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Chapter 1: Mar's Discovery
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Mar, hair a tangled bird's nest plastered with mud, flung aside a clump of frost-heaved earth. Her trowel, small against her calloused hand, clanged against something metallic. She hauled it free – a section of weather-beaten computer panel, its screen cracked like a spiderweb.

The wind, a razor-edged thing, sliced across the barren field. Skeletal trees, bleached bone-white, clawed at the grey sky. Mar shivered, not just from the bite of the wind, but from the chill seeping from the newly exposed earth – a dark, icy smear of permafrost, glistening like a morbid wound. Lower down in the valley, more of these wounds opened under the relentless sun.

Her father's voice, rough as dry bark, echoed from the nearby vegetable patch: "Faster, Mar! The tomatoes need picking before nightfall. The market in Oakhaven won't wait."

Mar glanced at the withered tomato plants, their leaves brittle and brown. This year's harvest was pitiful, barely enough to cover their debts. She remembered the ice storms – a relentless barrage since last October, each one a hammer blow. The last one had left the windmills still and silent, the solar panels coated in a thick layer of rime. The memory of the screaming wind and the bone-jarring thunder made her teeth chatter.

Days now offered a deceptive warmth, a sun-baked coolness that felt oddly pleasant, but the nights held a biting frost, a silent threat that hung heavy in the air. Even now, as the sun dipped low, a thin layer of ice already frosted the dew-kissed leaves. Mar rubbed her arms, a knot of worry tightening in her stomach. This wasn't just a cold snap; this was something far worse.

She scanned the horizon with a quick darting glance left, then right, a nervous twitch of her shoulder betraying her anxiety. Her fingers, stained brown, brushed across the screen's dusty surface. A sharp swipe, and the grime vanished, revealing a grid of unfamiliar symbols.

Childlike wonder sparked in her eyes. A hesitant prod here, a firmer tap there. Suddenly, a soft, electric blue glow pulsed from the screen's heart, catching the dusty light. Unreadable glyphs swam before her, a foreign alphabet hinting at secrets.

A gasp escaped her lips, a breathless whisper. "Mama!" she mouthed, her voice lost in the sudden thrill. No time for explanations. Clutching the glowing rectangle – a cold, smooth comfort against her skin – she darted towards the weathered wooden door of her small house. The screen's faint luminescence illuminated her face as she disappeared inside, the thud of the door echoing in the quiet afternoon.

"Mar, why aren't you outside helping your brother dig up those weed-roots?" Cat had enough of Mar's constant distraction from the tasks at hand, but was too occupied with fixing bundles of wood into manageable lumps that could be transported at a minute's notice. She soon forgot about Mar.

Mar ignored her mother. Besides, she remembered, her brother Tyr had long disappeared into the grassland higher up to play with the wild dogs. She instead held on to her new treasure with curiosity and a sense of possession. Its dirtiness with pieces of soil everywhere bothered her, so she brought a small rag into her bathroom, wetted it, and wiped the pad clean. She was very meticulous and did not stop until it was immaculate.

Although her parents had recently pulled her out of school to work on the farm, given the coming ice age warnings they received from the government, they had decided to sell as many products as they could by the end of summer, and then, like their neighbors, to set out to lands further south. Much further south, where Jar had extended family.

Mar was a studious, serious worker in school. She had a talent for words and language even at her young age, but was limited to the few texts available in the school's library. This new device she found reminded her of the panels in the historical technology museum she visited last year. At 12 years old, she had a precociousness and seriousness that surprised her parents and her teachers. Having found old rocks with inscriptions on them and other objects around the farm over the years, keeping them in her "special collections" box under her bed, she was wary and alert for her mother's surveillance, which discouraged her from spending too much time on "worthless" activities like "scavenging." Mar had to keep any new treasures a secret. It was like her mom had no understanding of who Mar was. At least her dad went on some adventures with her.

Mar imagined that her new device had some galactic importance from the way the characters on the screen appeared, but she couldn't understand any of the message it contained. She played with it for a while, then set it into her box under her bed and went to get dinner. She was so tired from the day that she jumped back in bed afterward, dreaming of the tablet, where it came from, and what special messages it might contain.

The next day when she had some time, she took it back out. And then she had a flash of insight. She had learned in school that electronic devices were rare because of the ecological disasters that batteries and other forms of portable electricity had caused. She knew that batteries don't last forever, so whatever this device was saying, she needed to record its messages. She found one of her old school notebooks, ripped out the few sheets in the front with notes from her first day of school, and began transcribing what she saw. First she drew an image of the panel, and then wrote down the strange characters:

"J-O-U-R-N-A-L-P-E-R-S-O-N-A-L-F-R-E-D-G-R-E-E-N-L-A-N-D"

As she transcribed the panel, she began to make sense of some of its icons. She was able to turn it on and turn it off. After a few days, she was able to decipher the other icons, scrolling up and down with her fingers. The next week, she managed to create a small glossary in the back of her notebook, where she created a key to the icons. And this is when she also determined that the multi-barred icon in the lower right corner of the screen was a power monitor, because as she was working, she noticed that one of the bars disappeared.

Her meticulous work was not without dangers. Her younger brother Tyr nearly exposed her secret labors by opening the door on her while she was working, but she was able to put the panel under her sheets as the door opened, notebook in her lap.

"Mamma says it's time for dinner," he announced. "It's no sense in writing in your notebook Mar, mamma says we ain't going to school no more, and that we are moving south. To the South, where it's warm and nice and I'll make new friends, and I will jump in the sea!"

"Shut up you little creep! Get out!" Mar snapped.

Tyr shut her door. She was only partly through the transcription (of course her curiosity as a young person got the best of her—she had scrolled all the way to the end to see how long it was), and she didn't know when she'd finish. Her chores had doubled since she found the device; the work on the farm in the late spring was demanding every moment of her time.
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Chapter 2: The Tudors' Decision
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Anyone who ever met the Tudors always told them that they were made for working the land. Spartan and early risers, Cat and Jar worked well as a team, setting their own productivity records on the meager crops they could grow. Having inherited the farm from her mother soon after their union, Cat felt an almost obsessive drive to make the farm work, a feeling Jar shared equally. The looming glacial period had put a depressing expiration date on their pursuits, which is why they tried to impress upon Tyr and Mar—two free spirits who challenged the work ethic of the family—the gravity of their situation. They felt a bit guilty in doing so, given the kids' youth and curiosity about the world, but Cat was insistent on keeping the family's business going and set out to instill her work ethic in them.

One bright morning, Jar rose before his usual time. He always had a sense of weather changes; having come from a long line of farmers, he seemed to understand the variations of weather in his body. He shook off his sleep and washed his face in the bathroom's basin. Taking a deep breath, he gazed into the early morning landscape. The twilight looked the same every day, especially when sunny—the horizon was always dark blue rising to a bright orange where the sun hit the moisture in the air.

Scanning the farm from that upstairs bathroom window, Jar at first did not notice much. But when he caught himself staring for longer than usual, he noticed that the horizon was distinctly gray, dark gray in fact, with a strange green light. He estimated the horizon he could see was about 75 miles out from his vantage point. He snapped out of his slumber and realized: the storm is coming.

Mar was startled awake by her parents who descended on the kids' bedrooms with rushed, urgent pleas for them to help. Mar scratched her eyes and opened the bedroom door to see her parents making a small pile of belongings. Her dad was outside loading the truck.

"What's going on?" she asked, voice thick with sleep.

"Hurry Mar, go get your brother. The big storm is coming and we have to leave now," Cat replied, not looking up from her packing.

"What?"

"We need to leave in a hurry. Remember your emergency pack? Go get that and quickly pack it more once you've awakened your brother."

Mar moved slowly but mechanically. Once Tyr was awake, she went back to her room and pulled out the emergency pack, which included rations, minimal clothing, and supplies in neatly space-saving flat blocks. She began to add a couple of treasured books from her bedside table, but then, remembering her priorities, opened her special collections box and withdrew the notebook and the device. She took a quick second to look at them. A moment of pride came over her; she had very nearly completed her transcription of all the characters she had read on the device in her notebook. She turned on the device out of habit to see its welcoming screen, as she did every morning.

Holding the device out but close to her body, with her other hand, she combed through the rest of the items in her box, but none suddenly seemed important. She pushed the box back under the bed and stood up in front of her emergency pack which she had posed on the bed, when suddenly her mother appeared at the door.

"C'mon Mar! We've got to go now. No time to—What have you got in your hands young lady?!"

Shocked, Mar felt the words spilling out of her mouth without thinking, "I...I found it in the garden...it's something electronic... I can't read it."

Her mother took it from her hands. Unable to read the words either, she stuffed it in her coat.

"I don't know what that is and I don't care, but we need money, so we'll sell it in town on the way out. Hurry up and pack something light. We have to go now, papa's waiting, the meteo-agents have told us that the storms are approaching and that the ice is coming. Here, I'll help you."

She grabbed the girl's things, took Mar by the arm, with her screaming; Mar ran back and got the notebook, and ran with her mother, slamming the door behind her. They climbed into the back of the truck, closed the door and drove away from the only home Mar had ever known—in fact her mother also had only known it, and her mother before that, as property was a matrilineal process of inheritance in these future societies—a gothic revival farmhouse in the middle of nothing else, that had been repaired and repaired and repaired with layers of wood panels, metal sheets, and other scraps, in interesting architectural forms.

The panicked family drove down the dirt road passing other families packing up for evacuation. The radio they listened to told them that the beginning of the storm should reach the northern frontier by the late afternoon, and by evening, would get far worse. The announcers noted that this storm had gained speed quickly early on, but then slowed down once it hit the northern reaches of their plain. Cat was unusually quiet once the truck pulled out of their driveway, as she looked upon the land she had inherited, which was beyond worthless now. Perhaps in the future, she thought, her great-great-grandchildren might return to this place as she had, to renovate and make it profitable again.
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Chapter 3: World's End Market
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Once in the village, they pulled up to the World's End Market Tavern. Jar had done well by reserving a room at one of the market taverns by contacting his friend Mr. Dam there. The market taverns housed farmers and market suppliers while they bartered, bought, sold, and browsed. The market itself encompassed the entire village, with much of it under eaves held up by salvaged poles stuck in the ground. It was sectioned off by items sold, so textiles were separate from produce.

While most of the market was friendly and fair, there was the disreputable tech market on the outskirts, where pieces of ancient technology were traded by cranky hobbyists who tried to fit them together, turn them on, or adapt them to their needs. It was disreputable due to the societal distaste for polluting technology which was seen to have caused the recent glaciation period. Jar usually avoided it when he was there on business. He knew the market well and had enjoyed many evenings chatting with locals and tradespeople from far away.

At the tavern, the kids were ushered out of the truck. While Tyr jumped out with his emergency pack, excited because he didn't have school or chores anymore—or, so he thought—Mar got out slowly, sadly, and marched up three flights of stairs to the one-bedroom room they had rented for the night. Mar, upset, sat down and cried. Her work was incomplete, and the object she coveted most had been taken from her.

"Your father and I will be out in the market all day," Cat said, adjusting her coat. "Don't worry guys, we think we will make enough money to get us far away from here... we might even make enough to buy a new place! So sit tight, relax, and Mar, when you're both hungry, head to the first floor and ask papa's friend Mr. Dam to put your meals on our bill. Ok? We'll have dinner together and then leave in the morning."

Once they left, Mar pulled out her notebook. Tyr sat next to her and put his head on her shoulders. She read to him, pretending to understand the characters while she made up stories for Tyr. She conjured up fantastic stories of space travel and stars, space vessels and their heroic captains who vanquished ice storms with the help of young farmers. Tyr fell asleep eventually, and then, so did Mar.

Meanwhile, Cat and Jar frantically combed the markets, simultaneously looking for supplies and selling their family valuables, because the meager crops they grew would probably best be stored for food later on. They both were fine negotiators, and many of their wares sold quickly and at a nice margin. Cat kept careful track in their banking journal. As their market bag emptied of items, Cat remembered the piece of tech she had taken from Mar.

"Well there's this we can try to sell," Cat said, pulling out the device. "Mar dug it up in the garden."

"Oh no, another 'Mar Special Treasure'?! I hope she wasn't too upset when she handed it over, Cat!"

"Yes, that's why she's been moping all morning. I really have no idea what it is, but because it turns on—look, check it out—it might have value to one of those guys." She gestured toward the tech market.

"I don't understand the characters, what language is it?"

"Don't know, don't care. Looking at the numbers, if we are going to make it the next few months with no work, we've got to sell whatever we can."

"We need to make it up to Mar, alright?" Jar said with a sigh.

"Sure thing Jar. I feel really bad but it's worthless to us unless we can sell it. It's just how things are right now."

Heading into that section of the market humbles even the most intrepid bargain-seeker. The dealers seem shifty, and market negotiators—who must legally be present during any transaction to record it and assure a fair meeting of the minds—are few, so transactions can take a long time to complete. The insiders keep to themselves, and when a new piece of tech comes through, they become ferocious and unrelenting in bargaining.

It is well known that they often front for outside entities, particularly the quasi-legal corporations who seek to restart a tech economy in capital-friendly regions. But most of the tech found in the market has been picked over a thousand times, consisting of common processors, transistor panels, metal and glass panels. Such a lack of exciting goods had hardened those dealers into cynical buyers.

So it was no surprise that Cat and Jar's device made little commotion when offered to the first dealer. She looked at it, turned it around, shook it, and tried to plug it in to her desk scanner to pull up any info. None of that satisfied her, and so she offered, "How about I give you 10 Region Units for it? It's not really a useful device and it just looks really ancient, and it will be difficult for me to sell."

Money in that future was denominated into units, organized by scale. The larger the scale of the unit, the more valuable it was. So 100 Local Units = 1 Village Unit = .10 Region Unit, and so on, which were abbreviated LUs, VUs, RUs, etc.

Cat wanted at least 100 RUs, so she said, "Thank you but we will move on."

"Your choice, trust me, I'm usually the highest payer. But good luck."

"Thank you."

As they walked on, a couple of dealers who had congregated as they watched the failed transaction approached Jar.

"How much for that object? Looks interesting."

Jar, not his first time at the market, replied, "Not sure. We are looking for someone serious who knows its real value. It's a pretty important piece of tech."

"Well what is it? What does it do?"

"Hold on, let's find a market negotiator."
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Chapter 4: The Auction
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Normally, there is a switch to flip which contacts the local hub and a negotiator comes. But in this subsidiary market those switches are few. Jar happened to be near one, so he switched it. By that time, more dealers and buyers had shown up. This was good news to the Tudors because it meant they might be able to auction it if the market negotiator agreed.

By the time the negotiator arrived, there was a small crowd gathered.

"Ok folks, talk to me," the negotiator said, adjusting the scanner at their belt.

Jar initiated. "We have a piece of tech we'd like to sell and we think it is quite valuable." He looked around. "Given the crowd, we request an auction."

"Ok," they scanned the device. "It is not in my database."

The crowd gasped.

"Oh," said Jar. "Well let me demonstrate." He turned it on, and the fields of strange characters appeared.

"Wow, that raises its profile. This is a rare piece. I approve an auction," the negotiator announced, voice rising with interest.

As the negotiator set up the auction and the crowd began connecting via their buy pads, Jar and Cat looked at each other excitedly.

A screen appeared above the call switch. Bidding began. Quickly enormous sums popped up on the panel. The last bid at 1000 Nation Units was accepted. That was a huge sum and required some checks by the market negotiator. Cat handed the technology over to the market negotiator, who recorded the transaction
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