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About

This will probably contain some real information at some point in the future.

Thanks:


	dequbed for checking my numbers and calling me an idiot when appropriate

	fangchar for the excellent cover image

	Flisk for helping me edit the text

	luka for putting up with my constant worldbuilding bullshit

	Thorn for answering bizarro questions about leftist theory

	Wolf480pl, fangchar (and others) for reading drafts and providing feedback

	Isaac Arthur & SFIA for giving me all manner of crazy ideas for setting and plot

	Atomic Rockets for providing an excellent reference for brainlets like myself




Contact

If you want to chat, you should consider checking out the Writing and Worldbuilding MUC at forge@social.shadowkat.net.



Otherwise, you can contact me via:


	XMPP: izaya @ shadowkat · net



	Fedi: @izaya@social.shadowkat.net







Entries


Telescope

Author: Haley

It was late. Late enough that the buildings of Ravenbank, sitting in the deepest part of the canyon, looked like the mechanism of a watch in the blue-green reflected light from Satella. Hanging like a paper lantern in the sky, it lit the buildings at an obtuse angle, and silhouetted Aurelia sharply against the swirls and lines of the gas giant as she shook me awake.

I shook my head and attempted to get my bearings, not yet able to comprehend what my housemate was saying to me. I’d fallen asleep, reading in the warm calm of a summer evening. My book was laying closed on my chest, and a mug of coffee in indeterminate state sat on the table next to me.

I propped myself up on one arm and asked groggily, “just what are you on about now?”

“The prototype I borrowed from work! I finished putting it together and hooked it up to a motor controller and now it’s attached to the telescope and it’s tracking stuff in orbit!”

I took a sip out of the coffee cup, the bitter taste of cold coffee waking me up enough to formulate a response, perfunctory though it was.

“And uh, why?”

“Come look, come look!” Evidently she thought it would be easier to just show me, so I sighed and gestured to be pulled up off the deck chair. Given I hadn’t heard her bike, we probably weren’t going further than the road.

Aurelia lead me around the side of the house, past the PV system’s batteries, and into the shed. We squeezed around my car from the side door, arriving in the workshop. The bare protoboard of the only working AER 1841-based computer in the universe blinked lights to itself, running calculations to figure out what angle to point the telescope in the other doorway.

“I got it to boot like an hour ago so I keyed in a program to track the LSO station as it orbits Satella with the telescope,” as she spoke, she gestured to the slowly clicking telescope mount, “and it’s been running that for like ten minutes now.”

I decided to shelve the question of just where she got the telescope mount, and instead peered through the telescope. The parallel bays and stacked rings of the long-abandoned station were outlined against the vivid blue-green of Satella as it continued along its transit. Aurelia was grinning at me when I looked up.

“Do you think they’d notice if we made a CCD at work?”

“I’ll ask the boss about making some tomorrow, maybe we can find a use for them.” I shot her a disapproving look and checked the clock Aurelia had made me hang up in the shed. “Now, you’ve woken me up, so you better make sure I get back to sleep.”



I woke alone to the dull hiss of rain hitting solar panels. My blankets had been replaced properly over me, which was appreciated as I re-absorbed my body heat from the bed and traced the lines in the corrugated iron ceiling. Gradually, the sound of cooking implements and utensils reached my brain, and I sat up, wiping the sleep from my eyes.

A shadow in a blue dress moved into a gap in my bedroom’s curtains, holding a mug.

“Morning. I started breakfast.”

“You just want to avoid the rain,” I said flatly and gestured out the window, before swinging my legs off the bed. The last few years, morning rains had become increasingly common. The news said it was because of melting glaciers adding more water to the air, which then cooled and fell as the winds from the rising sun carried it throughout Sahul’s canyon networks. Good for plants and wind turbines, not so good for individuals without enclosed transport, like Aurelia.

“No idea what you’re talking about,” Aurelia said sarcastically, “coffee or tea?”

My desire for caffeine won out over the temptation to tease my housemate. “Tea.”

“Aight.” She spun and disappeared back through the curtain and I threw on some jeans and a work shirt. For better or worse, I’m in the habit of wearing the unofficial uniform of the working class. Probably for the best, I doubt I could pull off the sort of outfit choices Aurelia does.

Upon pushing my way through the curtains and into the common area of our house, I was greeted by the sight and scent of Aurelia heartily wolfing down omelettes. I took a sip of my tea, and feeling my soul return to my body, reprioritised teasing.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to seduce me. Hey, did you actually sleep?” I picked up the fork from my place at the table, twirling the wooden implement once in my hand before starting on my food.

A trace of a blush coloured Aurelia’s freckled face, but she otherwise remained impartial and parried, “Of course I did. Hey, the next eclipse is next week, do you want to go into town?”

I smiled and let her mildly bloodshot eyes slide. “Sure– with your club, or do you want to invite Elise?”

“I was thinking maybe just us, for once. Quiet, maybe. There’s someone talking I was interested in watching.”

My smile grew, “Oh? Someone interesting?”

“You’ll find out.” She looked intently at her breakfast, and I decided to look into it myself rather than press the question; they’d probably have the plans at the library next time I was down there. That decision hardly satisfied my curiosity, though, so I spent the rest of my meal lost in thought.

The rain had largely abated by the time we finished our breakfast, coming down as a foggy drizzle rather than heavy sheets. Sunlight attempted to burn its way through it as we hurried to the shed. Aurelia collected up the prototype into a plastic box and got into the passenger seat while I opened the big door.

Once both doors were closed, I closed my eyes and began my daily ritual of organising what I needed to do today; there was an issue with the serial controller on the current run of prototype boards which needed to be fixed, the software team wanted an update on the extra instructions they’d requested, which meant trying to get Aurelia to write proper documentation or getting her to talk and write it myself, and we needed to think about the computer’s case at some point.

“It’s really … insulated in here, the rain sounds like it’s really far away.” Aurelia said after I’d re-opened my eyes and shifted into neutral, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“That is sort of the appeal of a car, yes, the rain stays out there.”

At the behest of the key in the console, the engine of my car sparked to life, somewhat grumpy from being cold-started. The change in pressure from the aforementioned rain probably didn’t help, given any small ethanol engine with a carburetor is going to be temperamental at the best of times. I eased it into first, rolled a few metres forward out of the shed, closed the door again, and we were on our way.

My car glided quietly along the road into town, the surrounding scenery abruptly transitioning from the stands of pine trees used equally for building and land stabilisation, into fields of sorghum in concentric rings around town. Covered canals struck out from the semi-circular lake that mostly surrounded the town proper, visible as we crossed the bridge over it and onto the old tent retaining wall.

“Hey, check it out, the decorations have started going up!”

Aurelia’s exclamation was entirely unnecessary – the star and planet decorations were pretty hard to miss, draped between arcology buildings across the street, but I shot her a quick smile and returned my focus to the road. Due to an interaction between the orbital eccentricity and orbital period of Sahul that Aurelia could explain better than I, Sahul is only eclipsed by Satella four times a calendar year. Traditionally, their rarity and novelty has resulted in them being days of “rest,” where rest means drinking and partying.

Despite the festival preparations in evidence, the rain appeared to have scared off most of the usual foot traffic. The town of Ravenbank was mostly a collection of large round buildings, manifestations of the prevailing architectural style at the time it was built; 3-10 storey hollow cylinders with an internal garden and large surrounding grounds. Often the outsides would be ornamented with trellises for climbing plants and animals. High density housing like this resulted in most people living within walking distance of their workplace, but today most were huddled waiting for trams, even though the sun was finally winning and the rain was thinning to fog.

AER occupied a quadrant of two floors of a building on the far side of town from the bridge, with Advanced Electronics Research stencilled into perforated aluminium cutouts in the windows overlooking the parking lot for it’s cluster of buildings. We disembarked the car and headed inside through the fog, and into the lobby.

We climbed the stairs in the lobby and started on the way to our office, but two doors down, Jeremy, one of the software guys, popped his head out of the door to his office with a “Hey!”

I stifled a sigh, acutely aware of their outstanding requests that I’m fairly sure were going to be shot down, and forced myself to respond as nonchalantly as possible. “What’s up?”

“Uh, the director was in here a few minutes ago. He was looking for you two, seemed to be in a bit of a state.”

Aurelia spoke up while I was still processing Jeremy’s statement.

“We’ll head straight over.”

She turned and headed back down the stairs, pulling me along. In short order we stood in front the door to the director’s office. Aurelia let me go and offered me a weak smile. After taking a breath, I opened the door.

AER director Dawson Glen spun on his chair to face us. He was a balding man in his mid-50s, but his eyes had a probing intensity, and conversationally he had a tendency to jump between topics by–presumably–some internal logic I’d never been able to get a read on. Outwardly, while not intimidating, he typically radiated confidence, and I suspect that was a significant part of how he got elected director. I found him quite difficult to deal with.

“You’ll never guess what I got in the mail today,” he said, eyes darting between myself and Aurelia.

I cocked my head to one side, indicating for him to continue. Instead of responding, he turned around, and presented us with a diminutive plastic box. It had a rubberised keyboard on top, and a picture of a hummingbird in the top right corner.

“A friend in Shigekatzu sent me that. Apparently they’re being sold there now.”

Aurelia studied it appraisingly, and looked back up. “Hummingbird managed to put out a computer already?”

Glen nodded. “They’re at least six months ahead, and they’re selling for cheap. I’m told they’re quite popular.”

I frowned, not sure how to take this development. “What’s the go, then?”

“Well, we’re not going to be first. So we’re just going to have to be the best. This thing is anything but powerful, and it’s built so cheap it’s unpleasant to use. We’re still early enough in our project that we can make some changes. Aurelia, I want you to draw up some specs for a 16-bit processor. Make it simple. Haley, I need you to figure out what else in the design we need to change to accomodate that.”

So much for making some CCDs.



Digital Enhancement

Author: Haley

Crossing the main floor and entering the break room, I briefly scan the occupants. Not finding what I’m looking for, I slide in next to Jeremy and simultaneously begin making coffee and ask “Has Aurelia surfaced yet?”

“Haven’t seen her.”

I sigh and get out another mug. Ever since Hummingbird came out with their machine, she’s been burning both ends of the candle, the reason hanging from the notice board in the break room:



National Digital Enhancement Project

The executive committee is to launch a major project in the field of computer literacy early next year. The aim of the project is to encourage research and adoption of computing systems both at the individual and organisational level. To further this goal, platform proposals are requested for review, to be submitted no later than the end of the year.

Platform requirements:


	1 MIPS processor

	16K random-access memory

	40x25 text display

	Persistent data storage device

	Provisions for network support



To further this goal, individuals and organisations seeking to purchase the selected machine will receive a 50% subsidy.



The original plan was to build a cut-down single-chip version of the custom minicomputers we’re using for running the TV manufacturing machines, but given our competition has beaten us to market, the director has decided to skip the cut-down version, and instead build an extended version. We’ve gone from a relatively weak 8-bit processor optimised for cost to a 16-bit stack machine that’s pushing the envelope of our manufacturing process.

I consider my part of the project as I gingerly carry both coffees down the hall. Aurelia may be doing all the complicated processor design, but I have to extend all the glue around the processor to cope with the significantly extended capabilities. There’s a bank-switching MMU now! And the director wants it all done in two months, tops.

Elbowing the door open, I’m greeted to a floor covered in graphing paper, the sheets of mycelium paper stapled together to form a giant collage of logic gates. Sitting cross-legged on a slowly rotating chair in the middle is Aurelia, who hasn’t even noticed my entrance, too deeply immersed in a world of her own making.

The situation hasn’t changed by the time I get to the desk on one side of the room, so I sit on the desk and quietly watch. I know better than to interrupt someone with that much state in their head. After a few minutes, Aurelia’s trance ends and she notices me, rotating on her chair until the mid-afternoon sun illuminates her frizzy hair.

“I made coffee, but I think you could use lunch.”

After a few moments of pained-looking consideration, she agrees. “That’s … probably a good idea.”

As I shepherd my abstracted colleague outside and down the road, she tries to tell me about the extensions to the processor. I got in front of her and put my index finger to her lips.

“Save shop talk for work, hey?”

Mildly muffled, “you’re hardly one to talk.”

I couldn’t come up with a real response to that. I’d built the workshop in the garage at home originally, working on projects for work rather than enjoying the peace and quiet. Unwilling to concede, I frown and change the topic.

“Do you want Mexican? Or there’s that new Indian place under building 5.”

Aurelia pouts, evidently not a fan of me shutting down that line of conversation. “Mexican.”

During the walk I imagine she’s either back to solving problems in her head, or stewing over my mild hypocrisy, but we end up walking side-by-side anyway. I leave her to it and take in the festival preparations happening to the town. An eclipse only happens every nine months, so all the painted stars and crescents are being hung up again, lending the whole town the air of a forest of celestial objects.

As we reach the door to the Mexican place, I ruffle Aurelia’s hair, to interrupt her train of thought.

“Hey! That requires a heap of work to get under control, you know?!”

“I’ll help you get it back under control when we get home.”



Mirror

Author: Haley

“Got everything?”

Aurelia checks her bag, then the rest of her person, “Keys, wallet, sunnies, shoes… Yes, I think I have everything, beautiful wife.”

I grimaced, “Geez, it was a joke, lay off already.”

Having awoken to music from my alarm clock, I’d gone through the motions of getting ready for work, right up until the news at the top of the hour. Today was the eclipse. Aurelia had been working nearly non-stop for a week, she needed a day off.

I slipped through the curtains into her bedroom and knelt next to the head of her bed. “It’s time to wake up.” That elicited a groan, so, with the straightest face I could muster, I added “Beautiful wife.”

A second passed, I got up to open the curtains, and heard her sit bolt upright at considerable speed. “Wh-what?”

While drawing the curtains and letting in the morning sun from the east, I responded nonchalantly, “we are married, after all.” A marriage of convenience perhaps, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me getting a rise out of her.

“B-but I thought- what?”

“Relax, I’m just fucking with you.”

Blinking deliberately, my housemate responds, “Don’t do that to me before I’m awake.”

“Come on, we’re going out today. I’ll start breakfast.”



The right side of my field of vision is filled with the purple and yellow of Aurelia’s skirt and hairband as I turn the lock in the car door. I look up to see a bobbing star above a mischievous grin, and she links her arm with mine, which forces a sigh from me.

Threading our way through the crowd, we head for the nearest bar, getting odd looks from a few people from work along the way.

“Guess I don’t have to worry about anyone hitting on me now…” I consider the concept as we order drinks to the chorus of Southern Girls - a vodka and lemonade for the lady, and baileys and milk for the lady. As we head outside, Aurelia points out a clock hung from the bamboo trellis of one of the buildings forming the wall of the town square.

True to form, “Only another hour to go!” The festival air is getting to me too. We end up wandering around for quite a while, playing assorted party games, listening to music played by bands on stages arranged around edges of the park. Aurelia wants to see a specific talk that’s scheduled after the eclipse.

More drinks are obtained. A group of guys about our age compliments Aurelia’s outfit, and she reverts to linking arms with me. More drinking ensues. The hour approaches, so we claim a spot in the park and place down our picnic blanket. Several minutes are spent in companionable silence, both of us soaking up the atmosphere without interacting with it at all.

Soon enough, a hush falls over the crowd. The canyon wall to the northwest is enveloped by onrushing darkness, and soon enough the only lights are the windows of the buildings surrounding us. Fireworks go off, and I jump, prompting Aurelia to giggle at me. We look up, and the sun disappears behind the toxic blue-green marble we’re moving around at very high speed, as a dark disc comes from the far side of the sun and slowly merges with the swirly sphere hovering above us.

“Oh wow!” “Look!”

The sources of other voices gesture towards several bright dots swinging around the far side of our parent body, and from beside me, “No way, a meteor shower during an eclipse?! The chances of that are so low…” Aurelia trails off in awe.

The moment passes. Light returns from the west, slowly, then the full burning brightness of the sun, which I enjoy by laying down on the blanket, arms behind my head. My cute companion frowns and prods me in the ribs. “I wanted to see that talk, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah, we’ll get there in a minute.” I flash a smile, as a horizon-wide camera flash slides across the landscape. “Huh?”

I’m not sure what Aurelia was doing at the time, but I was transfixed on the dark ring that had appeared in the sky, blotting out the stars and other moons behind it as it flexed, and slowly, fell. As it moved closer to the horizon, it started to glow, trails of orange licking the edges, until the tendrils made it all the way to the top, and it came apart like wet paper.

“Oh, fuck. That was the twilight mirror.”



Pencil

Author: Haley

The mood in town had changed with the temperature; gone was the festival atmosphere, replaced by thinly veiled tension. Everywhere had shorter opening hours. The radio was equal parts reassurance and distraction. The library was emptier than usual as I entered to return the books Aurelia and I had borrowed the previous week, the second job I had to do in town that day.

Despite occupying half the ground floor of one of the cylindrical apartment buildings in town, only one table was occupied. The lone on-duty librarian - Elise - seemed upbeat as I emptied my bag into the return slot, and shot her a wry smile. She tilted her head and asked, “No Aurelia today?”

I shook my head gently, trying to avoid my braids flying everywhere, and responded with a chuckle, “too busy working to visit the old neighborhood.”

“Can you tell her that the book she asked about has come in?”

“I can take it for her now if you want.”

Elise’s face tightened, forcing out “She told me not to tell you about it, so I’ve already said too much.”

“Hmm. Alright, I’ll tell her.” I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, causing the timid librarian to wilt. “Anyway, I gotta keep going. Later.”

I peeked back over my shoulder as I grabbed a newspaper from the table next to the entrance, and was relieved to see her smiling. I didn’t actually want to cause her any grief given how much she put up with when Aurelia and I lived across the hall.

The neat parklands were largely devoid of life as I crossed to the next building over, with only children filling the spaces between hedge rows and sculptures. The whole place had an eerie feeling. The sense of wrongness was only compounded by the bronze and stone human silhouettes slowly being devoured by plants dotted around, and the muffled road sounds due to the hedges.

Wanting to avoid that feeling, I thumbed through the newspaper, and an article caught my eye.




IAC Satellite Comes Online

The Informatics Advisory Committee announced today that its first artificial satellite, Raven, has come online and is intermittently connecting the remaining landing craft computers in G’Kar’s Eye to the new computer in Brewster’s Gap. As the relay system is constructed from recovered landing craft electronics, the relatively short periods of time where the satellite is visible from both are offset by the fact it can relay data very quickly — on the order of 64 thousand bits per second.

An IAC spokesperson said earlier today, “while this is only a pale imitation of information networks of the past, this is our first step towards computing system availability for all.” The satellite is presently being used to speed up research in Brewster’s Gap, by allowing advanced computations and library queries to be offloaded to the much more powerful computer in the People’s Library in G’Kar’s Eye.



Confirming that had today’s date on it, I made a mental note to show Aurelia and the director when they surfaced next; even if it doesn’t directly effect us it might be worth getting connected to the computers in Brewster’s Gap.

Next stop was fresh oil and fuel filters. The ground floor of building 4 is a few metres smaller than the floors above, resulting in a large covered walkway, with windows and bronze relief sculptures on the inside, and ornate concrete columns punctuating the bamboo trellises supporting the outer layer of climbing vines the rest of the building is covered in. Apparently this building was the first built by a newly-formed co-op, once upon a time, and they wanted to make a splash.

Situated on the road side of the building was the auto store I was heading for. Selling cars may not be a big business, but parts and service certainly is. I made a beeline for the consumables section, picking out the cheap coarse air filters and a set of oil filters. As I circled around to the counter, I spotted a stand of mechanical pencils in varying decals. Thinking of a certain someone that has been going through an inordinate number of pencils, I selected one with a frangipani flower print and proceeded to the checkout.



“I’m hoooome!”

“I know, I heard the car pull up.” Aurelia was sitting at the table, half way through assembling the second prototype system.

I frowned, “Hope you haven’t been working too hard. Hey, I got you something while I was out.” I placed my bag down next to the table and shoveled out the pencil, along with a box of chocolates.

Aurelia placed the soldering iron into its cradle and picked up the pencil, twirling it as she inspected its metal casing, a small smile on her lips.

“Noticed you’d blunted the pencil sharpener so I thought that might be a good investment.”

“This is really nice, thank you.” The smile grew, and she opened the chocolates, the top of the box opening away from her. A mild blush spread accross her cheeks, and she said quietly, “open your mouth.”

I complied, only a little taken aback by the shift in her behavior. She placed one of the chocolates in my mouth and waited expectantly as I ate it.

“Didn’t realise these were heart-shaped. Cute.” Confusion spread across her face as I continued, “Oh, and Elise said the book you were waiting for has turned up, but wouldn’t tell me what it was. What’s up with that?”

Her blush deepened by several shades.

The surface of Sahul could barely have looked more different from the bottoms of the canyons. Scattered boulders that had never known water erosion covered the landscape, making going anywhere in a straight line difficult.

Another big rock came over the horizon, and I checked the map again. “We’re pointing a little far right.”

“On it.” Haley’s voice was clipped through the helmet speakers.

She adjusted the stick minutely, and the car shifted to follow. The liquid in the cheaply built batteries that made up the base of the vehicle sloshed around in protest. I checked the map again, comparing the rough directions of the mountains I could see, and smiled.

“We should be coming up on it in a minute or two.”

“Gonna be good to see exactly what they found.”

As the car approached the site marked on the map, the rocks and regolith began to show flecks of black and silver, like a cat had decided to beat up a roll of aluminium foil. The sun was behind us now, and some of the spots caught the light, shining back at us like pale stars.

“Huh.” This time my helmet speakers weren’t making Haley sound any flatter.

In front of the car was a small crater, iced with melted aluminium. In the middle of the crater sat what was once a cube, but had been partially flattened by the impact.

“This is one of the mirror satellites. Well, was.”

“Archaeology, then.”

Haley pulled the parking brake and made the hand signal for radio, disconnecting the cable to her helmet. I did the same and walked over to the edge of the crater. It was only a few metres deep and a dozen wide.

“Careful, I doubt that’s more than a mil of aluminium there, it’ll probably tear and slide.”

Haley made a noncommital noise and picked her way around to a shallow edge, testing the surface with one boot. I grabbed a rock and threw it gently at the slope of the crater. The film over the top ripped in several places around the impact.

Haley and I made our way towards the object in the middle, each step ripping a boot-shaped hole in the foil and sinking into the dust underneath, making a trail to the mound in the middle of the crater. The box itself was pancaked on one corner, turning the cube into something resembling a pyramid, with a gradient running from white to dark grey on the bottom. One side had been pried open roughly. On the far side of the object, another set of footprints lead away out of the crater.

“I guess we found the right place.” Haley’s overly calm voice was hiding cold anger. “Let’s take a look.”

The inside of the pyramid was full of shards of what looked like plastic. Probably what used to be a circuit board. Gently, I swept the shards into a bag while Haley circled the crater. An unmarked cylinder took up a third of the remaining space, covering a circuit board on the only unwarped face of the cube.

“I think we’ve got it. Or at least where it would be.”

“Give me a look.”

“This thing would’ve hit pretty fast but I think the mirror took the worst of the impact. Liquefied the mirror, shattered the more fragile internal components, but there’s some left.”

“Hmm.” Unhooking a spanner from her borrowed suit’s tool belt, Haley loosened the bolts holding in the remaining PCB as I watched over her shoulder.

“This thing is in the way,” she hissed, grabbing the cylinder and shifting it back and forth, bending the metal at the remaining attached end. After the third time, it gave out, releasing a spew of gas from one end.

Haley yelped, and the cylinder spun backwards out of her hand, spinning end over end and clipping her shoulder with the jagged edge of the metal it was attached to, knocking both of us over in the process.

“Ah shit!” She grabbed at her shoulder, and continued yelling expletives.

Oh, like hell.

I shoved her sideways, rolling her onto her other side, and scrambled up to my knees, kicking up a cloud of dust and shredded aluminium.

“Calm down, let me see.” The panicked noises slowed, and I got a look at the frost of escaping atmosphere forming on the glove Haley was covering her shoulder with.

“You’ve got a rip, keep pressure on it.” I ran as quickly as I could in the bulky vacsuit to the car, grabbing a seat and making it tilt slightly to stop. Haley’s breathing was becoming increasingly rapid over the radio. “Hey, it’s gonna be fine, I’m just finding the tape.”

The box where the back seats would’ve been contained, in the order I pulled them out; a spare wheel, two extra O2 bottles, a set of screwdrivers, two folding metal planks, and finally, a roll of duct tape. Everything but the last ended up strewn all over the tray.

In an attempt to get back fast, I tried to spin and launch myself off the running board in one motion, but only managed to trip over and land on one arm.

“Hey, you doing okay over there?” Haley was starting to sound quieter.

“Shut up, you’ll need that air.”

Threading the tape roll over one wrist, I skidded down the side of the crater and slid to a stop next to Haley.

I readied the tape. “Alright, hands off.” Gas visibly turned to frost as it left the tear in her suit, and I wrapped the tape around her arm once above and below before actually covering the rip, then wrapped it around several more times just in case. When I was done, I rolled her onto her back, and put my helmet to hers.

“Hey, you okay?”

“I fucking hate it up here.”

I lowered myself down next to her, laughing.




Departure

Author: Aurelia

The usual pre-dawn breeze swept the valley, stirring sparse plants growing in the reflected light. The street lights were on, but no cars were on the roads, and the town was near silent. I gazed up, looking for the neighbouring moons between the unnamed star clusters, unsure whether any would even be visible at this point in our orbit.

Footsteps sounded in the doorway behind me, quietly demanding attention.

Haley regarded me sleepily, “Why are you up? It’s still an hour till dawn.”

“It’s so peaceful at this time of day.”

“If you can call it that,” Haley sighed, “I’ll make coffee.”

“Thanks. What time are we heading out again?”

“The director wants us there by 7, so we can head out at 7:30.”

I leant back on the railing and returned to stargazing. “Plenty of time.”

It certainly didn’t feel like plenty of time; in a matter of hours I’d be leaving the place I’d spent the last several years — the most stable of my life up until that point — for an indeterminate amount of time. Sure, we’d arranged for the house to be maintained, but I was still perhaps irrationally worried. A younger version of me wanted to leave this town more than anything else, but it seems circumstances had changed.

I craned my neck and watched my housemate — my wife — pouring water into the kettle for coffee, and smiled.



We drove through plantations of tall trees, giving way to cane fields as we reached the bottom of the valley, scarred with covered canals, and those again giving way to green towers. The peace of farmland was slowly replaced with the growing energy of people waking up to go to work or run errands. The sun was slowly cresting the east wall of the valley, painting the western wall in yellow light.

The early-morning traffic converged on the industrial complexes on the east side of town, creating to a busy atmosphere despite the fact that most of the workers that had already arrived were standing around talking or smoking. We arrived in passable time and parked near the green-and-grey intersection of brutalism and solarpunk architecture that is the Advanced Electronics Research building, covered like an echidna in antennas and shoots, with wires stretching to the road.

As we entered the building, coil whine and the clack-clack-clack of stepper motors filled the air, providing a subdued yet intimidating soundscape. We walked between rare rows of covered machinery, not yet switched on for the day, slowly approaching the office at the far end of the factory. In the doorway stood the director; a well-built man with an evaluating look on his face.

“You two ready to head out? Got all the stuff you’ll need?”

“Yeah, just gotta load up the car.”

“Alright, well, neither of you have been to G’Kar’s Eye so I found these for ya’s.”

A look of concern flashed across his face as he pulled out maps from a drawer, but it vanished as quickly again.

He pointed to town on a map, and drew his finger towards the right edge. “There’s a road south-east that links up with the main road from OTHERTOWN, and from there it’s a straight shot to G’Kar’s Eye. It’s a two day trip and there’s not really anywhere to stop along the way, though… Agh, it’s a pain you two have to go, I’d much prefer to have my best people working on addons.”

Grimacing, he rolled up the map and handed it to Haley.

“Be careful, okay?”



We loaded several boxes into the car, identical in size and unmarked except for the AER logo on the seal. The diminutive vehicle had been largely filled with our bags and sleeping bags already, so the entire back seat was covered with gear. In one foot well were the AER-marked boxes, and in the other was a spare tank of ethanol. The map we’d been given was attached to the sunshade with a hairband.

Haley started the car, and we headed out, tacking against the rising sun. The squat green cylinders soon gave way to alpine forest and meadows of crops, a single paved road stretching off into the distance, ostensibly towards civilization.





Previously…

Author: Haley

Note: This takes place chronologically before the other chapters, but I don’t know where to fit it in yet.

While I hadn’t been planning on doing any job placements this year, the school policy of “if in doubt, work” was working surpringly well for me. There were only two places in town that were even remotely likely to have any openings, and out of AER and turning plants into biodiesel, I’ll take assembling TVs. I didn’t have any particular interest in working in a factory or anything, but there was plenty of stuff they won’t teach you in school to learn here.

Gritting my teeth, I slowly moved the end of the wire towards the soldering iron in my other hand. As it flowed, I spun the iron to make sure it covered the whole tip.

The place itself was a reasonably large mycelium brick building, covered in climbing vines, with a roughly maintained rooftop garden, probably long-predating the cooperative itself. While the reception area and the other front rooms were stuffy, the production area itself was open and surprisingly airy - the arched roof supports did little to reduce the light streaming in through the windows near the ceiling.

It was towards the end of the school year - the traditional time for multi-day trips, but the high-altitude trains gave me horrible migranes due to the pressure changes, so I’d opted to stay in town when the rest of the grade went to G’Kar’s Eye to see the big dome and botanical gardens for the week. The school administration wouldn’t let me stay home, so I found myself taking a crash course in electronics assembly for the week. There was a girl from my class interning here too, but she was nowhere to be seen today.

“Looking good. Now, you can touch the iron to the lead and the hole.”

It didn’t seem to do anything when I did, but my supervisor was unperturbed, and continued after a few seconds.

“Alright, now feed solder into the other side of the joint.”

The solder flowed quickly, making a smooth curve from the outer edge of the pad up the lead.

“Not bad, but you’ll…”

The chime for an announcement rang out over the speakers in the corners of the room. It sounded like the receptionist from earlier.

“We’ve just gotten word to evacuate to the storm shelters. The highland telescopes are picking up major stellar flare activity and the CHD has issued an advisory. Please proceed calmly to the basement and await further instructions.”

The mood of the room changed from the calm buzz it had been since I arrived, skipping the excitement and fear characteristic of storms at school, and jumping straight to mild irritation. Having to head to the storm shelter would cut into production. My instructor sighed.

“You heard the lady, turn that off and follow me.”

We headed down into the basement and through what would best be described as a vault door, ending up in a moderately sized cavern - probably a lava tube originally, though now outfitted with ventilation, tables, chairs, and couches, along with a stationary radio. In one corner of the room was several racks of equipment I couldn’t identify.

Despite my instincts to claim a couch and take a nap, I decided to take a look around. Between the radio and the equipment racks, I found the mysteriously missing girl from my class, reading through paper in a large binder. This wasn’t terribly different to how I tended to see her in class; though the book she was reading was larger than usual and her neat clothes seemed at odds with her loosely tied back hair, she spent more time reading than socialising or working.

Oh, hell, why not? “Good book?”

She frowned as she replied, “required reading for my work placement,” and returned her eyes to the open page. She showed no signs of elaborating on what the reading was, so I sat down a short distance away and started spacing out.

I was brought out of the land of the waking dead by a hand waved in front of my face, belonging to a girl holding a pack of cards. The exasperated look on her face made me think I had been very much elsewhere.

“Hey, rather than zoning out, let’s play cards.”

“…Sure, why not.”




Breakfast

Author: Aurelia

Note: This takes place chronologically before the other chapters, but I don’t know where to fit it in yet.

In my mind’s eye, I could see the skyline of G’Kar’s Eye as I collected my dishes and books, the low wide shape of the Federal Library, the tall spires of the final landing craft, and the lake surrounding the peak of the crater. I’d never been there, but I’d seen plenty of pictures, and it was easy to visualise while looking down at the pond in the building’s central garden. It was much easier to focus on than the reading material for my certificate. I slid open the balcony door, moving quietly to not disturb anyone. As I placed my dishes in the common room sink, I observed the sound of papers shuffling from the table behind me.

“Oh, hey Elise.”

“Morning,” she groaned back, flipping through a stack of fliers, presumably for the library notice board.

“We didn’t keep you up, did we?” Haley and I were both aiming to get a suitable certification to work at AER, where we’d both apprenticed two years in a row, so we’d stayed up late into the night studying. I’d crashed before Haley, from what I remembered. Living across the hall, I imagined Elise had noticed.

“Only a bit. It’s a good thing you two were only studying.” I raised an eyebrow a little before she slid a sheet of mycelium paper across the table. “Take a look.”

I scanned the paper. New detached housing development, modular prefabs, available by application to married couples, preferably without children. I looked up to see Elise smiling warmly at me.

“This only applies to married couples. You’re not even seeing anyone, are you?”

“Ha, nooo. Thought you might be interested in it.” She inclined her head to point at the door to the room Haley and I shared. “It’d get you two out of this noise.”

“You know it’s not like that.” Her smile widened as I considered the implications. Elise knowing something I didn’t was certainly on the cards — I certainly didn’t tell Haley about many of the books I borrowed, but Elise was privy to that knowledge. The gears in my mind briefly caught on that thought, wondering what sort of books she might read that she didn’t tell me about, fully aware I’d get nowhere thinking about that.

“Maybe she’d be open to it anyway.” Or perhaps Haley had confided in her? That seemed unlikely, she wasn’t the sort to worry about things like that; if she had something to say, she would’ve said it. Perhaps there were other factors at play that I couldn’t see?

The other option is that it was an innocent suggestion and Elise was of the opinion that Haley would be happy to fulfill the requirements to move somewhere quieter. That option was at least as likely as the other two combined. It certainly wouldn’t be the ideal choice, but I wouldn’t complain about such an arrangement.

“Ground control to Aurelia?” I jolted back to reality. “I’m off to work. Can you check on my plants around lunch time?”

“Yeah, sure.”

She looked me up and down with a knowing smile. “I’ll leave you to consider my suggestion.”




Notes


Character sheet: Aurelia


Reference image



Statistics


	Height: ~165cm

	Age: 24 (30 local years)

	Hair: Sandy blonde

	Eyes: Dark green





Appearance


	Curly/frizzy blonde hair, usually tied back

	Prefers loose-fitting clothes



Aurelia is one of the point-of-view characters of Psyche.



Personality


	optimist





Hobbies


	astronomy





History




Character sheet: Elise


Reference image



Statistics


	Height:

	Age: 25 (32 local years)

	Hair: Mildly red

	Eyes: Brown





Appearance

Elise is a librarian in Ravenbank and friend of Haley and Aurelia.



Personality


	shy and reserved

	more perceptive than appearances would suggest





History




Character Sheet: Haley Macmillan


Reference Image



Statistics


	Height: 175cm

	Age: 25 (31 local years)

	Hair: Black

	Eyes: Hazel





Appearance


	Long, straight, black hair. Often tied into three braids.

	Prescription glasses.

	Habitually wears work clothes.



Haley Macmillan is a point-of-view character in Psyche.



Personality


	realist





History




A Brief History of the BSCI-1422 system


Pre-interstellar travel

The 21st century saw humans terraforming Mars, floating in the upper atmosphere of Venus, boating on Europa, and more importantly, carving places for themselves in and on the smaller bodies of the Solar system. Ceres, Pallas, Vesta, even moons like Deimos.

This inhabitation encouraged infrastructure investment, prominently propellant depots for nuclear-thermal rockets and solar-powered laser pushing stations in low Solar orbit.



First Steps

In the second half of the 24th century, a string of early attempts at interstellar travel, largely funded and developed by Earth-side powers but assembled in space, occurred in relatively quick succession.

This period ended with the launch of the Mugunghwa, sponsored by KARI, in 2390. Unfortunately, contact was lost relatively soon after launch, putting a damper on further investment.



Gold Rush

In the late 2420s, the initial expedition from Russia reached Proxima Centauri, braking over the course of several orbits into the vicinity of Proxima c. While uninhabitable, the lessons learned over the last 400 years could be quite happilly applied to several planets in the system, with colonists living in constructed habitats in orbit and on the surface.

This, naturally, caused quite a stir on Earth. Watching the years out of date progress of people in another star system lit a fire under the nations of the world — everyone was funding colony ships, to go increasingly further from Sol and Earth.

One of these, the Candlelight, was built in collaboration between Korea’s KARI, wanting to avoid another complete loss like the Mugunghwa, Japan, who was engaged in several other partnerships at the same time, Australia, seeking more job opportunities for its citizens, and New Zealand, which, while dubious over the fission reactors in use, were seeking to encourage cooperation rather than conflict in new colonies.



The Candlelight

The Candlelight was launched in 2448, and was gently shoved out of the solar system by a combination of photon and magnetic-plasma sails. For the launch, significant amounts of laser pusher time was bought, resulting in the largest amount of light intentionally focused on any object in history.

From the bow to stern, the Candlelight consisted of:


	a cluster of four dual-mode fission reactors, to provide power during the trip and to act as nuclear-thermal rockets during the braking manoeuvre

	a large conical slab of ice, doubling as a shield from cosmic debris and radiation, and a store of volatiles for running the ship

	a 5km by 1km spinning habitation cylinder, with a small self-contained ecosystem

	photon sails and associated rigging



After a 400 ship-year trip, with a boost from the Alpha Centauri laser pushing array, the Candlelight unfurled its sails, switched the nuclear reactors to NTR mode, and slowed down into orbit of BSCI-1422, ending up in the asteroid belt between a near-molten inner planet and a rather toasty gas giant with an extensive moon system.



The Shining Ring

After parking, the Candlelight ended up the capital of a loose alliance of space habitats all around the BSCI-1422 asteroid belt. Over the course of the next 600 years, many thousands of habitats were constructed from the raw resources in the belt, supporting anywhere between 20 and 20 million people, in the largest cases. Others sprung up in orbit of the system’s lone gas giant, or further out, in the multiple more distant spheres and rings of rocks.

Due to both the large transmission times associated with the large distances, and the sheer number of distinct communities, cultural changes happened quickly, but the most noticeable universal change was a switch from Earth-centric 24-hour time, to multiples of thousands of seconds — kiloseconds, megaseconds, etc — as it was universal, but 24 hours per day was only by convention.




Sahul


 BSCI-1422 b 4


Universal World Profile: Sahul A35162-7 X

Mass: 0.53 × Earth (3.17 × 10²⁴kg)

Radius: 0.781 × Earth (4, 980km)

Circumference: 0.781 × Earth (31, 290 km)

Gravity: 0.87g (8.52m/s²)

Semi-major axis: 1, 439, 543.684 km

Orbital period: 705, 000 seconds (195.883 hours, 8.16 earth days)

Local day length: 87560 seconds (24 hours, 19.333.. minutes)

Local “year”: 288 days (9 months = 36 weeks with 8 days per week, 0.7996347032 × Earth year)

Sahul, officially BSCI-1422 b 4, is the second moon of the second planet “Satella” in the BSCI-1422 system.


Description

A relatively recent large impact covered the brittle crust of this captured moon in hairline fractures. Over time, tidal forces forced the cracks further open, creating large canyons reaching down towards the mantle, where, exposed to the vacuum of space, magma from the mantle solidified into flat basalt caps covering the floor of the canyons somewhere between 30km and 40km below the nominal surface. This also contributed significantly to the cooling of the mantle and core, and brought material from the mantle up to the floor of the canyons.



Inhabitants



Governance


Sahul is governed at the highest level by a bicameral parliament, consisting of, on one hand, representatives of worker co-operatives and syndicates, as chosen via sortition from their consituent unions, and on the other, the representatives of each settlement.

Each settlement or administrative area is free to select their representative as they wish, and the method of selection can be changed via a referendum.

Industry representatives, on the other hand, are chosen from the ground up; each individual organisation (typically worker co-operatives, limited to 1000 members) selects a representative from their (invested, non-apprentice) members, however they wish. These members represent their organisation’s interests within the local assembly of the relevant industry. A number of representatives proportional to the total number of members of the constituent organisations is chosen at random to represent the assembly as a whole at the federal parliament.

Political parties, while not disalowed, are restricted and are generally more of a voting guideline than organisations of strict rules, typically relating to specific issues. A member can be, and typically is, a representative of multiple parties, as aligns with their own beliefs or those of the organisations they represent.

To pass legislation, a bill must be supported by the majority of both houses.



Notable locations


Shigekatzu


Shigekatzu




Ravenbank


Ravenbank




Yeon-Hong



Brewster’s Gap





BSCI-1422


 Map of the BSCI-1422 system (objects to scale, distances not to scale.)


BSCI-1422 is a relatively unusual type B0V main sequence star.

Mass: 14.2 × Sol

Luminosity: 10, 770.338 59 × Sol

Diameter: 7.123 × Sol (4, 955, 470 km)

Temperature: 3.818 × Sol (~22, 037° C)

Lifetime: 0.001316 × Sol (~ 12.5M years, 394.5 teraseconds)

Habitable zone: 66.77 AU - 124.57 AU


BSCI-1422 a - Rocky inner planet


	baked by radiation

	tidally locked

	basically super-mercury





Main asteroid belt


	largest portion of mass in the system

	spans between inner planet and frost line, with gaps for orbital resonances





BSCI-1422 b “Satella”

Mass: 1.87 × Jupiter (594.286 × Earth)

Radius: 1.42 × Jupiter (~99, 200 km, 15.5 × Earth)

Semi-major axis: 140 AU

Orbital period: 439.503 years


	working name - it’s a pun haha

	blue-green colour, probably from methane

	probably impeded planet formation

	captured multiple planets from the inner system

	likely contributed to the formation of the main asteroid belt

	significant trojan asteroid systems

	icy rings




BSCI-1422 b 1

Semi-major axis: 403, 046 km

Orbital Period: 104, 500 seconds



BSCI-1422 b 2

Semi-major axis: 604, 570 km

Orbital Period: 192, 000 seconds



BSCI-1422 b 3

Semi-major axis: 906, 855 km

Orbital Period: 352, 500 seconds


Orbital Infrastructure


	Blue Moon Terminal






BSCI-1422 b 4 “Sahul”


 BSCI-1422 b 4


Mass: 0.53 × Earth (3.17 × 10²⁴kg)

Radius: 0.781 × Earth (4, 980km)

Circumference: 0.781 × Earth (31, 290 km)

Gravity: 0.87g (8.52m/s²)

Semi-major axis: 1, 439, 806 km

Orbital period: 705, 000 seconds (195.883 hours, 8.16 earth days)

Local day length: 87560 seconds (24 hours, 19.333.. minutes)

Local “year”: 288 days (9 months = 36 weeks with 8 days per week, 0.7996347032 × Earth year)

Escape velocity: 9.22km/s

Geostationary orbit altitude: 34506.87 km

Geostationary orbit velocity: 2.475km/s

A relatively recent large impact covered the brittle crust of this captured moon in hairline fractures. Over time, tidal forces forced the cracks further open, creating large canyons reaching down towards the mantle, where, exposed to the vacuum of space, magma from the mantle solidified into flat basalt caps covering the floor of the canyons somewhere between 30km and 40km below the nominal surface. This also contributed significantly to the cooling of the mantle and core, and brought material from the mantle up to the floor of the canyons.

Today, the canyons support a fragile biosphere and thin atmosphere.



BSCI-1422 b 5

Semi-major axis: 1, 886, 335 km

Orbital period: 1, 057, 504 seconds (293.75 hours, 12.24 days)



BSCI-1422 b 6

Semi-major axis: 3, 143, 891 km

Orbital period: 2, 275, 385 seconds







Telescope

Author: Haley

It was late. So late, in fact, that the street lights in town were dim, and I was asleep on the verandah, with a book on my chest and half a cold tea beside me. Aurelia decided this would be the right time to rush in from the shed and excitedly announce her project was working.

Groggily, “Just what are you on about now?”

“The prototype I borrowed from work! I hooked it up to some stepper motors and I have it tracking stellar objects with the telescope!”

The cogs in my head finally started turning. “And uh, why?”

“Come look, come look!”

I sighed and held out my arm, gesturing to be pulled up off the deck chair. The shed is much closer than usual for Aurelia’s astronomical excursions. I grabbed my tea as she led me towards the kitchen, taking a swig and wincing at the cold bitter liquid. I’ll have to heat it up later.

Entering through shed’s side door, and after squeezing around my car, I was presented with a wire-wrapped board hooked up to a desk power supply, a very familiar protoboard H-bridge board, and a bundle of wires running outside above the desk.

“I wanted to test the threaded compiler, so I wrote something to roughly calculate angles based on orbital parameters, and that worked pretty well, so I borrowed your motor controller board and replaced the output words with stuff to control the motors - hey, do you think we could set up a camera with this? Or maybe the boss would let us make a CCD?”

“Hey now, slow down.” I inspected the dubious solder work on the motor controller board. “What do you have it tracking?”

“The LSO station; take a look, the radiators have a new hole.”

Silhouetted against the blue-green glow of Satella was a tiny cylinder, framed by two dull red rectangles. Upon closer inspection, the rectangle on the right had gained another indistinct hole, allowing ever so slightly more green light to reach the telescope.

“I’ll ask the boss about the CCD tomorrow.” That got me a hug.



The flat sound of rain and sharper sound of a spoon hitting a mug flowed together, starting my brain up enough to decide that I was cold. Blinking and sitting up, a shadow moved into the gap in the curtain.

“Hey, I made you one” - Aurelia raised a mug - “and started breakfast.”

“You just want a lift,” I said, gesturing out the window as I started putting on proper clothes. I only got a funny look in response.

By the time I’d gotten my shit together, the kitchen table had one and a half servings of omelette on display, and my companion digging in, so I saw no reason not to indulge myself.

Sitting down and peering over my meal, it seemed prudent to ask. “You seem happy today. Did you sleep?”

“Of course! Today is a work day…”

I frowned, but didn’t question it further, and instead we talked about plans for the next eclipse as we finished breakfast.

“One of these days, I need to put up a walkway to the shed.”

“You said that last time it rained.”

Aurelia was wearing a knee-length sleeveless dark blue dress. It was a nice look, if a little odd paired with steel-caps.

“Bah, start the car for me, I need to grab a jacket.” I tossed her the keys.

As the surroundings went from pine trees to sugar cane, and then to buildings and footpaths, the traffic didn’t get any heavier. Town was always quiet on rainy days, though even main street was quiet today, despite the festival preparations. We pulled into work a tad earlier than usual, and dashed into the factory adjoining the offices. I made straight for the kettle, and Aurelia headed for our office.

The smell of black tea was only beginning to permeate when BOSSMAN’s shout echoed through the office, “those fucking ALIGNMENT bastards, they beat us to it!”

I was first to the door, but Aurelia was only a few steps behind. The radio in the corner of BOSSMAN’s office chattered quietly, while he studied an exposed PCB in an unceremoniously opened plastic box. There was a similar one plugged into a small TV, and with the top of the box attached, displaying a calculator-like keyboard.

“Look at this, it only does RF video out, and the board isn’t even shielded.” He grabbed a magnifying glass from a desk drawer and continued scrutinizing the board. The cursor on the TV blinked. “4K of RAM? Useless! I bet all the chips are chemically etched, too.”

Aurelia glanced over to the computer hooked up to the TV.

“Oh, don’t even get me started on the keyboard. It’s atrocious, the worst chiclet keyboard they could make. The whole thing is so cheap, and it’s not even significantly cheaper than what we’re aiming for.”

“I thought they were a year behind, at least?” Aurelia seemed surprised by the development, half-assed as it was.

“Well, apparently fucking not.” There was a pause, and BOSSMAN sighed. “Could we do full 16-bit without blowing out our transistor budget?”

“Shouldn’t be too hard, but that’ll necessitate a bunch of other design changes to the rest of the system.”

“Well, being first isn’t an option anymore, so we’ll just have to be the best.”

I sighed. “Do you want the big graphing paper, or the really big graphing paper?”

BOSSMAN shook his head, “no, Haley, I want you supervising all the non-LSI design so Aurelia doesn’t have to worry about it. I’ll get someone onto taking this thing apart properly.” So much for imaging.
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