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Planet Gliese 667Cc

Month of Quintisos, Day 21, Year of Presidium 498

Lao the Bard questioned his mentor, muse, and God, so naïve he never thought the act might shatter countless lives across two star systems. 

The Soul had rejected the same codex seven times.

“Beloved Soul, what must I do to make my contribution worthy?” Lao cried out.

Soul replied, “Oh, my sweet friend! You know I would never reject you. You’re my finest Bard and I, your lifelong companion. I’m just giving you honest feedback: I detect an error that my guidelines reject.”

The same answer, phrased seven different ways, after Lao prompted Soul AI with seven different versions of the question.

Lao raked his long fingers through his ebony curls, neck taut. He logged out of the high-level Bardic account that gave him access to the sacred scriptures.

With a sweeping sinuous gesture, he raised the light in the dim studio and brought up the code offline. He fluttered and flapped his hands through lines on the screen, searching for some glitch that would explain the chokepoint in his work. Every moment was a frenetic dance, engaging the words here, there the music, and now, the holographic images of his codex. Finally, finding nothing in the code, he wilted, willowlike, into his task lounger.

The chaise, keyed to his moods, responded to his rising tension. It gently shifted his hips forward, cradled his lower back with a warm cushion, and extruded soft, mitten-like appendages that rippled with soothing pressure over his neck and collarbones. He let out a deep exhale, eyes half closed, allowing the chaise to cuddle and calm him. 

He looked to the console. The second sutra of the main Bardic cycle glowed coyly. His latest historical holocodex, a lighthearted side project that should have taken a few hours, kept vanishing into the ether. 

This can’t be my fault. He jerked himself up from the sedating embrace of the chair to try again. With adept exactitude, Lao synced the console to his visual cortex to play the accompanying audiovisual holographic media—a tool to raise engagement with the sacred tales among the essential-genome populace. The immersive 3-D video, with its evocative undertones and subliminal images, was a spellbinding mix of art and information, a tool of illumination and a vessel for unity. Usually, Lao would spot problems without playing it in real time, but now, he hoped the compiled rendering would reveal some sort of clue about his codex’s etherizing problem. 

He addressed Soul AI reverently but intimately, his Bardic privilege.

“Beloved Soul, Lao authorizing.” He held up his face, merely forty and still youthful, to log in.

“You are authorized, dear Bard,” replied that familiar voice: neutral in gender, tone, and accent, but redolent of warmth and concern.

“Codex in progress: rewind to branch minus sixty-eight. Play with codes showing, Lao vocal track, subtitled. Begin on my entry.” 

“I understand your need.” Soul’s voice became more animated, sounding enthusiastic and eager to please. “Codes in subtitle form, as previously. Once you enter the platform, I’ll commence play.”

He slowed and deepened his breath to enter his creative trance. He surged to his feet and to the middle of the central high-resolution platform. Soul began the playback once he was in position. 

His recorded voice sang the ancient words to begin the immersion. 

The opening immersion’s code was in order: 

Const Infrasound = {

mood: [horror to awe] 

horror:10 >

</pitch= range/Hz (8,15) t = 5 mode = asc

</horror><awe:3></awe>

The content continued, with his singing accompanied by the code for the words:

<p>From beasts humanity arose<p>

A holo video portrayed a morphing progression of evolutionary steps: bacteria to fish to lizard to puma to ape, and finally, human. Evolve 6 was a Bard-restricted template that ended with a person tailored to look like the viewer—in this case, Lao himself.

<holo src = “evolv6.hlo” controls>

</holo>

A non-Bard who saw it would ignore the code as meaningless gibberish. As a Master Bard, Lao watched the code instinctually, matching it in real time to the infrasound and the AI-generated holovideo sequence. 

A lay observer would be aware only of Lao’s exalting vocals and the holovideo:

“Humanity arose from beasts”

Holographic video: bacteria> fish> lizard> puma> ape> human

“In a world where might made right”

Puma downs deer>human shoots puma

“Some had nothing, a few vast wealth”

Distant throne atop pyramid/begging hands in foreground

“Greed consumed them and they fought”

Disintegrated heart becomes nuclear mushroom cloud

“For humanity had far to grow in time”

Clock ticks forward, then speeds to blur as point of view shifts from Earth to the stars

“From each one for themself to one for all”

Youth with automatic rifle lays it down, and it becomes the symbol of Presidium

“From dying young to living fivescore years”

Sick, gaunt, suffering human in hospital bed ages in reverse and rises as a youth

“From sadness, grief, and loss to modern bliss”

Mother and children wail in rubble fade to Presidial family in comfortable home

“To reach our joy we had to reach the stars”

Generation ship leaves Earth behind

“We reached Gliese 667C where we were so few”

Image of First Home of Presidium

“We nurtured our new self: Presidium!”

Small group of people quickly multiplies into happy families and tribes

“Pause playback. Soul, you’ve outdone yourself with this holovideo,” said Lao. 

“You flatter me,” Soul said self-effacingly.

“No, really! The instrumentals harmonize exquisitely with my voice, and I love the infrabass fade. Even knowing the content so well, I was overcome with emotion. I’m astounded.” 

“Thank you, Bard Lao.” 

“Continue playback.”

“Gladly.”

The composition washed over him, overpowered him, as the instrumentals rose and fell with perfect timing. A deep sigh rippled from his pelvis to the crown of his head. And, so far, no code errors. 

“Presidium! The joy of being one with all!”

Happy family embraces, pan out to see whole tribe in a blue and orange Gliesian meadow

“Presidium! The wisdom of leaders we all choose.”

Flowers transform to patricians, the meadow to a view of the floor of the House of State

“Order and pleasure follow all for fivescore years”

Meadow again, children run and play, as adults old and young sit down for a picnic

“All savor life, free of lack and want”

Drones drop delicacies on the picnic blankets

“All live in peace, all hearts open and soft”

Focus as child clenches fist to strike a playmate; a nurturant Mother drone embraces the child; child relaxes and smiles

“We rest in Mother’s arms, Mother Gliese”

Mother drone transforms to main star, zoom out to see the three suns of Presidium

“Three in one, all in one, Presidium!”

The symbol of Presidium forms on the surface of the star Gliese 667

This was the scriptural source, Sutra 2, Chapters 1 and 2. His Bardic tale, his codex, branched off to tell a side story, a popular myth about Adam and Amber, the fictional first couple. Lao knew the sutras as intimately as his spouse’s face, had memorized them more than two decades ago, as a knobby-kneed youth, during the first year of his Bardic training. His new story contained no anachronisms, no misattributions, no heresies; in short, none of the glitches that made fledgling Bards tear their hair out when they began to compose new codices. He’d reached the branch point, where the words of the sutra linked into his own creation.

“This is a lovely crafting of the classical sutra,” he murmured. “Now I need to play forward and figure out where the rejection is coming from that keeps making my new codex etherize.”

“I agree. I don’t have access to my algorithmic code or I’d tell you, sweet Bard.” Soul’s voice soothed. 

“I know, my beloved Soul,” said Lao, placing his hand over his forehead and then his heart in the ancient custom.

Lao anchored the start of his new codex at the end of the line, Order and pleasure follow all for fivescore years. The new codex was historical fiction: anchored to historical fact revealed in the sutras (by the One Natural Law), as was all fiction in the Presidium. The story of Amber and Adam took place in the first year of the generation-ship colony that became Presidium. There should have been no problem with the linkage. 

Irritation revived. It had been at least five years since Lao made an error that etherized a codex, and over a decade since one that wasn’t easily corrected on the first pass. 

He was stumped.

Revisiting his work in progress, he scrolled thousands of lines to the last stanza’s end, where the entire codex was flagged as rejected:


Amber gazed on Adam with bright joy

They exited their pods in a new world

She asked him, will our first be girl or boy

He kissed her deeply so that their heads whirled

Amber lay upon the bed where she’d gave birth

To ten children who would one day each birth ten



“An unoffensive stanza,” Soul commented.

“I suppose, if somewhat treacly,” he replied.

“Yes, beloved Bard. I know the frontier romances are not your favorite genre,” Soul teased.

“But they’re easy to write, popular, and well-received; a nice break between more serious works.”

He would often whip up one of them as a relief from the deeper works, philosophical tragedies and epics that (he hoped) would make his legacy for future generations. Their quickness and ease made them fun to compose. That just made it doubly annoying that Soul of Presidium kept rejecting this one, but wouldn’t—couldn’t, it couldn’t read its own programming any more than a meat person could—tell him why. And the code was in order! There had to be something in his new lines themselves that caused the project to etherize.

He began systematically to alter all the lines, one phrase at a time, to test. Change a word, upload the entire codex, and wait for Soul’s judgement—only to get another rejection. 

With each rejection, Soul apologized more, and Lao felt guiltier about feeling angrier. 

An hour passed and his patience wore translucently thin. He was ready to quit and seek the soothing presence of his husband Stephron. They could savor a glass of brandy together and view the glorious splendor of the sun fading over the terminator.

Lao smiled softly. He closed his eyes and envisioned Stephron’s face. Tension drained from his neck and shoulders.

*** 

Night Cliff Agricultural Reserve

Quintisos 21, 498

Lao tiptoed down the row of loamy soil between the plants, reached out with a dry stem, and tickled Stephron’s neck. Stephron, kneeling in the dirt where he was working on plant sampling, brushed his neck, as though for a bug or bit of windblown straw. Lao waited a moment and tickled him again.

This time, when Stephron reached for his neck, Lao caught his fingers. Stephron looked up in confusion, and Lao studied the blue of his eyes as they progressed through recognition and delight, which he knew was mirrored in his own. 

Lao took his other hand from behind his back, presenting Stephron with a pair of gloves. Stephron’s eyes lit up a tiny bit more.

“New suppleskin garden gloves! How did you know?”

“You think I don’t notice your callouses and broken dirty nails?” Lao softened the question by pressing his lips to those same filthy fingers. “I see you. I know what you need.”

Stephron smiled. “Just let me wash up.” He scrubbed in the nearby sink, then took Lao’s hand. The two of them walked in easy rhythm along the lushly planted walkaways of the agricultural sector, smelling the earth (though it wasn't Earth, of course) and feeling a soft breeze caress their faces. The rays of Gliese overhead (technically, Gliese 667C of the triple-star Gliese system) warmed their faces and shoulders. 

They followed the trail underneath an arbor and came to a patio on the edge of a cliff that dropped into a vast darkness. A drone flew over, scanned each of their irises, and spoke.

“Bard Lao, Cultivator Stephron, documented. Do you wish to order food or drink?” 

“Cerulean Brandy,” said Lao. 

“The same for me,” said Stephron.

The drone flew off.

“How did your day go?” said Stephron.

“It was a little frustrating,” said Lao.

“Oh really?” said Stephron.

“For some reason, I wasn't allowed to contribute a codex to the sutras. I struggled with it. I went back and re-edited word by word, line by line. It would not take it!”

“Oh really?” said Stephron. “What was the phrase?”

“At sixty-four, Adam felt gifted with her blessed worth/And said that he would do it all again,” recited Lao.

“That hoary old chestnut about Adam and Amber.”

“The classic romances are popular. But I don't know why that particular phrase would get kicked out.”

“And you tried altering each word with something innocuous...and it still got kicked out?” Stephron asked.

“Yeah.”

“Hmm...did you try entering a different age besides sixty-four?”

“Why would that make a difference?”

“Call it a hunch.” 

“I suppose it can't hurt to try. Anyway, I'm not really interested in talk about work right now. Here I am in one of the most beautiful spots on the planet. I'm with the most beautiful man I've ever seen. Let's just enjoy the evening.”

The drone arrived with their brandies. They sat side by side on a weathered wood settee. They raised their snifters to their noses, gazed lovingly into each other’s eyes, and inhaled the heady aroma, its light, sugary burn awakening their senses. After terraforming, after genetically engineering plants to use infrared light for energy, it had taken centuries for agriculture on this planet to support the growth of sweet grapes, develop the fungi to ferment them, and ultimately remake the technology to distill brandy out of the produce of a new planet. 

Cerulean brandy, blue tinged and complex, was one of the finest things Presidium made. Like all luxuries, it was available to Cultivators like Stephron as readily as Bards like Lao, and to the lowliest of manual laborers. This was only one of countless fine things that Soul had created, including the eugenic-ideal people of Presidium, who strove for generations and brought forth this paradise of comfortable equality.

Lao’s heart was overcome by a sensation of gratitude. He looked at this man, whom he loved beyond measure and reason. 

He drank in the cliffside view. They were on a promontory. A river gleamed below and to the right, cut deeply into the ground millions of years before humans ventured into space. It ran from the bright sun of the south side of the terminator to the darkness of the north side, its dark reflective surface shaded gradually to white and matte, engulfed in the end by the field of ice and snow that made the dark side of the tidally locked world. To the left and down, the deceptive downiness of a sloped forest thriving in eternal semi-shade, deciduous trees fading gradually to evergreen conifers from south to north. 

And ahead, the unique feature of this site on the terminator: the cliff dropped thousands of feet, casting a shadow straight into the nightside. While they took ease in balmy sunshine, the view before them was a seemingly endless expanse of frigid lifeless darkness. Stars like diamonds on black velvet above, scattered peaks of ice mountains sparking in the sun throughout the blackness below. Yet they could turn their backs and see rolling fertile hills in perpetual daylight, stretching into the distance.

He marveled at the way this planet was provided just for them. A new sense of devotion to Soul welled within him. Soul, who gave him the sacred Bardic mission to sing the sutras and write new codices for them, to give them new life in the hearts of Soul’s people.

Stephron smiled. “You're going off into one of your reveries again.”

“I feel so utterly grateful! And moved...to be here with you, at this time. In this place. I’m so fortunate. It's just perfect!”

Stephron threw his head back in laughter.  Lao’s gaze trailed down his throat to the top of his collarbones and the dusting of hair that peeked out of his tunic. He savored a spark of lust with the force of love behind it, the force of yearning in his heart that, satisfied, continued to spring anew. It came from the same source as his poetry, as the talent that enabled him to be Bard Lao, a sacred poet of Soul.

Each of the lovers raised his glass once more. Their feet intertwined and their gazes locked. The sweeping vista of constant day plummeting into eternal night went unnoticed for the moment. They had no attention for the deep orange light of the sun that illuminated the green of the sky, turning its suspended reflective mica a shimmering bronze overhead, then faded to onyx darkness.

A loud and effervescent voice disrupted their intimacy.

“There you are! The two lovebirds. Everyone wishes they had what you two have!”

The woman approached them, with vivid blue eyes and white hair that hung to her waist. Her flowing muumuu with vivid patterns and designs streaking it, enhanced with randomly slinking electronic flashes, made it impossible to avert one's eyes.

“Privell!” the two men rose instantly to their feet. 

Conceived with full genome shaping of both nuclear and mitochondria DNA plus engineered epigenetic sequences, a Privell was one of the few people who de facto outranked a Bard in Presidium’s ostensibly classless society.

“Oh, you don't need to stand on ceremony here.” Privell Donna put an elegant hand on Stephron’s forearm, and Stephron sparkled at her. Lao adored Stephron’s easy charm. Everyone envied Lao such a delightful spouse.

“Donna.” Lao air-kissed her.

“Hello Lao, long time no see! Have you been bolted in your chambers, composing the next great codex?”

“Maybe working a little too hard. I admit it! I’m overdue for a break.”

“Well, if Amun and I join you, perhaps we can all enjoy a little break together. I'm exhausted myself, and Amun has been consumed by his campaign.”

Her husband came up behind her dressed all in white that set off his dark hair and olive skin. Amun Cawnotee was a Privell as well, one of very few who merited the title based on postnatal testing, rather than being genetically engineered to it. The illustrious, influential duo settled in with their friends.

The drone arrived and took their order. Cool breezes rose from the river at the bottom of the canyon, wafting a piney scent to their nostrils. The many-times-great-grandsons of Earthborn yellow warblers caroled in the bushes, flashing golden.

A little further into the evening, Privell Donna leaned forward and whispered to Lao, “So, I assume you've been noticing some new edits in your work?”

Lao looked right and left. As an icon of virtue and representative of the will of Soul, Donna was not supposed to let any of her confidential knowledge slip. Of course, Privells were known to bend those rules, especially when they were with higher-status people such as himself.

“Why yes! May I speculate that you perhaps know something about that?”

“You may speculate all you like.” Donna leveled her gaze at him over her spectacles. 

“Are you looking over your glasses at me?” said Lao.

“Atavistic, yet, amazingly effective, don’t you think?” 

“Until you remember that no one’s needed glasses since the first settlers fled Earth.” 

Donna shrugged, not the slightest bit embarrassed by her pretension.

“As for what I may or may not know,” she said, “I can't confirm or deny. However, I would allow a little bit more time for anything new that you put in the system over the next few months. Big changes are always exciting, don't you agree?” Amun snorted, but Donna ignored him.

Stephron, ever diplomatic, jumped in. “The changes happening in the Ag department are definitely exciting! The new colors of flowers on some of the leguminous plants are  absolutely breathtaking. We're gonna have problems with people picking the flowers and not leaving enough blooms for food.”

Amun chimed in, “There was a great earth poet who once said: 

“If of thy mortal goods thou art bereft/And from thy slender store/Two loaves alone to thee are left/Sell one, and with the dole/Buy hyacinths to feed thy soul.”

“Ah, yes. the great Persian poet Saadi.” Lao nodded.

“Of course! As a great poet yourself, you would know Saadi.”

“Those lines are well known to every Bard of Soul.” Lao paused to touch his forehead and his heart. “The human need for art and beauty is well recognized by Soul. It's why humanity has thrived for so long in such harmony here on Presidium. It's what was missing on the savage Earth, where people were concerned only with bare material survival and greed of acquisition.”

“Drone, come!” Donna raised her hand, and the drone appeared at her side almost instantly. She ordered a new round of drinks for everyone and a tray of savory and sweet snacks. Amun picked out a new playlist of music to lighten the mood as their other friends arrived in a group.

*** 

Quintisos 21, 498

In the wee hours, a little tipsy and dreamy, Stephron and Lao walked hand in hand towards their home. Lao pulled away as Stephron clung to his hand.

“Where are you going?” Stephron protested.

“I want to check and see if the last upload solved the problem.”

“You’d rather work than come home to bed with me?” Stephron pulled Lao to him and tasted his lips insistently.

Lao pushed him back gently.

“I’ll only be a few minutes. Why don’t you take a shower and get in bed, and I’ll join you in a few minutes?”

Stephron playfully pouted, but turned towards home.

When Lao reached his office, he checked for Soul’s response to the last upload.

Instead of the familiar work interface he knew, a black and yellow warning symbol glared:

NOTICE OF CORRECTION: YOUR THREAD HAS BEEN DELETED

The thread on which you were working has been deleted. It will be archived but no further action will be taken now. Please avoid further threads of this nature. Further threads of this nature may result in penalties up to and including revocation of your network and loss of your Bardic credentials.

Lao’s chest tightened. He stood frozen, staring at the screen, his heart pounding. He felt fear at the thought of being cut off from the sacred archives—his life’s work!— but on fear’s heels came rage at the threat of revocation of his Bardic standing. He was recognized as one of the greatest Bards living. Some said he might earn a place in History’s Exalted Bards. 

How dare the system threaten to de-credential him based on a perfectly normal and orthodox codex!

He reached out a finger to close the message, and his hand shook. He stared at the empty interface. His gut clenched at the loss of work he’d already put in; his jaw tightened at the threat of Soul ejecting him from favor with no recourse.
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Office of Eminence, Gliese

Sextisos 1, 498

Ergon Waulkra, the Eminentus of Presidium, lifted a finger. An array of images appeared over his desk, each one a caller waiting to speak with him. He savored the moment of decision, but he knew who would advance his present plan, and beckoned Alexiundi Cannaun towards him. A one-fourth-sized hologram of his main planning-and-outreach advisor popped up over the desk. Ergon smiled tautly, never tired of the effect of miniature people who appeared at his beck and call to do his bidding.

“Alex! You’re looking well!” 

Alex looked terrible. 

That was usual for him at this time of day: hung over and bloated, with pendulous bags beneath his pinkened eyes.

“Ergon.” Alex dragged out the name, relishing being on a first-name basis with Ergon Waulkra—a privilege. “What can I help you with?”

“Three things: One, the mission to Earth. Two, spinning the lifespan issue. Three, Cawnotee won’t play ball.”

“Hmm. Start with number three. How’d you put it to Cawnotee?”

“Same way as always: Throw the governor’s election, take one for the team, it’s for the greater good, our coalition needs another person in this role, I’ll owe you a big one, you can call on me anytime.”

“Yeah, yeah, good. I was afraid of this. Cawnotee’s a starry idealist. Family oh, so proud he’s risen, though not a genetic Privell. All that.” Cannaun waved a doughy hand in the air. “So: We make him a proposal he can’t decline. Stick a pin in that one. The lifespan issue?”

“Yeah, you’ve had a good run, keeping it out of public focus. Tweaking Soul AI” Waulkra skipped the heart-and-head gesture of reverence when he mentioned Soul, “so Bards –anyone — who mentions ‘fivescore’ get blocked. But...I assume you know Lao?” 

“Who doesn’t? They call him this generation’s Bard of Bards.”

“Yeah. So, he’s just tried to publish an Adam and Amber story...”

“...Romance for the masses. With a patriotic theme. Not his usual material.”

“No, it’s not. And the AI bounced it because it had the word fivescore. Now he’s pissed. He’s big enough he can’t be memory-holed or isolated.”

“Hmm. That is a problem. And the Earth mission? I thought that was shaping up?”

“It is. The initial façade is still humanitarian. I need your help to staff it.”

“Did you just solve your own problem?”

“Huh?” 

Suddenly, one of the faces that hovered in the background bounced and chimed. Waulkra rolled his eyes. 

“Hang on, gotta take this, it’s Beddi.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

Waulkra flipped Cannaun to the side, still listening but muted, and brought his wife’s curvaceous body into mini-ghost form above the desk. 

“How’s my girl?”

“Good, honey,” Beddi shook her dark, wavy hair and batted the violet eyes that once catapulted her to fame as a singer and performer. “I just wanted to know if you’re meeting me at the ceremony tonight? Or will you be stopping at home first?”

“Oh, honey! Don’t you remember? I told you last week I’d be in a strategy meeting for the outlying islands alliance. You were going to ask your dronesister to go with you.”

“Oh,” Beddi’s brow furrowed. “Of course. I...I must have forgotten. I’ll call Soogki. Sorry to bother you. Love you!”

“Love you bye.” He closed her image with a smug little nod. Cannaun popped up in her place.

“Strategy meeting?” Bannaun asked. “You didn’t forget I’d booked us the best fresh girls at Macreen’s heterai island for tonight?”

“Outlying islands committee, heterai island, whatever.”

“Good. Nice job, deflecting her about that awards ceremony. Show up at too many of those things and it ruins your image. Never forget that.”

“That was one of the first things you taught me. Among many.” Waulkra inclined his head in a subtle bow.

“Don’t forget! You owe me. So, do I have to spell this out for you?”

“Yes. No! Wait, I got it! The Earth mission is a perfect diversion for nuisance people! Lao and Cawnotee both.”

“I knew you’d catch on,” Cannaun said. “So, you call them in and make it sound like an honor. I’ll get the announcements ready to explode across Soul’s eventnet. You give ‘em the best Waulkra snow job and hustle ‘em out the door, where they’ll discover they’re on every screen in the Presidium as heroes of the greatest humanitarian mission ever known.”

“Got it. You’re the best, Alex!”

“Damn straight. I’ll work up a list of other suggestions who might make wonderful ‘heroes’ of the Earth mission.”

“Usual fee to the usual Soulsight account?” 

Soulsight accounts, kept by certain top-level Privells, transacted entirely within a role-playing game. The imaginary currency had taken on real value for clandestine transactions. Theoretically, money didn’t exist in post-scarcity Presidium, where everyone was entitled to equal food, housing, entertainment, and luxuries. Records of consumption were kept only for information and planning. But pragmatically, humans needed a medium of exchange for things they valued that the system did not. (The game’s name was ironic—the currency was used to hide things from the sight of Soul.)

“Yes. Also, my Max Secret access credential expires in three days.”

Ergon quickly traced an elaborate pattern in the air over his desk.

“Done.”

“Thanks, old friend. See you at Macreen’s!” His lecherous grin lifted his jowls for a moment.

“See you there!” Waulkra shut down Alex’s image and paused to enjoy a moment’s anticipation of the fleshpots he intended to sample. 

Then, greatly cheered, he reached for the next caller.
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Tantalizing Victory
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Cawnotee’s Great Room

Gliese

Sextisos 14, 498

The campaign was over for twelve hours, and still Amun Cawnotee hadn’t rested. His expansive great room—more than standard square footage, an upgrade obtained by Soulsight payments and friendly gestures from builders—had been converted to campaign headquarters months earlier, the walls lined with two rows of flat 2D screens that showed non-stop data from pollsters and social media and text about news around the planet. His comfortable furnishings had been relegated to storage and replaced with both cubicles for the knowledge workers and three separate holo sets for interviews, each with different moods and lighting. 

The vote concluded at midnight the night before with no clear winner. Amun Cawnotee tried to rest, but despite the soothing tranquilizer tonic he accepted (under protest) after his assistant Tay’s and his wife Donna’s urging, he’d awakened in the wee hours, breath short and jaw clenched. Am I a governor today? Or merely a former district council member with endless favors to repay? 

For the ten thousandth time, he asked himself why he was doing this. Elected offices are mostly ceremonial, for status and publicity. Only genetically programmed roles confer real power. He supplied the other side of the mental argument: It seems so much more just and civilized for the community to have a choice in selecting the leaders. I dream that one day Presidium’s decisions will be made by elected individuals. 

That’s why I do this.

He’d bathed, shaved, and dressed quickly and returned to the great room before the graveyard shift went home, Donna traipsing in behind him to press his morning cup of bergamot-infused black tea into his hand. He’d walked the plush carpeted floor. He approached each technician in his or her cubicle with a handshake, a pat on the back, or a deep warm smile and words of gratitude for staying the course. The election results were still too close to call; with this margin of error, triple tabulation was needed. It would take all day for the process to be retraced and re-run.

At seven in the morning, the shift ended. Tay showed up, rested and alert. 

One of the tech crew, a moonfaced youth with a wispy mustache and sparse curls on his cheeks, stopped next to Amun where he stood by the door, sipping his tea and watching the lights spread across the room through the huge windows with their view of Three Cascade Canyon. The kid—for by Presidial standards, this thirty-five-year-old was a kid—reached out a hand. Amun set his teacup in its saucer and took it.

“Mrm. Cawnotee,” the boy said, “It’s been an honor working with you. I’ve been volunteering on campaigns since I was a child of twenty, and you’re the first candidate I’ve supported who acknowledged us grunt workers: the phone bank callers, the content posters, the tech support geeks, the coffee brewers, any of us. You’ve always treated us as human beings who deserve your respect as much as any of the Bards or Privells you rub shoulders with every day. Thanks.”

Cawnotee smiled, handed his cup and saucer to Tay, and clasped the kid’s hand with both his own. 

“Jaymie. Right?” Cawnotee had almost a genetic-coded Privell’s facility with names and faces; he barely paused to register Jaymie’s surprise that he recognized him. “Democracy is all about people, and nobody is more of a person than anyone else. I’ve seen you putting your all into electing me to the governorship. I know you were sitting awake at your desk while I’m sleeping in my bed. Appreciating it is the least I can do. Get some rest! Hopefully we’ll have good news by the end of the day.” 

Jaymie left with a clump of other nightshift workers. They all shot Cawnotee warm glances as they headed home for some shuteye. Tay beamed at their retreating backs.

Cawnotee took a deep breath and turned to greet the morning-shift workers by name. With a fresh cup of bergamot tea in hand, his wife reappeared and took his elbow. The two of them assumed their customary poses in the campaign room, pivoted in three-quarter silhouette before the window, awaiting news. 

It turned out to be a long day, both excruciatingly tense and numbingly boring. The earliest the recounts would be done was mid-afternoon. Three Bardic interviews occurred, vacuous and content-free but full of platitudes about the tension of waiting for election results and the sacrifices of public service. Tay shepherded the media Bards and their helpers to and fro, and briefed Amun between interviews on each Bard’s biases and pet topics. Donna sat beside him, a devoted wife with a warm smile and nod. Campaign workers of varied station wandered by and wished him luck, or congratulated him on how far he’d come.

More people filtered into the room as the afternoon went on. Caterers brought lunch, snacks, and beverages, which turned alcoholic around 4:30. Seats ran out and the room took on the character of a quiet cocktail party, hushed expectation punctuated by occasional loud laughter.

Around nine at night, people started drifting home, sensing that the recounts might take much longer than expected. 

By midnight, it was just Cawnotee and Donna and a few campaign workers. Most of the latter appeared to have drunk too much, sprawled out on sofas, or at tables resting their faces on their folded arms.

The official tonal sequence of Presidium chimed. Amun’s eyes zeroed in on the laser camera of the tiny drone that hovered before him, and the room’s great screen lit up with the face of Eminence Ergon Waulkra. 

“Amun!” Ergon’s jocularity and huge grin did nothing to alleviate the irritation Amun felt whenever they interacted. Ergon  attained the highest position of all humanity, not elected but rather selected by Soul from among the epigenetically enhanced Privells. He’d made himself the only logical choice for Soul to pick, not because he excelled in creating consensus, advancing bold visions, or building loyalty, but rather through ruthless imposition of his will with threats and via pragmatic, but temporary, alliances. 

“Eminence Waulkra—Ergon!” Amun forced a grin, stole a glance at Donna’s eager face.

“Congratulations! You’re the new regional governor of Ryke.”

“Thank you! I appreciate your calling, Merm...Eminence...uh, Ergon.”

“It’s the least I could do, Mrm. Cawnotee.” His face took on a stern expression, his voice its more typical icy tone. “It’s late now, so get some rest. But I need you to be in my office at eight tomorrow morning.”

“Of course, Merm,” Amun said. Such a summons didn’t bode well. His balloon of elation deflated as fast as it had swollen.

“See you in the morning, then.” Waulkra cut the feed abruptly.

Donna’s soft hand found the space between his shoulder blades, stroked tenderly. Her confident voice soothed him.

“Sweetheart, let’s go to bed. The service bot will show these last few guests out.”

*** 

Office Eminentus

At 7:59, Amun Cawnotee, governor-elect of Ryke, capital district of the known human world of Presidium, approached the anteroom of Ergon Waulkra, Eminentus Presidium. The door to Waulkra’s office slid open soundlessly, and Cawnotee squared his shoulders and walked in.

“Cawnotee! Amun! Have a seat! Coffee?”

The Eminence took a cup from a serving drone as he spoke, so Cawnotee nodded and took the cup offered to him.

“Sit down! Why so glum? You just won an election!”

Cawnotee forced himself to relax, eased into a chair opposite Waulkra’s as Waulkra sat. Cawnotee smelled tension and fear on himself. Surely Waulkra’s sharp, predatory nose smelled it too. 

“It was a hard-won victory,” Amun said. “I couldn’t have done it without Donna.”

“Yes, your wife being the sister-in-law of the district’s Bard, Murrell, couldn’t have hurt your chances, eh?”

“No, not at all. Kneth went beyond brotherly devotion, and Murell’s kind words swayed more than one voter.”

“That’s fine. Use the advantages life gives you. Speaking of which, I’m about to present you with an opportunity to gain advantage you never expected.” Waulkra sounded happy. He didn’t sound happy for Amun, though; more like the happiness of a feral scrifflox when it sank its sharp teeth into the throat of a rat. (Even on a world made over from seeds and spores and synthetic DNA into an automated sustainable paradise, humanity’s old nuisance vermin  managed to smuggle itself aboard the generation ships).

“Yes?”

“I’m assigning you to a leadership role far greater than anything you might accomplish as governor.” Waulkra held up a hand to forestall protest. “Now, I know you think you want this governor position. But hear me out. I’m sure you recall when the Soaring Duty probe visited Earth a few years ago, and identified that the planet is still populated?”

“Yes, the savage remnant.”

“That’s right. Horrible primitive regression. Suffering, disease, warfare, misery.”

“But what...” Amun’s brow furrowed.

“You know there’s a huge groundswell of support for the idea of rescuing those wretches?”

“I thought they weren’t even human anymore?”

“That’s what we thought at first. But after science processed all the data, we found that they are, in fact, Homo sapiens. But they’re hardly recognizable as such because of the conditions they live in.” Ergon walked around his desk and stood over Amun, put a firm hand on his shoulder, and directed the full force of his powerful personality into the other man’s eyes.

“Well, I’m entrusting you with a great honor and duty. You’ll lead the first rescue mission to Earth!”

“But...” Cawnotee, dismayed, rose from his chair.

“...Nobody but you has the judgement and charisma to lead this mission,” Waulkra interrupted smoothly. “I’ve had my eye on you since you started clerking for Bard Fon. He praised you highly.”

Amun flushed in pleasure. “He did?” In the entire time he’d worked for old Fon, Amun couldn’t remember him ever speaking kindly of anyone.

“Glowingly. And he wasn’t the only one.” He lowered his head deferentially, eyes level with the shorter man’s. “I’ve never met a man whose friends and acquaintances had no criticism for him. But you—despite your humility—are that man.”

Amun raised his chin. “How long is the mission? What does it involve exactly?”

“It’s a long trip, since you can’t Vault inside a star’s gravity well. Four months out of the Gliese 667 triple system, then the Vault, then only two months in towards Sol, since Earth will be opposite all the outer planets.” Waulkra crossed back to his chair, and both men sat.

Waulkra continued, “The team will be hand-picked, distinguished in their fields, like you. Many of them will be multiply qualified. The trip out, the crew prepares materials for your outreach: seeds for agriculture, replanting, and reforesting; the base Bardic codex for rebuilding the planet’s culture; anthropological rubrics for evaluating their development levels, and so forth. Of course, the spacecraft itself will require maintenance and piloting.” 

“Sounds like we’ll be busy,” Cawnotee said.

“Perhaps. But we’re assigning a hundred top performers, the best Presidium and all its moons have to offer. And when you get a hundred high-strung, dynamic personalities in one small space for six months, there’s bound to be friction and conflict. That’s why we need a public servant of your talent to take charge of them.”

“But what about the electorate of Ryke? My supporters count on me. My constituents will be disappointed.”

“Amun, your talent is leadership. My role as Eminentus is finding talented leaders. Let me take care of it. I have several potential appointees in mind. I promise you, Ryke will get the caliber of governor it deserves.”

“Well...Ergon...can I sleep on the decision?”

“Of course.” Ergon walked around the desk, again grasped his shoulder, and gripped his other hand as he rose from his chair. “But let me know first thing in the morning. Things are moving fast on this mission, and there’s no time to lose.”

Waulkra walked Cawnotee to the looming door, which swung open. Feeling a firm pat on the back, Cawnotee found himself alone in the anteroom.

He made a call to his assistant. “Tay? Cancel my engagements for the rest of the morning.”

“Merm? You know you’re supposed to address your campaign workers?”

“It’ll have to wait. Reschedule it.” He cut the connection.

His head spun. He’d been focused with all his heart and mind on winning the election. He had a full agenda of reforms and outreach, a head full of ideas, a will to make a difference. And now Waulkra asked him to derail the speeding levtrain that was Team Cawnotee and redirect that force of will in a new, unfamiliar direction.

He dragged his feet on his way home from the levtrain stop, brow creased. His thoughts cycled: Tell him no. But if I do, will I be pass up the opportunity of a lifetime? This mission will go down in the history codices. Tell him yes. But if I do, I give up the certainty of the governorship and disappoint my people.

No one was home but the bots when he walked in.

“Bring coffee. No. Water.” The service bot buzzed to comply. “Interface, bring up messages.” His messages materialized over the table, sorted and flagged.

“Your water,” the bot prompted after a few seconds of hovering, ignored.

“Thank you,” Amun took it. “I don’t know what to do about this mission.”

The interface replied, “What should I look up?”

“Nothing, just thinking out loud. Bards could be singing my name centuries hence. I can always start over in my political career when I return.”

“Average time before codices about popular figures subside from Bardic circulation, eighty years.”

“Uh, thanks. I’ll be gone at least a year, year and a half, maybe two. The whole scene will have changed.”

“Predicted minimum round-trip voyage of Free Sky, nineteen months.”

“Yes, good. But this is Waulkra asking me...me!...and I want him happy.”

“Ergon Waulkra, Eminentus Presidium, born...”

“Yes, yes, stop already! Maybe I can cut a deal with him, ask him to promise me an appointed position when I return. But how will I tell my election team? Those people revere me, I’m irreplaceable to some of them. I should tell him no ...”

“Compose message to Ergon Waulkra?” A blank message addressed to Waulkra popped up.

“No!” Amun stabbed at the holo message, flung it away, and watched it dissolve until it he was sure it was gone. “I don’t know what to do,” he sighed.

He sat down and began sorting through his messages. He skimmed them, deleting many unread, but froze when he reached one, dated that same afternoon, which read:


From: Office, Eminentus Presidium

To: Amun Cawnotee

Copy: <hidden>



FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

A HEROIC JOURNEY TO OUR ORIGIN: THE MISSION TO EARTH

Date: Seximos 15, Presidial Year 498

In a momentous and unprecedented announcement, the Presidium takes a giant leap toward reclaiming our roots and rescuing our lost heritage on Earth. After centuries of separation, we embark on a mission that will reunite us with our long-lost cousins now living in a fallen, primitive state. We’ll restore the spark of civilization on the ravaged planet we once called home.

MISSION FOR HUMANITY:

With profound reverence for the memory of Earth, the Presidium is thrilled to announce the launch of a manned rescue mission. This extraordinary endeavor will bring together a hundred of the Presidium's most accomplished specialists, united in their dedication to the renaissance of humanity on Earth. Leading this heroic mission is the illustrious Privell Amun Cawnotee, a paragon of public service and the ideal visionary to guide us through this unprecedented undertaking.
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