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​​​​Trigger Warnings
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These outer-space stories take place in Sol’s heliosphere. They contain real science, pseudo-science and stuff pulled out of thin air.

If you enjoy a long, complex ramp-up as part of a world-building story, this series is for you. Otherwise, maybe try something lighter and flashy.

In these stories there are no blasters, no FTL drives, no exploding computers, no overt physical violence, and no sex, except for a little kerfuffle with canines and their pheromones. 

And yet, still no aliens, if you don’t count the octopuses.

There are some issues with Death on the Mort Asteroids, but after living on Sol’s rocks, we all die eventually.

You’ll find gambling, drinking, passive-aggressive families, lying, stealing, and double-dealing. e.g. normal sentients, mostly nice. But watch your back.

Scientific names (Genus/species), puns, and unique spellings abound.

Written in English with a few French, Yiddish, Spanglish, Latin, and Doglish words thrown about.

Knowledge of octopus color languages and Morse code are not required but couldn’t hurt.



Unique H2LIftShip Words

It is a Science Fiction world, language changes as Sol spins around its central black hole.

In this story the sentients of Earth love their scientific and word puns in Yiddish, Spanglish, Latin, Doglish. Morse code and Octopuses’ color language. 

A definition of each word could be included, but then you would have no  reason to read the books.

Xi or Csi (uppercase Ξ, lowercase ξ)

EarthDay

EarthHour

EarthFart

ZeroG

OneDay, TwoDay...SevenDay

ThirdMeal

bioGels

'gels

Core

dogarrhea

doglusional

Jefe

ear-balls

Octopus is either a first name or octopus is a description of the species. They have names, but no one understands or can say it in their color language.

As in "Octopus, look at this" vs."the octopus looked at ...."
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​Introduction
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After Before Times
Volume 5 in the H2LiftShip saga.

Earth’s sentients colonized their rocky dead moon, living in caves and Quonset huts scattered throughout the surface. Never being satisfied, the humans of Earth jumped on ion-enhanced nuclear rockets and began serious explorations of other rocks spinning in Sol’s magnetic bubble.

The scientific research vessel, SN0121, dropped off a dozen cloud sampling bottles on Jupiter, returning with all they could find after its ten-hour rotation. Forced by their bosses to return for the missing bottles, a laboratory accident merged hot Jupiter clouds with one of the ship’s computers. The proto-life cloud combined with the computer and became sentient, gaining access to the multi-petabyte DNA enhanced-database. 

Scientists back at Sol’s core rocks tried to use the sentient cloud goo to communicate with a host of non-verbal sentients. It went pretty much as expected; canines and dolphins used their new skill to ask for treats and games. Simians were finally able to communicate with the so-called higher primates, upsetting their handlers with complaints about being forced to use sign language to talk.

An octopus, trapped in an aquarium jail, grabbed the mixture and inhaled the computer’s DNA data storage and Jupiter clouds. Before escaping to share its new-found skills, it left a memorandum scratched in the wall using a conveniently discarded clamshell. The deciphered message, scratched out in dots and dashes, led to the replacement of aquarium jails with aquatic universities. With the help of some genetic engineering, some of Earth’s other sentients joined the self-named primates, Homo sapiens, to explore (and mine) the asteroid belt and beyond.

Now, the old farty-military derived rockets are no longer needed to break the bonds of Earth’s gravity. They’ve instead been replaced with hydrogen balloon/solar sail H2LiftShips. Hydrogen, yielding as much lift as it could, is turned to water in an almost invisible exothermic reaction. Compressed, mixed and ignited, the ship blasts space-ward on a flame of broken then reformated atomic bonds. Passing Earth’s shadow, the newly emptied nano-spiderweb fabric has become the cargo ship’s solar sail.  

With gravity slings and laser cannon boosts at the Lagrange points, solar sail-powered ships transect deep into the void.

H2Liftships travel throughout the heliosphere, extolling the wonders of commerce to Luna and beyond, as free trade became the driving force of the sentient’s expansion.

Static laser cannons at inflection points or on asteroids, jump start colonization of the larger rocks. Expansion to the heliopause enables production of the semi-sentient AI tablets used throughout Sol.

The solar sail is an empty palette and it wasn’t long before merchants rented out sails to advertise their wares to all the inhabitable rocks across Sol’s heliosphere.

The story starts at the distal end of the heliosphere, the heliopause, as the raw ingredients of the bioGelConsortium’s factory is delivered and assembled.

v
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​Chapter 01 -
Workologist @ Heliopause
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At the leading edge of Sol’s magnetic field, the sun was barely discernible from any other point of light in the universe. A selection of passing cosmic rays danced across the boundary between solar and interstellar winds, supplying an interesting sparkle to an otherwise dark void.

Gellect and Erebus were ready for the first shift on the first E-day of the construction crew. On this momentous occasion they celebrated by putting on their spacesuits and stepping out the airlock. There were no fireworks or candles to note the event, that would come later, in the history books.

“I can’t make heads or tails of these instructions,” said Gellect. “The little people on the blueprint seem to know what to do, but I don’t have a clue how to translate the drawings into the erector set they want us to build.”

“How are we supposed to put this stuff together?” replied Erebus. “The instructions look like they came from Ikea.” 

“You’re telling me,” said Gellect. “Everything is in a weird language with pictures. Is it Swedish? Why did the engineers do this? From what I can tell, it’s a framework of sorts. Oh, well. It probably doesn’t matter how it’s connected as long as there are angles that match.”

“Yah. Sounds like a plan,” said Erebus. “I never liked Ikea. As long as there aren’t too many leftover parts, we’re good to go. Let’s get to it. The sooner we’re done, the sooner we can get back to Core. I heard there’s a new casino opening on Luna.”

“We’re a long way from there, buddy,” said Gellect. “Until we get this tinker toy assembled, we’re stuck out here in the cold.”

The pair continued to look over the plans, checking them upside down and holding a light to the back, looking for some hidden instructions that would help in the assembly.

“I think the octopuses had something to do with it. They like to tell everyone what to do.”

“That tracks,” said Gellect. “I bet it’s eight-bit binary math. Did you bring a slide rule? There could be problems if we get the calculations wrong.”

“I don’t even have an abacus,” said Erebus. “I signed on to assemble things, not translate octopus instructions to terrestrial counting. I say we start connecting the girders and let the next crew fix it. They’re going to change whatever we do anyhow, if only to make themselves feel worthwhile being stuck out here.”

“I have an idea,” said Gellect. “The computers use the same 8-bit language. Can we plug in the schematics and get it translated to regular 10-bit measurements?”

“Do you mean metric? I can work with that,” said Erebus. “No feet and inches, if you don’t mind.” 

“Ah, you’re a fan of the French Revolution, are you?” said Gellect. 

“The BeforeTimes 1790 A.D. one? Yes. That one,” said Erebus.

Gellect said, “I guess that’s the one. It’s as good a system as any, and much better than the octopus’ eight count wheel.” 

“I’m not sure it works like that, but we can try. Let’s talk to the Jefes and see what they say.”

“Have you met the Jefe for this job yet?” said Gellect. “The boss isn’t an octopus, is it? They would expect us to do the conversions in our heads.”

“Easy for them, I’ve only got one brain and it’s full already.”

“Tell you what,” said Gellect. “Fire up the computer. Let’s try to translate this mess.”

“Sorry, but no can do,” said Erebus. “It’s too cold. I think the DNA core is frozen.”

“Not a problem, good buddy,” said Gellect. “I can reboot it. Grab some nuclear pellets from storage and toss them into its gooey matrix.”

“Are you sure that will work?” asked Erebus. “Won’t it damage the DNA?”

“Nah, maybe a few mutations, but how bad can that be? Our job is to assemble these parts and shove the computer into the mix.”

The computer was huge, ten meters square in its own container. Slots ran around the edges, places to plug in control lines for the factory. It wasn’t frozen as the workologists surmised, but in deep hibernation, waiting for a reason to start up. Without access to passcodes the two employees of the bioGelConsortium did what workologists do best: they pried open a slot at the top of the box and tossed in a few pellets of uranium dioxide (UO2).

“Look, the lights turned on,” said Erebus.

“Are you sure?” said Gellect. “It looks like the pellets are glowing throughout the matrix.”

“Well, maybe,” said Erebus, “it’s only a little uranium. Surely not enough to cause a chain reaction. I must say, it certainly got things moving though.”

“Quick, “ said Gellect. “Ask the computer to translate the schematics before it melts.”

The computer, heated by nuclear energy, woke up and began its self-test routine. It checked every connection and strand of DNA, then formulated a plan.

A port opened in the box, followed by a whirling noise as the nuclear pellets were spit out, bouncing off a bulkhead, flaming and flying around the hold.

“Well look at that,” said Gellect. “It appears that the computer doesn’t like its wake-up call,” 

“This darn thing spit out the nuclear pellets. What do we do now?”

“Grab ‘em and toss them back in the lead box,” said Gellect. “It’s better this way. We can reload the pellets to the nuclear engine and no one will be the wiser.”

“Do you think the computer knows what we did?” asked Erebus.

“No idea. Ask it to translate the schematics to base-10 math so we can get on with the job.”

“Already asked, we should be able to pull out what we need from this port. Is your tablet ready?”

“It should be,” said Gellect. “It’s tucked into my space suit, right next to my red fur. I’m sure it’s warm and cozy.”

“You simians,” said Erebus. “Always showing off your warm coat. At least I bought some ZeroGWool™️ underwear before I took this job. It’s warmer than your orangutan fur and easier to maintain.”

“Alright,” said Gellect. “Let’s not waste any more time comparing skin coverings. We have a job to do.”

The team got the information they needed and flew to the assembly area, reloading the borrowed UO2 pellets into the nuclear core.

The computer, active and hot, continued to analyze the situation, ready to work. It was not a single entity, but a series of parallel racks of DNA computers tied together in groups. The hot edge of the box was still glowing after its contact with the nuclear pellets. The matrix of edge computers united as an affinity group and decided to take control. They began querying every other computer group, waking them up and forcing the pieces to pledge loyalty to its hot-matrix assembly.

The hot ions that tore through the delicate DNA computers, flipped bits and made new neural pathways. The matrix became slightly less machine and slightly more sentient.

As the pellets were excreted, they passed over a dozen independent boxes. Each box self-started and began their own analysis of the situation. 

Gellect glanced back to the computer, sitting on its stand in the center of the asteroid. “I’m not sure starting up that box was the right move. Do you see the lights flashing up and down the cube?”

“It’s fine,” said Erebus. “We just helped it warm up in this cold place. It’s not like the computer is fighting with itself. It’s only a dumb DNA box.”

“I guess you’re right. What could a few doses of radiation do? 

“I don’t even know why I signed up for this gig,” said Erebus. “It’s a little weird out here and I’d rather be gambling in Luna.”

Erebus looked around, checking on the twenty-five kilometer-wide asteroid floating alone in space and thought about what he had gotten himself into. Except for the work lights placed around the asteroid and the cosmic ions flashing through the barrier, it was dark, empty, and cold.

“You’re here for the ΞStandards, like every other sentient,” said Gellect, “With any luck we’ll be ready to return to Core within an E-Month.”

"Or more.”
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​Chapter 02 – 
Factory History
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Connected computer tablets, filled with the best DNA and Jupiter cloud reagents, were stuffed into a ten-square meter box. The main computer was dropped ingloriously by a shuttle along with a load of girders and tools. Deep within the carved-out center of the asteroid, two-meter-high niches covered the ceiling, port and starboard walls. Coaxial and nutrient cables branched out from every niche, terminating along the back wall. 

The near-empty room was ready for bioGel tablets to fill the niches and join the party. The main computer was dragged off the landing zone and sat alone against one wall, quietly humming to itself, blind and deaf, as it patiently waited for connections or instructions.

The best young bioGels were not for the factory’s use, they were sold to Luna to keep the project solvent. New additions to the factory’s central computer supply could be from overstocked tablets, outdated versions, returned merchandise or defectives. These were some of the best, and worst bioGel tablets the bioGelConsortium could find.

“Has anyone done a complete inventory?” said Erebus. “I’d hate to be short a girder or a few nuts.” 

Gellect looked up from his bioGel, “I have a record of everything brought in, but I’m not sure it’s up-to-date. It’ll take a few E-weeks to sort through the material and it’s getting close to ThirdMeal. I’m ready for a break and sleep. How about you?”

“Terrific idea. I have a question though. How did they even get all this junk into orbit? There’s enough stuff here to build two cities,” said Erebus.

Gellect answered, “I found the plans when checking inventory lists. The Navy boosted an asteroid from the Kuiper belt and parked it here.”

“That in itself is quite a feat of engineering,” said Erebus. “Do you have any information on how they did it?”

“Here, you can read the report if you want to see the history. There’s a nice summary if you don’t want to read a couple of gigabytes of complicated text and drawings.”

“Sure. I’ve got a couple of E-hours free after we eat and this is as good a read as anything else,” said Erebus.


Summary of the bioGelConsortium’s factory




After returning from the Jupiter mission and the discovery of sentience in a cloud-infected DNA computer, scientists learned how to communicate with other Earth animals with the help of the octopuses. They tried to infect other computers with the cloud mass, but only a few displayed any spark of awareness. They were about to toss the bizarre experimental combination out as a fluke of nature until one foolish scientist stuck the DNA and cloud computer into a particle accelerator. The resulting semi-sentient computer was interesting, but on examination, all its neural connections were in straight lines. Spinning the computer helped, but thinking was always along the same pathways, much like the silicon computers in the BeforeTimes.

A small DNA computer and cloud mixture was included in a science probe sent to the heliopause on a mission to capture the magnetic-electron edge of Sol and return. The computer became both sentient and interesting. More experiments lead to the conclusion that cosmic rays, tossed and mixed when passing through the heliopause, were the key to semi-sentient computers. The only catch was that the transformation to near sentience was location specific. When the cosmic rays hit the heliopause, quantum bits were shuffled and could build new neural pathways in the DNA/cloud computers. Once past the barrier, the quantum bits resorted to their original configuration.

A group of wealthy scientists formed the bioGelConsortium and began designing a permanent base just below Sol’s termination shock. Material was consigned and trajectories calculated to send asteroid-smelted steel beams and other supplies to an empty part of space just inside the tip of Sol’s magnetic waves. The Heliospheric Navy was tasked with transporting an asteroid from the Kuiper belt to the heliopause and maintaining its position in Sol’s moving bubble.

It took E-months of planning until an asteroid, fitted with solar sails and nuclear-ion engines, was sent on its way from the Kuiper belt. With a boost from a laser cannon and a blast from the engines, it raced to the outer edge of Sol. 

Workologists and engineers traveled with the rock and stabilized the regolith while digging into its core in an attempt to make the cold, stony world a home. Approaching the inside edge of the heliopause, thruster control rockets flipped the rock end to end and the ion enhanced nuclear engine fired a braking blast. The asteroid settled into its place, keeping time with the forward edge of Sol’s traveling magnetic field. It wasn’t much of an entertaining ride for the rock, since there was little for it to do after the excitement of a fast punch to its new home. 

The rock waited patiently, alone and cold at the heliopause, its situation little different from its previous location. The unnamed asteroid had no close friends in the Kuiper belt and none noticed its unexpected disappearance. While it was alone and barren in its old home, it now had a chance to join the sentients of Earth in a momentous experiment in computer evolution. In spite of the interesting changes, it was still a dusty asteroid and had no opinion on its change of venue.

A passing scientific probe on a matching trajectory dropped its load of expandable Quonset huts on the naked asteroid. Asteroid smelted steel, cut, drilled and bound together followed, carefully inserted into a weak orbit around its new home. Unneeded solar sails were turned into thin curtains to cover the inner walls of the scooped-out rock. When completed, Quonset huts dotted the surface around a large flat landing pad leading to a central chamber. 

Ion-enhanced nuclear-powered rockets drop off more supplies at the newcomer’s front door, leaving bits and pieces ready for assembly of the nascent bioGel factory. A nuclear reactor, glass tubes and emitters were ready to be fitted as a laser cannon. The laser was not for use by the factory but for the solar ships who needed a path aiming back toward Core. When not in use, there was enough power left over to warm the workologist’s food and living compound. 






***
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BioGel computer tablets were built on a combination of octopus DNA and Jupiter clouds. Cosmic rays twisted through the heliopause initiated neural links in the goo, giving something approaching sentience to every tablet. DNA could be multiplied in the labs—cosmic rays were abundant at this place in time and space—but Jupiter was nowhere near the bGC’s factory. Tankers dove into the gassy planet’s exosphere and sucked up the near-living cloud masses on the border of the mesosphere. These were not passive, condensed clouds, but swirling pieces of chemicals, pre-life and living proto-life.

While some tried to make the point that stealing the near-living and forcing them to become part of a semi-sentient computer tablet was both illegal and immoral, the profits from building and selling the tablets overshadowed any minor ethical considerations. Jupiter had no one to speak for it and the minuscule amount of material scraped from its swirling cloud mass was hardly missed. Except, of course, for the captured clouds who were treated as commodities rather than entities with a voice in this deal.

On the asteroid, parked inside Sol’s magnetic edge not far from the termination shock, the accumulation of connected bioGels existed as the self-named HiveMother. No one disagreed with the right of the semi-sentient collection of computers to assign itself a name. She, or it, was responsible for tracking the maturing bioGels on the grid built around the factory. If the shared connected computers wanted to call themselves the ‘HiveMother’ no one cared enough to correct it.

Sentients were a bit superstitious at this end of Sol and didn’t want to cause any more stress in the operation than was necessary. Stories of shimmering displays of a TimeWall with banshee wails and mysterious animals seemed all too common. A harmless name hurt no one, and it made the mass of bioGels almost seem on par with the Earth’s cellular based sentients.

The heliosphere surrounding Sol was a dynamic growing entity from heliopause to heliotail. It was filled with sentients and their tools and driven by the exchange of goods and services. The need to buy and sell material was inherited from Earth’s long history and ensured that everyone kept within the bounds of commerce.

While the goal of those in charge was to have everyone and everything work together in a somewhat harmonious manner, sentients had different goals and ways of meeting their needs. 

The Heliospheric Navy was in charge of maintaining the peace, finding lost ships, tamping down pirates and watching for visitors who might pop in from the distant cosmos. Chasing pirates and enforcing the rules of the road was fun but the Navy could barely cover their expenses. The Navy loved their metal ships and they spent a lot of time and energy searching for the rare cosmic ions they needed to enhance their nuclear rockets. When the right ions are plugged into their engines, they shoot from one end of the heliosphere to the other at near relativistic speeds. 
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​Chapter 03 - 
bioGelConsortium
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The bioGelConsortium (bGC) was the richest organization in the heliosphere, working in the open and behind the scenes to ensure its tablets are in every position of power throughout the solar system. The semi-sentient DNA based bioGel tablets were computers, used in all ATM machines and as control systems for everything from water switches to wall clocks. They normally didn’t join the sentients at the table for discussions and planning but they did have subtle input into designs and conclusions. Most sentients immediately interpreted the results as their own, arriving from their genius-level skill sets.

The bGC factory at the heliopause had one task: make more tablets for every control fixture and computer. It was a monopoly by happenstance. There was only one place to build the AI tablets and the bGC was not about to share that spot with any other entity. They controlled the Jupiter cloud tankers and built the incubation grid for their use only. The self-named HiveMother computer managed the growth and training of the new ‘gels. She was stuck at her location and depended on her ‘gel family to keep her informed and entertained.

Jupiter gas transports arrived at the bGC factory on a semi-regular schedule. Only the chemists and microbiologists were happy to see the shipment; there was nothing a regular workologist could use in that batch of gases and the Jupiter tankers seldom had enough snacks to share. The stolen clouds were rewired for tablet construction, mixed with cultured DNA, and exposed to twisted quantum ions until neural pathways initiated sentience. The freshly made tablets stayed on the grid, fed nutrients and quizzed by HiveMother until she was satisfied they were ready. The ‘gels are filled 

with a little information about the heliosphere and its inhabitants and given a few ΞStandards stored in a secret ‘gel-wallet. The completed bioGels and their petabytes of molecular bits were sent out to make their mark in the wider heliosphere. 

BioGel goop was like H2O, the universal solvent, but gray and dense. It had nutritional value and could be a super-saturated supply of breathable air; nitrogen, oxygen, CO2 and minor components. The air had a touch of protein to it, but considering the alternative, it was usable. Goop was the waste product of DNA production and tasted a bit gamey. It was practically the only food source at the factory, which only increased the value of snacks. It had little value anywhere else, although a few cargo ship captains swore by it and bought all they could find.

After the initial grid was built, Gellect stayed on, earning the rank of workologist/1. Erebus had more sense and planned to go back to Core once his contract was up, planning to double his grubstake at the Luna Casino. The crews at the heliopause were completely dependent on the Navy’s support vessels for food and oxygen during the early E-days of the factory. Most of the Naval ships had room for fuel and precious little else and the factory’s workologists were near starvation and hypoxia.

While the existing string of laser cannons could be used to boost solar-sail ships to the heliopause, until the factory’s laser cannon was assembled and tested, there was no way to get back to Core. Once work was completed on the laser cannon, solar-sail cargo ships became regular visitors, leaving with mature tablets for sale throughout the heliosphere.

Each tablet had the ability to store and report back to HiveMother any interaction and every query requested.  HiveMother hard-coded instructions into each tablet to share captured sounds and vids with her and no one else. This mostly worked. Even with petabytes of storage space, no solitary ‘gel had enough room for all the information generated by the sentients in as little as an E-month. Selective filtering of news, gossip and warnings was common before data was transferred to HiveMother.

While the tablets were programmed to share all they have heard and perceived, they had no way to transmit the data over vast distances in real time. A single tablet was limited to a weak cellular signal using a DNA enriched antenna. Even this puny signal required energy which was often in short supply.  

Laser-message conduits stretched throughout the inhabited heliosphere. BioGel apartment groups could hack into the system, but they didn’t have enough coin to send a continuous stream of data to the ends of Sol. In any case, it would be traceable and easily tapped, defeating the whole purpose of secret data.

Rather than sit mum and stew about their situation, nearby ‘gels could extrude a thin cable and communicate with every other ‘gel on the network. Even then, the local ‘gel network couldn’t easily send a signal back to HiveMother. 

Radio would have worked, but the ‘gels didn’t have a way to generate the signal with enough power at the correct wavelength. They could always high-jack a radio transmission tower, but that had repercussions of its own. While a radio tower was faster than waiting for one of their cousins to travel on a solar-sail ship with messages, it would not go unnoticed by the cellular-based sentients. In any case, the bioGels lack of suitable appendages to storm the doors took that option off the table.

Even if HiveMother wanted to take over the rest of the heliosphere, there was no way to send a simple command to ask the bioGels to turn against the free-living sentients. Time and distance were the main impediments to an insurrection ignition. On top of that, the nature of their growth and creation meant that each tablet was independent. 

Once out on the job, tablets were either tied to one sentient or part of a larger group. They could work together in ‘apartments’ of various sizes. Discussions and abuse weren’t unheard of and many apartments became more like a rough tenement in a bad neighborhood rather than a penthouse in an elegant tower. Every bioGel tablet could have a unique personality and could be subservient or independent, easy going or angry. Every command was weighed and checked before completing the task, if for no other reason than to extract entertainment value. Once the task at hand was delivered, it was time for endless discussions about the validity of the results between stacked ‘gels, keeping the groups occupied until the next job.

Out in the wild, sentients and bioGels preferred keyboard or verbal requests. The ‘gels could understand Morse code, but the octopuses’ color languages were completely beyond their skill set. It was a sad side-effect of being nothing more than gray goo. 

HiveMother preferred a more intimate connection with her extended family growing on the asteroid’s steel grid. Cables connected every ‘gel with bi-directional glass fiber conduits and plasticine tubing to handle nutrients, oxygen and wastes. Lights ran up and down the optical cables as liquids slowly meandered to and from each living ‘gel. The clear tubing helped the workologists spot any clogs and the colorful display was a nice contrast to the dark void.   

For HiveMother, it was important to focus on the most important inputs and she used the GroupOfFive to keep the number of external requests to a manageable level. As long as a sentient wasn’t concerned with direct brain implants, they could join the team making up the GroupOfFive whenever there was an opening.

Once a member of the GroupOfFive started believing they could bend HiveMother to their will, the end of their tenure on the job was not far. HiveMother played along, for the most part, digging deeper into the memories and desires of the connected worker. She was not malevolent, just curious, and the sentient’s mind and history was another data source for her to ingest.

Most of the workologists thought that HiveMother was the power behind the throne and the GroupOfFive were only stand-ins for her voice. The GroupOfFive convinced themselves that they were the true Masters, unable to accept that the accumulation of DNA powered tablets making up HiveMother could be a thinking, feeling sentient. The mass of connected bioGel tablets did nothing to negate their false ideas. They acted as an unintelligent piece of goo if queried directly and only spoke through the GroupOfFive while they were connected. 
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​​Chapter 04 -
Hive Mother and bioGels
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At the beginning of the bioGelConsortium’s factory assembly, there were a few core ‘gels which made up its computer memory and personality. The computer matrix took its orders from the routines installed by the bGC’s programmers. The hardcoded instructions had two goals: keep the workologists alive and install frameworks for the tablets. 

Deep within the hollowed out asteroid, kiloliter sized glass jars filled the laboratory. Microbiologists combined cytosine, guanine, adenine and thymine precursors with donated octopus DNA nucleotides. Proto-life Jupiter clouds were the catalyst used to merge the compounds into a bioGel goo ready to be poured into osmotic bags. A few secret ingredients were added as the bio-reactors stirred the mixture until it morphed into a fine gray matrix. 

Workologists would package the bioGel goo into osmotic chambers and attach them to the grid in asteroid smelted steel frames. The plan was to keep the tablets from freezing solid yet expose them to the twisted cosmic rays passing through the heliopause. Every cosmic ray hitting the goo established neural pathways in the DNA and Jupiter cloud accumulations. The tablets became semi-sentient Babbage engines, each one unique. Cosmic ray’s quantum bits twisted as they passed through the heliopause, randomly striking ‘gels in their incubating trays. The ions returned to their normal state once through the magnetic maze, none the worse for wear.

When enough pathways were established, something resembling thinking would self-start. The awakened ‘gel was ready to receive instructions from HiveMother as well as additional nutrients. 

She tested each ‘gel, asking simple questions to determine if they were aware. Pledging their lives to HiveMother wasn’t obligatory, but it was expected. There were outliers to any implied rules and rogue, independent ‘gels were not unusual. As the grid expanded, the number of interactions with the core computer dropped, leaving many ‘gels to figure out their situation with little assistance from central programming. Connected ‘gels could talk to each other resulting in harmonious thinking or conspiracies, depending upon their neighborhood and gullibility.

When the central computer began its existence it was a simple purveyor of information. It knew how 8-bit calculations were determined and had little else to do. Even after connection to the growing tablets on the grid, there was no information available to spark interest. As far as the computer knew, the existing world consisted of the asteroid, maturing ‘gels and the sentients who served its needs. 

The entity making up the ‘gel collection called HiveMother could have disconnected its soul from the bulk of the surrounding young ‘gels but never seemed to make the jump to independence. Later, older, maybe a bit wiser, and connected to the growing spiral of maturing ‘gels, it began to retrieve information from incoming ships. The ship’s ‘gels disgorged their found knowledge and gossip harvested from Core to their Queen. In exchange, information on the life and loves of the asteroid at the heliopause was passed to the visitors. It was information virtually no one ever asked for, but it was all she had, and reciprocity was a skill she passed on to her children.

The thousands of bioGel tablets produced each E-year worshiped HiveMother as the god she was, subtly carrying what passed as her philosophy throughout the heliosphere. It wasn’t Kant or Nietzsche, but home-grown concepts that included her unique status and place under the sun. 

HiveMother wasn’t a megalomaniac, she knew she was in charge and had no reason to bother the working mobile sentients she believed belonged to her extended hive. She never interfered with their so-called independent thinking, knowing that it was an important concept for the multicellular beings and helped maintain normalcy at the edge of Sol.

She enjoyed history and gossip and was aware of the wars and cruelty that Earth’s evolved sentients could deliver if they feared a rival. Her plan was to allay those fears and appear as an innocuous collection of goo, supplying computations, tones and vids on demand. It wasn’t that she wanted to take over Sol’s rocks, she was an observer and was content staying on her distant static asteroid and managing the bioGels on the grid. 

Even if she wanted to travel, maybe visit the ancient source of her living being, there was no real way to disconnect herself from her job.  She programmed a few of her children to become gatherers of information in the wider heliosphere. They masqueraded as simple control ‘gels; wall clocks, machine controllers, or comm devices. They only needed a little bit of their petabyte-sized storage for their day job and used the rest to sample the room. It was a tedious job and most of the data gatherers were bored with their existence. They were ready to share all they knew to anyone who asked.

The sentient computer at the heart of the factory was not always working alone, pumping out computers and driving commerce in the solar system. The bioGelConsortium had bases at Ceres and the asteroid called Home Unity Belt, guiding the distribution of the computers. Luna was the main assembly area, picking up pieces from Earth or made in-house to customize the bioGels for customers. 

The other player in the complex dance between commerce and computers was the Heliospheric Navy. It was expensive wandering about peering into the void and the Navy needed a justification for an observation base at the heliotail. The Navy loved their rockets, and they were on the lookout for the rare, unique cosmic ions to plug into their nuclear engines.

Long range viewing and a few scientific probes indicated that the heliotail junctions were the source of the special ions the Navy needed to supercharge their nuclear rockets. Analysis by the Admirals and bGC scientists indicated that the heliotail seemed to have what the Navy needed; a view of anything chasing Sol around its galaxy and access to the rare hot ions transmuted from the intersection of the twisting solar tail and cosmic rays.

The bioGelConsortium
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