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			Prologue

			The companion planet eclipsed the local sun and plunged Nocturnia into an extended night. Dr. Clinton Hardgrave pulled his coat closed against the evening’s falling temperature. He moved quickly through the small throng of workers constructing the Celestial base of operations, paying courteous recognition to each as he passed.

			Base of Operations: that term carried too much emotional weight, conveying a sense of militarism, violence, and primate dominance, but if the phrase applied then refuting it would be an exercise in self-deception. He consoled himself with the thought that his mission was not one of grotesque violence, but one of salvation. With the guidance of the Aguru and generations of patience, Nocturnia would be saved.

			Hardgrave skirted around the pit dominating the base’s center and turned up the central street to their communications and consensus building. Inside, he passed associates working hard at their terminals, exchanging required courtesies and honorifics with each person, until he reached his private offices. Nataya waited inside, her small round face set into a hard and unforgiving expression and her close-cropped blond hair clinging to her head like an ancient warrior’s helmet.

			“You’ve made a mistake.”

			She ignored civility and in return he ignored that insult, reminding himself that even among his people the Aguru had crafted innumerable paths. He removed his coat, gave her a smile and a polite half bow before taking his seat. He gestured to the guest’s chair, but she rudely refused.

			“I think I know what you refer to, Nataya, but let us speak clearly and plainly.”

			“You know exactly what foolishness I am talking about, making that ‘Feral’ your—”

			“We do not use that word.”

			“It is an accurate description for anyone—”

			“However, you utilize it as a pejorative. Do not hide your intention behind a facade of ‘accuracy’.”

			“I will not be derailed into an argument over courtesy.”

			“Then behave appropriately. Present or not, unenlightened or not, all humans deserve respect. If we forego that we start upon the same violent self-destructive path as our ancestors.”

			Exhaling a heavy sigh, Nataya sat. She and Hardgrave recited the calming mantras and then shared a centering silence. Hardgrave watched her closely. He had arrived at the mission site just a few weeks earlier, but not only had Nataya already lived in deep cover among the unenlightened for more than a year, this was also her third establishment. Perhaps it was past time for her to return home before constant contact with uncivilized behavior corrupted her.

			After the mantras, the silence, and the required ceremonial shared absolution to cleanse their thoughts and soothe their emotions, Hardgrave was ready to discuss her concerns.

			“I did not make my decisions hastily or lightly.”

			“And I am not intending to belittle or insult you. The Aguru nominated you as our new mission commander so you would hardly be unintelligent or rash. However, you are inexperienced in the ways of unenlightened humans. It is one thing to study the texts, to practice against simulations, and to hear the histories, but nothing can prepare you, not fully, for their animalistic ferocity and lack of control. You cannot trust someone raised in such a manner with any measure of responsibility.”

			“Do you not trust the Aguru’s guidance? Do you not trust their psychological profiles?”

			“I do, Commander, but I also know that they are not perfect and those profiles are very limited when it comes to anyone who is not a Celestial. Please, I beg of you, do not allow him access to Forge. Perhaps he will prove me wrong. Appoint him to a trusted position, listen to his advice, but do not let him have that access. Even children can do right occasionally.”

			“A relationship cannot be built upon mistrust. We will need the help, enthusiastic help, of locals with the vision to see that there is a better way than what they have been taught by their parochial culture.”

			Nataya started to counter, but Hardgrave continued on, employing his position’s privilege.

			“I understand just how –” he searched for a proper non-pejorative word, “– unpredictable non-Celestials can be, and I have not granted Mr. Nguyen unfettered access, just enough so that he can be fully supportive of our mission.”

			The verb’s tense did not slip past her unnoticed.

			“I am already too late.”

			“No.” He ran a hand through his light brown and curly hair. “You are right to voice your concerns, though it would be better if you voiced them in a less prejudiced manner.”

			She stood.

			“I respect you and your position, but they do not think like we do and they do not value life like we do.” She moved to the door. “I hope I am wrong, for all our sakes, I truly do, because either Mr. Nguyen is the valued ally you see or he is the dangerous animal that I see. There are no other options.”

			She bowed and observed all protocol, but Hardgrave sensed an undercurrent of anger and rebellion. With the office quiet he considered sending a message back to the Aguru. It was time for Nataya to be at home. It was not unheard of for a Celestial to lose their balance and adopt dangerous native tendencies. Knowing that haste and emotion led to faulty decisions, he put the issue aside and turned to the work of coordinating cultural subversion.

			The locals practiced a level of soft surveillance that made inserting operatives a lengthy and difficult task. In the few months since the mission had become operational they had succeeded in placing 30 Celestials within the population and half of those only since they had recruited Mr. Nguyen. Together with Nguyen’s knowledge of the colony’s computer networks and Vulcan’s Forge to break in and counterfeit the files necessary to create cover identities, the Celestials’ objective had become much more obtainable.

			Hardgrave was deep in planning when the crisis exploded.

			All power failed, plunging the office into total darkness. The emergency lights flickered to life and then they too failed. Using his personal slate for illumination, Hardgrave made his way through the maze of dark hallways and rooms and emerged into a base lit only by the dim reflected glow from the companion planet. Here and there the scant glow of slates bounced like ghosts from primitive superstitious stories. Faint starlight fell on the center structures and he looked up to see the camouflage screen yawning open. As he watched a flyer rose from the central pit’s transit pad and accelerated quickly through the opening.

			Two hours later, after emergency repairs and medical aid for those wounded by Mr. Nguyen’s sudden violence had been attended to, Hardgrave convened an emergency meeting of the command and consensus council. The computer and power systems remained inoperable. They sat around the circular table taking notes by hand and their slates provided the only illumination.

			Nataya did not crow or engage in meaningless posturing, but the facts vindicated her conclusions. Even with only limited access to the nearly self-aware computer, Vulcan’s Forge, Mr. Nguyen had successfully disabled all the Celestials’ safeguards, destroyed their backup Forge, and rendered the transit pad inoperative.

			After every report had been heard in depressing totality, Hardgrave asked, “What are our options?”

			“Very few,” Nataya said. “Though we have no evidence to support it, I think it is quite clear Nguyen planned this for some time, and with Forge under his control we have no ability to discover whatever identity he has created for himself.”

			“We have agents already in the colony,” someone protested. “Surely they can find him?”

			“We have 30 people, the colony has nearly four million. What do you propose? Search tower by tower?”

			Hardgrave held a hand out, palm up, calling for civility.

			“Nataya is right,” he agreed. “With Forge covering both his movements and his network footprint we have very little chance of finding Mr. Nguyen.”

			“So what do we do?”

			“We wait.” Hardgrave sighed. He intended it as a calming breath but even to him it felt like defeat. “Eventually he will be careless and when he does we must be ready. Eventually someone as unenlightened as Mr. Nguyen will make a mistake and leave some trail, no matter how slim, in Nocturnia’s colonial network. When he does we must be ready to act.”

			So Hardgrave and the Celestials waited for Eddie Nguyen’s mistake, and after more than three years it arrived.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I stood in my office watching the evening crowd arrive. The one-way mirrored window looked over the lobby, providing an excellent vantage for people-watching. A good-sized crowd had turned up that night, eager for bland, committee-approved pabulum. I looked over at the clock to see there were still more than 20 minutes before showtime. Tonight’s fare, a color film from the middle of the twentieth century, didn’t interest me. One of the industry’s biggest stars – I couldn’t call him an actor – would swagger and drawl across a dusty landscape, dispatching bad guys while upholding appallingly simplistic virtues.

			Sighing at the window, I watched as men removed their overcoats and hats, handing them off to the cloakroom. Most of the women wore fur-lined coats, long white gloves, tastefully concealing dresses, and elaborate hats. Everyone’s fashion was an affectation mimicking a culture centuries dead.

			“Jason.” Brandon’s voice pierced my mental fog, his insistent tone letting me know he tired of my distraction. “We’ve got to get this schedule finished or Jones is going to make us do real work.”

			He had a point there. Nearly everyone in our generation was busy taming Nocturnia, mankind’s new and only home, building on the infrastructure laid out by the Founders. Instead of beating the bush fighting a tenacious ecology, Brandon and I helped the colony rediscover its lost heritage.

			I started turning away from the window but then I spotted her and hesitated. I can’t tell you why, but I froze there, turned three-quarters toward Brandon, staring down at the most beautiful woman alive. She wore neither hat nor coat. Her red, sleeveless, and bare-shouldered dress was scandalously immodest. Her pale white skin seemed like a softly lit projection screen; her black hair was as dark as the skies during the Long Night when Companion hid the vast Milky Way, and her lips looked as red as freshly spilled blood. I stood there transfixed as she crossed the theater’s lobby. No one escorted her. No man hung back at the coat check taking care of their things while keeping a wary eye out for competition. She looked mid-twenties, my own age, putting her in Nocturnia’s third generation. Sliding through the crowd, she drew attention from both men and women while casually ignoring them all. She stopped at the doors to the auditorium, standing directly beneath the office, and turned her face up toward my window.

			With eyes so dark blue that they were nearly violet she gazed intently at the window. My breath caught in my chest and I reached out, steadying myself against the angled glass. Through the mirrored surface she couldn’t see me, but still our eyes locked, and she smiled, a sly, winsome expression, before vanishing into the theater.

			“You’d break Seiko’s heart.”

			I jumped, startled by Brandon’s voice so close and loud. He wore a traditional gray suit with both the vest and jacket buttoned. Standing next to me, he looked through the window as the now-uninteresting crowd purchased their treats, corralled unruly children, uncomfortable in their dress clothes, and readied for a night at the movies, but I knew he had seen her.

			“There’s no harm in looking,” I said.

			I moved away from the window, but her figure, her face had burned into my memory.

			“Looking leads to temptation.” Brandon leaned his short stocky frame against my desk and smiled with a wisdom he thought he possessed. “You know what keeps temptation at bay?”

			“We’re engaged,” I protested as I manipulated my network interface, throwing up on the office wall-screen our proposed release schedule, hoping work might distract him; I didn’t need another lecture. My parents provided those in volume.

			“But you haven’t set a date or registered it officially with the Administration.”

			“Can we talk about work?” I turned away from him and made a production of studying the wall-screen.

			“Sorry,” he said, genuine contrition in his voice. “I’ll back off.”

			“Thank you.”

			I’d known Brandon my whole life, but when it came to marriage and children he was like everyone else, filled with dedication and duty. I didn’t hate children, and marriage to Seiko held more than a little attraction, but I wasn’t ready to cut off life before I had lived it.

			We worked on the proposed schedule, reserving some films for exhibition at the theater, while others I handed off for Brandon to distribute throughout the colony. As we sorted titles, reviewing those ancient and useless audience ratings, a melancholy mood swept through me.

			These mid-twentieth century men and women had worked making entertainment, striving at times for art, but a century and a half later nothing would remain of the Earth, and centuries after that these films had become a beacon for mankind’s rebirth. Would those long-dead artists have wanted or rejected the responsibility of rebuilding a whole culture?

			My gaze wandered to grayed-out file listings, movies not yet cleared for viewing, embargoed from even Brandon and me. The subcommittee had cleared nothing from the twenty-first and very little from the late twentieth centuries. Those films taunted my imagination. I had read about them, the records preserved in the Ark were quite complete, but the subcommittee had pronounced them morally unsuitable.

			A soft alarm sounded and I turned to Brandon.

			“I’ll be right back.”

			“Take your time,” he said, moving over to a sofa I kept in the office. “You can’t do a decent job if you rush it.”

			He leaned back into the sofa, his dark skin contrasting sharply with the white fabric, crossed his legs and relaxed as he took out his slate. He ran one hand through the dense, tightly packed brown curls of his hair as he waited. I slipped out while he dutifully called his wife, Nikita.

			The office door opened onto a small landing. On the far side was the door to my private apartment. My position’s best perk was living here instead of in one of the crowded towers filled with nosey neighbors and families of screaming children. I took the stairs down and emerged behind our small concession stand.

			“Hello Mr. Kessler,” Maria said as I slid the door closed behind me. “Looks like a pretty good crowd tonight.”

			She was 17, blond, a fourth-generation colonist, and volunteered her time at the theater hoping for a position with Cultural Dissemination. From across the lobby Patrick watched her intensely. He was also 17, and his motives for volunteering extended no further than Maria. I didn’t care. My job was building a societal moral code, not enforcing it.

			I slipped out from behind the concession stand where everything came from food fabricators. We did not rank high enough to warrant any of the colony’s limited supply of naturally produced foods, but one day we would. As I crossed to the auditorium doors a few patrons still mingled in the lobby.

			“The program will be starting soon,” I announced, pulling open the door. I gave them a moment to hurry inside and then I followed.

			Steps led down the auditorium’s sharply angled floor, opening onto a stage. For film nights, like tonight, the stage retracted into the floor, creating an expansive area level with the first row. It provided an excellent location for my introduction and post-screening question and answers. I centered myself and faced the audience.

			The crowd well-represented our population; more than half were younger than 18, and throughout the theater an array of skin tones showed that no races were left out of humanity’s final bid for survival. Scanning the audience, my eyes found her. She had selected a center seat and sat watching me. Even halfway up and buried in the crowd, she stood out, astonishingly attractive.

			I cleared my throat. “Tonight’s film is a western. This genre, while very popular from the start of the twentieth century, died out before the twenty-first. We know that from a historical perspective what you are about to see is quite inaccurate. It does, however, encapsulate American myth and cultural mores, ideals worth preserving.”

			Segueing from the general introduction to specifics for this film, I tried to stay on task, keeping all the bits of trivia and moral markers in my mind, but I returned again and again to her. Each time our eyes locked for a moment, and each time with a coy smile she looked away. After making a terrible presentation, I walked up the steps, the houselights dimming. Her head turned, following me as she watched my exit.

			I said nothing to Maria and Patrick, crossing the lobby with long, quick strides. Past concessions, and up the stairs, taking them two steps at a time, I retreated to my office.

			Brandon started to speak, but I waved him off with one hand and hurried to my desk. I accessed the theater’s security cameras, searching for a good facial capture. It didn’t take long.

			In the frozen image on the monitor she stood just outside. The car that had brought her was a blur as it sped off on to another call. She looked up at the theater, almost directly into the camera, with an enigmatic expression. I directed the network to capture her face, that perfect face, and started a search.

			“Don’t do it.”

			The disappointment in Brandon’s voice grated on my ears, but I didn’t snap.

			“I just want to know her name.”

			He snorted. “I know what you want. I knew you when you were 17, remember?”

			“I wish people would stop throwing that in my face.” The screen presented its ‘busy’ icon, testing my patience. “Teenagers do stupid things.”

			“Not just teenagers.”

			He sat on the edge of my desk.

			“Nothing good can come of this, Jason.” He pointed to her image. “If she’s not married, or engaged, and actively planning a family, then she’s trouble. That kind of trouble you really do not need.”

			“It’s not going to come to that. It’s just curiosity, really it’s nothing—”

			The search finished and invoked privacy rights, refusing me a name or even contact information.

			Brandon’s hand landed on my shoulder. “It’s for the best.”

			I gave her lovely face one last look, then switched off the monitor.

			“You’re right.” I sighed, hoping that she’d fade from memory, but knowing she wouldn’t.

			“Don’t forget about brunch tomorrow. Nikita and Seiko want to plot the wedding.”

			He waved goodbye and left. I sat back in my chair and tried to think about important matters. I had a list of films to review, but work failed to hold my attention and my imagination returned repeatedly to her.

			An alarm softly beeped as the evening’s screening neared its end. Looking forward to the question-and-answer sessions, I buttoned my vest, slipped my jacket back on, and headed toward the auditorium. In the lobby Maria and Patrick, nearly ready to leave, oversaw the automated cleaning agents. I gave them a silent smile as I passed.

			The houselights brightened as I walked down the steps, searching her out from the corner of my vision. Her white skin, bare shoulders, and radiant beauty made her about as inconspicuous as a drunk in church. I reached the front of the house and started taking questions.

			After doing this for three years, hearing a new question remained a treat, and one I did not get that night. People peppered me with the usual points of confusion, the ways ancient names were bound to ethnic divisions, the overwhelming number of Caucasian characters, and all the things unfamiliar to our culture. Throughout the Q-and-A session her gaze never left me; even across the distance separating us her dark eyes held me with an unbreakable attraction. I waited for her to ask a question, praying it would give me a hint that behind that sensual form an equally seductive intellect waited, but she said nothing.

			When I finished, the audience rose. Several members came forward, pushing their uneducated opinions, surrounding me, trapping me as she walked up the steps and out.

			I dispatched my overly enthusiastic patrons as quickly as possible and followed them to the street.

			Cars arrived, filled with passengers, and departed, but she was already gone. I let my shoulders fall and retreated inside. Maria and Patrick finished closing up and I let them leave without much of a goodnight. I locked the doors and set the security, even though Nocturnia’s three generations hadn’t yet birthed very many criminals, not counting ‘moral degeneracy’.

			I went upstairs, but my apartment held little interest, and instead I moved to the roof access.

			Feeling semi-naked without my hat I stepped out, and a cool ocean breeze swept across the roof. I moved to the edge, gazing at the colony’s center. Companion, our sister planet and more than five times as massive as Nocturnia, dominated the sky, where its ocher clouds glowed with reflected sunlight, casting a reddish pall across the landscape. In the distance the ocean appeared black and flecks of red phosphorescent foam crowned the surf. I loosened my necktie and unbuttoned my vest. The cool wind pierced my shirt and undershirt, caressing my skin.

			The theater lay on the colony’s inland edge, a recent addition as the Founders hadn’t foreseen our need for communal entertainment. Sitting atop low hills, it commanded a magnificent view, and nearly the entire city was laid out in front of me. The tall buildings near the center, checker-boarded with lit and darkened windows, reached for the sky, while avenues and boulevards radiated away, illuminated by soft amber lights. The streets remained lit as they left the dazzling center and stabbed into the darkened surrounding districts. City lights silhouetted the unoccupied towers. There was living space for a dozen generations, but for now the outer city lay shuttered.

			She was out there, somewhere among that tangle of lights and towers. Married? Likely, because a woman that age, single and without children, attracted unwanted attention. Then again she looked like the sort who handled unwanted attention with style. I imagined she did everything with style.

			With that dress, those bare shoulders, that look, daring someone to try and chaperone her, she could be a hedonist. Despite the Administration’s best indoctrination, police cited people every day for decency violations and endangering colonial morals. If she were a wild spirit, that would be something. My imagination ran riot.

			I shook my head, clearing away the fantasies. Brandon was right – this could only bring trouble and heartbreak. Seiko slipped into my mind, tall with dusky brown skin and a quick, easy laugh. In spite of my reluctance for children, I did love her. Life with her was fun, mostly, but I just knew the moment we got married the very next thing would be children. Getting the genetic screens, arranging for the artificial womb, coordinating with the Administration for childcare and schooling. From that wedding day responsibilities would crash into my life, hounding me to my grave.

			* * *

			The next morning I rose, dressed in a dark blue suit with a smoky gray hat fresh from the fabricators, and summoned a car. It waited on the street while I locked up the theater. I stepped into the back, sat down and secured my belts.

			Keeping the windows transparent, I watched the traffic as I sped across town to my family’s preferred church. The car poured on the speed through shuttered outer districts, the decommissioned skyscrapers passing as an indistinct blur, but when we reached the populated center we slowed and joined morning traffic. The limited artificial intelligence missed other cars by inches. The whipping and dodging made most people nervous but I liked watching; it provided life with at least a little excitement.

			The car slowed as the traffic near Founders’ Park grew heavy enough to tax the colonial network managing transit. After the car stopped, I climbed out, stepping onto the green Terrestrial grass, recreated from stored genetic material. The Founders had placed a large park in the city’s center along with Nocturnia’s communal centers and churches. Already people mingled in front of the First Church of the Unified Christ, an endless school of the naive and the hypocritical.

			“Jason!”

			Mom waved from the church doors. Dad stood next to her and spreading out around them was a phalanx of immediate family. A gaggle of nephews and nieces, all dressed uncomfortably in finery, fidgeted near their parents.

			I sighed and climbed the steps, navigating the crowd, dodging dashing children playing away their last few moments of freedom. I kissed Mom on the cheek and Dad took my hand in a firm shake.

			“Happy to see you’re not late this time,” his voice boomed with a deep bass that carried far too well. I ignored the remark. I figured I had another year or two before they’d let that one missed service drop into the history file.

			We stood, chatting about nothing of importance. They had little understanding for how mass media directed the recreating of our culture and I certainly didn’t have any interest in the nuts and bolts of expanding the colony. Everyone played the fiction that they cared.

			“Hello, sweetie,” Seiko said, slipping next to me. I offered an arm and she placed her hand on the back of my own, a morally acceptable public display of affection. She smiled. As I looked at her – light golden brown skin, round eyes that were almost too large for her face, and wavy curls of rich brown hair – her expression of genuine love swelled my own love for her. She would have fit perfectly in last night’s feature, a south of the border beauty. Recalling my previous night’s fantasies about the mystery woman, I resolved to be better.

			With Seiko’s arrival my family passed around more inanities but I knew the hammer blow was still coming.

			“I haven’t seen a published confirmation,” Mom said to Seiko, but pinned me with the same expression she used on guilty little boys.

			Seiko playfully pulled my ear, mocking dragging an errant student out of class.

			“Not yet, Jason’s just wanting everything perfect. Aren’t you, love?”

			“Naturally.” The response came automatically but guilt propelled my mouth onward. “In fact, I was thinking that tonight we might nail down some of those particulars.”

			Her eyes lit up and the smile grew with an honest enthusiasm that shamed me. From the corner of my vision Mom almost quivered with excitement, while a cold fear stole through my belly, turning my knees weak and wobbly.

			The church doors opened and the congregation filed in. Seiko seized my arm in a tight grip, walking close as we moved inside.

			Recreated from ancient plans, the church would have fit perfectly in America. Fake-wood pews, fabricated on the colony’s massive industrial printers, lined either side of the main hall while on the walls flat screens mimicked stained glass. People moved with rote memory to their rows, a procession repeated throughout the city at dozens of churches. Only the bravest iconoclast risked society’s ire by skipping this dull, pointless ceremony. I never considered myself that brave.

			I had just taken a seat on the edge of our pew, ready for a fast escape at the end of service, when my boss, Chairperson Hui-Fen Jones, stopped next to me and knelt down to eye level.

			“Kessler, can we speak a moment before things get started?”

			I love how bosses always phrase orders as questions, as though we’d cut our own throats and say no.

			“Sure.”

			She smiled, but her almond-shaped eyes held no pleasure. I rose and followed her to the empty foyer. For a moment she stood silent, the heavy fabric of her modest blue dress hanging straight to her ankles, her matching hat rakishly cocked. She radiated coolness with an air of detachment, as though the people around her were specimens under observation.

			“They added an agenda item to our subcommittee meeting. I need to know that we’re all on the same page here, Kessler.”

			I waited for her to continue, hating her love of coy games and secrecy.

			“The Governing Committee is polling all committees and subcommittees on decommissioning the Deep Space Network. It’s purely advisory but they want all Administration elements very public and well-unified behind the decision.”

			“I don’t see what this has to do with me.”

			“Because I want unity. When I call the vote, I’m counting on you supporting the measure.”

			Comprehension dawned; Wolf was going to hate this. Over the last generation the Administration had diverted more and more of Nocturnia’s meager space resources for ground-based projects. There had even been rumors of trying to revive Founder programs and completely abandon manned flights. Scrapping the radio telescopes and antennae was going to break his heart.

			“I can see it in your face, Kessler,” she said, her voice going low but not soft. “Le’s on his own on this. Ground-side is taking full priority. Everyone needs to accept that, even your friend Wolfy.”

			She stepped closer. Normally an attractive woman close enough to smell would have been a pleasant fantasy, but her cold eyes and threatening manner murdered any sensual reaction.

			“Can I count on you? The vote is ‘aye’ in favor of decommissioning the Deep Space Network.”

			I’d never hear the end of it from Wolf, but Jones already wanted to toss me out of the theater and I didn’t need to give her an excuse.

			“Of course,” I said. “It’s just a waste of power anyway. It’s never found anything worth noticing.”

			“Exactly.” She looked up the aisle as Reverend Eulis approached his podium. “See you Monday morning, then.”

			I scooted back to my seat, annoyed that this Sunday had taken a turn for the worse. Seiko took my hand, patted it in sympathy, and smiled.

			Eulis launched into his sermon, heavy on duty, heavy on our burden, and heavy on my poor tired ears. With a muster of intestinal reserve I managed to stay awake. I snuck peeks at the congregation and wondered how many actually believed this fairy-tale crap.

			If there had been a God, someone who loved mankind and for whom we were the center of his divine attention, how could he let a wandering brown dwarf destroy the solar system?

			Don’t get me wrong. I had no great affection for Earth. It had been destroyed centuries before Nocturnia’s Founders had raised the first building. It was as real to me as Jesus. The universe is nothing but cold, impersonal equations devoid of purpose or meaning, making our devotion to resurrecting a dead culture a farce. We weren’t Reverend Eulis’s New Exodus, but merely clever apes trying to survive on the wrong planet.

			* * *

			After church the family met at my parents’ apartment. Even with the spacious suite of rooms they had been assigned for a growing family we packed the place with spouses, grandchildren, and family friends. The main room hosted a long table as men and women worked the food fabricators, and some even cooked expensive fresh products from colonial farms while everyone else engaged in mind-numbing small talk.

			Taking refuge from the stifling social conventions, I retreated to the balcony. Mom and Dad’s place was close to Founders’ Park and from the high floor afforded a spectacular view of Landfall Bay and the ocean beyond. The park spread out in the city’s center, a vast irregular area of green spaces with scattered groves of trees cut through by footpaths and dotted here and there with Earth heritage museums. A salty breeze blew briskly past the balcony, carrying just a hint of the ocean’s decay, and I stood there with my eyes closed, luxuriating in a moment of peace. Grandma Kessler’s voice sounded suddenly behind me.

			“I heard you’re going to register.”

			I turned around, smiling. I didn’t have a bad relationship with my parents, after all they were the first generation to raise a family without the Founders hovering nearby preventing disaster, but I had a great relationship with Grandma Kessler.

			“I figured it was time, no use putting it off.”

			She laughed.

			“That’s my Jason, always the romantic.” She moved to a chair, took a seat, and gazed out over the colony. With her small hands she smoothed out her white summer dress. “Is this what you really want to do?”

			“I do love her.”

			“You love too easily, and that’s not what I asked.” She turned her attention from the bay to me, pinning me with her intense gray eyes. “I know you, Jason. There’s more than a little too much of me in you.”

			“I’d take that as a compliment.”

			Again she smiled. Of course Grandma Kessler hadn’t been at church; she never went. Even for a Firster she rejected everyone’s opinion, doing what she wanted.

			“Take it as you will,” she said. “You’ve fought getting roped and I know you’re not looking at kids with any sort of anticipation. Is this really what you want?”

			The mystery woman leapt to my mind, her walk’s casual, sensual glide, her immodest attire, her attitude screaming for the whole colony to just stuff it.

			“Of course.”

			I turned around and looked back toward the horizon, my mind momentarily boggled by the concept of a vast empty planet lying beyond the city.

			Grandma Kessler drew a breath, but then the balcony’s door opened and Brandon’s voice boomed out.

			“Here you are!”

			“Hi, Brandon,” I said, the mystery woman’s face dogging my thoughts.

			“Hi, Grandma Kessler,” Brandon said. He turned to me. “I heard you’re making it official.”

			I nodded, pushing her face out of my mind. I’d never see her again.

			“Glad to hear.” His voice softened a bit, just a shade comforting. “Listen, I know you’re uncertain about kids…”

			Uncertain hell! I don’t want them.

			“…but you’ll feel different once you have some. It’s like losing your virginity, there’s no way to explain it, but you’ll be in a whole new place, and you won’t regret it. I promise you that.”

			“I’ve never known you to be wrong,” I said, putting enough sarcasm in my voice to let him in on the joke.

			“I need to get that down on audio.”

			“I’ll never say it again.”

			The door opened and they announced brunch. I offered Grandma Kessler a hand, more from courtesy than any real need to steady her. She might have been 73 and a first-generation colonist but her health was perfect. Together the three of us went to eat.

			Seeing us come in, Seiko pulled herself away from Nikita and moved to my side. Nikita glanced at Seiko and then to me. Her eyes narrowed in deep suspicion. Friends with Seiko long before we had been introduced, Nikita treated me like a badly infected patient. Despite so-called privacy protections I was certain she had learned about my teenage citation. Her disapproving glare, backed by all of society’s asinine rules, made me want to throw aside caution and let everyone know what I thought of them, but for Seiko’s sake I kept quiet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Sunday evening I met Seiko at the dance. Several dozen people stood and mingled in the hall as a crisp, salty sea breeze wafted through large open doors. She looked radiant in a full-length white gown with matching gloves. Eschewing a hat, she wore her long brown hair pulled back and up, letting it explode behind her head in a cascade of tumbling, wavy locks. She smiled and nodded to me as I approached, trying hard to look spiffy in a black suit and white tie.

			“Jason, you’re terribly handsome.”

			“No match for your beauty.”

			She took my hand and we leaned toward each other. Our lips brushed across each other’s cheeks while old man Wright, a Firster chaperone, kept his eye on me. We separated and Seiko laid her hand upon my elbow – she never violated decorum – and followed me onto the dance floor.

			A volunteer band competently played a piece with an easy, stately tempo. Seiko and I followed our steps with comfortable practice. I remembered films’ dances where couples held each other in tight embraces, their bodies swaying like sensual metronomes. The Governing Council had approved nothing like that and so we danced in sensible, frustrating separation. Here and there, aged Firsters, each carrying a long thin red baton, moved among the dancers. I didn’t see them snap anyone’s shoulder for indecency, though old man Wright never seemed very far away.

			Several songs sped by in a pleasant blur before Seiko stepped slightly back and I followed her to the table. A carafe of fruit juice waited for us, synthetic, as Nocturnia was still decades away from producing enough fruit to dedicate output for mere beverages. I pulled out her chair and she slid gracefully into place and then I took my seat, close enough for private conversation and yet distant enough to be ‘modest’.

			We basked in a moment of silent happiness.

			“I know what happened this morning,” she said. She lifted her glass, took a delicate sip, and fixed me with a low gaze from her brown eyes.

			“You panicked.” She didn’t ask, stating it as a matter of fact. “I don’t know why, Jason, but I know.”

			My face grew hot and I tried to hide my guilt.

			“Everyone heard you agree to register but –” she paused briefly, a momentary hesitation that signaled her own internal struggle, “– I don’t want you forced into anything. I love you too much for that.”

			“No one’s forcing me.”

			Her smile was both understanding and sad.

			“You’ve never been in a rush to get married, even as you are impatient for other things.” She blushed and for a moment avoided eye contact.

			“I—”

			“No, let me finish. If you want to put it off again, I’m willing to agree.”

			Her pain and humiliation stabbed at me.

			“I don’t know why you’re so shy about marriage, but I am willing to wait.”

			She reached out and took me by the hand. I couldn’t recall when she had taken off her gloves and the skin-to-skin contact excited me. She held it there, and then with an eye toward the chaperones, quickly took back her hand and deftly slipped on her glove.

			My heart pounded and blood roared in my ears as I stared, captivated by her dark brown eyes. I loved her. I smiled at her sight, her voice calmed me, and her laugh became the music of my life, and while she desperately wanted our engagement officially recorded, she offered me escape from responsibility. Grandma Kessler’s warning echoed in my mind, but I wanted to be responsible. At least I thought I did.

			“No,” I said. “Let’s make it official.”

			I reached into the suit’s breast pocket and pulled out my slate. My hand shook as I retrieved the device. I laid it flat on the table, stole a quick glance toward Seiko, and her smile, or my terror, set my heart speeding like an out-of-control orbital freighter.

			I accessed the Administration’s registry and together we submitted to identification. Soon the marriage interface glowed on the screen. With a deep breath from me, we selected a date three weeks off, and placed ourselves on a waiting list for an artificial womb. After finalizing the arraignments and committing ourselves to the civil and criminal penalties for false and indecent intent, Seiko threw her arms around my neck and passionately kissed me.

			Time passed in a delicious haze until a chaperone’s red baton smacked sharply on my shoulder. Blushing through her dusky skin, Seiko broke contact, and leaned back into her seat, giving Wright an apologetic smile. I tried to do the same, but in my direction the ass simply snarled, tapping me again with the baton before moving off.

			I looked around the dance floor. Most of the couples were many years younger than Seiko and I, rushing into life, speeding toward a union that would bind them for the rest of their lives. Of course I had tried to put this off as long as possible, and Seiko had been engaged before. I had seen pictures; her parents had apparently adored Nathan and held onto every scrap and memory of their youngest daughter’s first fiancé. Space operations were far more dangerous than fighting the native biome and a mining disaster had ended that marriage before it had begun. Despite my prestigious posting in the Administration, her family measured me against Nathan and found me lacking.

			“You’re not supposed to be sad,” she said, abruptly bringing my attention back to the dance floor.

			I pushed the doubts down, trying to bury them.

			“I’m not. I….” My voice hesitated before letting me continue. “I just don’t know how to win your family over.”

			She reached out and stroked my cheek, the smooth fabric of her glove sliding across my skin.

			“You’ve won me over. They’ll follow.”

			I looked down at the slate. Now that we had officially registered, the news had flown into the colonial network, for family, friends, and four million strangers to absorb.

			“Jason!”

			Wolfgang Le cut across the dance floor, ignoring couples and chaperones, speeding toward us. I wanted to hide, Chairperson Jones’s ultimatum fresh in my mind, but Seiko waved, her white-gloved hand flashing like semaphore.

			Wolf pulled a chair away from another table and sat down across from me.

			“We’re registered.” Seiko’s high voice cracked with excitement. She shoved the slate in his direction. He glanced at it.

			“Great.” His voice held very little enthusiasm. “You’ll be very happy.”

			He leaned across the table at me. “I went to the theater, but it was closed up.”

			“It’s on the schedule,” I explained. “A musical group is rehearsing tonight.”

			Wolf spent as much time in space as the medical authorities allowed. Films were hardly an interest.

			“Well, the network wouldn’t give me your location.”

			“Privacy,” Seiko explained, though I rebelled at the accepted practice of considering a singles dance as something private. No hurt or anger tinged her voice; the joy of finally setting it officially in the colonial registry had softened her to his rudeness.

			“I’m sorry.” Wolf didn’t sound apologetic. “I need Jason’s help and it can’t wait until morning. That will be too late.”

			Not waiting for permission, he turned to me. “You’ve got to vote against the mothballing.”

			I sighed, letting my shoulders sag. “It won’t do any good, Wolf—”

			“It certainly won’t do any good if you vote for it. We need that network. I tell you, we gave up—”

			I looked around for a chaperone because a married man was violating the dance’s rules, but of course now that I needed one they were all off swapping Firster stories.

			“All the other Arks failed,” I said.

			“We don’t know that. Just because the first generation didn’t find any signals doesn’t mean that they aren’t out there now.”

			Seiko joined the fray. “He’s right about that, Jason.”

			“And I’m right that one vote won’t make any difference.”

			“I know you can’t sway the committee,” Wolf said, giving Seiko a thankful smile for her support. “But you can stop it from being unanimous. Look, we know that there’s a faction on the Administration looking to shut it all down. All they see in space are resources for building things, but it has to be more than that, we have to know what happened to the other Arks.”

			“And what good would that do us? We can’t get to them and they can’t get to us. Hell, Wolf, it took the Ark centuries to get here.”

			“I’m not talking about exchanging people, everyone knows that’s impossible, but ideas we can swap. Most of the other target systems are within a couple of dozen light-years—”

			“Right,” I said. “And that’s a couple of dozen years by radio, not to mention the amount of power—”

			“Power’s not a factor!” Anger crept into his tone. “Hell, even one small fusion plant would be enough. We can’t keep trying to scratch it out by ourselves. Together mankind has a better chance.”

			“He’s right,” Seiko agreed. “There’s so much we have to fumble and figure out as we do it. If even one other Ark has succeeded—”

			“Yes, but they didn’t. Look, it isn’t like the Founders and the Firsters did one quick scan and gave up. They searched the other targets for 30 years, and nothing. Not one signal, not one sign that any other Ark made it.”

			Wolf scanned the floor, watching out for a chaperone.“That’s not proof, and you know it.”

			“You can’t prove a negative,” Seiko said.

			The tide turned against me and I fell back to a more defensive position. “My vote’s not going to make any difference.”

			Finally a chaperone began walking toward our table.

			“No, it’s not,” Wolf said. “But the whole space community is working this vote. We have to make sure not one committee or subcommittee is unanimous. If the Administration sees that there is support then we might, just might, win an extension.”

			Seiko locked eyes with me and said, “We can’t be alone. We can’t be the only one.”

			“Fine!” I threw up my hands. “But if Jones gets me thrown off Cultural Dissemination I’m coming to you for a job.”

			Wolf grinned and hurried away just as a female chaperone arrived.

			“Mr. Le is married,” she said, her voice overflowing with disapproval.

			“Committee business,” I said.

			Seiko stood and I followed her onto the dance floor, but throughout the night my mind returned again and again to Jones and her terrible temper.

			* * *

			The chaperones watched closely as Seiko and I left the hall. The crowd flowed out in streams to the street, a river of formal attire moving under Companion’s red glow. The ocean’s smell carried strong from the bay as I escorted Seiko to the line of waiting cars. She kissed me on the cheek, and then along with five other single women climbed into a car. I watched the car move down the wide boulevard, deftly zipping in and out among the scores of network-guided vehicles, until I lost it in the flow of traffic. Looking back at the men chatting among themselves, gushing with gossip, I rejected joining them and decided to walk through the park before heading home.

			My path meandered between low hills. The trees’ dark canopies of heavy drooping branches blocked most of Companion’s light and I used my slate to light my steps. Off to one side, perched atop a hill and lit by brilliant white floodlights, a replica of our Ark stood out stark against the night sky. It was a massive egg shape, white and held up by a single pillar. Glittering golden strands, representing the solar sail control cables, shot off from the narrow end, vanishing in darkness. Of course they hadn’t recreated the sails themselves, and so our monument in fact was the image of a crippled vessel. The Ark struck me as pretentious. A monument not to our ingenuity, but to our arrogance, to the egotism that mankind deserved survival.

			The chilly breeze did nothing to cool my blood. I fantasized about Seiko’s soft skin, the touch of her lips, the strength of her fervent embrace, the sound of her voice lost in ecstatic pleasure, and my breath turned quick. Tired and frustrated, I activated my slate to summon a car.

			A news post flashed across the screen. It told of another arrest, another group of idiots who thought they could avoid detection in our closely monitored lives. I scanned the details, curious if they had engaged in anything inventive. They hadn’t, just another bunch of adolescents trying to fabricate birth control devices without triggering alarms.

			I understood the logic of the Administration’s position. Separating sex from procreation, even in a limited manner, risked sending the colony into a dwindling birth spiral. Back in the late twenty-first century, with a planet overburdened by excessive population, such a policy made sense, even if they had stumbled into it accidentally, but with humanity hanging on by a thread, a bare four million to rebuild the entire species, it was an unacceptable risk. Understanding the logic didn’t mean accepting it though, or denying that it chafed. I wanted to be something more than another father, to be more than simply a biological von Neumann machine.

			On the nearest street the car waited for me and I climbed into the compartment. I hardly paid attention to the city as it flashed past, thinking about Seiko, about pleasures delayed, and inevitable responsibilities.

			The musical troupe had been good to their word and the theater was in good shape. I walked through the various rooms, making sure everything was in order, then I set the security system and climbed the stairs to my apartment.

			The Administration planned for the Director of Cultural Dissemination: Communal Media to be a family man and allotted space accordingly. I had a large apartment with spacious rooms, a master bedroom, three smaller bedrooms for children, a study, a family room, a front parlor, and an abundance of utility spaces. I adored it all.

			In the bedroom, I stripped down to nothing, preferring to sleep in the raw – something that’d send those chaperones into hysterics – and programmed the fabricator for the next day’s clothing. Since I’d have to go and be physically present for Jones’s committee meeting, that required an actual suit and tie. I selected a solid gray suit with blue tie and set the fabricator printing, making sure the job would be ready by morning.

			I crawled into bed, switched off the lights and waited for sleep. My mind raced through the day’s events. For nearly an hour anxiety and tension chased sleep away. When I finally slept, black hair and deep blue eyes haunted my dreams.

			* * *

			I awoke before the alarm, always a bad sign. As I showered in a magnificent stall wide enough for me to stand with both arms fully outstretched and with a high rim so it could be converted into a tub suitable for a brood of kids, I thought about the woman with the black hair and amazing eyes. I imagined her there with me in the shower, the hot water running off her figure in sensual rivulets. Suddenly I ordered the network to change to cold water and icy daggers killed my ardor. I’d never see her again; it was best to forget her entirely. Even as fantasy I suspected she’d bring nothing but grief.

			After the shower I dressed and ate a simple fabricated breakfast. Once I reached the office across the hallway, I activated the monitors and turned to the morning’s work.

			I reviewed films in Jones’s secure archive that I wanted to screen for possible release. If I were totally honest with myself I’d admit that I didn’t care as much about the rest of the colony seeing these movies as much as I wanted them for myself. The records indicated that a lot of the later productions, once the industry had broken free from restrictive moral codes, explored forbidden topics with boldness and experimental styles. The films of Lynch, Jodorowsky, Fellini, and others gripped my imagination with an unbreakable hold, but Jones and her ethical straitjacket kept these treasures locked away. I dispatched a request to screen the films for historical and cultural education, hoping that some meteor of good fortune might strike.
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