to do was go to Nineveh.

In fact, fuck it, that was as good a start as any. I decided to wander the docks and see if I could find a ship called Nineveh. If I did, I’d take it as a message from the Almighty and sign on with them immediately.

I did not find a ship called Nineveh. Nor Jonah, nor any other scripturally significant name I could think of. If a higher power was intending to guide me, it wasn’t going to make things quite that easy.

My search to that point had been taking place at ground level. Every landing tower had the name of the ships that docked there displayed in orange lights around the base. And if I’d known which ship I was seeking, that would have been all I needed. But without divine grace to light my path I needed some other way to make my choice. I needed, if at all possible, to actually see the vessel I’d be living aboard for the next three years.

And that meant going up.

About half the towers were conglomerate-owned and I wouldn’t be allowed into any of those without a lot more paperwork than the none I had on me, but that wasn’t an issue. The observation platforms were all public and they’d give me as good a view as anywhere else. So I jumped in an elevator and took a ride to the upper stratum.

I’ve been in a lot of dome cities in my time. Every colony that isn’t underground or underwater or an actual space station relies on them. Not every city arranges its docks like Cthonius—on spires reaching up into the black like the spines of a sea urchin—but enough do that I knew what to expect. As I passed through the roof of the dome in a capsule that I really hoped was airtight, I emerged into a reinforced cryoglass bubble and looked down on a dazzling array of ships’ lights and landing lights and office lights. It was like there were stars below me as well as above me. And if my head had been in a different space, that might have been enough. I might have remembered that it’s not only in the sky that things come alive. I might have walked away.

But I didn’t.

Spread out before me was the real business of Cthonius Linea. The people living below were just lubricant. Above the domes was where the hunters came and went, where cargos were loaded and unloaded. Where if I didn’t fuck things up royally I would find somebody willing to take a chance that some random girl from nowhere wouldn’t be a complete liability on a hunting voyage.

Once again I shut my eyes and took in the scent of the place, because this was effectively a different city. This was the city that flew. That looked up and up and out into the void forever. This was the city I’d have lived in if I could.

If I didn’t have to do awkward things like breathing.

My eyes are good, and they’re the eyes I was born with so that’s one thing Aphrodite Pharma State can’t take away from me. As I stood as close as I could get to the edge of the platform, my hands pressed to the atmosphere screen, I had as fine a view as I could hope for of the ships coming in, or leaving, or waiting to be crewed.

I still didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. But all my life I’ve lived by the motto that I’ll know her if I see her.

And I saw her.

Every ship in the docks was different—that was what I loved about hunter-barques—but most were variations on a theme. Matte black hulks or sleek silver cutters; brutal, regal crafts that knew what they were about and made sure you knew they knew it.

But she was different.

She was bone white. And not from paint, not from galvanic plating or dust-scoring. From bone. Actual bone. Whatever visionary, whatever dreamer, whatever force of incarnate chaos had designed this ship—the ship that arrested all my attention and took away all my breath and made my heart skip like I was looking at a lover—had decked every part of her with the bones of the Leviathan.

It was strange and it was beautiful and it called to me like few things ever had. I made up my mind there and then that unless Q was dead set against it—and maybe even if she was—I would ship on that impossible ossuary vessel if it was the last thing I did.

Of course, it very nearly was.

Dotted around the observation platform were information terminals, and I used one to cross-reference the berth, to find the name and number and ownership of the fine unconquerable lady I’d set my sights on.

Her name was Pequod. She was owned by a collection of private investors with the largest single stake held by the bio-fuels division of Olympus Extraction State. Their interests and those of the other, smaller backers were overseen by two gentlemen named Emerson and Thoreau, and her captain was a woman named—

And here we are again. Some things are precious. Some things are just mine.

The captain was a woman who, as far as this book is concerned, is simply called A.




CHAPTER
EIGHT

Sharing

We’ll come back to the captain later. She’s important, obviously. Incredibly important. Changed-my-life important. Hell, she nearly changed my life the most a life can possibly be changed.

But that’s all to come. We wouldn’t meet for days yet, and though looking back I remember that first sight of her name like it was this huge turning point for me, it wasn’t really. It was just a name. Could have been anything. Asa. Asha. Abigail. Names mean less than people think they do. Or more. I’m still trying to work that one out.

I wasn’t quite confident enough to sign aboard an unknown ship with an unknown captain about to set forth on an unknown voyage without at least consulting with the woman I’d just agreed to go shipboard with. So I looped back to the Coffin in the hopes that Q would already be there. I found her sitting in the common room. She had one leg stretched out on a scrimshawed bench and was reading a book without acknowledging me. I say reading; she was flipping through pages, about fifty at a time, holding each of those fifty pages briefly up to her little glass idol before moving on to the next set.

For a while I just sat and watched her. Which—yes, now that I say it, comes across as a bit creepy. But she seemed busy with what she was doing and I didn’t want to interrupt her. And she was fascinating to watch. Although there is the tiniest chance that by fascinating I mostly just mean hot.

There’s sort of a morbid joke I’ll sometimes make that the way to my heart is through my ribs with a knife. Since Q had woken me up last night with a blade at my throat I’d begun to think that might be literally true. Over the space of less than twenty-four hours I’d gone from being terrifyingly aware of all the awful things she might do to me to being terrifyingly aware of all the awful things I wanted her to do to me.

I might, as a result, have gotten ever so slightly lost in reverie so when she finished the book and started talking to me I almost blanked her.

“Ship,” she said for what I hoped was only the second time. “Habes?”

“Yes.” I gave an exaggerated nod, which made me feel incredibly silly. I knew she understood yes and no. “But I’ve not signed anything, so if you don’t like it you can back out.”

Q shrugged. “Confido. I trust.”

That was . . . honestly probably more than I deserved. “And sorry,” I added, “for ditching you earlier. I just . . . it’s complicated.”

“Complicated?” Q repeated. “That building. Ecclesia? Church?”

I nodded. “More a chapel, but yes. I was raised Plutonian.”

She frowned. Then she held the little idol up to her face and said to it, “Plutonian. Church.”
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