
  
    [image: A Starbound Solstice]
  



    
        
          A Starbound Solstice

        

        
        
          Juliet Kemp

        

        
          Published by Juliet Kemp, 2021.

        

    


  
    
      A Starbound Solstice

      

    

    
      
        Juliet Kemp

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Robot Dinosaur Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Robot Dinosaur Press

        robotdinosaurpress.com

      

      

      Robot Dinosaur Press is a trademark of Chipped Cup Collective, LLC.

      

      A STARBOUND SOLSTICE

      Copyright © 2021 by Juliet Kemp

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, magical, photocopying, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, and events portrayed in this work are either products of the author’s or authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      Cover art and typography by Wolf-of-the-Bogs Cover Designs

      Digital Design by Merc Fenn Wolfmoor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Juliet Kemp

      

      
        Praise for Juliet Kemp’s work

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Newsletter

      

      
        ALSO FROM ROBOT DINOSAUR PRESS

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Juliet Kemp

          

        

      

    

    
      The Marek Series

      The Deep And Shining Dark

      Shadow And Storm

      The Rising Flood

      

      Standalone

      A Glimmer Of Silver

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Juliet Kemp’s work

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Deep And Shining Dark

      

      

      
        
        
        “A rich and memorable tale of political ambition, family and magic, set in an imagined city that feels as vibrant as the characters inhabiting it."

        Aliette de Bodard, Nebula-award winning author of The Tea Master and the Detective

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "A novel that’s one part high fantasy, one part political fantasy, and one part old-fashioned sword-and-sorcery – without the swords or the lack of realistic diversity to which old-fashioned sword-and-sorcery was often prone."

        Liz Bourke, Locus

      

        

      

      
        
        Shadow and Storm

      

      

      
        
        
        "Shadow and Storm is an absolute delight to read, the literary equivalent of sinking into the embrace of a dear friend. Warm and cosy but never short on adventure and intrigue, Kemp's second entry into this series won't disappoint. The characters are real, full of depth, and richly drawn, and you'll wish you had even more time with them by book's end. A fantastic read!"

        Rivers Solomon, Locus, Tiptree, and Lambda Award finalist

      

        

      

      
        
        The Rising Flood

      

      

      
        
        
        "Fantasy politics with real nuance and believable uncertainty, characters whose richness and depth has developed over three books, and a growing threat that starts pulling together threads across the series make The Rising Flood a fantastic read, while Marek is a textured place that is a joy to return to.”

        Malka Older, Hugo Award finalist author of the Centenal Cycle series

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      A Starbound Solstice

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Imre was lying full-length on his back on the dark blue couch in the living area, the ship’s main communal space, when I came in. He had corralled a huge nest of cushions around himself, and perched another couple on his chest to make a sort of stand for his reader. He craned his head around and began to say something to me, and the reader slid off and onto the floor.

      “That never works properly,” I said, picking it up and handing it back to him. “Maybe you should get Zoe to fab you something instead.”

      “I’m sure I ought to be able to do it with cushions,” Imre said. He pushed his glasses up his nose, and wriggled further into his cushion-pile, balancing the reader again. “If I just try hard enough. It’s good to have goals.”

      “Linn! Just in time. You want a tea?” Jaya called from the kitchen. “Or anything else?”

      “Tea would be lovely.” I sat down on the nearest couch to Imre, the red one, my favourite. The couches are rainbow colours, or they were, when they were installed; thirty-five years in to the ship’s journey, they’re a bit grubby, despite Heron's best efforts with the cleaner-bots. But they’re still comfy, which is good, because it would take a hell of a lot of fabricator-slab to generate another seven couches.

      Earth had rainbows. I supposed Cetalla would, too, because rainbows are just what happens when sunlight shines through water, and Cetalla was at the appropriate distance from a human-visible-light-spectrum star and had water, or it wouldn’t be suitable for us. Or for the Ferolyt, who had similar requirements to us despite how different they look. It felt like Cetalla ought to have different rainbows, but that wouldn’t make sense, physics-wise. Maybe a sun-spectrum just a little bit different, would weight the rainbows differently? I guessed we would find out.

      But while we were either in deep space, or in needlespace like right at that moment, there were no rainbows other than the artificial ones we’d brought with us.

      Jaya came over with three mugs of tea, gave me one, put one down next to Imre, and then sat down with hers on the end of Imre’s sofa, lifting his feet to make room then dropping them down onto her lap. Imre wiggled his toes at her, sat up to give her a kiss, then fell back down into his cushion-nest.

      “When’s the next needledip?” I asked, since I’d started thinking about time and distance and needlespace.

      “Coming out of this one in two hours,” Heron said over the living-area speakers. She had speakers in most of the walls throughout the ship, and cameras and audio pickups and so on, plus all the other ship-senses that she said had no human equivalents. “Then two days after that to reposition, and another ten-hour one.”

      From Earth to Cetall was a long, long way. In normal space it would take a few thousand years, give or take. Needlespace brought it down to about seventy. We didn’t — couldn’t — spend all that time there at once. Instead, the ship dipped in and out, at just the right angle, as calculated by Heron. Like threading a sewing-needle through fabric, but with the back of the fabric all scrunched up where the front is flat, to bring you out a lot further along even though the needle stays the same size. When you come out you have a certain amount of momentum, which you can use, carefully, with a tiny bit of fuel assistance, to reposition yourself for the next dip. Or that’s roughly it, anyway. Of the seven of us who were awake right then, only Heron and Aliax really understood it. Heron said the needle/fabric analogy was good enough for human brains. She prided herself on using the absolute minimum of fuel between dips. Not that it made much difference. However much she saves, it wouldn’t be enough to go anywhere else once we reached Cetalla. This was definitely a one-way trip.

      “Do you know,” I said to Jaya and Imre, “that back home, on Earth, it’s December now. Christmas-time.”

      I’d woken up to something of a bout of homesickness. Well. Not exactly homesickness. Earth wasn’t home any more, after all. More a sudden awareness that although in experienced time, body-time, I was twenty-six, in elapsed time I was just over sixty. Time spent in coldsleep didn’t feel like it should count; but my siblings back on Earth would all be in their sixties, and my niblings who were tiny when I left (or not even born, ones I didn’t know about) would have kids of their own, maybe…And right around that moment they were back home — no, back on Earth — wrapping presents and eating mince pies and all that stuff.

      Or, of course, Earth had finally and completely screwed itself over, and everyone was dead. We’d nearly been at that point when the Ferolyt had shown up, a couple of decades before I was born, and helped us to pull back from the brink. Which didn’t mean that humans hadn’t managed to bugger it up all over again, even with the assistance of the Ferolyt who were still there. We had, after all, form for that.

      I looked around the living-space. It was home-like, of a sort. And slightly untidy. I envisaged a tree in the corner, tinsel, lights…

      “Maybe we should have Christmas,” I said. “Keep us busy, and that.”

      “We didn’t celebrate it last year,” Imre said. “I don’t know about before us, though. Has someone, ever? Heron?”

      “Christmas has been celebrated eleven times in the last thirty-five years,” Heron said over the speakers. “The last time was three years ago, before the current crew were awakened. I quite enjoyed it. I made some interesting patterns of lights.”

      “There you go,” both of us said triumphantly, then stopped and looked at one another.

      “We didn’t celebrate it last year, but it has been celebrated before,” I said. “There’s precedent.”

      “Why Christmas?” Jaya asked. “Why not Hanukkah? Or Kwanzaa? Why didn’t we celebrate Diwali, a couple of months ago?” She made an expansive gesture. “More generally, why the hell are we bothered about an Earth calendar and Earth customs?”

      “Other festivals have indeed been celebrated too, in the past. All the ones you mentioned,” Heron said. “And some others.”

      “Well, then, let’s,” I said. “All of ‘em. Anything anyone wants to celebrate. Let’s do it. Maybe we’ve missed Diwali for the year, but we could celebrate it late.”

      Jaya screwed up her nose.

      “Solstice,” I said, with sudden inspiration. “Never mind all the religious stuff.” Not that Christmas, for me, back on Earth, had ever had any religious content, but it was basically a Christian festival. “Celebrating the sun, and encouraging it to come back again. Winter solstice festivals, winter festivals, those are a thing in loads of Earth cultures, right? Eat, drink, be merry, console yourself through the cold and the dark.”

      “Not everywhere has seasons,” Jaya said.

      “We don’t have seasons,” Imre said. “And the Sun isn’t coming back. Not to us. We left it behind.” He gestured in what I assumed he thought was the direction of the Solar System. (And it might even be. I didn’t
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