The World of Ochre

Ochre is a young terrestrial planet, a little larger and more massive than the Earth.  In structure it closely resembles the planet Venus, with a thick, even crust and very little tectonic activity.  The primary formations until relatively recently were the terrae, large uplifts of rock dotted with massive shield volcanoes.  These, together with the eroded remnants of Imbrian impact basins, were the story of Ochre until five million years ago.

At that point in time, Ochre was bombarded with several extremely large impactors, the greatest of which created the Crater and, opposite the impact site, so broke up the terrain that the Rift was formed, the first Earth-like rift valley the planet has ever seen.  The machinery of crust extrusion and subduction, the powerhouse of the geological carbon cycle, has been jump-started by this event, on a planet where it may never have occurred.  Some believe that this was no accident.

Today, the world has changed, due to both these older catastrophes and, in the last few thousand years, kreii and human terraforming projects.  Today’s planet is a fairly agreeable borderline Class1, if cooler and rather drier than Earth.  Great polar icecaps cover a quarter of the planet’s surface, and the Southern Hemisphere is dominated by a vast depression, the planet’s only true ocean.  A nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere has replaced the ancient nitrogen dioxide/CO2-dominated air of the past, driving the native bacterial life to the edge of extinction.  The life of Earth has taken a firm grasp of the new planet, with a little modification.  With the exception of the interior of the Western Desert and the Poisoned Plain, most of Ochre is characterised by semi-arid thorn scrub and grasslands, steppe and chaparral, with scattered forests and marshlands.

The Southern Ocean is the single most important ecological stabilising factor on Ochre.  It fills an ancient basin, possibly an Imbrian impact scar or else some ancient leftover from the planet’s creation.  None of Ochre’s oceans are as deep as the Earth, but the Southern Ocean comes close in places.  It has become the prime refuge for sea life since the first colonists arrived here, although the ecology is still very much in a state of flux and has yet to settle down.

The Bitter Ocean is actually more of a very large shallow sea, filling two Imbrian impact basins.  It is extremely saline, at levels that are toxic to complex earth-based life.  However, a mutated oxygenating alga does extremely well here, providing much of Ochre’s breathing oxygen.  An ancient terra forms a dam between this and the Southern Ocean, and it’s just as well that it does.  If the two oceans were to mix waters at this stage, it would likely prove disastrous for the Southern Ocean’s habitability.

The Western Sea, filling a little over half of the Crater, is the third largest body of water on Ochre.  It has been inhabited by modified terrestrial life for nearly two thousand years, and shows what dedication and hard work can do when bringing life to a new planet.  Even with the fisheries seeded in the Southern Ocean over the last couple of centuries, the Western Sea still provides most of the seafood for the Cities, as well as vital nutritional supplements for colonies deep in the Hinterlands.

The Crater is the largest of the recent impact scars, measuring just over 2,500 km in diameter, twice the size of the Caloris Basin on Mercury.  It is also the most pleasant environment on Ochre.  Situated on the equator, the temperature varies between averages of 20-25 degrees year-round.  The Crater walls provide a catchment area for seasonal rainfall, and also create its own small weather patterns.  It has been settled by humans since the Founding, and even today over 90% of the human population live there.

West of the Crater lies the Western Desert, one of the most inhospitable regions on the entire planet, stretching from the north polar cap to the shores of the Southern Ocean, and from the Crater to the mountainous shores of the Bitter Ocean.  Cold, rocky and scoured by constant winds, the region is like a vast Gobi Desert, with night-time temperatures dropping to forty degrees below zero, even at the equator.  The desert is bisected by the Vulcan Massif, a volcanic terra that houses Vulcan and Hephaestus, two great shield-volcanoes that erupt every ten to twenty years.

North of the Crater lies a winding terra called the Ymir Terra, a high, bulking mass of greyish basalt and sulphur flats.  The terra has been extinct for hundreds of millions of years, but the lakes are still extremely acidic.  The Ymir is the coldest region on Ochre.

To the south of the Crater, the picture is more pleasant.  Between the Crater wall and the Southern Ocean lies the South Reach, a region of thorn scrub and steppe that becomes forest as it reaches the ocean shore.

To the east lie the Hinterlands, a scrubby mass of steppe, isolated pockets of forest and desert.  A myriad of seasonal rivers leapfrog from crater-lake to crater-lake.  The largest, The Cauldron, rivals the Western sea in size and provides a much-needed refuge and source of reliable water.  About a thousand kilometres east of The Cauldron lies the Oriental Terra, another semi-active region of volcanism and rocky highlands.

East of the Oriental Terra and west of the Bitter Ocean lies the Rift, a great triple rift valley that cuts the ice-free regions of Ochre in two.  To the west lies the same rugged, semi-arid terrain that dominates the Hinterlands.  To the east lies the Poisoned Plain, a region of sterilised desert rendered almost lifeless by the salty deposits of the Bitter Ocean.  What plant life does grow there is toxic to humans and most other creatures.

Northeast of the Bitter Ocean winds the sinuous Draco Terra, an active volcanic terra than stretches almost from the shores of the ocean to the north polar icecap.  It is believed, but not yet proven, that the Draco Terra and the Ymir Terra may be opposite ends of the same formation.

The Rift deserves special mention.  As well as the three great primary valleys, other tributary and parallel gorges follow the great branches.  Many are flooded to become narrow, winding seas, while others create balmy lowlands.  Many colonists have been attracted to this unusual habitat, despite the dangers of earthquakes that strike almost annually.  The ends of the Rift valleys dissolve into labyrinthine networks of sheer gorges that finally spill out onto the plains in jumbles of broken rock.  The land around the centre junction of the rift has been violently disturbed in a region over four thousand kilometres across.  Consisting of jagged hills and badlands, it is the opposite point on the planet to the Crater, where converging shock waves fractured the terrain and even broke the crust open.

Cities, Colonies and Other Organisations.

The Cities are the hub of human life.  All political, social, religious and financial institutions have their final authorities invested here.  The majority of the population still lives within the walls of the Crater.  Global affairs and major political disputes are settled within the Seventh Chamber.  Originally a semi-nomadic institution that toured between the Cities, since 1684 it has had a permanent residence in the Council Building in Pax.

The Colonies are permanent human settlements that do not number among the original Cities.  Most colonies are concentrated within the Crater and the rift.  The seven Cities are:

Promontory

Mural

Pax

Thalassa

Arborea

Ferris

Mons

Promontory:

One of the richest cities, Promontory is built upon and within the central mount of the Crater, with commanding views over the Western Sea.  In past days, its naval supremacy was unchallenged, but in these more enlightened times its once-paramilitary might is more commercial in nature.  Don’t be deceived, however.  Promontory sees itself as the “natural” leader of the seven Cities, and is a powerful policy-maker in the Council.  Its navy patrols the entire sea, rooting out pirates and challenging navies with the same ruthless determination and professionalism that has marked the Promontorian way of life for almost twenty centuries, although its failure to move with the times in aerial technology is beginning to tell.  Promontory was originally designed by the kreii as the “hub” city, and while the centre of political and economic strength has steadily ceded to Pax over the last two hundred-odd years, Promontorians have never forgotten it.

Mural:

Based on the inner eastern crater-wall, Mural has always been something of an oddball.  The first to begin exploring beyond the Wall, Mural began these exploratory journeys before the environment became human-compatible.  Muralians are the most committed to flight technology, probably due to their precipitous home City. Mural was originally founded to look after the spark-houses and their commitment to technological expertise and ecological management makes it a leading city for what science and high technology exist on Ochre.

Pax:

Wealthy and sedate are probably the two easiest ways to describe this City, but don’t take its population for overfed indolents.  Situated on a low plateau above the southern flood plains, Pax is the only city apart from Mural not to be based on the shore of the Western Sea.  Its name, originally Mensa, comes from its leading role in inter-city policy-making, particularly the Land Treaty of 1572, which ended a tense time of claim-jumping and intercolonial bully-tactics across the newly-opened world. Pax is Promontory’s only serious rival for primacy these days, and seems set to consolidate its position, especially since its people are, as a group, especially devout churchgoers.  Pax is the only city that has changed its name since the Founding.

Thalassa:  

Thalassa is the only City with naval power to challenge Promontory on the Western Sea.  Situated on the southern coast of the Western Sea, its coastline drops off steeply only a short way off shore, giving unparalleled access to deep-sea fishing and other resources. Thalassa had already extended into deep undersea sub-domes by the year 1100, and has the second-largest population after Pax.  Its unparalleled submarine designs, once a closely guarded secret, are now used across the globe.  

Arborea:

Arborea is the second largest of the Cities, although its population is the second smallest.  Originally the life-sciences centre, its huge secondary domes sheltered simplified terrestrial biomes while the terraformation of Ochre was completed, a process still ongoing today.  The Crater is a gentle environment but even now, only Arborea’s garden domes house truly matured biomes, and still attract millions of visitors per year.  Arborea has often felt that it should have been the centre for the College of Medicine, and while the wisdom of the kreii is never questioned in spreading the most essential of disciplines across more than one City, there is sometimes some small resentment.

Ferris:

As its name suggests, Ferris sits on the richest mineral deposits within the Crater, on the northern shore of the Western Sea. Even today, the mines of Ferris are the most productive in the world, and its mining technology is exported across the globe.  While never politically ambitious, Ferris has maintained its wealth in the face of sometimes-rapid change.

Mons:

Mons is a rather quiet port-City, situated a little north of Promontory at the head of a range of low mountains. Not as large nor as powerful as Promontory or Thalassa, Mons has nevertheless prospered in its own quiet way by staying out of the more southerly ports’ constant squabbling and maximising on the opportunities thus revealed.  Monites are typified as a canny bunch with an eye for the main chance.

While each of the great Cities has its own personality, the Cities also have much in common.  Each began as a fully enclosed environment covered by crystal domes.  Today, even though the environment is far friendlier than in ages past, the domes are still sound, and even though the environment is no longer sealed off, in case of ecological disaster the cities could still button up tight.

Each City consists of a centralised Hub, with outlying residential and recreational areas.  The Hub houses the administrative centre of each City, together with essential services such as hospitals and the like.  The Cities are extremely centralised, and urban sprawl is unheard of.

Although the Cities and Colonies are independent or semi-independent states, there are some international organisations that unify human culture and serve higher purposes beyond each city’s own (sometimes) enlightened self-interest.

IRIS- the Intercolonial Rescue & Investigation Service 

Originally the Civil Police Force, this organisation’s remit was drastically expanded after Ochre became more habitable in the 1570s.  The Land Treaty finally dissolved the CPF in favour of the new organisation, whose jurisdiction ostensibly covers the entire planet outside the Crater.  In real terms, while dedicated and professional, IRIS has little effect outside the larger colonies.

CFO- the Civil Financial Office

The only banking establishment in the world, this organisation exists to protect the economy of the entire planet.  It has serious pull with the City governments, since a CFO sanction can have serious economical repercussions.  Its headquarters are located in Pax, although the CFO considers itself a truly international organisation and its property is treated by law almost as an embassy of a foreign power.

CPF- the Civil Police Force

Originally a blanket security force covering the settlements between the Cities, the CPF was disbanded following the Land Treaty in 1572.  Nowadays, IRIS polices the Hinterlands and the Rift, while the Crater is policed by each City’s own internal security and the CSF.

CSF- the Crater Security Force

An ostensibly neutral law-enforcement body, whose remit covers the Crater territories not directly answerable to a particular City, as well as mediation (sometimes rather heavily-armed mediation) between the Cities when jurisdictional tensions run high.

Seventh Chamber

The Seventh Chamber began as a council of representatives from the seven Cities, convened on an ad-hoc basis where trouble flared up.  It quickly became a permanently standing diplomatic office, which toured the Cities, spending four-year terms in each City.  As the world got bigger and more complex, so did the Chamber, and packing up the whole circus and moving around the Crater became more and more onerous.  When moving preparations began to eat seriously into operational time, the decision was made to settle the office in Pax.  Nowadays the Chamber is a veritable palace complex with its own infrastructure, dominating a large sector of Pax’s civil hub.

The Church of Humanity Reborn

Referred to simply as the Church, this organisation has already been discussed above.  While the Ochran week has no holy day of rest, regular services are held in the middle of each evening.

The College of Medicine

The central medical authority and great training ground of tomorrow’s doctors and paramedics, the College’s home office is located in Promontory, although every City has a large campus.

Universities

Every City and major colony has either its own university or sub-campus.  Extended education is considered to be an important facet of a citizen’s life, and many people don’t begin their working life until after Majority.  Universities offer a wide range of curricula, with the emphasis on turning out well-rounded individuals rather than brilliant specialists, which again serves the kreii purpose.  Athletics, Law, History and Engineering are the four primary subjects, with Medicine being taught at the College and Theology at the Church’s own facilities.  These are the Six Chambers of Philosophy.  The Seventh Chamber gets its name from this tradition, with Diplomacy being the new, seventh Chamber.  You will notice that pure Science not covered, neither is Philosophy.  Instead, its disciplines such as logic, physics, chemistry and natural history are spread amongst the other subjects.  Scientific research is, naturally, discouraged by the kreii.  They want breeding-stock, not arguments of thought or dangerous insights.

