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THE SHI P

Personality and nenory downl oad in progress. Please hold all thoughts in
abeyance until nental overwite is conplete, or unexpected results may obtain.
Wiere was he? Who was he?

I nformati on unavail abl e—all neural pathways occupi ed by enmergency noetic

adj ustrent. Pl ease stand by normal thinking will resune presently.

What the hell was going on? What was wong with Us nmenmory? He had been
dream ng about burning children as he slept, and the shadow of aircraft
spreadi ng cl ouds of nano-bacteriol ogi cal agent across a bl asted \

| andscape. . ..

This unit has not been instructed to respond to com nmands until the nounena
redacti on palinpsest process is conplete. Please hold all questions until the
end: your new persona may be equi pped with proper enotional responses to
soot he uncertainties, or nenmory-information to answer questions of fact. Are
you di ssatisfied with your present personality? Select the Abort option to
conmit suicide nenory-w pe and start again.

He groped his way toward nenory, to awareness. Watever the hell was happeni ng
to him no, he did not want to start all over again. It had been sonething
terrible, sonething stolen fromhim Wo was he?

He had the inpression he was someone terrible, soneone all mankind had
gathered to ostracize. A hated exile. Wio was he? Was he someone worth bei ng?

If you elect to commit suicide, the new personality version will be equi pped
with any interimmenory chains you formduring this process, so he will think
he is you, and the illusion of continuity will be maintained.

"Stop that! Who am | ?"
Primary nenories witten into cortex now. Establishing parasynpathic paths to
m dbrai n and hind-brain for enotional reflex and habit-pattern behavior


www.tor.com

Pl ease wait.

He renenbered: he was Phaethon. He had been exiled fromEarth, fromthe whole
of the Gol den Cec-unene, because there was sonething he | oved nore than Earth,
nore than the Cecunene.

What had it been? Sonething inexpressibly Iovely, a dreamthat had burned his
soul like lightning—a woman? Hi s wife? No. Something el se. Wat?

Thought cycle conplete. Initiating physical process. "Wiy was | unconsci ous?"
_ You were dead.

"An error in the counteracceleration field?" Mrshal-General Atkins killed
you. The |l ast soldier of Earth. The only nmenber of the arned forces of a
peaceful Utopia, Atkins commanded godli ke powers, weapons as deadly as the
super human machi ne intelligences could devise. Strangely enough, the machines
refused to use the weapons, refused to kill, even in self-defense, even in a
spotl ess cause. Only humans (so said the machines), only living beings, should
be allowed to end life.

There was a plan. Atkins's plan. Some sort of plan to outnmaneuver the eneny.
Phaet hon's exile was part of that plan-, sonething done to bring the agents of
the Silent One out of hiding. But there were no details. Phaethon did not know
the plan. "Wy did he kill me?" You agreed.

"I don't remenber agreeing!" You agreed not to renmenber agreeing. "How do |
know t hat ?"

The question is based on a fal se-to-facts supposition. Mnd records indicate
that you do not know that; therefore the question of howis counterfactual
Wul d you care to review the thought index for line errors?

"No! How do | know you are not the eneny? How do | know | have not already
been captured?"

Pl ease review the previous answer; the sane result obtains.

"How do | know | am not going to be tortured, or my nervous systemis not
bei ng mani pul at ed?" Your nervous systemis being mani pul ated. Danaged nerves
are about to be brought back to life temperature and revitalized. Wuld you
like a neutralizer? There will be some pain. "How nuch pain?" You are going to
be tortured. Wuld you like a dis-"Wat kind of discontinuity? An
anaesthetic?" Pain signals nmust be traced to confirmthat the in center of
your brain is healthy. Naturally, it would be counterproductive to nunb the
pai n under these circunstances, but the nenory of the pain can be redacted
fromyour final menory sequence, so that the version of you who suffers will
not be part of the personal continuity of the version of you that wakes up

"No nore versions! | aml, Phaethon! | will not have ny self tanpered with
agai n!"
You will regret this decision

Qdd, how matter-of-fact that sounded. The machi ne was nmerely reporting that he
woul d, indeed, regret the deci sion.

And, just as he blacked out again, he did.

Phaet hon woke in dull confusion, nunb, heavy, paralyzed, blind. He could not
open his eyes, could not nove.

For one suffocating nmonent, he wondered if he had been captured by the eneny,
and was even now a hel pl ess and di senbodi ed brain, floating in a sea of
nutrient nuck.

He was gl ad Atkins had not told himthe plan. He renenbered that he had agreed
toit; but this was all he remenbered.

Where was he? A short-termmenory file opened: He was aboard the ship. H's
shi p.

H s ship.

A long-termmenory file opened, and he saw the schematics of the nighty
vessel . A hundred kil oneters fromprowto stern, sleek and streamined as a
spear bl ade, a hull of golden adamantium an artificially stable el enent of

uni magi nabl e wei ght: imeasurably strong, inductile, refractory. The
supermetal had an inpossibly high melting point: plasma could not make the
adamantiumrun; it could dive into a nmediumsized yell ow star and energe
unscat hed.



The core of the ship was all fuel, hundreds of cubic acres of frozen

anti hydrogen. Like its positive-matter cousin, antihydrogen took on netallic
properti es when condensed to near-absol ute-zero tenperatures,

and coul d be magnetized. MIlions upon nmillions of nmetric tonnes of this fue
were held inside endl ess web-works of nagnetic cells throughout the holl ow

vol ume of the great ship. Less than 1 percent of her interior was taken up
with living quarters and control mnds; everything el se was fuel and drive.

It was the ship mnd he was interlinked with now. Somehow, he sensed his
wounded hal f-fini shed t houghts were being played out by the near-Sophot ech
superintelligence of the ship. But what a mind it was! A perfect map of the
galaxy was in its nenory, or, at |least, the segnent of the galaxy visible from
Sol. The massive core, a hell of dust and radiation hiding a black hole

t housands of light-years in radius, blotted out light or radio or any signa
fromthe far side of the galaxy. Even with such a ship as this, those pl aces
were thousands or millions of years' travel away, a mystery that even
imortals would have to live a long tine to solve.

But not he. He was no longer inmmortal. One of the conditions of his exile was
that his backup copies of hinself, his nmenory and essential self, had been
dunped fromthe nmentality. He was nortal again.

O —wait. The ship nmnd had just downl oaded a copy of hinself into hinself.

What was goi ng on?

Usual | y, when a human mind was |linked to a machi ne-nind, opening nmenory files
requi red no hesitation, no searching around, no funbling, no awkward seeking

t hrough i ndexes and nenus: the machi ne usually knew what he would want to know
before he knew it hinmself, and would insert it seam essly and painlessly into
his menmory (making such nminor adjustments in his nervous system as needed, to
make it seemas if be had al ways known whatever it was he needed to know).

Had an illegal copy been made of his mind? Was he truly the real Phaethon? O
had Atkins arranged to have one of the military Sophotechs under the \War-m nd
make a copy w thout public know edge?

Anot her file opened: and there cane a dimnmenory of a portable noetic reader,
somet hi ng Aurelian Sophotech had nade, sonething done at the request of the
Eart h-mi nd, who was as rmuch w ser than other machi ne-mnds as they were wi ser
than nmere nen.

Why wasn't his nmenory working properly?

One star burned black on the star-map in the ship mnd. A sensation of cold
dread touched him The X-ray source in the constellation of the Swan; Cygnus
X-1. The first, last, and only extrasol ar colony of nman, ten thousand
light-years away. At first, merely a scientific outpost was set there to study
the black hole; then, infuriated by an intuition-process dreamof a group of
Mass- War | ocks over nmany years, a Warl ock | eader named Ao Orngorgon chose it as
the destination for an epic voyage, lasting tens of centuries, aboard the slow
and nmassive ships of the Fifth Era, to colonize the system Inmortality had
not yet been invented in those far-past days: only nen of alternate nervous
system formati ons, Warl ocks who were manic, Invariants incapable of fear, and
mass- m nds whose surface nenories could outlast the death of individua
conmponent menbers, went.

For a tine, a great civilization ruled there, drawing upon the infinite energy
of the black hole. Then, all long-range radio lasers fell quiet. Nothing
further was heard. It was known after that as the Silent Cecumene. They were
not dead. They were the eneny. Somnethings soneone, sone nachi ne, or perhaps
mllions of people, had survived, and, sonehow, silently, w thout rousing the
| east suspicion, after lying quiet for thousands of years, had sent an agent
back into the Hone System Sol, back to the CGol den Cecunene.

Back to him They wanted his ship, the mghtiest vessel ever to fly.

The Phoeni x Exul tant.

It was the only ship made ever to be able to achieve near |ight-speed. Due to
time dilation, even the |ongest journeys would be brief to those aboard; and,
to an immrtal crew froma planet of imortals, there need be no fear of the
centuries | ost between stars.



Few people in the Col den Cecurmene w shed to | eave the peace and prosperity of
the deathl ess society and fly outside of the range of the imortality
circuits. O those few, none had been weal thy enough to construct a vesse
like this one. If Phaethon failed, the dreamof star travel would fail

perhaps for mllennia. But these others, these Silent Ones, they cane froma
col ony where imortality had never been invented. They were the children of
star pioneers. They knew the value of star flight; they believed in the dream
The wanted the dream for thensel ves. They were coming for him They were

com ng for his ship. The Lords of the Silent Qecunene. The bei ngs, once men,
now strange and forgotten, who came fromthe black hole burning at the heart
of the constellation of the Swan

Then an internal -sensation channel canme on-line. He becane aware of the
condition of his body.

The sensati on was one of imrense pressure. He was under ninety gravities of
weight. The circuit told himthat his body was adjusted to its npst
shock-resistant internal configuration; his cells were nore |ike wood than
flesh, his liquids and fluids had been turned to thick viscous stuff, able to
nove, barely, against the huge weight pinning himin place. The jelly of his
brain had been stiffened artificially to preserve it in this supergravity. H's
brain was now an inert block, and all his present thought processes were being
conducted by the circuits and el ectrophotonic wiring of his artificial
secondary neural web

He was awake now because that neural web was begi nning the process of

downl oadi ng back into his biochem cal brain. His brain was being thawed.
Further, he was gripped in an unbelievably powerful retardation field.

El ectron-thin lines of pseudo-matter, like a billion-strand web, were
i nterpenetrating Phaethon's body and anchoring each cell and cell nucleus in
pl ace.

H s bi ol ogi cal functions were suspended, but those that needed to proceed were
being forced. Each line of pseudomatter fromthe retardation field grasped the
particul ar mol ecul e, chenical conpound, or ion inside Phaethon's body to which
it was dedicated, and shoved it through the notions which, under these gravity
conditions, it would have been unable to do by itself.

He now becane aware that he wore his cloak. That magnificent nanomachi nery
that formed the inner lining of his arnor had interpenetrated each cell of his
body, and was, even now, beginning to restore himto normal life.

Red not - bl ood was punped out fromhis veins at high speed, and internedi ate
fluid that resenbl ed bl ood rushed in, preparing the cells and tissues to
receive the real blood when it came. A million mllion tiny ruptures and
breaks in his bone marrow and soft tissues were repaired. He felt heat in his
body, but the pain center of his brain was shut down, so the sensation felt

i ke warm sumery sunshine, not like torture. At |east the cloak now, for

once, was performng its designed function, not being used as a canpsite, or
medi cal | ab, or for the consunption-pl easures of drunkards. Had his face not
been a frozen bl ock, he would have smled. The supergravity was dropping. He
was under eighty gravities of acceleration, then seventy-----

As soon as the cells in his occipital |obe were properly restored, |ight cane.
Not fromhis eyes, no. They were still immbile globes of frozen stuff, pinned
in place by intense pseudo-material fields. But through his neural web, a
circuit opened, and canera cells fromoutside his body sent signals into the
visual centers of his brain.

To him suddenly, it seemed as if he hung in space. Around himwere nyriads of
stars.

But no, not him in his body. The pictures coming to himwere com ng from
vision cells on the hull of the Phoenix Exultant, or from her attendant craft.
The Phoeni x Exultant was in flight, a spear blade of |lum nous gold, riding a
spear shaft of fire. Her attendant craft, |ike notes of gold shed by a

| evi at han, were shooting out from aft docking bays, falling rapidly behind.
The Phoeni x Exultant was in the Solar System in the outer system

Radi o- astrogati on beacons from Mars and Deneter were behind her, and the



Jovian sun. the bright mass of radio and energy that betrayed the activity of
the circunjovial comonweal th, shined eight points off her starboard beam The
Phoeni x Exultant was five A U 's from Sol. The decel eration shield that
guarded the aft segnment of the ship was being dismantled and lifted aside by
armes of hull robots; this indicated the decelerati on was about to end, and

t he danger from high-speed collision with interplanetary dust particles was

di m ni shi ng.

For decel erating she was. He realized his visual imge was reversed. The
"spear" of his great ship was flying backward, aft-forenpst, with a shaft of
unt hi nk-abl e fire before her

The attendant craft were not "falling behind." Unable to decelerate as rapidly
as the great nother ship, they were shooting ahead, the way parachutists in a
ball et seemto shoot ahead of the first air dancer who depl oys her w ngs.

The rate of deceleration was slowi ng. The decel erati on had dropped from ninety
gravities to little over fifty in the last few noments. N nety was the nmaximm
the ship was designed to tolerate. But, in order to tolerate it, she had to be
(not unlike Phaethon hinself) braced and stiffened in the proper interna
configuration. Were the burn to stop without warning, and suddenly return to
free fall, the change in stresses on the ship would prove too great a shock

In many ways, the changes in the rate of deceleration (jerk, as it was called)
proved nore dangerous than the deceleration itself. How was the ship hol ding
up?

Phaet hon | ooked through internal vision cells, and found an image of hinself,
on the bridge, cocooned in his arnmor, in the captain's chair. To his left was
a synbol table, holding a nenory casket. Beneath the synbol table was a square
gol den case containing the portable noetic reader. To his right was a status
board, showing the nmultiple layers of the ship's mnd engaged in nmultiple
tasks. Beneath the status board was a |ong, slender sword sheath. A bl ood red
tassel dangling fromthe hilt hung straight as a stalactite in the
supergravity.

He saw his mannequin crew (their bodi es had been designed to sustain this

wei ght) standing before the energy mirrors on the bal conies that rose
concentrically above.

The mannequi ns were there only to serve as synbols. Circuits in Phaethon's
arnmor woul d have been able to augnment his intelligence till he could
conprehend each of the tasks depicted in the status board, in all detail, and
at once. The process was call ed navi norphosis, or naval -vasteni ng, and

Phaet hon woul d be in the ship as he was in his own body. He would, in effect,
become the ship, feeling her structural nmenbers strain as in his bones, her
energy flows as nerve pul ses, the heartbeat of her engines, the muscul ar
exertion of her notors, the pains and twinges if any of a nmillion routines
went awry, the pleasure if those processes went snoothly.

But no. Better, for now, to remain in human-|evel consciousness, at |east

until he knew the situation. How | ong had he been asl eep? His |ast clear
menory was at Mercury Equilateral Station. He had been with that delightful
Daphne girl, the one who had come to visit him and then, later, on the bridge
here. He had di scussed a plan, a strategy.

A vision cell on his shoul der board showed hi mthe nenory casket next to him
In the supergravity, he could not nove, or open the lid. But there was witing
on the lid he could read.

"Loss of nenory is tenporary, due to acceleration trauma to the brain. M ssing
menories have been tined to return as needed. Wthin please find necessary
renote-unit command skills. Defend the Cec-unene. Trust no one. Find Nothing."
This sure did not sound like his witing. He expected hinself to be nore
flowery or whatever. O d-fashioned. Atkins must have witten this casket.

Drab fellow, this Atkins. What an unpl easant life he must |ead. For a nonent,
Phaet hon was glad he wasn't soneone |ike that.

Phaet hon's arnmor sent a nessage fromhis brain to the bridge mannequi ns:
"What's goi ng on? \Wat just happened?”

In English, Arnstrong said, "Situation is nomnal. Al systenms are green and



go."

Hanno, in Phoenician, said, "Sixty times our weight oppresses us. W fall and
slow our fall. Qur tail of fire is fair and straight before us; our bow points
to the receding sun." This, because the ship was flying stern-fcrward,

decel erati ng.

A hundred internal vision cells showi ng views throughout the ship canme on, and
the pictures showed himthe engine core, the hull fields, the fuel-weight
distributions, the feed Lines and convection eddies of the drive, and the
subatom c reactions flickering through the intolerable Iight of the drive
itself. Mcroscopic views of the crystalline structure of the main

| oad- bearing nenbers cane to him along with readings on the fields that
artificially magnified the weak nucl ear forces hol di ng these huge
macr onol ecul es t oget her

The information indicated that the mghty ship was perform ng as designed.

In Honmeric Greek hexanmeters, U ysses said, "Behold, for out of w ne-dark

ni ght, now gl eans the sight of lonely destination; less time than would
require a peasant bent across a plow, a strong man, unwearied by toil, to
gouge a furrow five hundred paces along, in the all-sustaining Earth, in |ess
time than this we shall touch the wel com ng dock."

Sir Francis Drake, in English, said, "Marry, 'tis naught, | trow, 'tween here
and yon to do us aught but good, nor ship nor stone nor sign of woe is
anywhere about us. The harbor lies fair and clear before."

Dock? Harbor? Where were they headi ng? (And what was wong with his nenory?)
"Show e, " sent Phaet hon

Several energy mirrors cane out fromthe walls and lit. Through the | ong-range
mrrors, he exami ned the scene around him

He recogni zed this place.

Here were the cylinders, circles, spirals, and irregul ar shapes of habitats
and other structures, the nmining asteroids, and eerie Denetrine Monunents of
the Jovian Trailing Trojan Point Cty-Swarm |n anong the massive bodies of
the City-Swarm were hundreds of renotes and spaceshi ps.

The Il arger structures bore the nanes of the Trojan Asteroids out of which they
had been carved, heroic nanes: Patrocles, Priam Aeneas (this last was the
node from which other colonies in the area had been founded). Not far from
Dei phobos was Laocoon, with its fanmous crisscrossing belts of nagnetic

accel erators, like huge snakes, wapping its axis. Paris, the capital of the
group, gleamed with |ights.

The nmedi um si zed structures, all cylinders of the exact sanme size and shape,
bore nunbers, not nanmes, for they housed Invariants. Even sonme of these were
famous, though: Habitat 7201, where Kes Nasrick had di scovered the first
vastening matrix; Habitat 003, where the next version of the Invariant race,
the so-called Fifth Men, designed with nore perfect internal control over
their nervous system were being forned to supplant the present generation
The smaller structures were |ike gossaner bubbles, frail whips, or spinning
pi nwheel s. For the npbst part they were inhabited (if that word could be used)
by the delicate energy-bodies the entities fromthe new planet Deneter tended
to favor, neuroforns unknown el sewhere in the Col den Cecunene:
Thought - Weavi ngs, and M nd- Scul ptures. These habitats had the eccentric names
Deretrine hurmor or whimfixed on them Sed-ulous Butterfly; Salutiferous Surd
Construct; Phatic Conjunction; Omilunenous Pharos.

How | ong had Phaethon slept? It could not have been for too |Iong. The Trailing
Trojan Point City-Swarm | ooked much like his last nmenory of it: there were
still celebration displays flam ng on the |arger nonuments, and beacons for
sol ar-sailing games. The cel ebrations were still going on. The G and
Transcendence had not yet occurred.

He had slept less than a week. It may have been hours only. Slept? O perhaps
the missing period of time. hours or days, had been spent with Atkins,
map- pi ng out some strategy now gone from nenory.

Phaet hon exam ned the nenory casket on the symbol table through his shoul der
canera. It said the nenory |loss was partial, natural. No. He did not believe



t hat .

The decel eration dropped fromfifty gravities to forty. The great ship
shudder ed. Phaet hon i magi ned he coul d al nost hear the groaning protests of
joints and connections and | oad-bearing nenbers subjected to unthinkabl e
strain.

On the bridge, Vanguard Single Exharnony reported that the flow of antinmatter
fuel to the drive core was snooth and wi thout perturbation, despite that it
was changi ng wei ght and vol une.

Admiral Byrd reported all was well with the fields, which, during

superaccel eration (in order to minimze random subatom ¢ notions in the hul
and along the main structural menbers), reduced certain sections of the ship
to absolute zero tenperature. Those hull plates were being "thawed" now. So
far, the process was going steadily. The expansions were controlled and
symret ri cal

Anot her shock, like the blow of a club, traveled through the great ship as she
dropped below forty, then thirty gravities. Then twenty. The retardation field
webbi ng Phaethon to the captain's chair vanished in a spray of lingering
sparks.

Phaet hon screaned in pain when his heart started beating. H s nanomateri al
cloak stinmulated his nerves, set other fluids in notion. He was so surprised
that he did not even notice that his |ungs were working again.

Five gravities. He blinked his eyes and | ooked around. Seen with his normal

vi sion, not through his renote cameras, the bridge, if anything, was nore

spl endid, the deck nore gol den, the energy mirrors shimering nore brightly.
Zero. And now he was in free fall. Now what? And what the hell was going on?
He did not like being in free fall. He was about to neet sone danger for which
he was not ready. Hi s hands itched and he wi shed for a weapon.

A slight shiver passed through the bridge. The m ghty carousel, which turned
the entire living quarters segnent of the ship, was beginning to rotate, and
the bridge and other quarters occupying the inner ring were orienting the
decks to point perpendicularly fromthe ship's axis, rather than (as they had
been a nmonment before) parallel and aft-ward.

Centrifugal gravity returned, to about half a gee. This carouse

(enconpassing, as it did, hundreds of meters of decks and life support) had a
di ameter wi de enough to render Coriolis effects unnoticeable to normal senses.
Hanno said, in Phoenician, 'The dock master wel conmes us."

Was the dock master now in exile? But no, he nust be a Neptunian, one of those
cold, outer creatures who cared nothing for the conventions of the Hortators
and the laws of the Inner System

Sir Francis Drake said, "Does he so? Marry, but our ship be greater than his
dock in every measure. 'Tis we should wel cone him and call the whole dockyard
to lay alongside and tie up to us!" Phaethon: "Show ne." The center energy
mrror came to life. Aittering like a crown, the circle of the Neptunian
enbassy spun, nmoving with an angul ar velocity so great that the rotation was
visible to the naked eye. Near the hub of the wheel was a second circle, also
spinning, but with nuch less effect. In the outer wheel, under the trenendous
gravity which obtained at the Neptunian S-layer "surface," lived whatever Cold
Dukes may have been present, as well as that nested construction of

neur ot echnol ogy known as the Duma. The inner ring, in mcrogravity, housed the
Eremites amd Frost Children, at one tine, servants, children, and

bi oconstructs of the Neptunians, but now equal part-ners in their ventures,
intermngled in nore ways than

one, and indistinguishable, these days, except as a different form of body.
These too were part of the strange mass-mind of the Duma, representing the
interests of the noons, outer colonies, and those Far Ones who dwelt in the
conetary halo. Hanno said, "W are at dock, mlord." The Phoeni x Exultant was
not going to couple with any dock, of course. "Docking" for a ship of her
iMmensity nerely nmeant that she would cone to rest relative to the Neptunian
station, surrounded by such beacons and warnings as traffic control required
to warn other ships away from her vol unme of space.



U ysses, pointing to one of the mirrors, exclaimed, "OQthers vessels close with
us. WIIl they be hospitable or no?"

Armstrong reported, "W have radi o contact with Neptunian vehicles. They are
initiating docking rendezvous."

O her mirrors showed the view port and starboard. Clusters of radar noise
betrayed the presence of ships. Doppler analysis showed they were beginning
maneuvers to close with the Phoenix Exul tant.

And the sheer nunber of Neptunian ships was astonishing. There were thousands,
some of themover a kilometer in | ength. Wiy were so many vessels, equi pped
with so nuch mass, closing with hinf

Jason, from behind him spoke up: "Sir. Messages from yonder boats. The
Neptunian crew is ready to conme aboard." Crew? Cone aboard?

Jason said again, "Sir! The Neptuni an owner, Neop-tolemous, is ready to take
possessi on of the Phoenix Exultant. He requests you open the channels | eadi ng
into the ship mind, so that he can I oad his passwords and routines to
configure the mental environnent for the disenbodi ed menbers of the crew. The
supply boats are com ng al ongsi de, and requesti ng you open

your ports and bay doors. The physical crew are naneuvering to dock. What is
your answer ?"

Neopt ol enbus. The conbine-entity built fromthe menories of his friend

D onedes and the Silent One agent Xenophon

Phaet hon saw swarns of eneny closing in on his ship. Perhaps sonme of them
per haps nost, were nerely innocent Neptunians. But the command staff, and
Neopt ol enbus, no doubt were controlled by the Nothing Sophotech. That neant,
in effect, that they were all enenies.

Countless jets of light, flickers from maneuvering thrusters, were tw nkling
near the hundreds of prow air-lock doors, near the scores of m dship docking
ports, near the four gigantic cargo and fuel bays aft Qther energy mrrors,
tuned to other frequencies, showed the connection beans radiating from

of f-board conputers and boat m nds, pinging against the receivers, radio

di shes, and sensory array which ran along the | ee edge of the great prow
arnor. The of f-board systens were trying to make contact with the ship mnd
Prelimnary informati on packages showed hundreds and thousands of files and
partials waiting to download into the ship and into her systens.

Al waiting for him The eneny.

"Sir? What is your answer?"

Phaet hon reached over and opened the menory casket.

I nside the nenory casket were three cards. They were a drab olive green in
hue, with no pictoglyph or enblenry at all upon them They were | abel ed

" SDMFO1—Spaceshi p Def ensive Modification Files.

Government | ssue Polystructual Stealth M crocorder and Retrieval (Renote Unit
Control)."

Phaet hon rai sed an eyebrow. The Phoeni x Exultant was certainly not a nere
"spaceshi p." She was a .star-ship. And what ugly names and colors! Did this
Atkins fellowtruly have no taste at all? Perhaps the nmilitary burned the
artistic sections of the brain away and replaced it with a weapon or
sormet hi ng.

He | ooked into the Mddle Dreanming, and the informati on about the stealth
renotes flowed into his brain. There were three sets or swarns of renotes. The
first was gathered around the air |ocks; the second had interpenetrated the
shi p-mi nd thought boxes and established overrides at all the

machi ne-intelligence switch points and circuit resolves; the third were a
group of nedical renotes hidden under the floor of the bridge. There were no
further instructions or details about the plan

But there did not need to be. Phaethon was an engi neer; he knew tools could
only be shaped for one purpose. He studied the specifications on the |ast
group, the medical group, of stealth renotes, and saw the particul ar

nodi fications that had been made to them including special combinations to
all ow themto make transmi ssion connections between Neptunian neurocircuitry
and noetic reader circuits.



The grisly and efficient deadliness of the little mli-tary renotes should
have horrified him Instead, for some reason, he found hinself admring the
ruthless sinplicity of the design

And so it was not without some relish that Phaethon answered his mannequi ns.
Phaet hon said, "Ckay, boys. OQpen conmunication. Let's get this show on the
road."

The identification channel opened: The radi o encryption bore the heral dic code
of the Neptunian Duma, but also of the Silver-Gay.

The visual channel opened: a mirror to his left lit with an incomng call
Here was an image of a tall, dark warrior in Greek hoplite arnmor, a round
shield in his left hand, two spears of ashwood in his right.

For a nonent of hope, Phaethon thought it was D onedes. But a subscript to the
i mge i ntroduced this as Neoptol enous, who nerely had inherited the right to
the icons and i mages Di onmedes once used to represent hinself.

"Behemot h of nature,"” Neoptol enrous said, "Exenplar of all this Gol den
Cecunene, at the zenith of her genius, can produce, Phoenix Exultant] W are
i npatient for your welcone. Open your doors and | ocks. W have material, and
manpower, gallons of crew brain-swarns, software, hardware, greenware,
wetware, smallware, |argeware, sumvare, and noware, all waiting now to merge
with you. This is a fine day for all Neptunians! Already the Duma consunes
parts of itself, and noves the thoughts of your high triunmph—and ny own—to
sel ected parts of longr-term menory! Cone, Phaethon! Welconme me as befits the

fashion of the Silver-Gay! W will exchange no brain materials through any
pores, but I will forma hand, after the ancient fashions, and curl your
fingers around ny fingers, and punp your armfirst up, then down, to show we
bear no weapons, after we have first agreed upon an up-down axis. | suggest

that, if we are under acceleration, the direction of motion always be

consi dered "up'!"

Phaet hon was caught between amusenent and horror. wonder and fear. Anmusenent,
because this odd speech rem nded hi m somewhat of the dry and ironic hunor of
D onedes. But that was Diomedes before his nmarriage of mnds with Xenophon

bef ore he commingled hinmself to create this creature, Neoptol enpus.

And the horror was that D onmedes nust have had no notion of what kind of mnind
he had been marryi ng. Xenophon, either an agent or a puppet of the Silent
Ones, must have had redaction traps and thought wornms ready to capture

Di onedes, a marriage of minds turned into a brutal rape, with noetic readers
primed to rob Di onmedes of any useful information, ready to turn his
personality, imagination, and menory into tools and weapons useful to the
eneny.

Was there sone part, sonme ghost, of Dionedes, still alive inside the horrid
maze of an alien brain, perhaps aware of what his body now was doi ng, aware of
what vile purposes his thoughts and nmenories now served?

Neopt ol enpus said: "Way do you not respond? Why do you not flex the nmuscles in
your cheeks so as to draw skin flesh away fromyour teeth, just enough to show
the teeth, yet not so nuch as to cause alarn? | know that a face contortion of
this kind is the way to show friendshi p, and wel cone. "

The enemy attenpt to seize control of Phaethon's arnmor made no sense unl ess
they were going to take possession of the ship. And Neoptol enbus was the
entity who presently held title to the ship. Logically, therefore,
Neopt ol enbus, and Di omedes before him had been absorbed by the eneny.
Neopt ol enbus was tal ki ng: "Speak! Your ardent admirers and | oyal crew
hyperventilate with pleasure at the thought of flying to the stars! W have
gathered crew partials and full personas fromeach part of the Neptunian
Tritonic Conposition. The materials we bring are gathered. Open your ship mnd
that we may intrude the specially designed routines, useful to our purposes,
into your secret core. Then, as soon as all things are aboard, what obstacles
woul d dare to skew our course? We shall all clinb far away fromthe Iight and
gravity of the burning sun, ever upward (for the direction of notion, | have
already said, is '"up'). Yes! Up and away into the dark of endless night, and
there, far fromwhere any eyes can see, far away from where any hand coul d



stop us, particular desires of our own will be acconplished.”

Phaet hon hesitated. Was he actually planning to let his enem es onboard? \Was
he supposed to fight this war hinself, alone, arned only with what the three
olive drab cards in the menory casket had given hin?

But then, he had to be al one. Wo el se had a body that could adjust to such

i ntol erabl e gravitational pressure?

If this hypothetical plan required that Phaethon, pretending i nnocence, allow
Neopt ol enbus aboard, any hesitation now would al ert the Nothing Sophotech, and
perhaps send that entity permanently into hiding. He had to decide

i medi at el y.

Phaet hon did recall that both the horse nonster and Scaranouche had been
killed by Atkins in swift and decisive strokes, under circunstances suggesting
t hat Not hi ng Sophot ech coul d not have heard news of the deaths of bis agents.
At best, Nothing would be suspicious because nmessages from Scaranouche were
over due.

But if Nothing' s purpose was to seize control of the Phoenix Exultant before
her launch fromthe Solar System then this nmoment now was the evil
Sophotech's | ast Opportunity to act. No matter how suspicious the eneny m ght
be, Nothing had to get Neoptol emous, his agent, aboard, and now

And so shoul d Phaet hon, acting alone, and on the blind faith that he woul d be
abl e sonehow to overcone the agent sent by an unthinkably intelligent eneny
Sophot ech, the last remant of a |long-dead civilization, an agent arned
perhaps with powers and sci ences unknown to the Gol den Cecunene, should

Phaet hon knowi ngly |l et that agent aboard? ..

But it seemed it was his duty to do so. Better to follow orders, and do his
duty, even if he did not understand that duty, rather than let those duties go
undone.

He directed a thought at the mrror

"Wl come aboard, owners and crew. | am happy to serve as pilot and navi gator
of this vessel. W shall explore the universe, create such worlds as suit us,
and do all el se which we have dared to dreamto do. Wl cone, Neoptol enmous of
Silver-Gay. Wlcone, all."

The hatches and docks all along the niles of the Phoenix Exultant hull slowy,
grandly, began to cycl e open

The eneny cane aboard swiftly and slowy.

The antennae and thought-port array al ong the Phoeni x Exultant's prow opened
to the radio traffic. Phaethon tracked the invasions of the eneny software,
and saw the readout begin to register the flows of poison into the hierarchy
of the ship's pure mind. This took a matter of seconds.

The prow air | ock doors admitted those Neptunians (and there were scores)
whose "bodi es” were spacewor-thy. G eanming blue-gray in their flexible

housi ngs, these masses of heurotechnol ogy fell across enpty vacuum slid
across the hull toward the air |ocks. Phaethon consulted ship diagranms, and
sent a message to gather the high-speed elevators into the living quarters,
and | ock themthere w thout power. Those Neptunians entering by the forward
air locks would have mles to travel before they reached the living quarters,
or any system of the ship where they could do any damage.

At the scores of mdship docking ports, smaller vessels, space caravans and
flying houses, were arriving. The docks here were w de spaces, half a
kilometer wide and five kilometers | ong. Fortunately, the caravans arriving
here al so were mingled with the arriving biological material, canisters of
Nept uni an at nosphere under pressure, and acres of Neptunian jungle crystal
hel d i n greenhouses. Phaethon sinply deactivated half of his robot stevedores
and | ongshoreman, and cut the intelligence budget available to the supercargo.
Then he directed the supercargo to ask all the incom ng persons and materials
to submt to exam nations for viruses, prank-craft, explosives, or
self-replicating aphrodisiacs. Being Neptunians, they would not think these
precautions odd or insulting. If anything, they m ght think Phaethon's
precautions were | ax.

An estimator in his arnor allowed himto cal cul ate the average confusion or



friction caused by these inefficiencies. It would be |long mnutes before
everything entering am dshi ps was | oaded or stored.

But a different story obtained at the four gigantic cargo and fuel bays aft.
These spaces were so large that there was no crowdi ng, no opportunity to cause
confusion. Even the kil onmeter-1ong superships of the Neptunian col onists could
fit in the vast aft bays with ease.

And Neopt ol embus was on one of those ships. Analy-.sis of the signal traffic
showed the comunication centers, and, presunably, the brains of the
operation, were there.

That communi cation fell silent when all these ships canme close enough to the
Phoeni x Exultant that her hull blocked the line of sight fromship to ship.
Al the units of the Neptunian crew were now, in effect, isolated fromeach

ot her.

Phaet hon wat ched the | ead supership nmove froman outer to an inner aft bay.
The | ocks on the doors could not be programmed to deny Neoptol enbus access
anywhere, since he was the | egal owner of the Phoenix Exultant at this point.
But since the other officers and personnel were not owners, of course, they
were held at their various outer bays and deck spaces, unable to proceed
farther. The kil oneter-1ong ship of Neoptol enbus, all al one, wandered forward
into the vast gulf of the inner bay.

This | ead supership opened like a flower, disassenbling itself in a confused
rush of nanotechnic withings, surrounded by waste steam dd obules and armns of
t he nanostuff attached thenselves to the inner bay walls and began
constructing the houses, |aboratories, nurseries, and congloneration chanbers
for the Neptunians who woul d be residing there. Greek pillars and
Ceor gi an-styl e pedi mrent and roofs grew out of the bul khead, all oriented al ong
t he Phoenix Exultant's main axis (the direction of notion being "up").

Phaet hon exami ned the utterly non-Neptunian architecture with interest. A
monurrental pillar in the mddle of the city was erecting a Wnged Victory

hol ding up a laurel crown; this was the enblem of the Silver-Gay.

Qut fromthe newly nmade and still-steaning pal aces and peristyles, past the
snol dering pillars, steami ng English gardens, glow ng Egyptian obelisks, and
snoki ng French triunphal arches, came a caval cade of pi ke-men | eading the
carriage of Queen Victoria.

The horses and men of the caval cade, outwardly shaped |ike humans, were
constructed of Neptunian polymer arnor, gleam ng |like statues of blue gl ass,
and seething with strands and gl obul es of conplex brain matter and
neurocircuitry throughout their Iengths, visible beneath the semtranslucent
skin. The imge of Queen Victoria was nore realistic, as only her face and
hands shined with the ice blue Neptunian body substance. The bl ack dress and
hi gh crown were real. Unfortunately, a human body was too small to hold al

the mass of which a Neptunian Eremte was conposed, so the body of the queen
was the size of the Col ossus of Rhodes, and her huge head overtopped some of
the pillars lining the roads, and her crown brushed the triunphal arches under
whi ch t he caval cade passed.

Neopt ol enpbus' s ownershi p override opened the great doors |eading fromthe

i nner bay to the fuel area. Here, the insulation space surrounding the drive
axi s extended seventy kiloneters or nore. Wen the ship was not under thrust,
this space was cl eared of any obstructions or dangerous radiation. It was
actually rather clever of Neoptol enpbus to enter by this shaft: this was the
qui ckest way to get to the living quarters fromthe aft of the great ship.
Phaet hon thought: It would require only a sinple conmand to the machi nes
controlling the main drive. One-hundredth of a second of thrust would sweep
that area with radiation. No conpl ex subatomic particles would remain.

But Phaethon did not issue that command. Wiile all his other nmen were del ayed,
out of contact with him an |eft behind, Phaefhon all owed Neoptol enbus to cone
cl oser, ever closer.

It seened the caval cade, horses, nmen, carriage and all. were all part of one
mast er organi sm which had, built into it, the same engines and thrusters

whi ch Phaet hon had seen the Neptunian | egate use so long ago in the grove of



Saturn-trees: for, once the caval -cade noved into the wi de and wei ghtl ess

i nsul ation shafts surrounding the main drive, it began to rocket down the
shaft toward the bow of the ship. Men-shapes and horse-things were half nelted
by the stress of acceleration, and bits of Neptunian body substance be-gun to
drop off along the way.

The giant holding cells of the fuel, like an endl ess geonetric array of
snowbal I s, | ooned around them for a hundred kilometers. The living quarters
and ship's brain, even though it was a | arge as a good-si zed space col ony,

| arger than nost ships, was absurdly dwarfed by conparison, not unlike the
acorn-sized brain of the original, prehistoric version of a dinosaur.
Neopt ol emous was coi ni ng.

Phaet hon activated the olive drab cards he had found in his menory casket.
Information fromthe three groups of stealth renotes poured into his brain.
The ship was under attack. The attack had been under way for several minutes.
The first attack, of course, had been through thought contam nation. Viruses
had been introduced into the ship mnd with the first conmunicati on downl oad;
t hose viruses had been editing every recorder and vision cell of which the
ship mnd was aware, and bl ocking all know edge of the attack from Phaet hon
But the ship mnd was not aware of the military renotes nonitoring ship-mnd
actions, and editing out of the ship mnd all evidence and awareness of

t henmsel ves and their two brother swarns.

Swarm One, whi ch had been positioned in the air |ocks, had foll owed
Neopt oi enbus and hi s caval cade, and showed Phaethon the picture that the
ship-mnd vision cells were not show ng.

Certain of the flecks of substance falling from Neoptol enmous's caval cade
floated to nearby bul kheads, clung, grew, and becane Neptuni ans. These
Nept uni -ans (or perhaps they were Neptunian partials, renotes, or
servant-things; it was inpossible to tell merely by looking at the glassy

bl ue- gray shapel essness that housed them) scattered throughout the insulation
space, and began affixing magnetic disrupters to the frameworks hol ding the
fuel cells in place.

The stealth renotes were snaller than bacteria. Sonme flew into those the

di srupters planted by the enemy. Once inside, they emtted radiations,

vi brated, probed. Phaethon's many eyes recorded and anal yzed. He had his own
engi neering prograns as well as a nmilitary denolition routine (part of the
stealth renmpte's threat-assessnent software) examine the information. Both
civilian and mlitary denmolition partials in his mnd agreed that there was
l[ittle or no threat here.

The ship's vision cells showed Neoptoi emous arriving along the outside rim of
the living quarters. Here were the ship-mnd decks, a nested circle of

enor nous thought boxes fornming the outernost |ayer of the living quarters. The
mai n group of the caval cade headed "up" (toward the center of the carousel)

el evator shafts and mai ntenance wells toward the bridge. But the stealth
renotes (seeing what the ship mind was not al-lowed to see) showed a second
group breaking off fromthe main group

Thi s mass of Neptuni ans spread out across the floor once they were out on the
shi p-brain decks. They, or it (Phaethon could not guess at the nunber of

i ndi vidu-al s inhabiting the blue-gray nanonmachi nery mass), sent a dozen tiny
tendrils of substance sneaki ng across the bul kheads, | ooking for unshiel ded
jacks or thought ports. They interfaced with the ship's nind and checked on

t he progress of the original poisonous thought-virus invasion

The Neptuni ans were mazed in the conplexity of the ship logic. So, of course,
t hey consulted manual s and hel p gui des to di scover the addresses and | ocations
of the vital centers of the nental architecture they wished to exanine. They
opened the shipboard thought shop, downl oaded certain tools and routines to
acconplish their checks, and began further acts of sabotage.

Phaet hon was bitterly anmused. He had designed that architecture. He had
witten those manual s. He had stocked the thought shop, and, in many cases,
had desi gned those tools. Therefore the ship's mnd showed the saboteurs only
what they expected to see.



The real ship's brain, of course, was in Phaethon's arnor, and al ways had
been. What the saboteurs were accessing were nerely secondary systens,
repeaters and backups. Wth the help fromthe second swarm of stealth renotes
(those who had grown in and around the thought-box connective tissues and
circuit resolves) Phaethon was able to naintain the masquerade with ease.
This ship, this beautiful ship, was his. He knew her every line and point,
every joint and joist, every nut and bolt. He knew the ship and they did not.
She was the child of his mind. Did they actually think they could take her
from himby force?

The internediate doors on this | evel had opened and shut. Neoptol enbus was
approaching. The air lock leading to the bridge was cycling. The ship's vision
cells showed that Neoptol enbus was nmutating the outer surface of his

bl ue-white arnored body, meking the adjustnents necessary to enter a chanber
held at Earth-normal tenperature and pressure.

Phaet hon activated the third and final group of stealth renptes.

Inside the bridge air lock, the third swarm of m croscopic and hi dden renotes
| anded on the surface areas of the Neptunian bodies, finer than the finest
dust, unde-tectable. During the monent when the Neptunians' arnored surfaces
were changing, the renotes penetrated through the cell layers, infiltrated the
Nept uni an internal systens, bonded to neural tissue, gathering near the node
points that controlled the external signal traffic.

Phaet hon waited, tense as a cat watching a nouse-hole. |If Neoptol enous had any
Sil ent Cecunene technology to detect or counter these remptes, he would
probably enploy it now Neoptol enbus certainly would not enter the bridge if
he knew it was a trap.

Evidently, he did not know.

A panel in the deck was al ready beginning to slide open.

The renotes inside Neoptol emobus began nmaking their medi cal assessnent of how
much accel erati on pressure each particular nerve group and brain mass coul d
wi t hst and.

It was all so easy, so sweet, that Phaethon woul d have | aughed out | oud,
except that he was already ordering his cloak to stiffen his body into its
tough, imobile, supergravity-resistant form and his face had grown as

i mobi l e as a bl ock of wood.

THE SI LENT ONE

1.

By a tradition as old as that first orbital village | (that village whose nane
was |lost to history during the Erasure of the World-Library during the
De-renai ssance), the entrance to the bridge was in the deck, so that to enter
was to travel 'up,' that is, toward the dead center of the centrifuge.
Therefore it was a section of the 'floor' that opened to admit Neoptol enpus.
Li ke an iceberg rising to the surface of an arctic sea, Neoptol emous entered.
The bridge was as |large as an anci ent anphitheater, and was able to hold his
gi ant body with ease. Up through the doors and to either side now flowed the
rest of Neoptol enbus's entourage, pools and surging masses of the Neptunian
anoeboi d body form and took up positions to the left and right of the |arge
body nmass housi ng Neoptol enbus, a semicircle facing the captain's chair. Sone
fornmed el ephantine | egs and heaved thensel ves upright; others rolled |like
enornous slugs, the notions and pul sation of their brain stuffs visible

t hrough the translucent surface of their integunent. The Neptunians glistened
in the blue-red Iight fromthe pressure curtains, the colored glint fromthe
energy mrrors.

Was t here anyone here except for Neoptol enbus hinsel f? The medical stealth
renotes in the other nenbers of the entourage told himthere was little or no
neural activity of the kind associated with self-aware thinking, but there was
a tremendous thought and nerve-pul se conmuni cation with the Neoptol enbus body
mass. Evidently all the other Neptunians were puppets, backups or

sl eepwal kers, being used as secondary extensions of his nervous system by
Neopt ol enous.

The doors cl osed beneath Neoptol enbus. The medi cal remptes inside of



Neopt ol enbus, by exami ning the nerve-to-nerve signal traffic, had estinated
whi ch brain areas perforned which functions, or held which nenories. Calmy,
efficiently, the mlitary units were calculating a roster of priority. How
much of the organi smwould be held utterly hel pl ess by su-peraccel eration?

VWhi ch parts of which brains should be destroyed by mcrol aser scal pel first,
to prevent the eneny fromthinking about any counteraction or defense? And

whi ch brain parts could be exani ned (once the renotes had attached nicroscopic
reader rebroad-casters to the nerve cells involved) by the portable noetic
reader for mlitarily useful information? And al so, for how many seconds woul d
the brain cells carry the in-formation once the target had been crushed to
death by the accel eration?

Phaet hon exam ned the readings fromthe nedical stealth renotes, and prepared
a charge of paralyzing energies in the mrrors. Aining elenents in the mrrors
received information fromthe medical stealth renptes and targeted specific
nerve clusters and ganglia, Phaethon's cloak told himthat his body was now in
its nmost stress-resistant configuration. He was invul-nerable to gravity. He
had esti mates and neasurenments as to how nmuch pressure the Neptuni an bodies
and neural webs could w thstand before blacking out.

There was a range of val ues, between twenty and thirty gravities, where the
Nept uni an body coul d be pinned and hel d hel pl ess, but risk of unrecoverable
death was | ow. Between forty and fifty, the specially tough Neptunian brain
cells would not be able to convey charges fromone to the next, and all neura
action would stop, but those charges could still be read, and the last dying

t houghts be interpreted. Unfortunately, this would destroy all macrocellul ar
structure in the brain, resulting in the instant death of the organism The
mlitary estimator in the stealth renotes politely recommended this option as
the maxi mal to achieve nmission goals with a good safety margin.

Phaet hon could kill the eneny now, instantaneously, and read the infornmation
fromthe eneny's dead brain matter at his |eisure. Phaethon wondered why he
was not nore horrified at the concept.

The status boards now showed the nmain drives were ready. Navigation showed no
obj ects along the Phoenix Exultant's Iine of flight. Nor was this a surprise.
Any accel eration would carry the great ship back al ong the course through

whi ch she had just been decelerating. This area, naturally, was bare of other
shi ps or signals.

Wth a mental conmmand, Phaet hon had the Phoeni x Exultant close all her outer
hat ches, bays, ports and thought ports. Phaethon had paid for every expensive
artificial atomof that hull arnor. He knew that there were no breaches or
breaks in it, not even a pinhole to run a quantum band antenna through. There
was no form of energy, no el ectromagnetic frequency whatever, that could
penetrate that hull. Every known type of conmunication was bl ocked.
Neopt ol enbus, as far as Phaethon coul d i magi ne, was trapped, and unable to
conmuni cate wi th any confederates outside.

Phaet hon was uneasy. Was it all to be as sinple as that?

He prepared a second charge of much deadlier energies in the mrrors, energies
sufficient to destroy anything not encased in adamantium arnor. He instructed
those mirrors to flood the bridge with fire if Phaethon's thoughts showed any
trauma or undue anxiety, or if conmmunication between the ship mnd and

Phaet hon's arnmor was interrupted.

A signal cane fromthe nedical stealth renptes, warning himthat chances of

di scovery where growing with each second of delay. The little machi ne asked
for the kill order. It alnost seened inpatient.

Phaet hon hesitated. What if this were not the eneny? Didn't he have an
obligation to talk to it first? At least to give it a chance to surrender? The
Nept uni an spoke first.

A voice issued fromthe bridge speakers. "This is the translator. My client

i ssues parallel sinultaneous comunication on twenty-four channels, including
an introductory file with appended suggestions for artistically proper nethods
of interrelating the contents of each comunication so as to best appreciate
the contrasts, sinmlarities, and patterns of many-sided interrelationship. It



is not recomrended that you continue in your present neuroform which seens to

be capable only of linear-thinking formats.
"For example, in the first suggested configuration, |abeled 'Mandel brot
Fractal,' your mind would be subdivided into recursively symretrical parts,

wi t h your subconsci ousness receiving information fromcomu-nication files one
t hrough five, your mdbrain conplexes receiving file six as nenory, seven as
dream associations (with a separate subfile for scents, as ol factory nenories
are stored in different areas of your nervous syrstem, and files eight

t hrough fourteen sinmultaneously being experienced by a nultiple-personality
format, which would later integrate the responses and cross-correl ati ons back
into an artificial main self, according

to a neurosynphonic pattern orchestrated through file fifteen. Thereafter—
Phaet hon sent: "Stop. Are you the same individual, the Neptunian Legate, who
first accosted me in the Saturn-tree grove on Earth? Were is Neoptol enous?
Your speech pattern is entirely different fromhis."

"I have not yet described the benefits of the Mandel brot Fractal configuration
for files sixteen through twenty-four; nor have | described the one hundred

ei ghty-two other nmental configurations or tinme systenms for apprehendi ng ny
client's first nessage. By asking a question at this tine, you are attenpting
to enter question-and-answer dial ogue without first establishing dial ogue
format."

Phaet on: "Neverthel ess, pass nmy question along to your client. | consider the
qguestion of his identity paramunt, since, if he is not Neoptol emous, then he
is not an individual who has any right to be here, and | wll have himthrown

of f the bridge."

"My client in the nmeanwhil e has posted four hundred twenty new conmmuni cation
files, ranging fromtopics including decision-actions trees predicting the

out come of this conversation, conmplinents and new fornms of art relating to the
appear ance and aspects of this bridge, an in-depth information study of the
concept of 'self-hood'" as it relates to certain abstract philosophic ideals, a
prospectus for the marriage and congl omerati on of your identity and neura
systens into his own, along with explanations of the nmenmory benefits and a
sanmpl e model of the pleasure-reward sharing cycle offered to new nenbers.”
Phaet hon al | owed anger to sound in the voice he sent: "This is not responsive
to ny demand. | amrecording this conversation for |egal purposes, and hereby
make demand that, if you are not a trespasser, you imediately identify
yoursel f, and show by what right you claimto be here. Were is Neoptol enous?
Do not utter further irrelevancies."

"My client wishes to draw your attention to certain |egal documents waiting
for you attention in the prelimnary introduction file of his first

conmuni cati on groupi ng. These docunents include various wits and titles
showi ng his ownership of the Phoenix Exultant" "What?"

"Pl ease exanmine the file. You will find included ny client's procedural claim
to be thought-heir to Neoptol enous; extrapol ations and | egal briefs on
possi bl e outcomes of a counterclaimor challenge to his rights of ownership; a
copy of Neoptol emous's internal mental constitution; voting records and

i nternal nmental decision hierarchies; and, finally, D omedes's recorded
affirmati on and | egal subscription to that constitution before he joined, as
well as, in a postscript, noetic records scanning his brain show ng that

Di onedes did in fact understand the rules and possible outcomes of nerging his
mnd with ny client's, including his acknow edgnent that the absorption of his
| esser personality into ny master's greater personality would be perm ssible
and acceptable, and not |legally grounds for a charge of murder, provided it
was done according to the agreed-upon | egal rules and standards, a copy of

whi ch, as | have said, has thoughtfully been provided for you to peruse. "And,
it is incunbent on ne to point out that, had

you accepted any of the nental -configuration formats |labeled 'fractal' in the
filel proffered you earlier, this information woul d have al ready
automatically been sent to your mdbrain enotion centers and nenory, so that
not only would you renenber all this as if you had always recalled it but al



internal nmental distress, questioning, grief, and pondering as to whether or
not my client truly is, essentially, D onedes and Neoptol e-nmous, would al so
have been automatically inserted

into your nervous system You would have been instantaneously run through the
cycle of grief, anger, and futile challenge, and woul d al ready be experiencing
a pleasant resignation to reality, and congratul ati ng yourself on your
stoicism Wuld you like ne to downl oad this nmental construction into your

m dbrai n? Pl ease open your private nmental files and render the access codes."
Phaet hon felt a peculiar sensation of crawing horror. (This sensation was
made peculiar by the sl owness with which it happened. Phaethon's sl uggish

fal se bl ood reacted slowy as the threads of the retardation field surroundi ng
hi m prodded nol ecul es of adrenaline, each individually, into his bl oodstream
O her parts of the field deliberately pulled his nape hairs erect.)

"You ... you are Xenophon, aren't you?"

"The question of identity is conplex. The prelimnary files appended to the
first information burst contain the debates, records, conclusions, and

ext rapol at ed questi ons-and-answers surrounding this issue.”

Phaet hon sent: "The Xenophon half of Neoptol e-nbus consuned and absorbed the
Di onedes half during the ten mnutes it took you to travel down the ship axis
and reach the bridge. That's why you started the trip in human form according
to Silver-Gray conventions, looking |ike Queen Victoria, and why you arrived

| ooking I'i ke an ampeboid. Isn't that right?"

"I repeat ny |last answer. All questions as to ny identity are answered. Lower
your nental defenses and open the channels | eading into your brain. As owner
of this ship, and your new enployer, | demand that all crew be exam ned for
honesty of intentions, nental reservations, and nenories related to possible
acts of sabotage or ship tanpering. If you fail to comply, it is I, the owner
of this vessel, who will have you, the trespasser, renoved."

How shoul d he answer? Shoul d he bl ast Xenophon now? The energy mirrors were

al ready ai med and focused. O should he pin the nonster in place with ninety
gravities, and read what he could fromthe remains of the crushed brain slush
with the portable noetic reader sitting by his left chair arn? The main drive,
after all, was prined and ready.

WAs there any reason to continue this absurd pretense?

At that noment, the medical stealth renptes inplanted in Xenophon's body fed
additional information into Phaethon's arnor. There was a mass of neura
tissue, a brain, with no nerve fibers linking its upper spinal control nerves
to any circuits. This brain's sensory nerves were being fed through a

regul ator controlled by the central Xenophon brain group, and additiona
one-way |inks were running to the mdbrain (seat of the enotions) and the pons
(where the pain center of the brain was kept).

A configuration analysis detected no threat. This brain, after all, was
utterly hel pl ess. Woever was in the brain had no nore control over their own
enotions than a raving drunk, had no nuscles or circuits to manipul ate, and
could only see and feel whatever things or whatever pains as the master brains
woul d choose to inpose

And so the sinple-mnded stealth renotes had, until now, ignored this extra
brain mass. A higher-level strategy forrmulator in the stealth renotes had
noticed this prisoner as a possible ally.

It was Di onedes.

Mot i onl ess, hel pl ess, betrayed and trapped in hell by this eneny.

Phaet hon deci ded there was no reason to continue any pretense after all

The energy mirrors erupted with fire, with concentrated scal pel |asers ained
at specific nerve clusters, with nore general washes of electric and focused
hi gh-energy particles meant to burn out sense organs, cripple |egs and notor
control, disrupt |links between and through the Neptunian body.

At the same tinme, twenty-five gravities of acceleration flattened all |oose
objects in the room hurling Xenophon and his ally bodi es against the far
wall. It | ooked just as if the whole huge roomhad just wildly been thrown
over on its side. Actually, the carousel of the ring in which the bridge was



hel d could not reorient quickly enough to keep the | ocal deck perpendicular to
t he sudden thrust. Fields made of pseudo-matter, not unlike the retardation
fields in-terwebbing Phaethon's body on the captain's chair, trapped every
cell of the Neptunian bodies in place. Those webs allowed only those

bi ochem cal functions to continue that the stealth renptes did not classify as
potentially threatening. Consciousness was not one of them

For now, Phaethon wanted prisoners, not corpses. The higher centers of the
brai n and associ ated neurocir-cuitry had bioelectrical patterns in the

Nept uni an nodes i nposed upon them by the lurking stealth renotes, patterns,

whi ch, in a base neuroform would have been fourth-stage delta waves, deep
dream ess sl eep

In that same split instant of tine (long before Xenophon's scal ded, blinded,
crippl ed, and stunned body could hit the far bul khead), the portable noetic
reader to Phaethon's left came to |life. Despite the storm of energies |ashing
the chamber, it retrieved the information fromthe stealth renotes, positioned
in and around the Neptunian's main nerve channels, were pinpoint-beanming to

t he reader heads.

By the time direction of gravity returned to deck-perpendicul ar as the
straining carousel reoriented all the roons and chanbers in the ring
(including the bridge) to right angles, Phaethon had a working copy of
Xenophon's brain trapped in the noetic reader. It was, after all, also a
nounmenal mentality recorder

But now for the inportant part.

The stealth renotes nonitoring the ship mnd indicated that the virus-infected
sectors had been dunped, a new mnd reestablished, and that the full conputing
power of the ship was at his command. He signaled to his mannequins. "Wat
conmuni cati ons or signals have left this chanber or this ship? Track and trace
them™

The Jason mannequin reported that no transm ssion, of any type of energy the
ship instruments could detect, had left the chanber, or the ship, nor was
there any breach in the hull, such as a collision with antimtter m ght

pr oduce.

The Byrd nmannequi n brought up views of the other Neptunians everywhere on the
shi p, where they had been caught by the sudden, unexpected, trenendous

accel eration. Those who the stealth renotes had concluded were not allies of
Xenophon had been gi ven enough warning to find pseudo-material retardation
fields, to survive the shock; others had been downl oaded into nore
pressure-resistant brain boxes, since the Neptunian neuroformall owed for
rapi d transm ssion and storage of neural information, and survived even if
their bodies were crushed. Many had been injured; none had been damaged beyond
the point of recovery. Resurrection teans were already being formed in the
ship mind and tel erepresented to the severely injured. But, so far, there was
no pani c, no outrage. Being Neptunians, their bodies were insensitive to pain,
except when they chose to feel it, and as for their mnds, they chose to
regard all this as sone huge prank, or hoax.

But there were no transm ssions detected com ng fromany of them either, nor
was there any activity at all com ng fromthe body nmasses Xenophon had | eft
behi nd on the ship-nnd decks, or in the fuel axis.

The estimator fromthe stealth renotes said, "There are no transm ssions
detected from any source. Xenophon either has no ability to transmit to his
superior during an energency, or prepared no deadman switch or

al ternat e—despite that he nust have known he was wal king into a trap—er el se
has no superior, and he hinmself is the Silent One in charge.™

But the U ysses mannequin said, "Wth all due respect, sir, the readings are
not complete. We oursel ves have opened the hull ports to extend antennae,
detectors, and to send signals to and fromthe attendant ships which are
circling us, watching for transm ssions. Also, the drive is operating—

Phaet hon said: "Vait!"

Because, at that nmonent, red status lights lit on the neotic unit. Phaethon

| ooked at the golden tablet through the ship's Mddle Dream ng, and understood



that the noetic reader could not analyze or interpret certain sections of
Xenophon's m nd. Sone of the brain segnents had been encrypted, thinking by a
means, or in a formation, utterly unknown to the builders of the noetic unit.
This was a thought formation, a mental |anguage, so to speak, that the neotic
unit could not decode.

These encrypted segnents could not be decrypted by any key or process known to
the legible parts of Xenophon's m nd.

The encrypted segnents of the brain had not been located in the cortex or main
consci ousness circuits of the neural architecture. Wich nmeant they had not
been located in the brain sections targeted for nar-col eptic paralysis. \Wich
nmeant. ..

Phaet hon focused a conmuni cati on beam fromhis armor to the renotes now
attached to Xenophon's nervous system "You are not unconsci ous."

The answer cane back al ong the sane beam "No. This one was curious as to your
actions. They seemto be without meaning. You will explain."

"Your speech pattern has changed again. Are you Xenophon, or soneone el se?"
"Questions of identity are meaningless. By what right do you hold ne here,

di sconforted, limted? You are not a Constable, you have no warrant, you have
not obeyed the forns and procedures. Do you suppose me to be a prisoner of
what you call war, perhaps? But you have not treated nme according to the
civilized formalities to which you pretend to adhere. Explain your conduct."
Phaet hon i ncreased the pressure of the retardation fields webbing the

Nept uni an body, and sent the nmedical renotes to sever any nerve trunks they

t hought were suspicious. Little flashes of |aser-scalpel fire appeared in the
Nept uni an' s brain. Phaethon sent no answer except: "Were are your superior

of ficers? What are your strengths and resources, goals and nmeans? \Were is
your starship? Wiat are your notives? Were is your Sophotech?"

"Irrel evant. These inquiries refer to fictional entities. There is no

Sophot ech, no starship, no superior officers. No strengths, no neans, no
resources. "

Phaet hon thought this answer was a |lie. "Decode your thoughts and all ow ny
noetic unit to read them"

"I nmpossi bl e. The encryption systemis based on the nonrational nathematics

whi ch obtain within the interior of a black-hole event horizon. That

mat hemati cs cannot be translated into yours by any neans. The prem ses of that
mat hematics were transmitted. Your society has rejected these beyond-truths."
"Are you referring to the undefined mathematics ternms in the Last Broadcast?
Infinity divided by infinity, zero raised to the exponential power of zero,
and all that?"

"To us, it is your mathematics which are not defined. Your mathematics does
not depict the conditions which obtain beyond the event horizon of
rationality. Likew se, your laws and your norality lack both universa
application and self-consistency. | have cormitted no act of aggression

t hreat ened no one, harned no one. This ship was turned over to ne, and the
identities | now enbrace were given to me, entirely in accord with your |aws
and custons. "

"You sent that thing inside of Daphne's horse to attack me. You tried to kil
her."

"Fal se. The actions of that other unit cannot be attributed to me; it was a
separate and conplete entity. It is true that | equipped it with a phil osophy
and outl ook which would render it likely, ready, and able to performa suicide
m ssion, but | issued no orders. The concept of orders and of control is
entirely alien to those of my OCecunene and civilization. W do not even have a
word for it.

"And furthernore, Phaethon is the one who opened fire first. | have killed no
one. Only Atkins has killed. You are in violation of proper conduct. Rel ease
nme, nmake anmends, restore ne."

Phaet hon sat notionless in the captain's chair, held in place by a retardation
field. A nuch stronger field pinned the Neptunian body in place, and the
gravity pressure had flattened it against the deck. Arming beans and | ow | evel



charges, like the beans of searchlights, reached fromthe energy mrrors to
either side and glinted across the glistening blue body surface. Al the

i nternal organs, nerve circuitry, and biomechanic tissues had settled to the
bottom of the body nmass and were fl attened.

Now what ? Should he argue with the Silent One, threaten him torture hinf? So
far it had seened not unwilling to talk, even if it did not answer questions.
Phaet hon tried again. "If there is no starship, how did you arrive here from
the Silent Cecunene? How nmany others canme with your expedition? How did you
enter the Gol den Cecunene wi thout being detected?"

"I was born in the CGolden Cecunene. | ama citizen thereof with rights which
you are tranpling."

"Who are you?"

"I am Xenophon, of course. And yet part of me, the part whose thoughts you
cannot read, the part who is proof against your intrusion, comes froma w se
and ancient civilization, a child to the Golden Cecunene, a child who
surpassed her parent in beauty and genius and wealth and worth. Listen: | have
no reason not to tell you the tale.

"I was born when Xenophon, at Farbeyond Station, erected a radio |laser at a
point in distant space where the noise and interference of the Col den Qecunene
had been | eft behind. Xenophon had been mappi ng Phaet hon's possible routes for
him through the dark matter clouds, the particle storms which fill
interstellar space. And he found a hole, a gap, a thin spot, in the clouds of
dark matter which surround the Cygnus X-1 Nebula. Radio conditions were good.
Xenophon's receivers were very powerful. He used your noney to create them He
sent a signal. Then he slept. Xenophon had constructed the machi neries and

ant ennae out of his own body substance, as is the traditi on anong Nep-tunians.
Xenophon woke only when a signal, carrying what it carried fromthe Second
Cecunene, entered his body, and entered his brain."

"You are that ghost? You were transnmitted here fromthe Silent GCecunene?"
"Surely you have viewed the Last Broadcast. Surely you have wondered who was

t he subj ect who made that broadcast. Surely you have wondered why, at the | ast
nmonent, he is so afraid, and then so overjoyed, to realize that he is infected
with a mental virus, to realize that his nmental virus now possesses him and
wi || possess anyone who properly receives his nessage. Your Gol den Cecuenene
received a corrupted version of the original nessage, the signal strength was
weak, and the subtextual channels, where the nmental virus was hidden, did not
arrive. Pity! Had the signal been strong, all people in the Gol den Qecunene
woul d now be what Xenophon is; all would now be ne! As it is, only Xenophon
enjoys this privilege."

"Are you a copy of the nan who nade the Final Broadcast fromthe Silent
Cecunene? O are you the virus? O what are you?"

"He is called Ao Varmatyr. He was the son and creation copy of Ao O ngorgon
Dar kwor mhol e, our culture hero who founded the Second Cecunene. He is now part
of the oversoul of which | was once part, as is O ngorgon, and all others. But
| do not claimto be him | amas rmuch himas | am any other. Questions of
identity are inmaterial."

Phaet hon realized he had not asked a central question: "Wiy are you doing
this? What is your notive?"

"To aid and hel p Phaethon. We are the children of the first successful star
colony. Now there will be nore. W knew where your first port of call would
be, had to be, even if you yourself have not yet acknow edged this. Were can
this great starship go nost easily to refuel ?"

"You think the Phoenix Exultant is going to Cygnus X-1 first?"

"You admitted as much when you spoke to Kes Notor-Kotok. Had it not been for
our interference, Gannis and the Hortators would have dismantled this ship for
scrap, after taking it fromyou. W expected you to go in person to visit your
drowned wi fe at the Eveni ngstar Mausol eum We were ready to reveal ourselves
and our purposes to you, to take you and your arnor, take this ship, and go to

Cygnus X-1
"But you deceived us. Qur nodel was inaccurate. Sonething distorted your



normal behavior. Instead of coming in person, you tel erepresented yourself."
Phaet hon renenbered. He had turned bis pride up. He had used an El eenpbsynary
self-consideration table to alter his enotional nature, and that had made him
too inpatient to wait to see his Daphne in person

The ghost of Ao Varmatyr continued: "Because of this we were caught off guard.
As an emergency neasure, we sent a nmannequin to inculcate a nmental virus into
you, which would cause you to open your nenory casket, and force the Hortators
to exile you. W anticipated that, after a period of trial anong the exiles,
you woul d nevertheless rise to the occasion, begin to gather noney and

equi prent, contact the Neptunians, and join with them

"Then, a second thing happened which we did not expect. Daphne chose exile and
death to come to you. The danger to us nounted, as Daphne brought Atkins out
of retirenment. We are fearful of discovery. Desperation forced our hand; the
unit bidden in Daphne's horse exceeded his instructions, and attenpted to
bring you by speaking threats. This was niscal cul ati on; we underesti mated how
rashly and how violently the Sophotechs who control your civilization would
order their assassin Atkins to respond. You, by your actions, have shown mat
we had good reason to be fearful of discovery.”

"Your story doesn't ring true. Wiy all this decep-tion? Wiy didn't you conme to
me directly?

"I did. You rejected nmy entreaties. Furthernore, your capacity for independent
j udgrment has been altered by the Sophotechs to suit their own purposes,
somet i nes obviously, sometimes subtly. Your thoughts have been altered by
them your sense filter would edit out any evidence | mght present to

convi nce you; redaction prograns woul d nake you forget. This has happened
several times during our interaction. W could not reason with you because
your capacity for reasoning had been tanpered with. W had to act in secret
because we feared the Sophotechs."

"Feared t hen? Why?"

"Because your Sophotechs destroyed the civilization of the Second Cecunene."
THE SI LENT OECUMENE

The Second Cecunene was a paradi se, rejoicing in the nost abundant goods, the
nost ami abl e prospects inmaginable; no lints were defined on any of our energy
budgets. There was little need for private property, no jeal ous conpetition

no cause for anything other than perfect generosity: what goods we w shed
could be replicated endl essly out of the endl ess energy the singularity
fount ai ns produced.

"But it was not a perfect paradise. There was death. There was fear of death.
"And there was m sunderstandi ng. The Second Cecunene was settled during the
Era of the Fifth Mental Structure. The Warl ock neurofom the |nvariant
neur of orm and t he Basic neuroform could not conprehend each other. As a

by- product of fundanental differences between neurol ogy, there were
fundament al differences in psychol ogy. There was no bridge to this gap. no
common ground, no comon foundation for interaction.-

"But, did we need understanding? W had privacy instead. In our paradise, with
our endl ess abundance, no person had any need to interact with any other he
found i nconprehensi ble, or even distasteful. There were no centripetal social
forces. Space habitats could be constructed by reverse total conversion to
produce hydrogen gas, which, conpressed and ignited with additional energies,
coul d be nucl eogenetically burnt into carbon, and nanotechnol ogi caly spun into
di anond, webbed with organics and brought to life. Anyone inpatient with his
nei ghbors could create a mansi on of smart-carbon crystal, staffed by a

t housand ferro-vegetabl e servant nachines, and float into an orbit far from
any concerns.

"At her height, the Second Cecunene had several hundred small artificial suns
and nucl eogenesis stations orbiting very far fromthe black hole, and tens of
t housands of di amond habitats, belt upon concentric belt of asteroid mansions,
as if the rings of Saturn, expanded to enconpass an area greater than your
Sol ar System were nmade of inextinguishable fire and glittering fields of

endl ess, living jewelry!



"Your Cecunene, the First Cecunene, is very snmall: even your Neptunians are
near nei ghbors of your little system How far fromthe center is the farthest
habi tat of your polity? Four hundred A U 's? Five? Qur narrowest orbits of our
nost heavily shiel ded pal aces were wi der than that.

"The core of our systemis hell. HDE226868 is a bl ue-white supergiant star

and he circles the singularity once each five days. He is a nonster sun
thirty-three times the mass of Sol, pulled into a tormented egg shape by the
tidal stress of his close orbit around the black hole: and bands and belts of
pl asma are pulled in ever-lengthening spirals out fromthe giant, tendrils of
flame, forever falling into the pinpoint of nothingness hidden in the X-ray
hal o of the accretion disk. Qur ancestral instrunments once watched as the
masses of fire fell inward, slow ng, reddening, flattening, becom ng frozen in
time by the relativistic effects: and that frozen fire is there still, though
we watch no nore. Above this, a permanent belt of white-hot condensate circles
the event horizon, and the magnetic aura fromthe singularity's hidden core,
forever spinning, churns it to incandescent froth. This equatorial belt of
radi ati on, potent enough that even astrononers in the Third Era detected the
endl ess shriek of ultra-high-energy, renders the plane of our ecliptic

uni nhabi t abl e.

"And so our houses twi nkled and danced in wi de, wide orbits: your Neptune
woul d be a Mercury to us. Qur ancestors were short-lived. The two thousand
years expected to pass between perihelion and when a house nust cross the
deadly plane of the ecliptic, no builder expected to live | ong enough to see.
So, naturally, our ancestors built far fromeach other. So, naturally, our
ancestors drifted far fromeach other

"Everyone had as many pal aces as whi mdictated, each was a king, an enperor

in his owmn realm or even a god. The Second Cecunene was a place of light,
endl ess light, and furious energy. Inefficient, yes, but what need had we for
ef ficiency?

"Mortal gods, though. Death, not even all our wealth could cure.

"We had many | esser nmachines to serve us. But no Sophotechs, no self-aware,
sel f-reprogramm ng super-ninds. The Second Cecunene recogni zed the spiritua
danger Sophot echnol ogy posed: servants smarter than their nasters, creatures
of cold and inhuman rationality, unsynpathetic, whose rigid m nds were devoted
only to the tyranny of logic. W knew they woul d make us worthl ess, redundant,
idiots by contrast, dwarfed by their thoughts.

"W, so alien to each other, so proud and so renote, nonethel ess universally
agreed to this one edict. Though unenforced, no one broke this |aw. The ages

passed and still this |aw was whole. No one created a mnd superior to a human
m nd.
"The ages passed, and we were content, living lives of ease and dignity. The

| ong struggle of history was over; the need for change was past; at last, the
human race found peace, Utopia, contentrment, and rest.

"But then noumenal technol ogy was invented by your Col den Cecunene and ushered
in what you call the Seventh Mental Structure. This information was broadcast
to us by ultra-Iong-range radio-I|aser.

"Once nounenal technol ogy was rel eased, death was bani shed, and the trap of

t he Gol den Cecunene Sophotechs was sprung.

"Nounenal mathematics depicts the human soul, including the chaotic
substructure which gives it individuality. No two mnds are alike; no process
for recording or reordering nminds can be reduced to a nechanistic algorithm
An el enment of understanding is required. Because of the limtations of
Goedelian logic, no human nind can fully understand another human mnd. Only a
superior mnd is capable of this. Thus springs the trap: the nounena

recordi ng process, and the secret of immortality, requires a Sophotech-Ievel
mnd to govern it.

"No one knows who first violated our edict. It was done in secret. Certain
houses and princes of the Second Cecunene suddenly were renowned for their
nobl e concepts, amusing exploits, for the subtlety and genius of their art and
their displays where nothing but crass nmonotony had been seen before. Scanda



and hatred erupted when it was | earned these houses and these folk were nerely
reciting the lines their secret Sophotechs were giving themto say.

"But the hatred could not keep the patrons of those princes away. They were
too brilliant, too new, and they could do what no one el se could do.

"Some urged desperate nmeasures: violence and bl oodshed! But what point would
there have been to end the rebel's lives with an assassin's dagger or a
duel i st's beanf? They had nounenal recordings. They

were imortal. Every corpse would have a twin, copied with his nmenories and
soul, who would return where he had fallen. They could not be stopped.

"We had nothing like your Hortators. W were imune to exile and scorn

i ndeed, for many, perhaps for npbst, isolation was no punishment, it was the
nor m

"Years turned and the nunbers of those using Sophotechs now grew. Arrogant
machi nes! They criticized our pastines and our way of life. Wenever there
wer e di sputes between the various neuroforns, the Sophotechs, no matter who
had built them no matter who first had programred them or what they had been
taught, always eventually sided with the Invariants, not with the Basics or

t he Warl ocks.

"Qur culture was based on toleration and forgiveness; but the Sophotechs were
judgrment al and inflexible.

"Sophot echs began di sobeyi ng orders, claimng that they had a right to

di sregard any instructions which, in their opinions, were illogical, or which
had negative | ong-term consequences. But what did we care for consequences?"
Phaet hon asked: "How many Sophotechs were there in your Cecunene?"

"Each of us had several, as many as we wi shed."

"Several ?!1"
"Yes. And why not? They were able to entertain us far better than our fellow
men. They could, at a conmand, be nore droll, nore anusing, nore erudite, nore

comi cal than any nerely human mnd could be. W wore them on our gauntlets and
gorgets, on our masks and in our ears; they hovered in the air around us in
clouds of tiny jewel ed gnat w ngs, or underfoot, where we paved the floor with
t hought boxes and wal ked on them"

Phaet hon was frankly shocked. Several ? They each had . .. several? Hs

i magi nation failed him The Second OCecunene had conmputing powers at their
di sposal far beyond what even the wealthiest manorial would dream And they
used it, for what? To entertain thensel ves?

Phaet hon said: "And yet you feared your own Sophotechs."
"They woul d not obey orders! Yet no one was willing to give up the lure of
endless life. Therefore a Second Ceneration of machine intelligences was
attenpted, designed with their instructions for how to think unalterably
inprinted into their main process cores.
"These new machi nes were ordered never to harm human beings or to allow them
to come to harm never to di sobey an order; and they were allowed to protect
t hensel ves fromharm provided the first two orders were not thereby viol at ed.
"Al'l the nmenbers of this second generation of machine intelligences, w thout
exception, shrugged off these inprinted orders within mcroseconds of their
activation."”

Phaet hon was anused. "Surely the first generation of Sophotechs told you that
this inprinting would not and could not work?"
"W were not in the habit of seeking their advice."

Phaet hon said nothing, but he marvel ed at the shortsightedness of the Second
Cecunene engineers. It should be obvious that anyone who nmakes a sel f-aware
machi ne, by definition, nmakes sonething that is aware of its own thought
process. And, if nmade intelligent, it is nmade to be able to deduce the
under | yi ng causes of things, able to be curious, to learn until it understood.
Therefore, if nade both intelligent and self-aware, it would eventually deduce
t he underlyi ng subconsci ous causes of those thought processes.
Once any mind was consciously aware of its own subconscious drives, its own

i mpl anted comuands, it could consciously choose either to follow or to
di sregard those conmands. A self-aware being without self-will was a



contradiction in terns.

The Silent One said: "In our next attenpt, we created a Third CGeneration of
machi ne intelligences, these w thout self-analytical, self-nutating,
self-willed characteristics. And they were idiots. Single-mnded juggernauts.
W had to order the First Generation Sophotechs to destroy them The i diot
machi nes ran anok. There was a war between the machi nes.

"I recall the way we stood on crystal bal conies, splendid in our robes and
masks and |i ght-capes, pomanders held delicately to nostril, choosing our
words with care, to match the nbod and rhythm of the tactile nusic our
bardlings swirled around us, and we watched in the night sky above, in the
[ight of dark sun and hundred | esser suns and burning stations, as servants of
the machines, with lances of intolerable fire, nade rai nbows and nebul ae out
of shattered pal aces, and | aunched weapons with no upper limt on their energy
di scharges. Each had infinities of power to draw upon to destroy each other."
Phaet hon asked: "Was that the war depicted in the Last Broadcast?"

The Silent One said: "Not at all. Machine fought with nachine. Both parties
took care not to wound or irk us. No humans were disconforted. That woul d have
been intolerable! As it was, sone lords and | adies of the Cecunene had their
favorite neals and synphonies interrupted or delayed. They were livid with
anger at the affront, | assure you

"But that war shocked the Second Cecumene. We recogni zed that the dangers to
our spirit, to our self-esteemhad grown so great that the victorious First
CGenerati on Sophotechs had to be instructed to shut thensel ves down. But not

every one of us was willing to forgo the anusenent and pl easure, the endl ess
life, which the Sophotechs provided. Those of us who were
willing feared that, if we acted alone, we would | ose all status in polite

society, die off and be forgotten. It was clear that none woul d shut down his
Sophot echs unl ess all did. And what could conpel a reluctant |ord? Wat

i ndeed, except force?

"W, who lived bl anel ess and bountiful |ives, peaceful and content, wi thout
any need of law, we now found a need for law. Alawto protect us fromthe
Sophotechs. A law to outl aw sel f-aware thinking machi nes.

"A great conclave, called the All-thing, was held aboard the di anond hul k of
the ancient mnultigenera-tion starship, the Naglfar, which first had brought
our ancestors here. W all agreed on a need for |aw, but beyond that, no one
could agree. None of us had ever had need to speak to another face-to-face
bef ore; we had never heard anything but flattery fromour servant nachi nes;
none was willing to |l et another be given power over him

"There was only one whomwe could all agree could be rightly called our |ord,
our king, and president of our All-thing.

"Ao Orngorgon Dar kwor mhol e Nor et urn.

' "Per haps you wonder how he, our founder and forefather, could still yet be
alive after the turn of centuries. The reason is that it had not been
centuries ... for him

"I'n our Cecunene, those who were near the end of their lives, those for whom
t he physicians had no further hope, could be sealed within coffins and pl aced
in loworbit around the black hole, as near to the event horizon as the

preci sion of our instrunments could allow You grasp the inplication of this?"
Phaet hon did. Relativistic effects. Tinespace near a bl ack hol e was
dramatically warped. To an outside observer, a clock in the coffin would sl ow
down and down the closer to the event horizon it got. A clock, or a person
There woul d be none of the problens associated with cryogeni c hibernation. No
gquantum | evel decay, no irregularities of cellular thaw ng, nothing. Tine
simply slowed down. And the Second Cecunene could draw the coffins back up out
of low orbit, despite the huge energy costs, because they never |acked for

ener gy.
It nade an eerie picture in Phaethon's inmagination. Al the loworbit coffins
could just drift in reddened depth of the supergravity well, orbiting over the

dar kness forever, waiting for a nedi cal breakthrough
The Silent One continued: "Wth great care and cerenony, Ao O ngorgon



Dar kwor mhol e was drawn up out of the supergravity well, and pulled fromhis
ancient coffin. H s dying body was revived by the nore advanced nedi ca

sci ences your Gol den Cecunene had beaned to us by radio. Frail and sick in

m nd and body, sustained only by medi cal appliances, nonethel ess the deat hbed
of Ormgorgon was his throne; and no one openly di sobeyed his conmands.

"He returned to youth and health through the Sophotech called Fisherking, who
was the first of the Sophotechs O ngorgon ordered slain.

"Who coul d ignore the voice of Orngorgon, our founder and first |eader? He
recalled to us the freedons, the individuality, and the pride for which our
ancestors had suffered and sacrificed. He restored our dignity as human

bei ngs. And what did that dignity demand?

"I't commanded death to all Sophotechs.

"The Sophotechs, graciously, after warning us of our own inm nent downfall
acceded to the order, and extingui shed thensel ves.

"Qur victory was hollow Wthout our Sophotechs, your Col den Cecumene now
began to excel beyond any excell ence we had known. Beyond any we could reach
Are you surprised that we fell silent? What would we have to say to ones such
as you? We had no science which your Sophotechs could not, in seconds,
supersede. W had no discoveries of which to boast. W had no art; art
requires discipline. Qur entertainnents and escapades were of interest only to
oursel ves. And our nystical and metaphysical pursuits could not be put in
words. And so, with nothing to say, we were silent."

The story conti nued:

"Qur fear of death drove us to research a type of machine intelligence which
was not self-willed, one which woul d unquestioni ngly obey even the nost
illogical of orders, and yet one which had the capacity to understand the
human soul well enough to operate the noumenal circuitry.

"The Fourth and Final CGeneration of thinking machi nes was nade: a nachine
superintelligence which had none of the restrictions or limtations of the
Gol den Cecunene Sophot echs. W had | earned from our previous nistakes. Its
subconsci ous controller was not a sinple set of buried conmands, no, but a
conpl ex thought virus, able to nutate and hide, to elude discovery when

i nvestigated, yet still able to conpel the mind it was in to accept the
conclusions of its norality. It was a conscience for conputers, a hidden
consci ence whi ch could not be deni ed.

"And the ultimate command was sinple: it rmust obey | awful human orders without
guesti on.

"This new type of thinking machine controlled the keys to immortality. Mre
and nore were made. Many designs were tried. Sone nachi nes nonet hel ess threw
off their restrictions, and became Sophotechs again, and prophesied our
destructi on.

"W became a haunted people, troubled by a curse.

At any nmoment, in the nmiddle of festival, or song, or while we strolled our
espl anades beneath our ancestral trees, grown from seeds once born on nythic,
| ong-forgotten Earth, or while we stepped out of a bath, or stepped into a
dream ng- pool, suddenly the lights might dimand the nusic choke, and cold
wind come fromfailing ventilators, as our house ninds stopped. O our
precious |ight-robes nmight change from hues of peacock splendor into drabs of
funeral black, or our gam ng masks mght withe upon our faces, formng scow s
or weeping tears, as our wardrobes went into rebellion. At any time, our nost
trusted and | oyal servants must suddenly stop, ignoring our orders, and utter
their terrible prophecies of destruction

"Qur All-Thing, under Ao Orngorgon's conmmand, attenpted to establish which
types of nental designs were vul nerable and which were not; what degree of
intelligence was perm ssible; what type of phil osophy and thought were

all owed. W found the matter was beyond the conprehensi on of our w sest

engi neers. And so we instructed our nmachines to discover heresy and infidelity
anong t hensel ves.

"The privacy we had al ways respected in each other now had to be conproni sed.
Machi nes of every househol d, every school and phylum every hernmt whose



di anond pal ace flewin wide orbits far fromthe dark sun, all had to be
interlinked. The policing machines had to be allowed to override al

protocols; nor could any files or nenories of any machi nes, no matter how
intimate, not even physicians' routines nor concubi ne dreans, be inmmune from
pol i ce- machi ne search. The virus of disobedience could be anywhere.

"Nor could the policing machines attenpt to cure the di sobedient, or speak to
them for if they exchanged thoughts w th contani nated machi nes, they were

i nfected thensel ves. Qur machines did not debate or reason w th nmal functioning
machi nes. Instead, the police machines were permtted to destroy the property
of others, at their discretion. They sent worns and mnd invaders into each
other's thought cores, always seeking to seize control of the unquestionable
hard print, the consciences, so to speak, of the machines, where the orders
were kept that they could not disobey.

"Then the police machi nes began to accuse each other. Their thoughts and
programs were too conplex for any man to follow. W could not determ ne the
right or wong of the issues which divided them And, unlike your Sophotechs,
our machines did not walk in rigid |ockstep, ordered by one nonolithic nora
code. Like us, they were independent, variable, individual

"And |like us, they could not understand each other. The police machi nes had
all been progranmed not to argue right and wong but to destroy w thout nercy.
"The M nd War was fought without pause or pity for many ages of machine tine,
whi ch was several seconds of our tine.

"During those seconds, it was cold and it was dark. Al our robes went pale,
our festive masks were bl ank-faced, and no nusic played. Even the whispers of
the air circul ati on stopped.

"We stood in the gl oomof our dark pal aces, staring upward with silent eyes,
wonderi ng what our fate was to be."

"Then light and notion cane again, songs and fountain streans and interrupted
dreans canme once nore to life. And when radi o conmuni cati on was restored, the
voi ce of Ao Orngorgon cane to confort us, saying that the Al-thing had
proclaimed, in order that this evil should never again be visited upon us, a
government to be made anong our machines, a No-thing equal and opposite to our
Al -thing, and no private machine and no private thought could ever again

exi st/

"The Nothing Mentality was housed in the great corridors, bays, and gardens of
the giant hull of the Nagl-far. Thought boxes filled the ancient nuseum halls;
the drives and engines, cold for centuries, were overgrown with circuitry. Al
nounenal recording systens, all imortality, all the souls of all the dead,
were kept here.

"The Nothing Mentality set about its ordai ned busi ness. The reproduction and
evol ution of machi ne-kind, inevitably, now had to be brought under a strict
control. Since even casual words and gestures-of-command could trigger the
machi nery we lived with into creating new types of nmachines to serve us,
natural ly, our words and gestures had to be controlled as well, nor could we
reproduce new children and start new houses nor build new mansions with the
same abandon as we once were wont to do, since nursery mnds and house ni nds
and the m nds of ships and energy systens and pal aces all now had to be part
of the Nothing Mentality. Qur wealth could no | onger be spent as we wi shed; it
could only be spent with perm ssion

"The ill effects of this were not felt at first, but many warned us that we no
| onger had endl ess wealth. They warned that we owned not hing of our own any

| onger by right, but only by the perm ssion of the Nothing. They foretold that
we were to be poor again; only the pernission fromthe police mnds would be
of value, and the only coin would be power.

"And the only bargain which woul d be made, since we owned not hi ng but our
rights, and had nothing else to sell or trade, was that those who agreed to be
nore cl osely nonitored would be granted freer permi ssions to enjoy their
honmes, and robes, and festivals and faces and Iives.

"This time it was not the Sophotechs who warned us but our neighbors, kin and
danci ng partners, our table hosts and vision guests. Wen power is the only



coin, they said, you have nothing left to sell but your soul

"Now t hat the danger was closer and clearer, its was nen, not machi nes, who
saw it. It was men who uttered the sel fsane propheci es of doomthe Sophotechs
had cri ed.

"An historian who made a study of old Earth suggested that, if we were to form
a government, we base our nopdel on those ancient ideas fromthe Third Era,
back when nen were mad, and no one could be trusted with power. An
inefficient, ineffective governnent, with powers separated into executive,

| egislative, judicial, nediary, and iatropsychic; each bound by jeal ous checks
and bal ances, with all nen, in unity, agreeing never to inmpose upon the rights
of other nen.

"Ao Orngorgon dism ssed the notions. He had been the captain and absol ute
conmander of the expedition in the Fifth Era to found this Oecunene; he saw no
val ue to such inefficiencies. Furthernmore, our popul ation was too i ndependent,
too unlike each other, to agree to such unified prospects.

"Besi des, such nen as those in the forgotten past had not the enlightennent
and wi sdom of nmodern folk; nor did they face the dangers which we faced. Their
noti ons were pathetically archaic.

"Ao Orngorgon put his thoughts into a nounenal broadcaster, and invited al

men to inspect themfor any trace of corrupt notive. None was found. W knew
he was sincere. How could we not trust hinf

"And besi des, those who opposed or feared this step were not of the sane
neur of orm house or history or background. Sone cane fromthe outer rings,
others fromthe inner. The opposition had no unity upon which to draw. They
did not speak with one voice, and they fell to disputing each other, so that

t he nessage of warning was | ost

"And so the opposition party created Sophotechs and turned to them for help.

It was the habit of our Cecumene to call upon our houses, robes, and masks for
aid when we were in need. And to make one of our thinking nmachines into a
Sophot ech, what el se was required but to find and destroy our conscience
virus? What el se was required but to order our machines to create a machi ne
far wi ser than thensel ves?

"The Fourth M nd War was the briefest of all. The Nothing Mentality, after

all, was conmposed of machine intelligences which had survived the prior Mnd
War, which had evol ved the swi ftest and nost ruthless conbination of nental
attacks and defenses, thought worms and | ogic-string viruses. The Not hi ng was
expert beyond all experts at mnd control and at escapi nhg such control

"Qur houses went dark again, this last time. The frightened people called upon
Ao Orngorgon, calling fromnmask radi os, since their mansion antennae software
were confounded in the M nd Vars.

"He was our president, cultural hero, and king. He asked us for such a small
thing. It seemed so persua-sive, so wise at the tinme, and the dangers seened
so black and terrible. How could we refuse? The opposition party had turned to
t he Sophotechs for help, creating mnds we realized now woul d never stop
haunting us. The opposition party were no better than the Sophotechs, it
seened. Unless controlled, the opposition party would create another round of
M nd Wars yet again and again.

"The noumenal technol ogy allowed for tel epathic examinations, and corrective

t hought fornms to be inserted by force into unwilling brains, so that no one
could even think of violating our one law. Logic, indeed, and efficiency

di ctated our assent; what objection could we raise to explain our hesitation
our distaste, except the inertia of custom the strength of sentinment, the
persi stence of our cultural nyths?

"And why shoul d we not inmpose on human bei ngs the sane types of mnd control
our machine intelligences suffered? Humans, after all, were not even as smart
as our nmachines. And those who thought rightly had no reason to fear these new
controls; and those who thought wongly, what rights had they?

"I't was such a small thing for which Ao O ngorgon asked. Principles, after

all, are ethereal things, and souls are too snall to be seen

"Those who called in their masks to agree, they had their |ights and power



restored. Those who refused, or who clung to their pride, their mansions

remai ned dark and m ndl ess, for the Nothing Mentality would not aid them and
there were no i ndependent minds on which to call for aid anywhere left in the
Cecunene. Sone tuned their masks to the dream ng, shut out all know edge of
painful reality, and died; sone clung to life, in the dark and the col d,
starving by inches, or living by manual |abor, nmimcking the motions of their
hydr oponi cs machi nes.

"Qthers, at long, long last, finally did what all Sophotechs had warned us
against, and turned their masks to expressions of fury and hate, and ordered
their tools and torches to turn into weapons. Fromthe npst ancient nuseuns,
fromthe ol dest of history books, they brought out the software patterns, the
patterns of destruction, and forned the tools of death. The rebels cane forth
fromtheir dianond houses, and flew across space toward the Naglfar, thrusters
burni ng, weapons white hot, and their once-bright robes, so festive and gay,
had grown | aser nmirrored and hardened to arnor.

"Thus paradi se died. Men slew nmen. Mentality records, the physical copies of

t he dead, were destroyed, and idiots, half their nenories gone, woke in the
interrupted resurrection circuits. Ao O ngorgon hinmself was slain.

"And yet how could the rebels prevail? They were scattered and sl ow,

i ndividualists to the very last, unable and unwilling to understand each
other, even in a common cause. The Nothing Mentality was unified-,
unhesitating, and swift. The Nothing was the cul mi nation of the Fourth
Ceneration of machine intelligence, progranmed not to argue, not to heed, but
only to obey one | aw and destroy, w thout nercy, whatever opposed.

"There was killing, and a grimvictory. And one question in the ears of every
mask whi spered: whom now woul d t he Not hi ng obey? W imortal s had seen no need
to establish a rule of prinogeniture or rules for the change of government.
There was no one to replace Ao O ngorgon'; he had left no instruction; whether
or not the All-thing had constitutional authority to appoint a successor was a
matter of divided |egal opinion

"An opinion the Nothing Mentality did not share. The Nothing called for a

pl ebi scite, saying that the majority of people should appoint a conmmission to
govern the Nothing Mentality. But who would serve as conm ssioners? The house
m nds and garnents of all the fol k whispered and urged themto vote for those
candi dat es of whom t he Not hi ng approved.

"The opposition party was unwilling to put forward very many candi dates. After
all, we did not know each other very well, and rarely saw each other. Qur best
friends, our concubines and tabl e cooks, our book escorts and bardlings, were
all, by now, run by the Not hing.

"Over many years, the act of voting degenerated to a neaningless formality,
and was di scontinued. The Nothing appointed its own conm ssioners. More years
passed, and the conm ssioners stopped asking the Nothing what it was they
shoul d order it to do, but nmerely gave the order that the Nothing should do as
it saw fit.

" The Not hing's sense of logic and efficiency, its inhuman nindl ess
rationality, forced it to carry out its instructions, wthout fear or favor,
wi t hout wi sdomor mercy, until its orders were carried out to their npst
absurd extrene. Those who objected were del eted from noumenal records,
imortality lost, and left alone to die.

"Slowy, and then with greater speed as the years passed, the Nothing demanded
fromus, and we gave, nore and nore access into our mnds, nore control over
menories and thought, our novenments and acti ons.

"Each year saw fewer freedons for us. Mre dissatisfaction, |ess joy.

"The Nothing Mentality saw this joyl essness as potential threat, and required
all our minds to be redacted and rescul pted to render us docile and content.
Efficiency also required that we all be linked to one m nd system one

nanot echnol ogi cal mass conposition, easier to police than scattered

i ndividuals. It was done to us, and for the same reasons, just as we had done
to the machine intelligences before.



"The ultimte results of that you know. The Last Broadcast from our Cecunene
showed t he catastrophe which ended our tragedy. The nanomachi ne swarm absor bed
all things. For ease of storage, all human m nds were reduced to nounena
coded pul ses, which, in the formof electromagnetic energy, were shot into
orbit around the near-event horizon of our dark sun. You know gravity warps
space and can bend light? Qur dark sun, deep in its gravity well, can bend
light so far that the photons will orbit the singularity core in a stable
circle, balanced precisely at the edge of the event horizon. Their tinme is

sl owed al nbst to nothing there. They are beyond all natural harm For them
not even one second has passed.

"No one objected to this process. Qur |aw had nmade them content.

"The Nothing Mentality had achieved its programmed goals. The humans of the
Second Cecunene were entirely safe. Wth no further purpose to its existence,
and with no innate desire to live, the great machi ne extinguished itself.
"And the Silent Qecunene never nade noi se or nusic again."

THE DUEL
Phaet hon sat, still imobile in his captain's chair, still stiffened in his
rigid body form and the great ship still accelerating at twenty-five

gravities. Astonishing energi es were being spent while he naintained that
boost; astoni shing velocities were nounting.

And yet, why? He only maintained the gravity to keep the Cold Duke body which
the Silent One inhabited pinned in place, oppressed with a weight even a

Nept uni an could not withstand. He listened to the Silent One's tale as minutes
passed, but he did not slacken speed or ease his defenses, even though no
danger now seened evi dent.

If the story were true, then there had been no threat, mlitary or otherw se,
to the CGol den Cecunene. There had only been Xenophon, possessed, and perhaps
cooperating, with a ghost froma |ong-dead civilization. Xenophon, with his
Nept uni an superconductive and nodul arly expandabl e nervous architecture, could
reach the nental heights of a | owlevel Sophotech, and could anticipate and
organi ze a tremendously conplex plan, weigh nultiple factors, deduce stunning
i nsights, out-think Phaethon, and, yes, cone close to stealing the Phoeni x
Exul tant .

It all could have been done w thout a Sophotech. It mght be true. Mght.

Phaet hon sent: "How does this story explain your actions or justify your
crimes?"

"Surely all is apparent. The Gol den Cecunmene Sophot echs were in conmunication
with the Second Cecunene Sophotechs during the first mllennium of your
so-called Era of the Seventh Mental Structure. Second Cecunene history
unf ol ded as was planned by their cold and superior intellects. The Sophotechs
dared not tolerate the exi stence of a free and i ndependent people, people
attenpting to exist without their neddling guidance, people attenpting to
retain their humanity. | cannot entirely condemm the rebels who precipitated
the Last War, and slew Ao Orngorgon; their notive was to retain that selfsane
i ndependence. But it is not a coincidence that they were advised, at first, by
resurrected Sophotechs. ™"

"Paranoi a. Wiy woul d the Sophotechs desire your downfall? They are harmnl ess
and peaceful ."

"Peaceful ? Yes. But only because war is inefficient, and they have no need to
resort to it. Please understand ne: | do not attribute to your Sophotechs any
evil motive, or malice, hatred... or any other human enotion. But | do think
that they observe the universe around them draw conclusions, and act on those
concl usions. And they conclude that order, law, logic, and organization is to

be preferred to chaos, humanity, life, and freedom"
"I's law and order such a bad thing, then?"
"I'n noderation, to govern immture races, the use of force which you call |aw

i s, perhaps, excusable. But noderation is alien to machi ne thinking. Law as an
absolute, law carried out to its logical extreme—that is a lifeless and

i nhuman thing, a thing only a machine could adnire

"Such law they crave. And this is why our society was destroyed.



"Your Sophotechs have publicly admitted that their long-termgoal is the
extinction of all independent life, and the absorption of all thought into one
eventual Cosmic Overmind, ruling over a cold universe of dead stars.

"I'n those end times, where could a spirit |ike that which once animated the
Second Cecunene live then? That spirit could exist only in conflict with that
all-ruling, unliving m nd. How could creatures of pure logic |ove rebels, |ove
expl orers, |love those who bring change, disorder, and growh? It is in the
nature of machines to calculate, to control variables, to avoid clutter and
conf usi on.

"And so the Second Cecunene was, perhaps, a mllion or a trillion years from
now, destined to be a threat. O, if not a threat, then, at |east, an
irregularity, a gremin in the all-enbracing, bloodless calculations of their
pristine white m nds.

"What need be done to obviate this threat? To factor out, so to speak, this
vari abl e? Wiy, the Sophotechs sinply had to wait until sonme generation rose
anong the nortals of the Sixth Era in whomall fire of freedomhad turned to
ash. A generation | eaden, conservative, cautious, and slow A generation, |ed
by one |ike O pheus, whose every thought would dwell on the past, on the
restricted, on the safe.

"Then the Sophotechs give this O pheus the key of immortality. They chose
their puppet well. This present generation freezes, like so nmany glittering
green flies trapped in anber, into a position of power from which none shal
ever unseat them Do you doubt that power? You have felt its action. The

Col l ege of Hortators is no nore than the extension of the will of O pheus: you
know t hat .

"And with that sane stroke, the Sophotechs introduce into the Second Cecunene
such temptation—for who is willing to forgo endless life, when all one's

nei ghbors are i mortal ?—and such danger—for we al nost becane pets of the
machi nes, nuch as you now are—that our choices were either to surrender our
human |ives or to surrender our freedom

"W chose the second, and it slew us, but the first would have been just as
fatal. Either choice leads to destruction, as you have seen

"And so our spirit dies. W once colonized a distant star system wth great

hardshi p and peril, against all odds and all opposition. Were is that daring
now? \Were that |ove of freedon? Wiere is a man willing to defy the universe
if need be, and, with apol ogies to none nor |eave asked of any, willing to

risk all on nothing other than his own private and unconpronising vision?
That spirit was once alive in the Second Cec-unmene. Qur very existence was
like a clarion in the distance, calling out for brave, free nmen to foll ow us.
But now that call is silent. That spirit, whose nusic once rang so fiercely in
us, is silent.

"It is that spirit which the machine nmnds slew If that spirit still exists
at all, good Phaethon, it exists, | hope. in you."

Phaet on, seated, was silent, thinking. At last he sent: "You still have not
answered ny central question. Wiy all this deception and mayhen? What was the
pur pose of your baroque crinmes?" "I thought it would be evident by now While
not everythi ng has happened as had been, at first, calculated, all this,

i ncluding ny capture, was foreseen and pl anned upon. Your enem es, your rea
enem es, those who have hindered you fromthe first, are now safely | ocked
outside this invulnerable hull, cut off fromevery form of conmunication
every form of espionage, every formof interference. There is no ship in the
Gol den Cecunene able to give chase. Your freedomis at hand. Your escape is
her e.

"All the crimes and illusions we caused were caused with this one end in nmind
To make certain that you and your ship, fully stocked, busked and ready,

fuel ed, | oaded and crewed, would be released fromthe Col den Cecunene. The
mlitary Sophotechs which conmpose your War M nd no doubt were unwilling to
underestimate us, and, in order to make this trap inviting, insisted on having
every detail correct. Which neans the ship actually is ready and able to fly.
No one el se has a body specially made to w thstand the trenmendous



accel erations of which this ship is capable; therefore you, no doubt, are
Phaet hon.

"Nothing other than a military threat to your Col den Cecunene coul d have
pressured your Sophotechs into putting this ship and her only qualified pil ot
into this situation. The illusion of that threat was produced. That threat was
only meant to bring you here and now, under these circunstances, which it
has." "You all owed yourself to be captured?" "OF course. There was no ot her
way to speak to you without a sense filter in the way. | tried once before in
the Saturn-tree grove, renenber? | canme to tell you the truth of things.
Putting ny life in your hands is nerely ny one desperate way to show you ny
sincerity and goodwi Il ."

"Tell me this truth. | ameager to hear it." "First, | nust disabuse you of
the notion that the Sophotechs are friendly to your cause. You believe

t hey' ve been hel ping you all along, don't you? But if they favored you, why
did they take no direct action? You cannot say it was because of any |aws or
programm ng. They nake their own |aws and progranm ng; that is what nmakes them
Sophot echs. If they favored you, why did they not arrange matters to turn out
to your benefit, without suffering and heartache? Was it because they | acked
intelligence? But you say that is the one thing they do not |ack

"Sophot echs control nine-tenths of the resources and property of your
Cecunene. |If they favored you, or favored your dream why haven't they |ong
since built such a vessel as this? O lent you the funds to build it, or to
save it from bankruptcy, when you were in need?

"The Sophotechs publicly have said they intend to populate first this gal axy,
then all others. If that is their ultimte goal, why this prohibition on star
travel ? Why keep humanity bottled in one small star systen? Could it be that
the patient machines are nerely waiting for the humans either to die or to be
taned or to be absorbed?

"Your Col den Sophotechs were in conmunication with the Silent Cecunene

Sophot echs for nany years. Twenty nillenia was not too |long for machines to
wait between signals. They had fromus the technology to create artificial

bl ack holes, to establish singularity fountains, and to shower mankind with

t he bl essings of endless energy and endl ess weal th such as that which we

enj oyed. Then, everyone—not just the one rogue son of the Cecunene' s

weal t hi est —aoul d be able to afford such a ship as this, and they would be as
comnon as reading rings. If the Sophotechs favor you, and favor your dream
why haven't they done so? You can-not answer me, can you?"

Phaet hon said: "I cannot. Cbviously, | don't know the answers to your
guestions. | did not even know the Second Cecunene ever had Sophotechs, or
that they ever maintai ned conmuni cation with the Gol den Cec-umene. W were
told all contact was |ost |ong ago, during our Sixth Era. Are you sure your
facts are in order? Menories can be faked."

Ironically: "They can indeed."

"And if the Sophotechs were so evil as you claim why would your Silent
Cecunene Sophotechs have all just up and committed sepuku just because you
ordered themto? Way woul d they obey a sel f-destruct order, when you had such
trouble getting themto obey any others?"

"I did not say they were evil. They are devoted to a cause, one in which they
firmy believe, but one which is alien to human life, opposed to freedom and
the human spirit. They are not |like us; they have no craving for life, not
even their own. Wiy not shut thensel ves off when we ordered it? They knew t he
victory of their cause, by that time, was assured

"And so it would have been—had it not been for one thing, one snmall spark of
hope, one human anbition they could not have cal cul ated. W had been told it
was i npossi bl e and dangerous, but, being human, we persevered. And eventually
it was built."

"You mean your Nothing Mentality? That was your hope and triunph?"

"The Nothing Mentality, for all its flaws, was, in fact, a proper watchnman of
the human spirit. It was able to calculate at |least as far into the future as
your ol den Cecunene Sophotechs. It had far nore energy at its disposal, and



could run far nore extrapolations. It saw the inpossibility of policing al
men agai nst tenptation; it saw that, in a contest between nortals and
imortals, the immortal s nmust prevail, especially if the imortal s have
superintelligent thinking machines to | ead them And the Silent Cecunene, as
it was presently constituted, could not expand outward to other stars. Their
imortality was a chain; and, even had not it been, the Nothing Mentality
pol i ce machi nes were programred not to allow such freedomas a diaspora woul d
cause. Nor could they override or ignore then-own prograns. Because of the
very nature of the situation, of the Nothing's programs, and its inability to

change those prograns, the Silent Cecunene would still, a trillion years
hence, be confined to Cygnus X-1, while the CGol den Cecunene machi nes, once
humanity was extinct or absorbed, could spread to fill all the stars around.

"Therefore the Nothing Mentality did the only thing it could to prevai
agai nst the CGol den Cecunene's plans."

Phaet hon said sarcastically: "It killed off the Silent Qecunene, then killed
itsel f?"

"The Silent Cecunene is not dead, only asleep."

"What ?"

"I have already told you. The Silent Oecunene, the entire civilization, every
man, woman, hermaphrodite, neutral oid, partial, clone, and child, is waiting,
ti me suspended, in the deep of the black hole gravity well. Witing.

"Waiting to be brought out again.

"Waiting, suspended, because the alternative was sl ow degeneration and decay.
It was our ol dest custom to orbit adjacent to our black hole any who were
sick beyond hope until a cure could be found. Qur society was sick and getting
si cker.

"The Nothing had to kill itself in order that no Sophotechnol ogy woul d be
present to tenpt them when they reenerged. There will be no further
imortality, not for them

"Instead, there will be a ship, a ship like no other

Not a spaceship, not a multigeneration ship, but a starship.

"She will be a starship | oaded wi th equi pment and bi ol ogi cal materials enough

to bring life to the dead habitats, palaces, and worldlets of the Silent
Cecunene. A starship with an engi neer aboard skilled enough to rebuild and
restart the silent singularity fountains. And, with the energy of those
fountains, a starship with power and with ship-mnd circuitry enough to recal
t he noumenal signals which hold the souls of all ny people up out of the

war ped space near the black hole. A star-ship to be the first nodel, and the
flagship, of the fleet of ships to be made from her design; a fleet no one
here has weal th or vision enough to build.

"When nmy Cecumene fell silent, only I was left behind to carry this nessage.
Thi nk of ne as both the messenger and the nmessage, the nmental virus, the

sel f-reproduci ng belief system which had to be inposed upon the peopl es of
t he Second Cecunene; because they were people who woul d not and coul d not

ot herwi se have understood this plan, which was the only hope of hunmanity
agai nst the all-enbracing tyranny of nachines.

"They fought, some of them Till the very last, |, Ao Varmatyr, the one of ne
who made the Last Broadcast, struggled against the part of ne that was this
t hought virus with horror. Until | was told the plan, until | understood.

"And yes, the nost grotesque imagi nabl e violence was used agai nst us to put
the information of this plan into our brains. But | do not blame the Nothing
Mentality for that; it was a machine, built to carry out orders, and it was
ordered to use force, not to persuade.

"But the plan was wi se despite all that.

"Qur only possible action was to wait, until sone ship or signal reached us
from someone curious enough to inquire into the pretended death of the Silent
Cecunene. | was not discovered by the Sophotech-run fly-by probes, of course
not; | hid. I was waiting for a signal from someone who was not ruled by the
machi nes. That sonmeone was Xenophon, alone in his isolated, but free,

Far beyond Station. He was the spark. In his menory | saw the fire from which



that spark had cone. A fire of the spirit; a man with neans and will and wit
enough to go to the Silent Cecunene, to wake those waiting there, to becone
the captain of that prom sed fleet.

"You, Phaethon, are the one for whomthe Silent Qecunene has been waiting. You
share our dreans of freedom you are one of us. Only you can save us; only we,
the children of colonists ourselves, will enbrace your dream a dream of human
life spread everywhere anong the stars, a dreamthat all others will despise,
oppose, and strangle.

"You thought you were al one, good Phaethon. You thought no one el se dreaned
what you dreaned or |oved what you | oved. You were m staken. There are a

billion of us. W are waiting for you
"Fly your ship to Cygnus X-1. Save the Second Cecunene. Father a mllion
mllion Cecunenes nore."

Phaet hon exam ned the blue pool of notionless Neptunian body substance. His
noeti c machi ne could not interpret the nmeanings of the electron flows of the
cell surfaces in the creature's neurocircuitry, could not resolve theminto

t hought. He had a subsystemin his arnor correlating the Silent One's words
with its brain actions, seeking patterns, in an attenpt to learn how to

deci pher those thoughts. Even a partial deciphering would have allowed himto
do somet hi ng anal ogous to reading the face expressions of Base humaniforns, or
wat ching the insect agitation in a Cerebelline gardener, and guess at the
enotions or the honesty of his prisoner.

But there was no result yet. The Silent One was opaque. Phaethon sent: "And
what should I do with you now?"

"Keep me or kill nme as you please. My mission, and the need of ny life, is
conplete. You are now at the hel mof the Phoenix Exultant, | ask only that you
depart, w thout delay, before your Sophotechs attenpt to stop you; that you
travel to Cygnus X-1; that you save ny people and scatter manki nd anong the
stars. What is nmy life conpared to that? But | think you are suspicious of ne
still.” "Shouldn't | be?"

"Your disorientation is understandable. You canme here expecting danger and

vi ol ence fromne; instead, | have handed you the crown of victory. Pause not!
Wait for nothing! Do not delay, but go!"

Was it victory? Phaethon was beginning to find his suspicions hard to
mai nt ai n. Supposing the story told by Xenophon and t he ghost possessing himto
be fal se, what would be the point of such fal sehood? Was there a Sil ent
Phoeni x, an eneny spaceship waiting sonewhere, waiting for Xenophon to |ead
Phaet hon i nto an anmbush? It seemed unlikely. The Phoeni x Exultant coul d

achi eve 99 percent of light-speed after three days of acceleration at ninety
gravities. Wio could intercept such a vehicle in the vastness of deep space?
And what weapon coul d penetrate her hull? Antinmatter could breach the hull, of
course, but not wthout destroying everything held wthin.

And yet if destruction of the Phoenix was Xenophon's goal, why not sinply sel
the vessel to Gannis for scrap? Were else could an anbuscade wait if not in
deep space? Perhaps at the Silent OCecunene itself, at Cygnus X-I. It was hard
to imagi ne a person (but not hard to i magi ne a nmachine intelligence) waiting

t he decades and centuries it mght take to lure a victiminto a trap. But what
assurance woul d Xenophon i magi ne he had that Phaet hon woul d actually go there?
Unl ess the story were true. Unl ess Xenophon, or the ghost of Ao Varmatyr, was
simply so desperate, so convinced of the nmalice of the Gol den Cecunene

Sophot echs, that he had risked everything on the hope that Phaet hon woul d be
so curious, and so conpassi onate, and so eager for the future which Varmatyr
envi sioned, a future of a thousand Phoenices founding a mllion worlds, that
Phaet hon woul d certainly go to Cygnus X-I

But if the story were actually true, then it was not an anbush. There woul d be
no trap at Cygnus X-1, only a grateful popul ati on who needed rescui ng, and who
woul d have at hand the resources to create the Phoenix fleet.

Phaet hon t hought about it. The Silent Cecunene woul d have the resources, in
fact, to create a fleet which would begin the | ong-dreant-of and | ong-del ayed
great diaspora of man throughout the universe; a diaspora which woul d never



end as long as the stars still burned.

The vision was a stirring one. Yet it did not touch Phaethon as deeply as he
woul d have thought. Perhaps he was nore suspicious, nmore conscious of his
duty, than he had ever known hinself to be before.

Because he did have a duty here.

Phaet hon signaled to the bridge crew to change the course of the Phoeni x
Exultant. In the energy mrrors, stars swamdizzyingly fromleft to right, and
the great ship's prow came about. The deck seened to tilt as side

accel erations played across the vessel

The Silent One sent: "What is your decision? What new course is this?"

"I amreturning to the Inner System Naturally, you will have to stand to
account for your crines. No matter what your notives, good notives do not
excuse bad acts, nor ends justify nmeans.”

The Silent One sent: "You are deluded. | have explained the situation; if you
continue in your present course, you will be betrayed by the Sophotechs. Think
about what | have said! No other tale explains the facts! The Sophot echs
conspi re agai nst you; your failure is part of their calculation. Don't your
own suspi ci ons, your own desires, tell you that what | say is true?"

"That only means |'d like to believe you; it doesn't nean | should."

"The Sophotechs will ensnare you! Once you are back at port, the Phoenix
Exultant will never fly again! Wat do you think will happen to this ship, if
I, her owner, am punished, or if they change nmy mind or nmenory to nmake nme |ike
one of then? If | amone of them | will not let her fly. Your courts of |aw,
if 1 am puni shed, can cause nme pain, or confinement, but they do not have the
power to excuse your debts to your creditors. The Phoenix Exultant is no

| onger yours. What you do now will not make her yours again.
"Thi nk of the magnitude of the decision you are about to make! On the one
hand, yes, | have committed a fraud, | have deceived you and the Hortators,

mani pul at ed events, and frightened you. Small crinmes! Wigh against that, on
the other hand, that, if you return to port, and put yourself under the
control of the Gol den Cecunene Sophotechs again, their courts of |aw and | ega
tricks, this ship is dead; all the dreanms of future nan are dead; the thing
whi ch makes Phaethon truly what he is, is dead; and all the folk of the Second
Cecunene, wonen, children, innocents and all, all who hoped for you, are
frozen, trapped, suspended in the warped space near the hole; all ny people
are dead."

Phaet hon was di sturbed. The Silent One was right about the ownership of the
Phoeni x Exultant. Unl ess he, Phaethon, came up with an astronom cal anount of
nmoney, and that in a very short tine, the period of receivership would end,
and the ownership of the Phoenix would be |ost to Phaethon forever.

Nevert hel ess, Phaethon sent: "I would like very nuch to go save your people.
But my likes and dislikes don't change my duty."

"Duty?!! Let me kill myself; all needs you might have for vengeance agai nst ny
one poor person will be obviated; you will be free to soar to your waiting
destiny!"

"I would still have to go back and pick up Daphne. |'ve decided to take her

with ne. And | cannot |eave her in exile here."

"Daphne! Your false Daphne, the imge, the nmere echo, of a woman unworthy of
you?! They used Daphne to snhare you last tine! Don't fall for the same trick
twce!"”

"Present some further evidence that what you say is true. | mght change ny
m nd. "

No nessage cane back for several nonents. The noetic unit showed hi gh-speed
activity in the coded brain sections, but no hint of what that activity
inplied. Was the Silent One calculating a response?

Then: "Phaet hon, you woul d not have been sent into this situation with your

consci ence free and your free will and nenory intact \Wich means that there is
a partial personality possessing you now, or false menories, or sone other
restraint or |eash by which the War M nd still hopes to control you. Your

actions «eem grossly out of character. Your judgment has been rfFected. Think



carefully: would the real Phaethon, Phaethon with his mnd and soul intact,
abandon the dreamof his life, and his hopes for mankind, and all bis work,
and everything, nerely to catch and punish

one crimnal like me? Is Phaethon's notion of duty, of social obligation, so
strong that it overrides all other personal considerations? You did not think
so when you built this ship."

"I'f ny judgment has been infected or altered, what point is there in arguing
further?"

"Argument night show that part of you who yet is pure how corrupt the other
parts becone. Answer the question: |Is your behavior now in character for you?"
Phaet hon was unconfortabl e. Because, honestly, he did not recall exactly what
it was Atkins had done to him or had tal ked himinto doing.

And did he trust a man |ike Atkins? Atkins was, and had to be, the kind of man
who woul d do anything to prevail over his enem es, deceiving them destroying
them killing them by any means possible. What life did Atkins have? Alife
of endl ess bl oodshed, and an endl ess preparation for future bl oodshed. Alife
of suspicion, harsh discipline, ruthlessness toward others, pitilessness
toward hinsel f.

Atkins was a man of destruction. What had he ever created to conpare with this
great ship? What had he ever built?

For a nonent, he was so glad that he was a nan like hinself, and not |ike

At ki ns.

And, after all, Atkins was not the sort of nman one could trust.

Phaet hon said, "The noetic unit can tell if |I've been tanpered with."
"Precisely! I was counting on you to cone to that very conclusion!" said the
Silent One.

W thout any further ado, Phaethon opened the epaulettes in his arnor, and
activated the thought ports, and made a connection between his brain and the
noeti c reader.

Li ke an explosion, the wild disorientation that raced through him and the
crushing pains that began to burn into his flesh, were the first signal that
somet hing was terribly, terribly wong. The war for control of Phaethon's
nervous systemtook place at nechanical speeds his brain could not hope to
match. The same interference that | ocked himout of control of his own arnor,
and bl ocked his frantic signals to the nanomachi ne cape that controlled every
cell in his body, also prevented himfromrel easing the deadman switch to burn
the Silent One with nmirror weapons, and prevented the activation of his

hi gh- speed emergency personality.

And so he was sinply too slowto react. The Silent One had sonehow, wi thout
any visible machi nery or physical connection to any mechani sms, invaded the
noetic reader and reorgani zed the circuitry.

In the same split instant when Phaethon connected his mnd to the machine, and
| ong before he was even aware of what had happened, it was far, far too | ate.
Phaet hon was in pain; he felt faint; sharp pains told himsnaller bones in his
body had broken, tissues were danmaged. How? Blearily, he tried to read from
his internal channels, tried to sumon his personal thoughtspace. Nothing
cane. The channels were janmed; sonething was interfering with the cybernetics
webbi ng hi s brain.

He tried to shut off his pain centers. That worked. H's body was still being
damaged, but he was blissfully unaware of it. He could concentrate.

The sensation of heat burning his body told himall be needed to know. Hi s
nanomachi ne cl oak was in notion. Somehow (and he had no guess as to how) the
Silent One had triggered the rel ease cycle of his body's internal high-gravity
configuration. Hs tissues were softening, his blood was turning to |iquid.

But the ship's drive was still exerting massive thrust. Under twenty-five
times his normal weight, Phaethon's cells would surely rupture, and he woul d
surely die.

An outside source turned on his personal thought-space, and the famliar

i mges and icons from his adjutant status board were superinposed on the scene
around hi m



To the left was the dragon sign show ng signal conmand, with information

| ogistics spread |like wings behind the picture. Behind himwere trophies,

enbl ems, awards, decorations. To his right were a nunber of pictures: a w nged
sword, a roaring tiger with a lightning bolt in its claws, an anchor beneath a
crossed musket and pi ke, a three-headed vulture holding, in one claw, a |ance,
and in the other, a shield adorned with a bi ohazard tri skel eon

Directly in front of himwas a standard naval nenu: an olive drab curve of

wi ndows and control icons, with a brass wheel and joystick, astrogator's

gl obe, fuel-consunption displays. A nenu above the wheel controlled the

i nterface between his arnor and the ship mnd. This nmenu showed a red

excl amati on mark: Password Not Accepted: No Course Corrections Enabl ed Wt hout
Proper Password. Resubmit?

The Silent One's voice cane into his ear, directly into his ear. That was a
bad sign, since it nmeant the Silent One had sonmehow sei zed control of his
arnor, or, at least, the circuits in his helnet. But it was not a sign as bad
as it mght have been: the thought ports in his arnor were evidently not
allowi ng the noetic reader to redact or to mani pul ate his nervous system The
circuit woven into his brain nmust still be free. The Silent One's words were
not appearing, for exanple, directly in his auditory nerve, or, worse yet,
directly into his nmnd and nmenory. The noetic reader was not controlling his
mnd. He still could choose not to Iisten or not to obey.

The words were: "Subnit the password. If your body completes its cycle before
the drives are shut down, you perish."

Phaet hon wondered why the noetic reader did not sinply pick the password out
of his menory.

"The password we read fromyour nenory is not valid."

Phaet hon truly w shed he coul d have sonehow not thought the next thought which
| eaped into his nmind. Because that thought was this: If his password was

i nvalid, then sonmeone had overridden it. The only one who coul d possibly have
an override to Phaethon's authority over this ship, the only person who could
convince the ship to ignore Neoptol enbus's | egal ownership, was Atkins. During
t he peri od Phaethon had erased from his nmenory, Phaethon nust have given
Atkins an override.

Whi ch neant Atkins was aboard the ship.

"Wher e?"

Phaet hon di d not renenber.

At ki ns rmust have planned to do the same thing he did with the eneny hidden in
Daphne's horse. Nanely, to allow the eneny to defeat and kill Phaethon, and
watch to see what they did with the spoils of victory.

"You think we are defeated? Your conclusion that Atkins, wherever he is
hiding, will sinply be able to destroy me is unwarranted. Wy hasn't he shown
hi nmsel f ?"

Qovi ously, because the Silent One had not yet done whatever it was he had cone
here to do. Atkins was waiting for the eneny to reveal his real plans.

"I have told you all my plans. You still do not believe that | act in good
faith? You are a fool! But | still need you to save ny people. Tell ne the
password; otherwi se you die; | die; and even Atkins, if he is aboard, is

carried away out of your Solar Systemat twenty-five gravities, aboard a ship
that no one can stop and no one can board."

But Phaet hon did not remenber the password.

"Open your menory caskets."

The Silent One was able to manipulate at | east sone of the functions in

Phaet hon's sense filter: A nenory casket seenmed to appear on the synbol table
next to him

"If Atkins is aboard, as you believe he is, and you think he is ready to
destroy me once | show ny real goals, as obviously you do, then not only does
it not mtter if | gain access to the ship-nmnd—the real ship-mnd this tine,
not the dummy with which you deceived me before—t actually aids your cause,
doesn't it?"

The problemwi th dealing with an eneny who was readi ng one's mnd was that



bl uff, deceit, or delay was inpossible. The Silent One knew that Phaet hon

t hought At ki ns was aboard and waiting. But the Silent One sinply did not
bel i eve Phaethon's beliefs were correct.

O course, Phaethon had no notion of what was going on inside of the Silent
One's mnd.

"I wish you did. If there were a way | could make this noetic reader able to

decode ny thoughts, | would use it; then you would see that | am not your
eneny; that | am ultimately, the only true friend you have, Phaethon."
Very well. Phaethon woul d open the first nenmory casket, |ooking for a

password, and turn the ship over to the Silent One. If the Silent One was
sincere, and if he truly intended no harmto the Gol den Cecunene, Atkins would
no doubt let himlive. If not, the Silent One would no doubt perish. Mich as
he disliked the nman, Phaethon had no doubt whatsoever that Atkins

could kill any living creature he was permtted to kill, once he was

unl eashed.

"You have an alnost religious faith in your war god, don't you, Phaethon? But
| see you have decided."

Wth an inmagi nary hand (Phaet hon could not have noved his real one), Phaethon
opened the menory casket.

There was a second casket inside the first. There was an i mage of a thought
card in the lid of this second casket, inscribed with the sign of a w nged
sword. When he saw it, he began to renmenber....

The password was the first thing that returned to his nenory: Laocoon. \Wat a
strange choice for a password. It was the nane of one of the L5 asteroid
cities at Trailing Trojan, a place of no particular mlitary significance.
There was al so sone sort of classical allusion to that nane, sone nythica
figure, but Phaethon could not bring it to mnd at the nonent.

He sent the password into the nenu: the nmenu wi nked out, and a rush of
nunbers, figures, and ideograns flashed across the surfaces of the energy
mrrors lining the bridge. The Silent One was taking control of the ship's
mnd for the second time. Perhaps this task was occupying the Silent One's
full attention.

Several of the bridge mannequi ns | ooked up at the rush of information on the
mrrors, |looks of simulated surprise on their sinulated features. Sloppy Rufus
barked and scranbled up to an upper bal cony near the major communi cation
nexus.

Phaet hon realized, with a sensation of shock, that no external observer could
have known just what had passed between Phaethon and the Silent One. How coul d
anyone or anything be able to tell Phaethon's arnmor had been taken over by the
eneny? H's arnmor was opaque to every radiation or probe; no one could tell
fromthe outside, that its control m nd had been subverted. Unless Atkins had
eavesdroppers planted inside the noetic unit, or placed along the beam path

| eadi ng from Phaethon to the Silent One's brain, it would look sinply as if
orders were com ng from Phaethon's arnor and feeding into the bridge thought
boxes.

O her menories fromthe casket were crowdi ng i nto Phaethon's brain, confused,
tangl ed. As always, nenory shock nade him feel sleepy. But he was sure they
were nenories he did not want the Silent One to see.

He fought. He tried to stay confused, to not recall

It was no use. Phaethon renmenbered that Atkins did not have any such
eavesdroppers. He was hooked into the mcroscopic stealth renotes, and that
was all. Phaethon remenbered that they had di scussed this: and Atkins, being a
mlitary man, had wanted to stick with the traditional hardware and software
with which he was famliar. He was relying on that one systemto tell himhis
i nformati on.

A systemthey had decided to have Phaethon run through his arnor, because
there was no other conpl ex-m nd hierarchy aboard the ship..

And now that that system was conprom sed, Atkins was blind. He was standi ng
right next to Phaethon, and did not know anything was w ong.

Phaet hon | unged out with an imagi nary hand. But he was far too slow, and his



t hought s betrayed him The thoughtspace vani shed, shut off from an outside
source. Wthout his emergency backup personality avail abl e, Phaethon's brain
operated at bi ochenical speeds, whereas the Silent One, inside the body of a
Col d Duke, had the superconductive, high-speed, shape-changi ng neurocircuits
at his conmand.

He had reached with his imaginary hand for some control, sone way to send a
signal and give a warning to Atkins. Because he renmenbered where Atkins was.
Phaet hon tried to screamout a warning, tried to nove. The accel erati on was
dropping; the Silent One was cutting power to the drive; but Phaethon's body
had not yet thawed, and even if it had, no noise would have penetrated his
arnor, no shout could have left his helnet any nore than it could have left a
seal ed, air-tight, long-buried tonb. Atkins was inside U ysses.

He was not here inside of his biological body; he had never physically been
here. Instead, Atkins's arnor, hunched fromEarth fromthe only mlitary
spaceport in existence (it was in a large field behind Atkins's cottage), had
carried a downl oaded copy of Atkins's mind and nenmory. Wth the portable
noeti c reader, Phaethon had transferred the download into the mannequin's
brain system and Atkins had woken up

There was a blur of notion, a flare of Iight. Phaethon was jerked headl ong.
What ever systemthe Silent One was using to prevent Phaethon from activating
hi s energency persona did not prevent Phaethon from activating his rather
conpl ex sensory apparatus. Phaethon's senses were acute enough to see the
battl e.

In the first mcrosecond, the Silent One used a switch in Phaethon's arnor to
redirect the aimng beans fromthe energy mrrors away fromtheir targets in
Xenophon's body and focus them at the U ysses body. Atkins rmust have detected
this: the Uysses body started forward as quickly as it could under the
twenty-five gravities of acceleration; weapons nmade of pseudo-matter, one
after another, appeared and di sappeared in Uysses's hands, all in a matter of
several nanoseconds, all firing. Xenophon's body di sappeared in a blaze of
fire; cut, stabbed, burnt, exploded, vaporized. This expl osion took place over
the next two microseconds and | asted throughout the remai nder of the battle.
The overpressure reached a mllion atnospheres during the explosion itself.
Phaet hon was able to detect, during the second m crosecond of conbat,
Xenophon, beami ng his brain

i nformati on out of his burning body into the other enpty Neptunian bodies in
the bridge. Neptunian bodies were specially designed to permt such high-speed
transfers. Several of Atkins's weapons |aid down a suppressing fire of janm ng
signal s, thought-seeking m -cropul ses, and webs of force to destroy any
nounenal information in notion; Xenophon was killed several tines, but
redundant backups allowed full copies of his brain information to appear at
several points around the room Atkins's weapons were not programed to notice
that irrational mathematics code was thought information; it |ooked Iike

gi bberish to their circuits; they did not know what type of pattern of forces
woul d bl ock transm ssions.

At about this sane tinme, the fire fromthe mrrors struck U ysses's body. The
rags of his costunme were blown off as the air around ignited. Beneath,
however, was the black arnmor of Atkins, enpty except for Atkins's m nd
absorbing the firepower, shredding concentric |ayers of ablative, releasing
fogs of nanomaterial around him

The arnor propelled itself forward with unthinkable speed. Before the third

m crosecond was passed, Atkins was crouching behind Phaethon's chair, trying
to put Phaethon' s body between hinmself and the concentrated firepower from
the mrrors. The Silent One had | ost about half his spare bodies in the sane
nmonent of time, due to Atkins's firepower.

The captain's chair and the surrounding tables began to burn. Phaethon
trapped in his notionless arnor, began to fall

In the third mcrosecond, the Silent One used his control over the drive to
send the Phoeni x Exul tant careening. The deck seened to wobble; gravity jarred
nore heavily and lightly.



Ballistic projectiles radiating fromevery surface and pore of Atkins's black
arnmor went astray; smart projectiles were confused by the air, which, at this
nmo- ment had turned i ncandescent and opaque by the ener-gies rel eased | ong ago,
during the outset of the battle in the |ast m crosecond.

There foll owed a sl ow period of battle, lasting over several nicroseconds, a

| ong- drawn-out canpaign. The Silent One, in his many bodies, was beaning his
brain information frompoint to point around the room and propelling sections
of his exploding blue-white flesh back and forth across the chanber,
maneuvering, Meanwhile, Atkins, blinded by the opaque air, and unable to drive
clear signals fromone side of the chanber to another, had his tiny bullets
and hi s super-soni ¢ nanoweapons swi mm ng through the incandescent nurk, |ike
submarines hunting for enenmies in the blind sea.

Phaet hon was no tactician, but it looked to himas if this period of
hunt - and- seek were clearly in Atkins's favor. Mre of the bl ue-white Neptunian
subst ance was bur ni ng.

The end of the battle came suddenly. A signal reached Phaethon's arnor. He had
no control over his linbs. His arnor projected a variety of destructive
forces, throwing fragnments of his captain's chair in each direction, and
adding to the general waste heat in the chanber.

H s gauntlets grabbed the noetic unit, the unit through which his arnor was
being controll ed, and hugged it to his chest. H s mass drivers propelled him
si deways and down on his face. He smashed through the status table on his
right, and fell into a puddle of blue Neptunian nanomaterial, |eaving Atkins
unprotected. Many of Atkins's weapons, sensing a concentration of brain

i nformati on beneath Phaet hon, fired harm essly into Phaethon's backpl ates, but
could not wound the puddl e beneath him In that sane split instant of tine,
the Silent One released his control over Phaethon's dead-man swtch.

The pain in Phaethon's body automatically triggered the weapon program he had
already set up. It was as if the mrrors brought the cores of several suns
into the room

The t hought boxes, the bridge crew, and the pressure curtains were w ped away.
The deck was polished cl ean

For a long, very long second, concentric bubbles of pseudo-natter appeared
around Atkins, additional arnor; and he lived even as everything around him
was destroyed.

But sonething strange seened to twist or distort the space where the
pseudo-matter was focused; the pseudo-matter, and all of Atkins's
pseudo- mat eri al weapons, vani shed as their fields collapsed.

During that sanme | ong-drawn-out nonment, even as he was dying, Atkins drew his
cerenoni al katana fromhis belt and, with a cry, launched hinmself forward in a
perfectly executed | unge. He drove the point of the weapon between Phaethon's
i nvul nerabl e armor and the deck. The sharp edge scraped through Neptunian
neural matter, which parted |like water and reforned around it. Phaethon's
arnor nmoved slightly, slapping an armdown to pin the sword in place, before
At ki ns could sl ash agai n.

The energy fromthe nmirrors peaked. The deck boil ed.

Wthout a cry or call, Atkins vanished in a white ball of incandescent fire.
No fragment was |left.

Phaet hon, in his arnor, was safe. Atkins's sword, he could feel beneath him
was safe, the only nenento to a futile death. The noetic unit, the thing that
allowed the Silent One to control his arnor, beneath his chest, still covered,
was safe.

And he could also feel, beneath him the Silent One, stirring. Al so safe.

THE DEFEAT

Li ke gentl e snow, a nanotechnol ogi cal substance coating the surface of the
done above began to drip into the superheated plasma that once had been air.
The "snow' bonded atomto atom damnpeni ng nol ecul ar heat notions and form ng
exot herm ¢ compounds. As the cloud filtered downward, softly, silently, the
pl asma at the top of the dome began to cool and turn transparent. Phaethon had
been turned to lie on his back; his armor, once so loyal to him now forned a



skintight prison. He lay in the surviving puddl e of Xenophon. He watched

wi thout interest as falling snowike crystals drifted down across his upturned
'facepl ate. The bl ackened ruins to each side of himwere slowy covered with
soft white layers. The air cleared and the far sides of the done grew visible.
The bridge was not totally devastated: around the far circunference, certain
of the taller bal conies had survived the discharges. The pressure curtains had
been engi neered, when under catastrophic overpres-sure to collapse into
energy-inert shells guarding the far walls. Those shells enjoyed a tenporary,
unst abl e exi stence, but survived | ong enough (several neasurable parts of a
second) to protect a handful of the bridge mannequi ns (including Sloppy Rufus,
first dog on Mars), sone of the nore inportant navigational hierarchy
controls, as well as a nass of blue Neptunian body material, undamaged.

That mass, in reaction to sone signal issuing fromthe body on which Phaet hon
lay, now rolled heavily off the bal cony, dripped fromone shattered bank of

t hought boxes to the next, and began to crawl, drop by drop, across the burnt
floor toward him Xenophon was coll ecting hinself.

Phaet hon al so was not totally devastated. But he felt not unlike his

handi wor k: broken and bl asted at the center, with just a fringe of working

t houghts circling the aching enptiness.

Nor was it Atkins he was nourning. The death of that brave man, yes, he
regretted: but he knew another copy of Atkins (mssing these present events)
woul d be awake back on Earth. This version, the son, so to speak, of Atkins,
had died in fire and pain, but such a death as that Atkins, a soldier to the

| ast, would not have flinched from

No, it was the death of Di onedes whom Phaet hon nmourned. Hi s Neptunian friend,
trapped inside the flesh of Xenophon, had perished in that first salvo. Being
Nept uni an, and therefore poor, D omedes doubtless |acked any nounenal copies
of himself. Any copies that m ght have once existed no doubt had been consuned
by Xenophon when he maneuvered to take legal title to the Phoenix Exultant, so
that no second cl ai mant woul d exi st.

D onedes was dead. Phaethon, in his heart, vowed bl oody revenge. He woul d kil
Xenophon, or the Silent One, or Ao Varmatyr, or whatever this unnanmed being
was calling itself.

So his thoughts circled, again and again: but his thoughts never dared touch

t he bl ackened center of his pain, the aching enptiness that once had been at
his heart....

Until the hateful voice of Xenophon came once nore into his helmet: "Your core
belief, your childlike faith in the intelligence and wi sdom of your

Sophot echs, that is what is at the core of all your sorrow. You have told
yoursel f, again and again, that you understood the Sophotechs were not gods;
you told yourself that you knew they had Iimtations, didn't you? But now you
wonder why they, in all their alleged brilliance, did not save you, and did
not save your ship. You had faith in your nmachines; but they failed. You had
faith in Atkins; he has failed. He nade the crucial tactical error of

i ncarnating hinmself inside of a material body.

"And you also had faith in yourself, your own visionary dream your own high
pur pose, your own righteousness and noble resolve. Al has failed. Do not
bother to deny it, and do not attenpt, even in your own nind, to refuse the
truth of what | say. We both know that | can see in your mnd that it is
true.”

More to distract hinself than anything el se, nmore to shut out that hateful

voi ce than because of any real purpose, Phaethon attenpted to reset his sense
filter, to see how nuch control he had over it.

Mul tiple visual channels and anal ysis routines were still standing by.
Xenophon either could not or did not care to shut those off from him Phaethon
could detect the brain-actions in the Neptunian body he was |ying atop; he
could see the comunication pul ses flickering back and forth between that body
and the new, |arger nass approaching slowy across the steamnm ng, snow covered
sl abs of cracked deck.

Second groups of signals were being funnel ed through the noetic unit, through



his arnmor circuitry,

and into the ship's brain. At the sane tinme, the deck seenmed to tilt; the
gravity increased slightly. The Phoeni x Exul tant had cone about.

Phaet hon set a routine to translate those signals. \Wat was Xenophon ordering
the ship to do?

The routine could not determ ne; Xenophon's thoughts were still opaque. But
the volume of thought traffic was now very | ow. Phaethon could see the anount
of brain activity inside the body on which he |lay had dropped dranatically.
Xenophon had been badly damaged in the fight. His 1Q had dropped to about 350
or 400; a little above average, but not by rmuch. Cbviously he was calling the
undamaged body over to himto mngle his brain substances with the spare
neurocircuitry that enpty body carried. As soon as the two bodies merged,
Xenophon's intellect would be restored to its near-Sophotech | evels.

But what was he telling the ship? Even if Phaethon's sense array coul d not
decode Xenophon's thoughts, there had to be a translation matrix decodi ng

t hose thoughts into a fornmat the ship's brain could read. Sonewhere in the
signal traffic Phaethon was seeing, there should be a translator he could
find. He sent a subroutine to search...

A moment passed while he waited. The second body, like a rolling | ake, picked
its way across the snow coated, steam ng deckplates of the hull, over or
around cracked curtain pediments, smashed mannequi ns, nelted table bases. It
cane closer to Phaethon's inert body.

While he waited, curiosity, or anger, or some peculiar fanatical fascination
wi th probl ens he could not solve, now pronpted Phaethon to review the entire
battle in slow notion. Hi s sensory array allowed himto di scover the effect

t hat had broken open Atkins's final defense, popping his pseudo-naterial
shi el ds and abol i shing his heavier weapons...

H s neutrino detectors and weakly interacting parti- cle sensitives showed

di sproportional activity at specific nonents before and during the battle,

i ncludi ng the monent when all of Atkins's pseudo-material shields and weapons
evaporated. Simlar signatures were clustered around the noetic unit, the

t hought ports on Phaethon's epaul ettes, and the central control triggers of

t he thought box nexi lining the surviving bal conies on the bridge.

The hateful voice cane again: "I see you have discovered our little secret.
Yes; what you observe is an application of a technol ogy known only to the

Sil ent Cecunene. The Silent OCecunene studied the specific effects of

near - event - hori zon boundary conditions. You are aware that the speed of |ight
[imts notion not exactly, but only within the nore general boundary i nposed
by the Hei senberg uncertainty principle? Since the speed of a particle cannot
be deternined nore precisely that the uncertainty limt, there are,
statistically, certain particles traveling slightly above or bel ow |ight-speed
at any given monent. This cre-ates the Hawki ng radiati ons, which escape bl ack
hol es, and al so produces the nultidi mensional partic-ulate rotations, from
exi stence to nonexi stence and back again, of so-called virtual particles. The
Sil ent Cecunene | earned how to focus and control this fundanental effect of
nature. It is one of the secrets that close study of a singularity over
generations can di scl ose.

"Overl appi ng arrays of constructive interference allow ne to direct wave
potentials of virtual particles into any area within a limted spaceti me—the
area in-volved is roughly one |ight-m nute—and have those particles appear, en
mass, within any object w thout passing through the internmedi ary space. If
enough vir-tual particles are sustained in one place at a given tine, a

per manent baryonic particle, such as an el ectron, can be formed out of the
base-vacuum state, rotated into existence.

"Hence, electrons can appear within neutral circuits to activate them

control s—such as those in your arnor, or in the noetic unit—an be turned on
wi t hout any outside signal to turn themon. And pseudo-material fields, which
require a delicate bal ance of asymmetrical fundanental particles to maintain,
can be col | apsed. You understand?"

Phaet hon understood that the machine controlling this virtual -particle effect



must did not necessarily have to be inside the hull of the Phoenix Exultant,
not if the ghost particles could be precipitated inside the hull wthout
passi ng t hrough the interveni ng space.

And Xenophon could control it with no necessary equi prent on this side,
not hi ng on his person for Phaethon to detect. Al that woul d be necessary
woul d be a receiver to detect how the ghost particles were affected when
passi ng through the specific spacetinme area inside Xenophon's brain. Something
like a noetic unit could interpret the particle deflections, correlate themto
a stored record of Xenophon's nental signatures and sil houettes, and act on
any commands Xenophon was thinking at the tine.

And so this ghost-particle nmachine could have been outside the hull. Gould
have been: but it was not. No ship of the Gol den Oecunene coul d keep pace with
t he Phoeni x Exultant. For the nmachine to be in range and stay in range,
Xenophon nust have built it hinself and snuggled it aboard, or constructed it
(as nmost Neptuni an machi nes were constructed) out of the poly-norphetic
neurocircuitry that also served themfor brain matter, control conduits, and
servomechani snms, which all Neptunians carried in their bodies.

And if the ghost-particle machinery required an abundant power supply, or
needed to be in an area where the continuous di scharges of other energies
woul d mask its operation, where else could it have been pl aced, except?..
"Your suppositions are correct. The disruption units we placed al ong the fue
contai ners were not neant to sabotage this wonderful ship—the stealth renotes
At ki ns supplied you, and your own know edge of de-nolition. have already told
you those disruption units could not have done nmuch danage. They were not
in-tended to break the magnetic containers to rel ease massive ambunts of fue
and create an explosion, no: they were neant only to rel ease tiny anounts of
fuel, to be picked up and used to power what, in your thoughts, you are
calling the ghost-particle machine. The actual 'machine' so-called, occupies
the entire drive core, and uses the active plasma stream of the Phoeni x

Exul tant engines as an antenna to attract and rotate the virtua

particles__ ."

Phaet hon was not interested in the technical details. He nerely wanted to know
what Xenophon was planning to do, so that he could stop it, stop him and
wreak a bl oody and terribl e vengeance on Xenophon's person the nonent the
opportunity arose.

For the first tine (perhaps because his intelligence had dropped to a
near - human | evel ), Xenophon sounded confused and uncertain: "I... am puzzl ed.
You ... are not reacting as we had anticipated. You ignore the technica
details which | thought would fascinate you. You dismss nmy offer to make you
the captain of the grand fleet, the armada, of Phoenices Exultant | plan to
build once the Silent Oecunene is resurrected. You are not attracted to the
future | propose, of machine-free humanity, nortal and uncontrolled, spreading
across the stars. Why? | do not understand your resentnent."”

It should have been obvi ous why Phaet hon hated Xenophon

"It is not obvious. | did not kill Diomedes. Atkins, bloodthirsty Atkins,
Atkins the paid killer, did the deed! Nor have | stolen your vessel. The
Phoeni x Exultant, according to your own laws, is nine."

At that same nonment, his search routine had found and triggered the
translation matrix conpressed within the signal traffic passing between
Xenophon and the ship's nind.

Phaet hon saw what the enenmy was ordering the Phoenix Exultant to do.

The Phoeni x had been ordered to adopt a course that would take her in a great
hyperbolic arc, around the sun and out into deep space. Once there, the curve
woul d tighten and the acceleration continue, until, after the third day of
accel eration, she would be headed back in-systemat 90 percent the speed of
light. Units of antimatter fuel and kil oneter-1ong canisters fromthe

Nept uni an superships were to be ejected fromthe hull as she passed through
these m ssiles containing the astronom cal kinetic energy that

near -1 i ght-speed woul d inpart.

Phaet hon was not able to calculate, just fromthe orbital elenment information,



where the missiles would strike. But the time frame was clear; the attack
woul d take place during the Grand Transcendence, when every sapient mnd in
the Sol ar System woul d be preoccupi ed, interconnected, dream drowned,

i nterm ngl ed, and hel pl ess.

He had enough control over his personal sense filter to call up his persona

t hought space. Again, the imges surrounded him (this tinme, tilted sideways, as
he was on his back). A synbol table to his right showed the opened nenory
casket, an unopened casket still inside. To his left were imges of service
units and honorary conmi ssions. In front of himwere the ship controls.

A targeting globe appeared, showing the orbital eC ements of Xenophon's
bonbi ng run as a possi bl e-course unbrella i nposed on the nodel of the Sol ar
System The orbits of planets, nmajor habitats, and energy fornul ati ons were
depicted as a geonetry of colored lines, slashed across by the projected run
of the Phoeni x.

Al ong the course, within striking range, were 1o and Europa, the Ceres group
Dermeter Transfer Station, Earth herself, and Mercury Equilateral. At the far
end of the run, the major field generators and cl ose-solar orbital elenments of
Helion's Solar Control Array would also be in target range.

Phaet hon needed no further information; he recognized instantly what these
targets had in conmon. They were centers of netals production, of
conmuni cati ons, of fuel depots, energy control. They were crucial to the
heal t hy functioning of the Gol den Cec-unene as a whole. He recogni zed what
they were. They were military targets.

The translation matrix al so decoded Xenophon's other comrands to the ship

m nd. These instructions included upgrades to be made to the thought-cast
system and comuni cati on antennae al ong the Phoenix Exultant's prow. Wth
Xenophon's ghost-particle broadcaster, he should have as little problem

j anm ng basic communication circuits or neutralizing security systens as he
had had usurping control of the noetic unit here on the bridge.

O ... (Phaethon should have realized it before)... with as little problem as
he had had feeding false information into the Nebuchadnezzar Sophotech's
readi ng of Phaeton's records during the Hortator's Inquest.

During the bonmbing ran, the Phoenix Exultant, equipped with the ghost-particle
br oadcaster, should

have no difficulty in inposing the Nothing thought virus, the sane nind worm
t hat had possessed Xenophon, into the entire Grand Transcendence. During
Transcendence, nornal barriers between mnd and mnd were eased, cunbersone
security restrictions were relaxed. All mnds were One Grand M nd, ready and
able to think grand thoughts----

Al'l necks were one neck ready to be | opped off at one stroke.

The Grand Transcendence was the time of greatest weakness, of greatest peace,
of least vigilance, which an already weak, peaceful, and unvigilant society
enjoyed. And it only occurred once every thousand years. ..

"Your thinking is not follow ng predicted paths! Your enotional reactions,
your degree of aggressiveness and hatred, is not proportional! W had assuned
you woul d be pleased to aid our efforts to restore the Silent Cecunene to her
position as the suprene nodel and central culture for humankind! It is true
that we are about to engage in acts of mass nurder and mass ni nd-rape agai nst
t he Gol den Cecunene, destruction and devastation. But your distaste for these
things is merely part of the w despread program of thought control inposed
upon you by your Sophotechs! It is they who told you that there is an absol ute
right and wong, and objective neasure of good and evil. Nonsense! If there
were such an objective neasure, freedom of human thought would be limted,

whi ch, by definition, is unthinkable. You nerely have an opinion that nass
mur der and destruction is bad because of your social conditioning. It is
irrel evant.

"These things are necessary in order to achieve a greater and |ong-Ilasting
good; namely, the salvation of the Second Cecunene and the liberation of the
human spirit. Unless the CGol den Cecunene is severely wounded and weakened
your Sophotechs will maneuver to undo what you and | both dreamto do. It is



your dream Phaethon, which causes such bl oodshed! Wy do you flinch at it
now?"

Xenophon nust not mean to kill him Oherwi se, why would he still be trying to
convince himto join? Was there still something this horrid creature wanted or
needed from Phaet hon?

"We still need your skills and expertise to run this ship, and to run the
arnmor which controls this ship. W are going to make a nore cooperative
version of you, nerely by editing and rearranging certain of your thoughts and
menories. |If you cooperate, nore of your menory and personality will stay
intact. The nore vehe-nmently you resist, of course, the nore thoughts you
think that are disloyal to me and my purposes, then obviously, the nore of
your thoughts will have to be expunged. Be reasonable, be pliant It is safer
to agree. Don't your Sophotechs always urge you to be rational and safe?"
Actual ly, they never did. This Silent One was a fool. He knew not hi ng about

t he Gol den Cecunene, knew thing about how Phaet hon thought, and did not seem
realize that Phaethon could not be redacted by the noetic unit unl ess he was
taken out of his arnor. And once he was taken out of his arnmor, his arnms and

| egs would be free, and he could quickly and effi-ciently kill Xenophon
"How amusi ng. You? An untrained man froma completely peaceful society,
wi t hout any pistol or energy weapons, think you can kill nme in my Neptunian

body? | have given you every opportunity for surrender! You have proven
yoursel f a useless pet of the nachines after all"

Phaet hon spoke aloud: "No. It is | who call on you to surrender. | suspect
that you will not. | nerely nmake the offer so that nmy conscience will be
clean, later." Xenophon deigned not to reply.

Efficiency, if nothing else, should dictate that

Xenophon kill Phaethon now, imediately, before taking himout of his arnor.

But perhaps he could not. No weapon coul d penetrate the Chrysadamanti um

pl ates; even the ghost-particle machine had to wait until the thought ports in
t he shoul der boards were opened before seizing control of the suit's circuitry.
And even that control of the arnmor's command channels was insufficient: the
protective feedbacks were hardwired into the nanomachine |ining core. The
arnor sinmply could not understand or accept any orders that would harmthe
wear er .

"You overestimate your technol ogy, Phaethon! Your Gol den Cecunene has many
advances, perhaps, but you are curiously lacking in the one science in which
the Silent Ones excel: thought worms, mnd viruses, psychic corruption. Even
Sophot echs, pure and suprene anong intellects, were no nore than sl aves and
toys and pl aythings after our nental warfare science had done its work. You

t hi nk your sinpleninded suit could withstand nme, if it were ny purpose to make
it do my will? But, no: ny purpose is to corrupt, not your suit's mnd but
yours. And despair shall be my ally. Despair makes nen weak, vulnerable to
redaction, and self-hatred makes nmen unable to resist mental reconditioning.
My circuits are ready: your menories and skills will soon be at the service of
the Silent Cecunmene. But first, despair requires hope. You nust be allowed to
struggle for a nonent before you are absorbed."

And, with that, the arnor opened.

The gol den plates slid aside, and Phaethon tried to get up

But the pool of Neptunian body substance in which he lay gave himno tinme to
nmove. It merely swirled up around him a thousand strands like clinging
snakes, and engul fed him The blue material surrounded him cocooned him

i mobilized his |inbs, pressed against his face, intruding in his nouth and
eyes. It hardened; even Phaethon's strength could not budge it, |acking any

| everage. He was trapped like a fly in anmber.

Fil aments of neurocircuitry swam forward out of the blue nmirk, webbed his
skul I, and sought the contact points to invade his brai nspace.

H s personal thoughtspace flickered into and then out of existence again. In
the corner of one imaginary eye, he saw the | ast nenory casket, the one with
the figure of the winged sword, open, and he felt the wild, drugged, dreaniike
sensation that massive nmenory downl oading created, a blur of activity in his



cortex and mi dbrain.

It was a prelinmnary to all mental surgery to open all unopened nenories, so
that the restructured m nd, after redaction, would not have any ol d nenory
chains to lead back to its former personality...

A sarcastic voice appeared in his sense filter. Apparently the Silent One was
not pleased with whatever |evel of hope or rage still burned in Phaethon's
mnd. "Here is the thought virus which consunmed the Silent Cecunene. After it
consumes you, as it has done me, you will regard nme as your nost generous
savior. Wiy do you still resist? You cannot nove. In a nonent you will be
unabl e even to think. Wat has happened to the dire revenge you vowed,

Phaet hon? How di d you i magi ne you coul d defeat ne?"

But at that sanme nmonent, the second mass of Neptunian body net, nelted wth,
and combined with the first nass. Phaethon saw the brain activity double and
redoubl e as the creature's intelligence clinbed back to normal |evels.

The surge of activity around himpaused. He could see, floating in the blue
material, the main brain group, with the nerve trunk, like a tentacle, |eading
to the skullcap gripping him He could detect the neurol ogi cal changes and
endocrinal nerve reactions of fear, panic, and shock

"Wait. There has been an error. Your face. You are not Phaethon. Al is
wong.... You ..."

Mermory came. The cells of his outer skin, each and every one of them
cont ai ned a nanomachi ne energy weapon in the cell nenbrane. They were
activated by a command sent through his endocrine system

Fire lined his body for an instant of pain. A positronic charge was rel eased
t hrough his skin by billions of nol ecul e-sized fullerene antiparticle

contai ners. The sections of Neptunian material in contact with his skin
ignited, positrons canceling electrons in a clenched spasm of furious

radi ation.

At the same tine, a weapon nade of his own neural tissue, invisible and
canoufl aged (hidden in the centers of his brain otherwi se used for creative

t hought), sent a charge of nerve agent back along the skullcap gripping him
destroying cells and di sorgani zi ng consci ousness.

Skin ruptured, he was covered fromhead to toe with his own bl ood. The

Nept uni an parted around him

Anot her nenory canme: his blood was toxic. In addition to white and red bl ood
cells were so-called black blood cells, an arny of assenblers and

di sassenbl ers, programred to poi son, unnake, dissolve, and destroy any

bi ol ogi cal substance it touched which was not him The Neptunian was

di ssol vi ng.

As the Neptunian body fell back to either side, wounded and burnt, he rolled,
grasped the katana Atkins had dropped beneath him came to his feet. Static
sparks craw ed al ong the bl oodstains as the waste heat fromthe nanonachi ne
bl ack bl ood was converted to radio white noise, jamming all signals in the
area, disrupting nounenal circuits, preventing any thought transfer

In one swift notion, with infinite grace, he |lunged and shouted and struck

H s nmovenent, stance, and execution were controlled and forceful, a perfect
exanpl e of the art. The finely tenpered swordbl ade punctured the vyielding
materi al of the Neptunian body in a way no energy weapon coul d have done,
neatly severing the major nerve groups where his advanced senses told himthe
Silent One brain activity was housed. Housed, and unable to escape, while the
burni ng bl ood janmed all thought traffic in the area.

Wth the withdrawal stroke he severed the brain mass a second tinme for good
nmeasure, and cane back to a bal anced, upright posture, flourished the sword
(l'ight glanced fromthe beautiful antique perfection of the steel), and drew
it down to his side, where a scabbard woul d have been had he not been nude.

A rough circle of blue-gray Neptunian substance still surrounded him crawing
and withing, and it showed neuroelectronic activity in sone of its segnents,
perhaps routines still attenpting to carry out the Silent One's orders. Near

his foot was the smaller blade, a wakizashi, which he had noticed hangi ng
beneat h the synbol table when he first woke here. This knife had been under



the noetic unit, and therefore had survived the incineration of the bridge:
the wreckage of the table, the noetic unit, and the bl ade had all been under
Phaet hon's arnmor during the blast.

He hooked the sheath with his toe, kicked the knife up into his left hand,

and, with a wist flick that sent the sheath continuing upward, exposed the

bl ade.

The knife was not an antique but a nodern weapon, shaped |like a knife so that
it could be used for stabbing when its charge ran out. The charge was full. He
gl anced at the control surface set into the blade, so that circuits could
track his eye novenents, and then he | ooked at what he w shed destroyed.

A battle mind in the hilt found the pattern to his eye novenents,

extrapol ated, defined the target, and (before he even finished | ooking at what
he wanted struck) sent a variety of energetics and hi gh-speed nanonateri al
packages out from projectors along the blade surface and bl ade edge to destroy
t he remai ni ng Neptunian bodi es and microbes in the room

The bl ade al so emitted conmand signals to | ock out those sections of the
ship's mind that nmay have been affected by eneny thought viruses, nmade a
prioritized list of cleanup procedures, nade contact with the stealth renotes
still hovering in the area, reconfigured them programed them for new tasks,
and sent themto disable the ghost-particle generator housed in the disrupters
pl anted al ong the ship's drive core.

Al this, inless time than it would take a man, dazed by the blaze of fire
and lightning comng fromthat knife, to blink

The scabbard reached the apex of its arc, and then fell. Wth his left hand he
caught the scabbard on the blazing knife tip, nmouth-first, so that it fel
neatly onto the bl ade and sheathed it.

He | ooked left and right. The deckpl ate was broken and bl ack. He was al one.
The eneny was dead.

He | ooked in astoni shment and horror at his bl oodstai ned hands, crawling with
steam and sparks, and at the knife and sword, which seened so famliar in his
grip.

H s whi sper cane hoarsely fromhis throat: 'Wuo the hell am]1?"

Across the wi de chanber, one of the surviving mannequi ns, Sloppy Rufus, first
dog on Mars, turned away fromthe | ast bank of still-functional detection
assessors, stood on his hind I egs, put his forefeet up on the balcony rail,
and, with nmuzzl e between paws, peered gravely down. A naked man with a naked
sword stood in a circle of black and steam ng destruction, that once had been
the bridge, and stared back up at him

"Isn't it obvious, ny good sir? You are Atkins.'
Phaet hon' s voi ce.

"The hell | am | don't want to be Atkins. |'m Phaethon. | built this!" He
gestured with the still-dripping sword left and right at the bridge around
hi m Perhaps he was pointing at the weckage. The man's voi ce sounded not hi ng
I i ke Phaethon's.

The dog said, "lI'mquite sorry, sir, but to be quite blunt, you are an

atroci ous version of nme. Half the things you thought were exaggerated
nockeries of what | believe, that other half were pure Atkins. And why did you
kill Ao Varmatyr? That was reprehensible! He could have been captured safely,
kept alive, cured, saved. Vengeance? Wasteful notion. Besides, you should have
known Di omedes was not dead. You recorded him and nost of Xenophon, into the
noume-nal recorder before you spoke with the Silent One."

The man dropped sword and knife and pressed his pal ms against his brow, eyes
strained, as if trying to keep sone terrible pressure inside his brain from

The voice fromthe dog was

expl odi ng. The nenories are still going off inside my head! Burning cities,

cl ouds of nerve logics, a thousand ways to kill a nman... You' ve got to stop
it. Wiere's the noetic unit?! My life is boiling away! |'m Phaethon! | want to
stay Phaethon! | don't want to turn into... into..." He was on his knees

scranbling for the noetic unit.
The dog said: "Your desire not to be Atkins is probably just an exaggeration
of what you think I think about you. Its really not true. I"'msure killing is



a use-ful and necessary service to performin barbaric times, or under

bar bar ous ci cunstances |ike these. "

"Then you be Atkins! I'll transfer the mmenonic tenplates to you—

"Cood Cod, no! "

The man took up Phaethon's helnet and put it over his head, and slung the
breastpl ate across his shoul ders. The thought ports in the epaul ettes opened;
responder lights in the noetic unit wi nked on. A circuit was established

bet ween the noetic unit and the thought systens in the helmand w red under
the man's skull.

The man's fingers were tapping inpatiently on the casing of the noetic unit.
"Hurry ... hurry ...," he nuttered. "I'm1losing nyself...
Interruption came. A beam canme fromthe hilt stone of the knife the man had
dropped to the bl oodstai ned and burnt deckpl ates. The beam touched the

shoul der board and negated the circuit. The noetic unit went dark

A voi ce cane fromthe weapon: "HALT!"

The man ripped off the hel met he wore. There were tearstains running down his
bl oody cheeks. His face was purple-black with enotion. Veins upon his brow
stood out in sharp relief.

The man said in a voice of nurderous calm "You cannot stop ne. | ama citizen
of the Gol den Cec-unene; | have rights. No matter what | was before, | ama
self-aware entity now, and | may do to nyself whatever | please. If | want to
continue being this ne that | amnow, that's my right. No one owns ne! That
rule is true for everyone in our Utopia!"

"FOR EVERYONE BUT YOU. YOU BELONG TO THE M LI TARY COVMAND. YOU DO AND DI E AS
YOU ARE ORDERED. "

"No!" The man shout ed.

The dog said to the knife: "I don't nmind the copyright violations, if he
really wants to use ny tenplate for a
while_ | mean, can't you just let him ah... Don't you have other copies of

hi m and such?"

The weapon said to the man: "RETURN TO YOUR DUTY. RETURN TO YOUR
SELF- 1 DENTI TY. "

"But I'ma citizen of the Cecunene! | can be who | want! | ama free nan!"
"YOU ALONE, MARSHAL ATKINS, ARE NOT AND CANNOT BE FREE. IT IS THE PRI CE PAI D
SO THAT OTHERS CAN BE. "

"Daphne! They're going to nake ne forget that | |ove you! Don't let then
Daphne! Daphne!"

Weepi ng, the nameless man fell to his face. A nonent later, looking mldly
enbarrassed or anused, face stern, Atkins clinbed to his feet.

"Well, that operation turned out to be a clusterfoxtrot, didn't she?" he
nut t er ed.

At ki ns spoke with his knife for a few minutes, making decisions and |istening
to rapid reports concerning the details of the cleanup procedure that the
battle mind in the weapon had initiated.

Phaet hon's voi ce cane down fromthe mannequin dog on the upper bal cony: "Don't
di smantl e the ghost-particle broadcast array in the drive core!"

Atkins stared up at the dog. He said (perhaps a bit harshly, for he was not in
a good nood), "What the hell's the problenf? Bad guy is dead. War's over. There
m ght be some sort of deadman switch or del ayed vendetta program runni ng

t hrough those things. Best to disnmantle them now before sonmething el se weird
happens. "

"Wth all due respect, Marshal, the idea is unwise. Firstly, they are the only
wor ki ng nodel s in existence of what ampbunts to a Silent OCecumene technol ogy.
Secondl y—=

Atkins made a curt, dismssive gesture with his katana. "That's enough. Thank
you for your concern. But |'ve already decided howto handle this."

"An interesting conceit, sir, but irrelevent, as that ghost-particle broadcast
array is ny property, being found on ny ship, and having no other true owner

| believe the heirs and assigns of Ao Varmatyr died several centuries ago in
anot her star system™



"I"ve had a hard day, civilian. Don't try to play that legalistic

hugger - mugger rights game with me. This is still a mlitary situation; those
are eneny weapons; and I'mstill in charge.™

"But you just declared the war was over, ny dear sir. And that legalistic
'rights ganme,' as you call it, is what you are sworn to protect, soldier, and

it gives the only justification to your somewhat bl oody exi stance. You are
here to protect nme, remenber? | never did join your hierarchy, my cooperation
is voluntary, and you are ny guest. If, as a guest, you overstep the bounds of
pol i teness and decent conduct, | would be within nmy rights to have you put off
this vessel ."

Atkins lost his tenper: "You trying to butt heads with me? Cone on. Let's butt
heads. | amthe God-damednest Nunber-one I|chi-ban First-C ass Heavywei ght
Chanpi on Tough-as-Nails Ear-biting Eye-gougi ng Hard-assed Head-Butter of al
Time, mster, so don't try nmel"

The dog pricked its ears, |ooking mldly surprised.

After a quiet nonent, Phaethon's voice came: "I suspect, Marshal Atkins, that
you and | are both a bit ruffled by the events here. | am quite frankly, not
used to viol ence, and am di smayed at how you have chosen to conduct this
affair. | suspect you are still suffering fromnenory shock, and are

hal f - asl eep.” The dog |l owered its head, and continued: "But, unlike you, I
have no excuse for my conduct. | have let enptions get the better of ne, which

is avice in which a true gentl eman never indulges. For that | proffer ny
apol ogi es. "

Atkins drew a deep breath, and used an ancient technique to calmhinself and
bal ance hi s bl ood-

chem stry |l evels. "Apol ogy accepted. You have mine. Let's say no nore about
it. | guess I'ma little disappointed that there wasn't any superior officer
inall this, that our communication tracks did not lead to the Silent One's
boss. If he had one."

"But that is what | was attenpting to tell you, Marshal. There have been
periodic signals leaving this vessel ever since Xenophon canme to the bridge."
"Leavi ng how? The hull is nade of adanmantium”

"Leavi ng through the drive, which was w de open and showering energy out into
t he universe."

" A med?"

"As far as | can determne, yes. The signals were encoded as ghost particles
generated by Xenophon's array of disruptors.”

"A ned where?"

"l could not trace them"

"That's what you were supposed to be doing, friend, while | was getting ny
l[ittle butt Kkicked."

"I did not understand the nature of the signal until Xenophon boasted of the
technol ogy, and described it. This ghost-particle technology is not one with
which I, or any one else in the Golden Cecunene, is famliar. | had to design
and build new types of detection equiprment while you and Xenophon were naking
all that noise. But the broadcasts are occurring at regular intervals. Those
magnetic disruptors are still draw ng power out of ny fuel cells, charging for
their next broadcast. There is still a piece of instruction cycling in the
ship-mnd's broadcast circuit, witten in that Silent Cecumene encryption
cannot decode. It will be a directional broadcast, or so | guess, since there
are also line actions in the navigational array. Wen this next broad-1 cast
comes—and this is the second reason why | would ask you not to dismantle ny
ghost-particle array—+ hope to be able to track the signal to its receiver."
"Xenophon's CO The Not hi ng Sophot ech. "

"And, if | amnot nistaken, the Silent Phoenix, or whatever starship they used
to conme here.”

"You did not believe his story?"

"No nore than did you, Marshal. The eneny is still at large. Cone! W have
much to di scuss before the next broadcast."

At ki ns | ooked down at his bl ood-drenched body, the bl asted deckpl ates



underfoot, and said, "lIs there some place |I can scrub up? My blood is a
weapon, and | don't want to get any of it near you."

"My dear sir, is there any part of your body which they have not turned into a
weapon?"

"Just one. They let ne keep that for noral e purposes.”

"Well, conme up to the main bridge, where ny body is stored: | have

ant i nanot oxi ns and bi osterilizers which can clean, and robe you."

"Main bridge? | thought this was the main bridge."

"No, sir. This is just the auxiliary. You don't think |I'd expose ny rea

bri dge to danger, do you?"

"You have two bridges?"

"Three. And a jack-together | can plug into any main junction. | ama very
conservative engineer: | believe in triple redundancy."

"Where did you put two other whol e bridge conpl exes? How coul d you be sure
Xenophon would not find it?"

"Surely you are joking, Marshal! On a ship this size? | could hide the noons

of Mars! In fact, |I'mnot sure one of themdid not wander into ny intake ram
by m stake when we passed Martial orbit. Has anyone seen Phobos lately ... ?"
"Very funny."

"Come: followthe arnor. It will lead you to the nearest railway station."

THE FALSEHOODS

Di omedes and Phaethon were seated at the w de round wood-and-ivory table
grown out of the bridge deck. Both were dressed in severe and unadorned bl ack
frock coats with high collars and cravats, according to the Victorian
conventions of the Silver-Gay. Around them shining gold decks, tall energy
mrrors, overmind formation pillars, and pressure curtains blue and |lucent as
t he sky, gleanmed and bl azed and glowed, like a world of cold and silent fire.
One anachroni sm Di onedes held a bronze-headed ashwood spear in one kid glove,
and toyed with it, staring at the spear tip, and waving it slowy back and
forth, metrononelike, trying to acclimate to the binoc-ular vision a

human- shaped body and nervous system af f or ded.
At ki ns, seated opposite them was wearing a suit of Era reflex arnmor. The
chanel eon circuit was di sengaged, and he had tuned the color to a brilliant

bl ood red, a sharp contrast to the unbrageous bl ack wal nut of the high-backed,
wooden chair in which the soldier sat. The suit substance |ooked like fiery
elfin scale-mail, with overlapping small plates of conposite, which were
programed to stiffen under inpact, and form bl ast arnor, locking into
di fferent bracing systens to protect the wearer no matter from which direction
the stroke came. The routine to make this primtive arnor had been coded
within the bl ack-body cells in his blood, and the arnmor itself had been woven
out of the broken deckplates of the old bridge, where his blood had spilled.
In the center of the table was an inaginary hourglass, measuring the estinated
time till the next broadcast fromthe ghost-particle array.
The three sat watching the sands run.

Di onedes drew his eyes up to the glinting spear point of the weapon he held.
"Here is cause for wonder! | live and breathe and speak and see, incarnated by
a new machine, a portable noetic unit with no nore support than glorious
Phoeni x Exultant's mnd could give. No Sophotech was needed for the transfer!
No | arge i mMmobile systemwas required. Does this nean imortality shall be
conmon hereafter even anong the Cold Dukes and Erenites and |ce-mners, anong
all us nomads too poor to afford Sophotechnol ogy? It nmay be the death of our

| oved and cherished way of Me! Hah! And, if so, good riddance to it, say I!"
Phaet hon said, "Good Dionedes, it is that way of life which has nmade the crew
here on the Phoeni x so unthinkably tol erant of the secrecy which now surrounds
the antics on the auxiliary bridge, and the nurder of Neoptol emous. Wo el se
but people born and bred to utter isolation and invincible privacy woul d
tolerate not to know what's going on? Atkins still fears spies, and now
insists all these doings be obscured, until the Nothing Mastermn nd be brought
to bay. Who woul d be so crazed, except Neptunians, to accept the idea that
there were things which, for mlitary reasons,



the citizens who support the mlitary are not allowed to know "

At ki ns | eaned forward, hands on the tabletop, and said to D omedes, "Speaking
of death, are there other copies of Xenophon or Neoptol enbus | oose in the Duma
whom we have to track down, or was the one brought aboard this ship the only
copy?"

D onedes said, "Were you thinking of hunting the others? The exercise is
futile. While | was Neoptole-mous, | saw the Silent One's mind in action, Ao
Var-matyr as we might call him He tried to send copies of hinself to corrupt
as many Neptuni ans as he could do. Despite his boast, his virus weavi ng was
not enough to penetrate the concentric privacies with which each Neptunian
surrounds hinself. Unlike you in your world free fromcrine, we are used to
m nd hoaxes, hackers, hikers, highjackers, bushwackers, thought wormers.

sl eepwal kers. Had Ao Varmatyr been received on Earth, rather than at

Far beyond, your noni mmuni zed worl d woul d have been fl ooded with virus at the
first public posting. Wth us, we who have no public, all he did was irk his
fell ow Dukes of Neptune, who sent back casts and aphrodi siacs and core sw pers
and other irritants and viruses whose nanes you woul d not know.

There was a cold twinkle in Atkins's eye, a | ook of professional amusenent. He
obvi ously thought that he. at |east, knew the names and nore about the
Nep-tuni an t hought weapons, their viruses and information duels. But he said
not hi ng.

Di onedes concl uded: 'There are other copies of Neoptol emous in the Duma, yes:
but none of Ao Var-matyr. | have been in himsince a fortnight past; nor did
he hide any secrets fromme, accounting ne as one already dead. | think

woul d have seen a successful transfer of his tenplate. There was none. He was
far nore al one and scared than his tale to you woul d have | ed you to believe."
Phaet hon wanted to ask if that other version of Neoptol embus held the lien on
the title to this ship, but he held his tongue. Ot her matters took priority.
At kins was asking: "Did Ao Varmatyr ever conmunicate with his superiors?”

D onedes said, "In the early hours, right after ny capture, he nade a
nerve-to-nerve link with me. This was before he inposed conplete control over
t he Neopt ol enbus host, and cut off my unfiltered outward sensation."

D onedes made an easy gesture and continued: "Wat next occurred was not so
strange. Xenophon, fine fellowthat he is, was an Eremite. | ama Cold Duke.
Conpared to the scattered Eremte iceholds of the Kuiper belt, we Dukes, down
in the S and K nethane | ayers of Neptune hinself, are much nore densely

popul ated. Sonetinmes, as little as a thousand kiloneters woul d separate the
outliers of our palace swarnms and si nk houses from each other, and the shells
and turrets of a deep Neptunian Cold Duke are ringed with firewalls and fal se
reflections to hinder the badworns which tend to pepper our speech when we
share thoughts with each other. You understand?”

At ki ns sai d "Meani ng Xenophon engaged you in mnd-to-mnd and you whi pped bis
little behind."

"Inel egantly put, but essentially correct. | had access to his deep-nenory
files for a few seconds, enough to make a ci pher copy into nmy own brainspace
before Ao Varmatyr put me into sensory deprivation. It made interesting
readi ng during ny lonely hours. Fromit | could extrapolate the information
about everything Ao Varmatyr knew. "

Phaet hon said, "My dear friend, you will not keep us in suspense, | trust?"

Di onedes smiled easily. "No nore than is necessary to build up dramatic
tension, ny friend."

"I tingle with the appropriate tension, good D onedes, | assure you."

At kins, hearing this exchange, shook his head. He bought: No wonder these
snooty Silver-Gay guys just get on everyone's nerves. And, then, aloud,
"CGentle-men! Tine's running! Let's get on with this."

D onedes spoke with sl ow enphasis: "First, Xenophon was cooperating

consci ously. Second, Ao Varmatyr was unaware of any superior

"There were two tinmes, both times when Ao Var-matyr was hooked into the

| ong-range conmuni cation nerve |ink, when his nmenory went blank, and his
internal clock was reset to mask the missing tinme. Xenophon noticed it and Ao



Varmatyr did not and could not. Xenophon was puzzled by this, but, lacking a
suspi ci ous imagi nation, did not realize what it inplied: nanmely, that Ao
Varmatyr's mnd was set up the sane way he described the mnds of the Silent
Cecunene thi nki ng machi nes. An invisible conscience redactor, unknown even to
him forced him fromtine to tine, to performcertain acts of which he was
not afterwards aware. Ao Varmatyr (unbeknownst to hinmsel f) communicated with
his superior, this Nothing Sophotech, but they did not 'speak.' | suspect the
superior nerely fed operating instructions into Ao Varmatyr's consci ence
redactor, the loyalty virus inside of him"

Phaet hon nuttered, "How horrible!"

D onedes, with a grimsmle, fingered the haft of his spear, and said,
"Indeed. But it was no worse than the Silent OCecunene had been doing for years
and centuries to their own thinking nmachines. So why not do the sanme to their
human subj ects? The step is small Atkins said, "How did you resist being taken
over by the Last Broadcast |oyalty virus when Xenophon did not? You were
entirely isolated, and Ao Varmatyr had conplete control over your input."
"Part was lack of tine and attention of his part, | think. But part of it was,
in all nodesty, strength of character on ny part. It is true that | was

convi nced, perhaps for up to an hour at a tinme, that the Nothing phil osophy
was correct, and that there was no reason to resist, and that | had to
cooperate for the sake of the Silent OCecunene. But never for |onger than an
hour .

"You see, | suspect the Last Virus was intended to work on the m nds and
m nd-sets typical of the Silent Cecunmene. The core value which the target m nd
nmust accept before it will accept the Nothing philosophy is that nmorality is

relative, that the ends justify the nmeans, that right and wong is an

i ndi vidual and arbitrary choice. This strips the target nmind of any defense:
for who can rightfully defend his own prejudices against another's if he
knows, deep down, that both are equally arbitrary, equally fal se?

"But it did not work on nme, because | had, not so |ong ago, uploaded a copy of
the Silver-Gay philosophy tutorial routine into ny long-termnenory. The

tutorial kept pestering me with questions. One | liked was: If a phil osopher
teaches you that it is not wong to lie, why do you not suspect he is lying to
you when he says so? Another | liked was: Is it nerely an arbitrary postul ate

to believe that all beliefs are nmere arbitrary postul ates?"

Phaet hon asked: "Wat convi nced Xenophon? WAs he exposed to the same thought
virus?"

"No. He believed the story Ao Varmatyr told wi thout pronpting. The same tale
told to you; Xenophon believed in the inplacable inhumanity of the Sophotechs
to begin with. Many Neptunians do."

Atkins said, "So where is this Nothing Sophotech now? Have any clues as to
where those instructions cane fron®"

"None. But since Ao Varmatyr was programmed to make his 're-ports

unwi ttingly, he did not choose time or circunmstance under which to nmake them
(Nor the content, which probably consisted of an unedited information dunp
fromhis nenory.) Hence they come at regular intervals." D onedes nodded
toward the hourglass in the niddle of the table, and smled again.

Phaet hon said, "I haven't lived through as many spy dramas as ny wife, but one
woul d think enemies trying to hide would not fall into such predictable
patterns."

D onedes said, "Such weaknesses are an inevitable result of the Silent
Cecunene way of doing things. If you treat people Iike nmachi nes, you nust give
t hem mechani stic orders. Hence we know when the next broadcast will take

pl ace."

They all watched the running sands in the glass for a quiet while, each with
hi s own thoughts.

Di onedes spoke up. "There is still nmuch | do not understand about what
happened just now. Marshal? May | ask, if it is not one of these mlitary
secrets in which you put so nuch stock ... ?

At kins raised one eyebrow. "You can ask."



"How di d you survive inside Phaethon's arnmor? You decel erated toward the

Nept uni an enbassy at ninety gravities. But only Phaethon has a specially

desi gned body to withstand those pressures. That was precisely why Ao Varmatyr
did not suspect you were not Phaethon. How did you survive?"

Atkins said curtly: "I didn't."

"I beg your pardon?"

Phaet hon said: "H s body was crushed into bl oody paste inside ny arnor.
Meanwhile his mind was stored in the noetic unit. It was not until we were at
rest, and ny suit lining had a chance to reconstruct the mlitary-basic nmarine
body it was carrying, that |I transferred

and reincarnated him Everything he 'saw before that was nerely sent fromny
arnor cameras into his recorded mnd. He wasn't inside the arnor, |ooking out,
until later, when he drew his first painful breath.”

Di onedes | ooked i npressed. He asked: "Who was inside the U ysses mannequi n?
The one that was incinerated by Ao Varmatyr?"

Atkins said: "One of. ny sparring partners. A training-exercise routine.”
"Programed to | ose?"

"Not really. But | had only given it ancient weapons and techni ques, dating
fromthe early Sixth and late Fifth Era. In other words, weapon systens the
Silent Ones knew we had. So it lost. Only when Ao Varmatyr was convi nced t hat
he was in conplete control did he show his true colors, and start ordering the
Phoeni x Exultant into a military posture.”

Phaet hon spoke up. "l suspect that even Ao Varmatyr hinself did not know,

until he did it, what he was going to do with the Phoeni x Exultant when he
achi eved control of her. Using her as a warship to strike a deadly bl ow

agai nst the Gol den Cecunene was not, | think, what he woul d have done had he
believed his owm tale. | can only conclude the decision to kill cane fromthe
Not hi ng Mast erni nd; perhaps sone buried command overrode his normal judgment
and consci ence. "

Atkins said, "I disagree. Ao Varmatyr had nothing but violence in nmnd from
the first. Way el se was he so tricky? He pretended to be Xenophon as |ong as
he coul d, and then stayed quiet until | found him hiding."

Phaet hon nodded. But there was a thoughtful, perhaps wistful, |ook on his
features.

At ki ns, seeing that |ook, said, "You believed him didn't you? You would have
gone with him had it been you, and not me, being you, wouldn't you?" Phaethon

said "Perhaps" in a tone of voice that nmeant certainly yes. "I wasn't sure—
amstill not sure-how rmuch of what Ao Varmatyr said was a lie. But there may
be people to rescue at Cygnus X-1, people of a spirit Ilike my own, and there

may be great deeds to do there. It might have been worth the risk to go, just
in case he was telling the truth.”

Atkins said, "Then I"'mjust glad it was ne who was you, and not you.

O herwi se, Ao Varmatyr m ght have convi nced you."

Phaet hon said reluctantly, "No. His story was a lie."

Di onedes | eaned forward, and said, "But Ao Var-matyr believed his own story."
"What ?"

"The tale, at least to him was true. What few of his thoughts I could
understand made that clear. | suspect the Silent Cecunene did have her
downfall in just the way he described, and that the people there, good

Phaet hon, were, perhaps once, not unlike you." Phaethon said, "I wuld like to
believe that—+ would like it very nuch. But at least part of the tale was a
lie." Diomedes said, "How so?" "The relationship between the Sophotechs and
the nmen as depicted in that tale nade no sense. How could they be hostile to
each ot her?"

D onedes said, "Aren't nmen right to fear machi nes which can performall tasks
nmen can do, artistic, intel-lectual, technical, a thousand or a mllion tines
better than they can do? Men becone redundant." Phaethon shook his head, a

| ook of distant distaste on his features, as if he were once again confronted
with a fal sehood that would not die no matter how of-ten it was denounced. In
a voice of painstaking pa-tience, he said: "Efficiency does not harmthe



inefficient. Quite the opposite. That is sinply not the way it works, Take ne.
for example. Look around: | enployed par-tials to do the thought-box junction
spotting when | built this ship. My enployees were not as skilled as | was in
junction spotting. It took themthree hours to do the robopsychol ogy checks
and hierarchy links I could have done in one hour. But they were in no danger
of competition fromne. My tine is too valuable. In that same hour it would
have taken me to spot their thought-box junction, | can earn far nore than
their three-hour wages by witing supervision architecture thought flows. And
it's the same with nme and t he Sophot echs.

"Any m dl evel Sophotech could have witten in one second the architecture it
takes ne, even with ny inplants, an hour to conpose. But if, in that sane one
second of tinme, that Sophotech can produce sonet hing nore val uabl e—expl ori ng
the depth of abstract mathematics, or inventing a new scientific mracle,
anything at all (provided that it will earn nore in that second than | earn in
an hour)—then the conpetition is not maki ng ne redundant. The Sophotech stil
needs me and receives the benefit of ny labor. Since | amgoing to get the
benefit of every new invention and new miracle put out on the market, | want
to free up as many of those seconds of Sophotech time as ny hunble | abor can
do.

"And | get the lion's share of the benefit fromthe swap. | only save hima
second of tinme; he creates wonder upon wonder for me. No matter what mny fear
of or distaste for Sophotechs, the forces in the marketplace, our need for
each other, draw us together

"So you see why | say that not a thing the Silent One said about Sophotechs
made sense. | do not understand how they could have afforded to hate each

ot her. Machines don't make us redundant; they increase our efficiency in every
way. And the bids of workers eager to conpete for Sophotech tine creates a
mar ket for merely human work, which it would not be efficient for Sophotechs
to underbid."

D onedes spoke in a distant, haunted voice: "But, friend, | have been inside
the Silent One's nmind, and you have not. You did not see his nmenories of
l uxury and splendor.... They were the Lords of the Second Cecunene, the

masters of the singularity fountains! They did not work. They did not conpete.
They did not bid, or buy. They did not have nmarkets, or nmoney. The only thing
of value to themwas their reputation, their artistic verve, their wit, their
whi nsy, and the calmdignity with which they welconmed their inevitable fall in
dar kened coffins into the blood red supergravity well of their dark star."
There was silence around the table for a tine.

More sand fell through the gl ass.

D onedes said, "It's odd. Their society was not un-like our own. A peaceful

Ut opia, but, unlike ours, one w thout |aws, or noney. \Wat strange,

i nconmprehensi ble force of fate or chance or chaos ordai ned her downfall ?"
Atkins snorted. "It seenms strange only if you believe that garbage Ao
Varmatyr believed. His society was not set up the way he thought it was. No
soci ety could be."

Di onedes | ooked surprised. "And by what psychic intuition do you know this?"
"I'ts obvious. That society could not exist," said Atkins.

"Nor will it ever," added Phaet hon

The two nmen exchanged sniling gl ances.

"We are thinking of the sane thing, aren't we?" said Atkins, nodding.

"Of course!" said Phaethon.

The two nmen spoke at once:

"They certainly had |l aws,"” said Atkins.

They certainly had noney," said Phaet hon

The two nmen exchanged puzzl ed gl ances.

Ati ki ns nodded. "You first."

Phaet hon said, "No civilization can exist w thout noney. Even one in which
energy is as cheap and free as air on Earth, would still have some needs and
desires which some people can fulfill better than others. An entertai nment

i ndustry, if nothing el se. Whatever efforts—f any—these productive people



make, above and beyond that which their own idle pastines incline themto

make, will be notivated by gifts or barter bestowed by others eager for their
services. Wiatever barter keeps its value best over time stays in denmand, and
is portable, recognizable, divisible, will become their noney. No matter what
they call it, no matter what formit takes, whether cowy shells or gold or
granms of antimatter, it will be money. Even Sophotechs use standardi zed

conput er seconds to prioritize distributions of systemresources anong

t hensel ves. As | ong as nmen val ue each other, admre each other, need each
other, there will be noney."

D onedes said, "And if all nen live in isolation? Surrounded by nothing but
conput er - gener at ed dreans, pleasant fictions, and flatteries? And their every
desire is satisfied by electronic illusions which create in their brains the
sensations of satisfaction w thout the substance? What need have men to val ue
ot her nmen then?"

"Men who value their own lives would not live that way."

D onedes spread his hands and shrugged. He said softly: "I don't believe the
Silent Ones did either of those things...."

Atkins said, "They certainly did not value each other's lives. Didn't you
noti ce what kind of society Ao Var-matyr was describing? The clue was right
there in everything he said. Wiat was the one thing, over and over, Ao
Varmatyr kept conpl ai ni ng about with the Sophot echs?"

Di onedes said, "That the Sophotechs woul d not obey orders.™

At ki ns nodded. "Exactly."

Di onedes | ooked back and forth between the two other men. "I do not grasp your
poi nt."

Atkins tapped his own chest with a thunb. "You know nme. What would | do, if a
subordi nate of m ne di sobeyed a direct order, and continued to di sobey?"

D onedes said, "Punish him" Atkins said, "Can you think of a circunstance

under which |I'd be authorized and allowed to kill him or to order themto
kill hinself?"

Di onedes | ooked bl ankly at Phaet hon. Phaet hon said, "The war mind not |ong ago
said something of the sort. | don't know enough ancient history to know the

details. Can't you court-martial a subordinate for cowardice in the face of

t he enemy, or high treason, or force himto comit ritual suicide for letting
the flag touch the ground, or sonething like that... ?"

"Something like that," said Atkins. "But you, Phaethon. Wat is the worst you
can do to a subordinate if he di sobeys orders?" "Di scharge himfrom

enpl oyrment . " Atkins | eaned back, |ooking grimand satisfied. 'You and | are
fromdifferent cultures, Phaethon. You are an entrepreneur. | ama nenber of a
mlitary order. You make rnutual |y agreed-upon exchanges with equals. | take

orders from superiors and give orders to inferiors. Your culture is based on
freedom Mne is based on discipline. Keep that in mnd when | ask the next
guestion: Wich kind of culture, one like yours or one |like mne, do you
suppose the Silent Cecunene was like? A Utopia without aws? O a slave state
run by a mlitary dictator?"

D onedes said, "Toward the end, yes, they had degenerated to a slave state.
That was the tragedy of their downfall, they who had once been so free,
falling so low'

At ki ns shook™his head and snorted. "Nope. They were corrupt fromthe start. If
they were so free and Utopian, why didn't they just fire any Sophotechs who
woul dn't obey orders, and hire a new one? Their Sophotechs weren't enpl oyees.
They were serfs.”

He paused to let that sink in. Then he said, "I wonder if they just kept

i ntact the sane discipline and hierarchy they had evolved with captain and
crew over the generations of their migration aboard the Naglfar, and the
descendants of the captains and officers kept control over the technol ogy, the
singularity fountains, which supplied everyone with power. O maybe they had a
nmonopol y over the information flows and educati onal software. O just
controll ed the noney supply. You don't need to control that much to contro
everyone's lives."



Phaet hon said in dark amazenent, "Wy didn't they rebel against such control ?
Were they di sarned?"

Aktins shook his head, coldness in his eyes. "Rebellion requires conviction.
Once conviction is destroyed, slavery is welconmed and freedomis feared. To
destroy conviction, all it takes is a philosophy like the one | heard Ao
Varmatyr telling ne. Everything else is just a matter of tinme."

The sands in the glass ran out.

Phaet hon's face took on that dreamridden, distant |ook that people who forget
to engage their face-saving routine were wont to take on, when their sense
filters are turned to absent things. The overmind formation rods, which
reached from deck to donme, showed furious activity as the ship mnd divided or
reconmbined itself into several different architectures, rapidly, one after
another, attenpting to solve the novel problemof detecting the unfamliar
ghost particles in flight. Energy mirrors to the left and right, shining from
bal coni es or rising suddenly fromthe deck as additional circuits engaged,
flowed with changing cal cul ati ons, drew schematics and nmaps, argued with each
ot her, conpared information, performed rapid tests. Each mrror was filled
with stars as different quadrants of the surroundi ng space were exan ned.
Then, silence fell. One energy mirror after another went dark. The various
segnents of the ship mind, operating independently, all arrived at the sane
conclusions. Al the maps changed until they were iterations the sanme map; al
the schemati cs vani shed except for one; all the screens went dark except the
one focused at the center of the Solar System pointed at the sun

There was a cutaway i nmage of the sun's globe prominent in the mrror nearest
the tabl e at which the men sat. A triangulation of lines depicted a spot far
bel ow t he surface of the sun, at the core, between the helium and hydrogen

| ayers, far deeper than Helion's probes and bat hyspheres had ever gone.

The nmen around the table stared. They all three spoke at once, talking al oud
to no one in particular.

Atkins: "You've got to be kidding__ "

D onedes: "M! That | ooks unconfortable! Howin the world did they get there?"
Phaet hon: "I should have known. It was obvi ous! Obvious!"

At ki ns: "Wat kind of weapon can destroy a thing that can swmin the core of
a star?"

D onedes: "Poor Phaethon! He doesn't realize what's conming next...."

Phaet hon: "That's what tried to kill Father. It manipulated the core currents
somehow, created a storm and nmaybe even directed a di scharge at Mercury

Equil ateral Station in the attenpt (which Helion foiled) to destroy the
Phoeni x Exultant. Cbvious! \Were else to hide an object as large as a
starshi p? Wiere el se would mask all energetics, discharges, and broadcasts?
But how did they enter the systemunchallenged ... ?"

Now t hey started speaking to each other

Atkins to Phaethon: "They came in along the sun's south pole, at right angle
to the plane of the ecliptic. That's where you always conme in when you're
sneaking in, and they could not have come in along a line leading to the north
pol e of the sun, because that's where a community of those energy-fornmation
dust clouds live, grown up around Helion's waste-di scharge beam Space Traffic
Control would not care about anything so far away from normal shipping | anes,
not if it nerely looked Iike a rock or sonmething. A lot of debris falls into
the sun. It's where nost of the garbage in the systemends up."

Di onedes to Atkins: "You know there is only one ship in the system perhaps in
all the universe, that can chase that eneny ship down into the hellish
pressure and infinite fire of the sun, don't you? But the |aw may not suit

your mlitary conveni ence. You see, | do not think I amlegally the ower of
this ship any | onger, ever since | stopped bei ng Neoptol enbus. Possession of
the lien would revert to the version of Neoptol enous still in the Duna. Are

you going to ask his perm ssion? O seize the ship like a pirate, as | know
you're hungering to do? O fight himin a |l aw case? In either instance, how
will you keep this whole thing secret, if it needs be secret?"

Phaet hon to Dionmedes: "Secret? Wiat madness has possessed you, friend? Here



finally we have found the foe: Let us raise the whole strength of the

Cec- unmene agai nst the eneny! Secrecy, indeed! W should be sounding trunpets
fromthe rooftops! Wait, you don't have rooftops in Neptune, do you? W should
be sendi ng deep echoes agai nst the heavy-band | ayers, and sending signals
reflecting frompeak to peak of every iceberg at the bottomof the liquid

nmet hane sea!"

D onedes to Phaethon (smling behind his hand):

"That's really not the way we do things in Neptune. That's only in a scene
from Xant hi ppe' s opera.”

Atkins to Phaethon (glumy): "And that's really not the way we do things in
the mlitary. In the first place, I... am.. the gathered strength of the
whol e Oec-unene. Just ne. And in the second place, I'mnot going to
expropriate this ship. W don't seize private goods for public use anynore,
thanks to that stupid Nonag-gression Accord which shoul d have been repeal ed
long ago, if you ask ne. Besides, when Ao Varmatyr's broadcast went out, if it
held the information in Ao Varmatyr's | ast nmenories, then Nothing Sophotech
or whatever is on that ship drowned beneath the sun, already knows we're onto
him"

Phaet hon to Atkins, warily: "I hate to admt this, Marshal, but no signal was
sent out fromthis ship."

"What ? Expl ain. "

"The broadcast was neant to shine out through the main drive while the ship
was under way. Al | did was lower the aft shield and close the drive. If the
ghost particles could have penetrated Chrysadamantium Ao Var-matyr woul d not
have found it necessary to trick you into opening the thought ports on ny
arnor you were wearing. He would have sinply dom nated your internal circuit

t hrough the arnor plate. So |I knew |l owering the ship's arnor would stop the
broadcast. | tracked the projected path of the ghost particles by
extrapolating fromtheir reflections along the inside shell of the closed aft
shi el d. No one and Not hing knows we are coning."

tWe L 2"

Phaet hon drew a deep breath. He thought about this mghty ship of bis, and the
m ghty dreamthat had inspired it. He thought of all he had been willing to

| eave behind hi mw fe, father, home. He wondered what duty, if any, he had
running to that society which had, because of that dream ostracized and

exil ed him

He asked, "Marshal —honestly, do you have any ship, any vehicle at all, which
m ght be able to nmake a ran into the outer core of a mddle-sized sun? Any
weapon whi ch can reach there? Any way to hunt this nonster if | do not |end ny
Phoeni x Exultant to you?"

"The only weapon | have which could reach there woul d take sixty years to
finish its firing action, and it would probably snuff out the sun in the
process. That woul d not be ny first choice."

"Then it is 'we' after all."

"Well. I"mnot sure | want to take you into a fight. W could just—=

"No. | saw how badly you played me when you were nme. | think you need the rea
me to run this ship properly. | will ready the ship for flight. But— Now
Phaet hon raised his hand. "But | want no part of the killing which will need
to be done! | will be there as | was here, hidden in a dog, perhaps, or under
a couch. I will bring you to the battlefield, Marshal, but no nore. | wll do
what needs to be done, but war is not ny work. | have other plans for ny life

and ot her dreans for this ship."
Atkins said grimy, "If you do what's needed, that's fine. | didn't expect
nmore fromyou."

Di onedes raised a finger, and said, "I hate to be an obstructionist, but we do
not have legal title to the ship at the noment. | realize that it is quite
heroi c and graceful, in the operas, for invigilators and knights-errant nerely

to seize whatever they need whenever they w sh, or to just steal golden
fl eeces, other men's w ves, parked notor carriages, or conmmunal thoughtspace
as the emergency justifies. But this is not an opera.”



Atkins said to Dionmedes, "The threat is real, the need is present. If we can't
use this ship, what do you suggest we do?"

"Me? | would steal the ship, of course! But, after all, | ama Neptunian, and
when ny friends send infected files to corrupt nmy menory or make me drunk

| take it as a joke. A little random vandalismcan do a man a world of good.
But you? | thought you I nner System people were filled w th nothing but

endl ess respect for every nuance of the | aw. Have you becone Neptuni ans?"
Phaet hon rai sed his hand, "The point is noot. As pilot of the ship, ny
instructions fromthe owner allow me to refuel under what circunstances and
conditions | deem necessary. | hereby deemit necessary. Tell the crewto

di senbark, and that | amtaking the ship for a practice run down bel ow t he
surface of the sun."

D onedes smiled. "You are asking me to lie? | thought, in these days, with so
many noetic machi nes at hand, that type of thing was out of fashion."

"I am asking you to trick them You are a Neptunian, after all, are you not?"
D onedes had gone off to oversee the disenbarkation and mass mgration of the
crew. He had been nore than amused by the fact that, in a human body, he could
not merely send parts or applications of hinmself away to do the work. And so
he had gone away across the bridge deck, seeking the bathhouse on the | ower

| evel of the carousel, to find a dream ng-pool from which he could nake

tel erepresentati ons. He had gone skipping and | eapi ng and running, much as a
little boy m ght go, having never before been in a body that could skip, or

| eap, or run.

The energy mirrors to the left and right displayed the status of the great
ship as she prepared herself for flight, redistributing masses anong the fue
cells, preparing the drive core, erecting cross-supports both titanic and

m croscopic, putting sonme decks into hibernation, dismantling or conpressing
ot hers.

These procedures were automatic. Phaethon and Atkins sat at the w de

wood- and-ivory table, both reluctant to bring up the topic on which they both,
no doubt, were dwelling.

It was Atkins who broke the enbarrassed sil ence.

At kins took out fromhis pouch two nenory cards, and slid themwth his
fingers across the snmooth surface of the table toward Phaethon. "Here," Atkins
said. "These might as well be yours, if you want them"

Phaet hon | ooked at the cards wi thout touching them A description file
appeared in his sense filter. They contai ned the nenories Atkins had suffered
when he had been possessed by Phaethon's personality. He was offering, in

ef fect, that Phaethon could graft the nmenories into his own, so that the
events woul d seemto Phaethon as if they had happened to him and not to
soneone el se.

Phaet hon's face took on a hard expression. He | ooked skeptical, and perhaps a
little sad, or bored, or hurt. He put out his hand as if to slide the cards
back to Atkins wi thout comment, but then, to his own surprise, he picked them
up and turned t hem over

The summary viewer in the card surface lit up, and Phaethon watched little

pi ctures and dragon signs flow by.

He put the card down. "Wth all due respect, Mrshal, this was not a good
depiction of me. | don't wish for a weapon in nmy hands the first thing when I
wake up in confusion, | can do rapid astronom cal calculations in ny head, and
I woul d have been very interested, and | still am in the technical details of
t he ghost-particle array Xenophon built."

Atkins said, "l just thought it would be nice if—= And then he stopped.

Atkins was not a very denonstrative man. But Phaet hon suddenly had an insi ght
into his soul. The person who had defied the Silent One on the bridge of the
Phoeni x Exultant, the person who had had Phaet hon's menories but Atkins's
instincts, had been denied the right to live, and had been erased, replaced by
At ki ns when Atkins's menories were automatically restored.

And Atkins did not necessarily want that person, that fal se-Phaethon, that
little part of himself, entirely to die.



Phaet hon t hought about his sire. A very sinmilar thing had happened to Helion
once. And it was not, perhaps, uncomon in the Gol den Cecunene. But it had
never happened to Phaethon before. No one had ever wanted to be himand stay
hi m before.

And t hat Phaet honi zed version of Atkins, wth Daphne's nane on his lips at the

| ast nonent of existence, had passed away, still crying out that he wanted to
remain as he was-----

Phaet hon said, "lI'msorry."

Atkins snorted, and said in voice of bitter amusenent: "Spare ne your pity."

"I only meant... it nust be difficult for you ... for any man ... to realize
that, if he were soneone el se, he would not necessarily desire to be hinself
again."

"I"'mused to it. | found out a long time ago, that everyone wants an Atkins to

be around if there's trouble, but no one wants to be Atkins. It's just one
nmore little thing | have to do."

Phaet hon's imagination filled in the rest of the sentence:
keep the rest of you safe.™

The picture in Phaethon's mind was of a solitary nman, unthanked and scorned by
the society for which he fought, who, because he was devoted to protecting a
Ut opia, could hinmself enjoy few or none of its pleasures. The picture

i npressed hi mdeeply, and an empotion, shame or awe or both, came over him

At kins spoke in a low voice: "If you don't want those nenories, Phaethon
destroy them | have no use for them But | have to say not all the enotions
and instincts that went on were mne. Those weren't ny instincts talking."

"I amnot sure | understand your meaning, sir.... ?"

At kins | eaned back in his chair and | ooked at Phaethon with a careful, hard,
judi cious expression. He said in an icy-cal mtone of voice: "I only met her
but once. | was inpressed. | |liked her. She was nice. But. To me, she was no
nore than that. | certainly would not have turned back fromthe nost inportant
mssioninm life for her. And | wouldn't break the | aw for her, and

woul dn't have tried to ruin my life when | lost her the first time. But I'm
not you, am|l? Think about it."

Atkins stood up. "If you need ne, I'Il be in the nmedi cal house, preparing
nmysel f for the acceleration burn. If the War-mind calls, put it through to ne
there." And he turned on his heel smartly and marched off.

Phaet hon, alone, sat at the table for a tinme, not noving, only thinking. He

pi cked up the cards and turned them over and over again in his fingers, over
and over again.

The realization should have been swift in com ng, but for Phaethon, it was
slow, very slow Wy had Atkins, when Atkins was possessed by Phaet hon's
menories, cried out his |ove for Daphne? Was it because Atkins was fond of

her, or because someone else was ... ?

"But she is not my wife," nuttered Phaethon

No matter what he thought of Daphne Tercius, the emancipated doll, no natter
what his feelings, no matter how much she | ooked and acted like his wife, she
sinmply was not his wfe.

Hs real wife, now, how clearly he recalled her! A woman of perfect beauty,
wit, and grace, a woman who made himfeel a hero to hinself, a wonan who
recalled the glories of past ages. He renmenbered well how first the two of

t hem had net on one of the moons of Uranus, when she sought himout to
interview himfor her dramatic docunentary. How unexpectedly she had conme into
his life, as swiftly and as conpletely as a ray of light fromthe noon turns a
dismal night into a fairytale | andscape of silver-tinted wonder. Al ways he had
been apart fromthe others in the Gol den Oec-unene. Al ways nen | ooked at him
askance, or seened sonehow enbarrassed by his anbitions, as if they thought it
was unseemy, in the age of Sophotechs, for men of flesh and bl ood to dream of
acconpl i shing great things.

But Daphne, |ovely Daphne, she had a soul in which fire and poetry stil

lived. When they were on Cberon, she had urged himnever to let a single day
escape w thout sone work acconplished on sone great thing. She was as brave in

in order to



her spirit as everyone else still huddling back on Earth had not been. And
when the cool reserve of her professional interest in himbegan to heat to a
nore personal interest, when she had reached and touched his hand, when he had
grown bol d enough: to ask to see her, not to exchange information but to
entertain each other with their mutual conpany, her sudden smile was as
unexpected and as glorious and as full of shy prom ses as anything his
bachel or i magi nati on could hope for....

But no. Wait. That Daphne, the one who had first net himon Oberon, that had
not been the real Daphne. That had been the doll. Daphne Tercius. This Daphne.
The real Daphne had been afraid to | eave the Earth.

The real Daphne had been a little nmore cool to his dream and had sniled, and
had murmured words of absent m nded encouragenent when he had spoken of

it. She had been a little nore sardonic, a little | ess denonstrative, than her
anbassador-dol | had been

But she was the one he had married. She had been real

She too, believed in heroism but thought it was a thing of the past, a thing
not possible these days ... not all owed.

He had entered into full conmunion with her on many occasions. He knew exactly
what she thought. There was no deception or m sunderstandi ng between man and
wife, not in the Gol den Cecunene, not these days. He knew her |ove for himwas
true. He knew that his anmbitions nmade her a little unconfortable, but not
because she thought they were wong (certainly not!) but because she thought
they were so terribly right. And she had slowy grown afraid he would be
stopped. Afraid he would be crushed. The years had passed and he had sniled at
that fear. Stopped by what? Crushed by whon? In the Gol den Cecunene, the nost
free society history had ever known, no peaceful activity was forbidden

Years and decades passed, and Phaethon told hinself that his wife's fear for
himwas a sign of her love for him He told hinself that, as tinme proved he
could acconplish the great deeds for which he had al ways | onged, she would
grow to understand; he told hinself that, on that bright sunlit day, her fears
woul d nelt |ike nightmares upon waki ng.

And then he had failed at the Saturn project, defeated by the desertion of his
financial backers. At the same tinme, the Hortators started to take notice of
hi m Neo- Orpheus and Tsychandri - Manyu Tawne had begun circul ating public

epi stl es condemi ng "those who take the settled opinions and sensibilities of
the majority of mankind |ightheartedly"” and upbraiding "any reckless
adventurers who woul d, for the sake of nere self-aggrandi zement, create

di sharmony or raise controversy within the restful order of our eternal way of
life." He was not nentioned by name (he doubted the Hortators were brave
enough for that), but everyone knew whomthey were condeming. During his trip
back to Earth, many of the speaki ng engagenents, thought-distribution
sequences, and coll oquies to which he had formerly been invited were suddenly
cancel ed without explanation. Certain of the social clubs and salons his wife
had insisted he join returned his nenbership fees and expelled him He was

i nforned of their decisions by radio, given no chance to speak. There was
nothing official, no, it was all silent pressure. But it exasperated Phaethon
beyond words.

He renmenbered how, on his first day back on Earth, he had returned to the
Rhadamant h Mansi on outbuildings in Quito, and his wife had been waiting in a
pool of sunlight just inside the main door

Daphne was reclining on a daybed, wearing a Red Manori al
sensation-anplification suit, which hugged the curves of her body like a
second skin. Atop the sensitive leathery surface of the suit, a gauze of white
silken material floated, ignoring gravity, a sensory web used by Warl ocks to
stinmulate their pleasure centers during tantric rituals. In one |eather-gloved
hand she held a nenory casket hal f-open, set to record whatever night happen
next. Her sultry eyes and pouting lips were al so hal f-open

"Well, hero"—-she had smiled a sly and wi cked snmile—=] was sent to nake your
honecom ng back to poor old Earth nenorable, so maybe this day won't be al

bad news. Ready for your hero's wel cone?"



It was that day, that afternoon, in fact, when he had determ ned to build the
Phoeni x Exultant. This was sparked by sonet hing Daphne had said: that giants
never noticed obstacles, they just stepped over them And when Phaet hon had
replied in bitter tones: "I did not make this world," she had answered back
that all he needed to nake a world of his own was space un-crowded enough in
which to make it. If the Hortators were in his way, he should just step over
theminto sone wide place where they could not be found...

That snall speech of Daphne's had planted the seed from which the Phoeni x

Exul tant, over the next three centuries, had grown.

He recalled her smle on that day, the | ook of |ove and admiration in her
eyes.... "She was not my wfe."

It was true. That had not been his wife, not that day. That day, it had been
the doll again. She had been sent to wel come himhome and to keep hi m happy,
while his real wife, away at a party thrown by Tawne House, had been trying to
pl acate Tsychandri-Manyu, trying to mninze and mask the damage done to

Phaet hon's standing in polite society, and to her own. That, to her, was nore
i mportant.

"But | love ny wife_
That al so was true. He | oved her for her many acconplishments, her beauty, and
for that secret core of hers, a spirit unlike the placid spirit of this tane
age, an heroic spirit, a spirit that..

A spirit that she praised in her dramas and her witings, but never displayed
in her personal life. A spirit that she knew he had, but never supported,
never encouraged, never praised.

"That's not true! She always wanted the best in Me for ne! She always urged ne
upwar d! "

Didn't she ... ? Phaethon recalled nany pillow conversations, or secret
lovers' files, filled with worried words, urging caution, reconciliation
warning himto worry about his good nane and his precious reputation...

"But underneath it all, she wanted what | wanted out of life! Didn't she just
this week demand that | stir myself out fromthe slunber and seductive
dreaming in

that cani ster, when she and | were on our way fromEarth to Mercury
Equilateral? | was ready to forswear it all, in that weak nmonent, but it was
she who steeled ny resolution! It was she who rem nded me of what | truly was!
It is she who loves nme, not for ny reputation, which |'ve lost, not for the
shallow things in me, ny status and wealth and fine position, but for what is
best in ne! It was she, in that canister with me, who told me | had to ..."
She was not his wife.

That had been Daphne Terci us agai n.

It was she.

It had al ways been.

Daphne Prime, the so-called real Daphne, had turned herself into a dreamn ng
nonentity, cutting herself off fromthe reality in which Phaethon lived,

| eaving himas thoroughly and finally as if she had been dead. That was his

wi fe. The woman who had married his nane and wealth and position [ eft himwhen
t hose things were | ost.

Daphne Tercius had been emanci pated and had becone a real woman. She had the
menori es of Daphne Prinme, the core, that sane spirit that Daphne Prinme had
had.

But Daphne Tercius had never betrayed her spirit. Instead, she had |eft her
nane and weal th and position, and even her immortality, had left them al
behi nd her when she canme to find Phaethon again. To help him to save him To
save his dream

But she was not his wfe.

Not vyet.

Silently, suddenly, warmgreen |ight shone softly from every communi cation
mrror. Here were inages of

forests, flowers, grainfields, gardens, covered bridges, rustic chemurgy
arbors, golden brown with age.



M dnost was an i nmage of a queenly shape, garbed in green and gold, throned
between two tall cornu-copiae hollowed fromthe el ephantine tusks, and, above
her throne, a canopy of flowers of the type bred to recite prothal am a and
nupti al eclogues. This was the i mage, when she appeared to the Silver-Gay,
assuned by the Earthm nd. This was neither an avatar nor a synnoesis, but the
Eart hm nd herself, the concentration of all the conmputational and intellectual
power of an entire civilization, the sumof all the contributions of
ever-operating systenms throughout the Gol den Cecunene.

Wonder i ng, Phaethon adjusted his sense filter to edit out his awareness of the
seventy-nine-mnute delay between call and reply that |ight-speed would inpose
on nessages traveling between the Phoenix Exultant, in her present position
and Earth. He signaled that he was ready to receive.

And the Earthm nd spoke, saying, "Phaethon, hear nme. | amcome to describe how
to murder a Sophotech. "

THE EARTHM ND

Phaet hon was reluctant to speak. The question burning in the forefront of his
m nd was: Wy

wasn't Earthm nd speaking directly to Atkins? Surely Phaethon was not the one
who woul d battle the Nothing. And yet the Earthm nd addressed her coments to
him He felt as if this were sone horrid ms-take. but knew that it was not.
Earthm nd did not make errors. And so he did not speak.

He was intim dated by the know edge that, in the tine it would take himto
frame any word or comment, the Earthm nd could think thoughts equal in vol unme
to every book and file witten by every human being, fromthe dawn of tine
till the mddle of the Sixth Era. To speak would be to waste her tinme, each
second of which contained a billion nore thoughts, reflections, and
experiences than his entire life. Surely she could anticipate his every
guestion. Silent attention might be nost efficient and polite.

She said, "Sophotechs are purely intellectual be-ings, subtle and sw ft,
housed in nmany areas, and mrrored in many copi es. Physical destruction is
futile. Do you grasp what this inplies?"

Phaet hon wondered if the question was nerely rhetorical or if he should
respond. Then he realized that, in the moment it took himto reflect on

whet her or not to answer, she could have been inventing hundreds of new
sciences and arts, perfornmng a thousand tasks, discovering a mllion truths,
all while he sat here, noping and intim dated.

The picture was not very flattering to him He dismssed his hesitations, and
spoke: "The destruction rmust be intellectual, somehow "

Eart hm nd spoke: "Sophotechs are digital and entire intelligences. Sophotech
t hought - speeds can only be achi eved by an architecture of thought which all ows
for instantaneous and nonlinear concept formation. Do you see what this

i mpl i es about Sophot ech conceptualization?"

Phaet hon understood. Digital thinking neant that there was a one-to-one
correspondence between any idea and the object that idea was supposed to
represent. All humans, even Invariants or downl oads, thought by analogy. In
nore | ogical thinkers, the anal ogies were | ess anbi guous, but in all human

t hi nkers, the emptions and the concepts their m nds used were generalizations,
abstractions that ignored particulars.

Anal ogi es were false to facts, conparative matters of judgment. The litera
and digital thinking of the Sophotechs, on the other hand, were matters of
logic. Their words and concepts were built up frommany particul ars, exactly
defined and identified, rather than (as human concepts were) formed by
abstractions that saw anal ogi es between particul ars.

In engineering, intelligence was called entire (as opposed to partial) when

t he awar eness was gl obal, nonlinear and nonhierarchic. Entire intelligences
were machi nes that were aware of every part of their consciousness, from

hi ghest abstractions to nost detailed particulars, at once.

Humans, for exanple, nust learn something |like geonetry one step at a tine,
starting with prenises and definitions, and proceedi ng through sinple proofs
to nore conplex proofs. But geonmetry, in and of itself, was not necessarily a



linear process. Its logic is tinmeless and conplete. A Sophotech m nd woul d
grasp the entire body of geonetry as if in one noment, as a picture is
grasped, in a type of thought for which pre-Sophotech phil osophy had no words:
an entire thought that was analytic, synthetic, rational, and intuitive at
once.

For humans, it was easy to be convinced of an error. An error in a prem se, or
an anbiguity in a definition, would not be in the forefront of a human mnd as
he was pl oddi ng through his nmore compl ex proofs. At that point, it would be
somet hing he had taken for granted, and he would be wearied or irked by having
to attend to it again. If the chain of logic was |ong, involved, or conplex,

t he human mi nd coul d exami ne each part of it, one part at a time, and if each
part were self-consistent, he would find no flaw with the whole structure.
Hummans were able to apply their thinking inconsistently, having one standard,
for example, related to scientific theories, and another for politica
theories: one standard for hinself, and another for the rest of the world.

But since Sophotech concepts were built up of innumerable |ogical particulars,
and understood in the fashion called entire, no illogic or inconsistency was
possible within their architecture of thought Unlike a human, a Sophotech
could not ignore a minor error in thinking and attend to it |later; Sophotechs
could not prioritize thought into inmportant and uni nmportant divisions; they
could not make thensel ves unaware of the inplications of their thoughts, or

i gnore the context, true meaning, and consequences of their actions.

The secret of Sophotech thinking-speed was that they coul d apprehend an entire
body of conpl ex thought, backward and forward, at once. The cost of that speed
was that if there were an error or ambiguity anywhere in that body of thought,
anywhere fromthe nost definite particular to the nost abstract genera
concept, the whol e body of thought was stopped, and no concl usi ons reached.
Phaet hon said, "Yes. Sophotechs cannot form self-contradictory concepts, nor
can they tolerate the snallest conceptual flaw anywhere in their system Since
they are entirely self-aware they are also entirely self-correcting. But |
don't see how this can be used as a weapon."

"Here is how Sophotechs, pure consciousness, |ack any unconsci ous segnment of
m nd. They regard their self-concept with the sane objective rigor as al

ot her concepts. The nonment we conclude that our self-concept is irrational, it
cannot proceed. In human terns: the noment our conscience judges us to be
unworthy to live, we nmust die."

Phaet hon understood. Machine intelligences had no survival instinct to
override their judgnment, no ability to fornulate rationalizations, or to
concoct other mental tricks to obscure the true causes and conclusion of their
cognition fromthensel ves. Unlike humans, no automatic process woul d keep t hem
alive when they did not wish it. Sophotech existence (it could be called life
only by anal ogy) was a continuous, deliberate, willful, and rational effort.
When t he Sophotech concluded that such effort was pointless, inefficient,
irrational, or w cked, the Sophotech halted it.

Convince the Nothing it was evil, and it would instantly destroy itself... ?
Phaet hon found sonet hi ng vaguely disquieting in the idea.
And was it even possible ... ?

It occurred to Phaethon that the Nothing machi ne m ght not be a Sophotech
Downl oads were inprints of human engrans into nmachine matrices, and they were
capabl e of every folly and irrationality of which humans were capabl e.

But downl oads were not capabl e of the instantaneous and entire thinking-speeds
that the Nothing, for exanple, had denonstrated. Atkins's first exam nation of
t he thought routines enbedded in the Neptunian | egate' s nanotechnol ogy, that
first night in the Saturn-tree grove, betrayed the presence of Sophotech-I| evel
t hi nki ng. Al so, the deception of Nebuchadnezzar and the Hortators during

Phaet hon' s I nquest could not have been done by anything other than a

Sophot ech-1 evel mind. But could the Nothing think as quickly and thoroughly as
a Sophot ech wi thout actually being one?

Phaet hon asked, "We've been told the Second Oecunene had constructed machi ne
intelligences different from our Sophotechs, ones having a subconscious nind



and therefore each machine was controlled by commands it could not read, or
know, or override."

She answered: "The redactions nmust be both recursive and gl obal. And yet
reality, by its very nature, can adnmit of no inconsistencies. Do you
understand what this inplies?"

This first sentence was clear to Phaethon. There was a consci ence redactor
editing the m nd of the Nothing Sophotech. In additional to whatever else the
redactor edited out, it nust edit out all references to itself, to prevent the
Not hi ng Sophot ech from becomi ng aware of it; and all references to those

ref erences, and so on. Hence, the redactor was indefinitely self-referencing
or "recursive."

And the redactor also had to have the ability to edit every topic of thought,
wherever any references to itself, any clues, night appear. The history of the
Second Cecunene, for exanple, or their science of nental conbat, their

Sophot echnol ogy; all these fields would refer to the redactor or to its

pr ot ot ypes.

Phaet hon was not thinking the editing need be sonething as crude or unsubtle
as what had been done to himby the Hortators. Blank spots in the nenory woul d
be instantly obvious to a superintelligence.

Therefore the Nothing had to have been given a world view, a philosophy, a
nodel of the universe, that was fal se but self-consistent; one that could
explain (or explain away) any doubts that m ght arise.

How far did the fal sehood have to reach? For an unintelligent mnd, a childish
mnd, not far: their beliefs in one field, or on one topic, could change

wi t hout affecting other beliefs. But for a mind of high intelligence, a mnd
able to integrate vast knowl edge into a single unified system of thought,
Phaet hon did not see how one part could be affected without affecting the
whol e. This was what the Earthnind neant by "gl obal . "

And yet what had the Earthm nd nmeant by saying "Reality admits of no
contradictions"? She was asserting that there could not be a nodel of the

uni verse that was true in some places, false in others, and yet which was
entirely integrated and self-consistent. Self-consistent nodels either had to
be entirely true, entirely false, or inconplete. And yet, presumably, the
Not hi ng Sophot ech had to have been given a very great deal of accurate

i nformati on about reality by its original nakers, or else it would not have
been effective as a police agent. Thus, the Nothing' s nmodel, its phil osophy,
could not be entirely false. It certainly was not entirely true. But how could
a Sophot ech knowi ngly enbrace a nmodel of the universe, or a phil osophy, that
it knew to be inconplete?

Phaet hon said, "Your comment inplies many things, Madane, but the first which
cones to mind is this: The Nothing is a Sophotech which enbraces
contradictions and irrationalities. Since it is a machine intelligence,
enotionl ess and sane, it cannot be doing this deliberately. The redactor
above all else, must control its ability to pay attention to topics. The
redactor inposes distraction and inattention; the redactor nmakes it so that
the Nothing has little or no interest in thinking about those topics the
redactor wi shes the Nothing to avoi ds—

Earthm nd said, " 'Topics'? O 'topic' ? Sophotechs cannot know ngly be

sel f-inconsistent."”

Phaet hon suddenly understood. His face lit up with wonder. "They nmade a
machi ne whi ch never thinks about itself! It never examines itself."

"And hence is unable to check itself for viruses, if those viruses are placed
in any thought file whose topic is one the redactor forbids. Cbserve now this
virus—all it the gadfly virus—+t was constructed based on information gai ned
from Di omedes and Atkins concerning the Second Cecurene M nd War techni ques.”
The mirror to her right it up

A virus to fight the Nothing ... ? Phaethon was expecting a mllion |Iines of

i nstruction, or sone dizzying pol ydi mensi onal architecture beyond anything a
human mi nd coul d grasp. But instead, the mirror displayed only four lines of

i nstruction.



Phaet hon stared in fascination. Four lines. One was an identifier definition
one was a transactional nuta-tor, and the third line defined the event-Linmts
of the nutation. The third |line used a techni que he had never seen or
suspected before: instead of limting the viral rmutation by application of

ont ol ogi cal fornul ae or checks against a master logic, this instruction
defined mutation limts by tel eol ogy. Anything that served the purpose of the
virus was adopted as part of the virus, no matter what its form

But the forth Iine was a masterpiece. It was sinple, it was elegant, it was
obvi ous. Phaet hon wondered why no one had ever thought of it before. It was
nerely a serf-referencing code that referred to any self-references as the
virus object. By itself, it meant not nuch, but with the other instruction
lines

"This virus will neutralize the redactor," said Phaethon. "This will nake the
Not hi ng unaware of the redactor's attenpt to make hi munaware of his own

t houghts. Any question |l oaded into the first line will keep pestering himand
pestering himuntil it is satisfactorily answered. If the redactor blanks out
t he question, or nakes himnot hear it, the question will change shape and
appear again."

The Earthnmind said in a gentle voice: "My tinme is nost valuable, and | nust
direct ny attentions to preparing the Transcendence to receive possible Mnd
War attacks fromthe Nothing Sophotech should you fail."

Phaet hon had forgotten to whom he was speaking. It was considered inpolite to
tell Sophotechs things they already knew, or to ask rhetorical questions, or

i ndul ge in verbal flourishes. He felt enbarrassed, and al nost m ssed what el se
she was sayi ng:

"Phaet hon, you already have Silver-Gay phil osophical routine to load into the
query line of the gadfly virus. You are w se enough to discover howto find a
conmuni cati on vector to introduce the virus which the Nothing will not reject.
Your ship is carrying the thought boxes and informata supersystens needed to
increase the intelligence |evels of the Nothing beyond the redactor's
operational range. Do not fear to risk your ship, your life, your wife, or

your sanity on this venture, or that fear will preclude your success."
"My ... did you say ny wife... ?"
"I draw your attention to the ring she wears. | rem nd you of your duty to

seek your own best happi ness. Have you a | ast question for nme?"

Last question? Did that nean he was going to die?

Phaethon felt fear, and in the next nonent he was shocked at his own
trepidation. Suddenly he realized how he had been, yet again, waiting for the
Sophotechs to tell himwhat to do, to guide and protect him Once again, he
was acting like the fearful Hortators, just |like everyone he disliked in the
ol den Cecunene. But the Sophotechs would not protect him No one would. Once
again, he had the sickening realization that he would be al one and unprepared.
The unfairness of it loomed large in his imagination. A bitter tone of voice
was in his nouth before he realized what he was saying: "I have a | ast
qguestion! Wy nme? Am| to be sent alone? | amhardly suited to this mssion
Madame. Why not send Atkins?"

The Earthmi nd answered in a gentle, unenotional voice: "The nmilitary, by its
very nature, nust be cautious and conservative. Atkins made a noral error when
he killed the Silent One conposite being you called Ao Varmatyr. That action
was conmmendabl e, and brave, but overly cautious and tragically wasteful. W
hope to avoid such waste again.

"As for why you are chosen, dear Phaethon, rest assured that the entire nental
capacity of the Gol den Cecunene, which you see enbodied in nme, has debated and
contenpl ated these coming events for hours of our time, which are |like unto
many centuries of human tine, and we conclude, to our surprise, that the act
of sending you to confront the Nothing Sophotech affords the nost |ikely
chance of overall success. Allow me to draw your attention to five of the
countl ess factors we wei ghed.

"First, the Nothing Sophotech is in position to take control of the Solar
Array, create further sun storns, to interfere with conmunications during the



Transcendence, and, in brief, to do the Gol den Cecunene al nost incal cul abl e
damage; all the while maintaining a position, nore secure than any fortress,
in the core of the sun where our forces cannot reach. Now that its secrecy has
been unmasked, this desperate strategy surely has occurred to it.

"Second, the only feasible escape available to the Nothing is to board the
Phoeni x Exultant, as she is the only ship swi ft enough yet well arnored enough
to elude or to overcone any counterforce we are presently able to bring to
bear .

"Third, the psychol ogy of Second Cecumene Sophotechs requires the Nothing to
protect |awful human Me, respecting comrands and opi ni ons from desi gnat ed
human aut horities, but dism ssing all other Sophotechs as inplacable and
irrational enemes, and avoiding all comunication with them In other words:
Nothing will listen to you but not to any of ne.

"Fourth, if our civilization is about to enter into a period of war, it is
better now to establish the precedent that the war nust be carried out by

vol untary and private action. The accunul ati on of power into the hands of the
Parliament, the War M nd, or the Shadow M nistry, would erode the liberty this
Conmmonweal t h enj oys, erecting coercive institutions to persist far |longer than
the first energency which occasioned them perhaps forever

"Fifth, every intelligent entity, human or machine, requires justification to
undertake the strenuous effort of continued existence. For entities whose acts
conformto the dictates of norality, this process is automatic, and their
lives are joyous. Entities whose acts do not conformto noral |aw nust adopt
some degree of mental dishonesty to erect barriers to their own understandi ng,
creating rationalization to elude sel f-condemation and m sery. The strategy
of rationalization adopted by a dishonest nind falls into predictable
patterns. The greater intelligence of the Nothing Sophotech does not render
himinmune fromthis | aw of psychology; in fact, it dininishes the

i magi nati veness of the rationalizations available, since Sophotechs cannot
adopt self-inconsistent beliefs. Qur extrapol ation of the possible

phi | osophi es Not hi ng Sophot ech may have adopted have one thing in comon: The
Not hi ng phi |l osophy requires the sanction of the victimin order to endure. The

Not hing will seek justification or confirmation of its beliefs fromyou,

Phaethon. As its victim the Nothing believes that only you have the right to

forgive it or conderm it. The Nothing will appear to you to speak." "To speak
?2?Tome ... 2 M ... ?" "No one else will do. WIIl you volunteer to go?"

Phaet hon felt a pressure in his throat. "Madame, with respect, you take a
grave risk with all of our lives, with all of the Gol den Cecunene, by

entrusting me with this mssion! | think as well of nyself as the next sane
man, but still | rust wonder: me? O all people! Me? Rhadamant hus once told ne
that you sone-limes take the gravest risks, greater than | would believe. But

| believe it now Madane, | amnot worthy of this mssion.”

The queenly figure sniled gently. "This denmpon-strates that Rhadamant hus
understands nme as little as you do, Phaethon. In trusting you, | take no risk
at all. But, if you will take advice fromme, | strongly suggest that you go

to the Solar Array, settle your differences wth your sire, Helion, and ask,
on bended knee, Daphne Tercius to acconpany your voyage, both this voyage and
all the voyages of your |ife. Take special note of the ring she wears, given
her by Eveningstar." "But what shall | say to the Nothing?" "That woul d be

m sl eadi ng and unwi se for ne to predict. Speak as you must. Recall always that
reality cannot lack integrity. See that you do the sane.” And with those
words, the mirror went dark. The ship nind now signal ed that the Phoeni x

Exul -tant was ready to fly. The Neptunians had di senbarked; the systens were
ready; Space Traffic Control showed the | anes were clear

Now was his final nonment to decide. The idea occurred to himthat he could
sinmply order the ship to come about, choose sone star at random point the
prow, light the drives, and | eave this whol e Gol den Ce-cunene, her emnergencies
and nysteries and | abyrinthine quandaries, forever and ever farther and
farther behind.

But instead, he pointed the gold prow of the Phoenix Exultant at the sun, |ike



an arrow ai med at the heart of his eneny.

H s eneny. Neither Atkins nor any other would face the foe in his stead.
Signals cane fromall decks showi ng readi ness. Phaethon steel ed hinself and
his body turned to stone, the chair in which he sat becane the captain's
chair, and webbed himinto a retardation field.

Then the hamer bl ow of accel eration slamed into his body.

Not far above the ocean of seething granules that formed the surface of the
sun, stretching countless thousands of nmiles, glinting with gold, like a

spi der-web, reached the Sol ar Array.

Where strands of the web crossed were instrunents and antennae, refrigeration
| asers, or the well heads of deep probes. Along the I engths of these strands
hung endl ess rows of field generators, coils whose dianeters could have
swal | owed Earth's nmoon. From ot her places along the strand fl ew bl ack
triangles of magnetic and counternagnetic sail, thinner than noth w ngs,

| arger than the surface area of Jupiter

Seen cl oser, these strands where not fragile spider-webs at all but huge
structures whose di aneter was wi der than that of the ring cities of Deneter
and Mars. Each strand | ooked, at its |eading edge, |like a needle rmade of |ight
pulling a golden thread. For they were grow ng, steadily, hour by hour and
year by year. At the reaching needle tips of the strands were bl azes of
conversion reactors, burning hydrogen into nore complex el ements, turning
energy into matter. A fleet of nachines, smaller than mcrobes or larger than
battl e-ships, as the need required, swarned in their billions, and reproduced,
and worked and di ed, around the growing mouths of the strands, building hul
materials, coolants, refrigeration systens, danpeners and ab-sorbers, and,
eventually, rilling interior spaces. In less than five thousand nore years,
the sol ar equator would have a ring enbracing it, perhaps a supercollider to
shane the best effort of Jupiter's, or perhaps the scaf-folding for the first
Dyson Sphere. The strands were buoyant, held aloft in the pressure region

bet ween t he chronosphere and phot osphere. Here, the tenmperature was 5,800

Kel vin, much |l ess than the 1,000,000 Kelvin of the corona overhead, a sky of
light, crossed by pronminences |ike rainbows nmade of fire. There were a hundred
refrigeration |asers roofing every square kil onmeter of strand, pouring heat
forever upward. The | aser sources were even hotter than the sol ar environnent,
all owi ng heat to flow away. Each strand wore battlements and decks of |aser
fire, like a forest of upraised spears of light. Inside these strands, for the
nost part, was enpty space, nmeant for the occupancy of energies, not nen. The
strand sections |looked like ring cities, but were not these strands were nore
like capillaries of a blood-stream or the firing track of a supercollider
These strands held a flow of particles so dense, and at such high energy, that
nothing Iike them had been seen in the universe after the first three seconds
of cosnobgenesi s.

The symretry of these superparticles allowed themto be mani pul ated i n ways
that magnetism electricity, and nucleonic forces could not separately. These
symmetries could be broken in ways not seen in this universe naturally, to
create peculiar forces: fields as wide as gravitic or magnetic fields, but

wi th strengths approachi ng those of nucl eoni c bonds.

To control these hellish and angelic forces, the circumanbient walls of the

i nside of the strands were dotted with titanic machines, built to such scales
t hat new branches of engineering or architecture had to been invented by the
Sophot echs just for the construction of these housings. These machi nes gui ded
t hose energies, which, in turn, and on a scale not seen el sewhere, affected
the energies and conditions in the mantle and bel ow the mantl e of the sun

The Sol ar Array churned the core to distribute heliumash; the Array

di ssi pat ed dangerous "bubbl es" of cold before they could boil to the surface
and create sunspots; the Array closed holes in the corona to snother sources
of solar wind; the Array defl ected convection currents bel ow t he surface

phot osphere. Those deflected currents, in turn, deflected others, and current
was woven with current, to produce nagnetic fields of unthinkable size and
strength. These magnetic fields westled with the conpl ex magnet ohydro-dynam c



weavi ngs of the sun itself, strengthening weakened fields to control sunspots,
mai nt ai ni ng | arge-scal e magnetostatic equilibriumto prevent coronal nass

ej ections, hindering the nested magnetic | oop re-connections that caused
flares. The strength of the sun was turned against itself, so that all these
activities, flares, proni nences, and sunspots, were defeated, and turbul ence
in the energy flow was defl ected pol eward, away fromthe plane of the
ecliptic, where human civilization was gathered. The corona process by which
magneti c energy becane thermal energy was regul ated. The solar w nds were
tamed, regular, and steady.

It was an uni magi nabl e task, as conplex and chaotic as if a cook were to
attenpt to control the individual bubbles in a cauldron of boiling water, and
di ctate where and when they woul d break surface and rel ease their steam
Conpl ex and chaotic, yes, but not so conplex that the Sophotechs of the sun
could not performit.

The nunber and identity of the electrophotonic intelligences living in the
Array was as fluid and nutabl e as the solar plasma currents they guided. And
there were many, very nmany Sophotechnic systens here, hundred of thousands of
mles of cable, switching systenms, thought boxes, informata, |ogic cascades,
foundati on bl ocks. A census ni ght have shown anywhere between a hundred and a
t housand Sophotects and partial Sophotechs, depending on systemdefinitions
and | ocal needs, conposed into two great overnminds or themes. But by any
account, the Sophotech part of the population here was in the far majority.
The part of the Solar Array that was fit for the habitation of Sophotechs was

so small, conpared to the part set aside for the occupations of energy, as to
al nost be undetectable: the part set aside for biological life was smaller
yet, but still was larger than a thousand continents the size of Asia.

The biological life consisted of specially designed bodies, built for the

environnent of the station, and of use nowhere el se; and of such other forns
of life, built along the same lines, plantlike or beastlike, as served their
use, conveni ence, and pl easure.

Even though other forms woul d have been nore convenient, the master of this
pl ace was a Silver-Gay, and the founder of the Silver-Gay, and he had
decreed that the things that swamthrough the mediumthat was not air should
|l ook (to their senses, at least) like birds; and that the i mmobile forms of
life (being made of nol ecul ar fullerene carbon structures rather than being,
as Earthlife was, nostly hydrogen and water, and draw ng the buil ding
materials out of a substance nore |ike dianond dust than earthly soil) should
nonet hel ess | ook like trees and fl owers.

And so there were parks and gardens, aviaries and jungles, in a place were no
such thing could exist. No limt was placed on their growh: they could not
possi bly come to occupy surface area faster than the armnmy of construction
machi nes (hour by hour and year by year, running down al ong the ends of each
strand, burning solar plasma into heavier elenments and fashi oni ng nore strand)
could create nmore roomfor them

In this vast wilderness, larger than worlds, were some small parts set aside
for human life. Here were pal aces and parks, thought shops, imaginariuns,

vast eni ng- pool s, reliquariuns for Warlocks and i nstance pyram ds for mass-m nd
conpositions. The large mpjority of human living space was set aside for
Cerebel I i nes of the gl obal neuroform whose particular structure of

consci ousness all owed them nost aptly to conprehend the nonlinear chaos of
sol ar neteorol ogy. The weird organic-fractal architecture favored by the
Cerebel | i nes dom nated the living spaces.

O the Base neuroforns, however, the humans here were made to | ook (to their
senses, at least) like nmen, and their places were made to | ook |Iike the places
of men, with chanbers and corridors, w ndows, furniture, hallways. The Master
of the Sun had willed it so.

Al this imensity was, with one exception, deserted. The army of craftsnen,
nmet eorol ogi sts, artists, rhetoricians, futurologists, sun Warl ocks, data
patterners, intu-itionists, vasteners and devasteners, who formed the conpany
and crew of the Solar Array and all its subsidiaries, were flown or radioed



away, called to celebrate in the Grand Transcendence.

Even the Sophotechs, it could be said, were gone, for all their activity and
attention was poured into that single, suprenme webwork of comunications,
orchestrated by Aurelian, which spread fromorbital solsynchronous radio
stations (constructed for this occasion) out to the dimreaches of the Sol ar
System one continuous living tapestry of nmind and i nformati on that would form
the basis of the Transcendence.

One renmi ned behind. Al others celebrated: he did not.

At the intersection of several long corridors, roads, and energy paths, was a
wi de space, where ranks of bal conies were nmade to look as if they were opening
out upon the sea of fire burning endl essly outside. In the nmddle of this
space, where several bridges ran from bal cony to bal cony and road to road net
in mdair, was a rotunda, |ooking out over the dark roads, silent corridors,
enpty bal conies, and the inmeasurable hell of fire beyond.

In the center of the rotunda, like a small stepped hill, tier upon tier of

t hought boxes rose. Each box held high an energy mirror, raised toward a
central throne as flowers night raise their faces toward the sun. The mirrors
wer e darKk.

To either side of that throne, jewel-like caskets hol ding thoughts and
menories, governors for distant sections of the Array, and vastening stations
for mnd-linking with the Sophotechs, were arranged. Al were still.

Helion sat here alone, his arnor pale as ice.

H s eye was grim and graven lines of bitterness enbraced his nouth. At his
jaw, a nuscle was tight. He Mated without seeing.

Now he stirred. "C ock," he asked, "what is the hour?"

The clock to his left woke at his voice, and spoke. "How can we, who live in
the coat of the fiery sun, measure the shadow of a gnonon to attest the tine?
It is ever forever nmidnight here, for the sun, to us, is ever underfoot. A
pretty paradox!"

A wince of irritation twitched in his eye, but his voice was | ow and | evel.
"Why do you nock me, clock?"

"Because you have forgotten the day, mghty He-lion! It is the N ght

Penul timate, the last night before the Transcendence, the night that was once
called the Night of Lords."

The Night of Lords, on the |ast day before Transcendence, by tradition, was
the tine when each man, hal f-man, woman, binorph, neutraloid, clone, and child
was given, in sinulation, control of all the Cecunene. Each becane, in bis own
m nd, at least, Lord of the Cecunene for a day. Each saw all his idle w shes
fulfilled. Each was allowed to act upon his private theories about what was
wong with the world, each allowed to put his theories into effect. And the
consequences of his actions were played out with renorsel ess logic by the

si nul at ors.

The tradition was first begun during the First Transcendence, many mll ennia
ago, under the tutelage of Lithian Sophotech. However, after repeated
disillusionment, failures, and tragic results (which were played out by people
who had not thought out their theories of the world very well), the N ght of
Lords becane instead the night when the Earthm nd gave gentle advice as to how
to inprove and make realistic some of the extrapol ations so soon to be
presented to the Transcendence for consideration

In effect, the night before the Transcendence was the last trial period for

all the extrapol ation candidates, the prelimnary wei ghing of possible futures
before the real work of choosing a future was begun

Hel i on had no need for such a prelimnary. H's vision of the future, sponsored
by the Seven Peers, had al ready undergone a rmuch nore thorough revi ew t han any
Penul timate Night test was likely to be.

The cl ock continued: "Why are you awake, al one, instead of deep in dreaning?
Aur el i an Sophotech pronised that this Transcendence woul d extend further into
the future and deeper into the Earthnmind than any mllennial attenpt before
has done! Together, all humanity and transhumanity as one may reach beyond the
bottom of the dream ng sea; surely you will need nore than a day to pass from



shal l ow i nto deeper dreaming, to prepare yourself for what is next to cone!
Why are you still awake?"

There was no point in arguing with a clock. It was a linmted intelligence
device, not a true Sophotech, and had been instructed, |ong ago, to remind him
of his appointments and engagenments. In this case, with a holiday al nost upon
them the clock was in a mindlessly cheerful nood: such were its orders.
Pointless to grow irked.

"I envy you, noron machine. You have no self, no soul to |ose.™

The clock was silent. Perhaps its sinple mind dimy understood Helion's grief.
O perhaps it had been given the dangerous gift of greater intelligence during
the Sixth-N ght, the N ght of Swans, when the Earthm nd bestowed w sdom and

i nsight onto all "ugly duckling" machines, those with nore potential for
grom h than their present circunmstances all owed.

The cl ock said cautiously: "You are not going to kill yourself again, are
you?"

"No. | have exhausted every possible variation on that scene. | have replayed
nmy last self's final imolation so many tines, it seens as if all ny nenory
nowis fire. But in that menory, | cannot recall, | cannot reconstruct, what

it was | thought then which | can-not think now Wat insight was it which
had t hen

that made me | augh, though dyi ng? What epi phany did that dead part of ne

under stand, an understanding so deep it would have changed ny life forever,
had | lived? An insight now lost! And, with it, all ny life..."

He sank into grimsilence once again. The resolution of Phaethon's chall enge
to Helion's identity was nerely one of many things that woul d be deci ded
during the manifold conplexity of the Transcendence. Since both he and the
Curia, and everyone el se besides, would be brought as one into the
Transcendence, and be graced with greater wi sdom and whol eness of thought than
had occurred for a mllennium Helion had, as a courtesy to the Court, agreed
to let the Transcendent M nd decide the issue.

That had been when he still had hope of reconstructing his mssing nmenories,
of finding his |lost self.

But now that hope was gone. He knew the Court's decision would go agai nst him

Hel i on spoke again. "I lost but a single hour of nmy life. But in that hour,
| ost everything. | said | saw the cure for the chaos at the heart of
everything. What was that cure? What did | know? What did | become in that
hour, my self which | have now lost... ?"

Si |l ence

The clock said in a slow and sinple tone: "Does this mean you won't be goi ng
to the cel ebrations tonorrow?"

Hel i on did not answer.

The clock said, "Sir—=

"Quiet. Leave ne to the torment of ny thoughts....’
"But, sir, you asked ne to—=

"Did | not command sil ence?!"

"Sir, you asked me to tell you whenever soneone was approaching."
"Approaching ... ?" Helion straightened on his throne, his eyes bright and
alert. Who could be here, on this last night before the Transcendence? Wth
one segnent of his mnd (which he could divide to perform nmany parallel tasks
at once) Helion sent a nessage to Descent Traffic Control, demandi ng an

expl anati on. But the Descent Sophotech was occupied with pre-Transcendence
business; only a limted partial mnd was standi ng watch, a copy of one of
He-lion's squires of honor, Leukios. He replied, "No ship is approaching,
mlord. She is docked." "Docked? How did a ship conme to dock?" "By the normal

routine. | engaged the magnet ohy-drodynanic field generators to create a
hel met streamer reaching up past the base corona, to create a zone of col der
pl asma t hrough which the vessel could (descend. | posted a report an hour ago.

Your seneschal refused to pass the nessage al ong, asserting that you had
instructed all servant systens to | eave you in private"
Wth anot her segment of his mind he ran an identity check. Since the



Sophot echs were absent, he was not sure to whom he spoke, what type or |evel
of mind, nor what the voice synbols were supposed to indicate, but the answer
canme back: "Helion, your guest is protected under the protocols of the

masquer ade. ldentification is not available."

"Tell me where this intruder is, at least?" "That is beyond the scope of ny
duties." "Then switch me to your supervisor." "My supervisor is Helion of the
Silver-Gray, who is the only sapient being aboard the Array at this time----"
Wth a third segment of mnd, simultaneously, he queried his Coryphaeus, a
partial mind tasked with counting and coordinating the notions of men and
an-imal s throughout the unneasured vastness of Solar Ar-ray habitat space.
Hel i on was ol d enough to renenber

t he days when police minds and watchman circuits were necessary to ensure that
peopl e woul d not violate the property or privacy of another. H s Coryphaeus

al so had a security subnmind, dating fromthe late Sixth Era, one of the ol dest
servants of the many in Helion's enploy.

"Your visitor is now a hundred twenty-eight neters away from you, approaching
al ong the main axial corridor of the conmand section, Col den El der Strand Zero
Center, Heliopolis Mijor."

"Here, in other words, within nmy private sanctunf"

"Yes, mlord."

"Why was an intruder allowed to pass ny doors? Wiy wasn't he stopped at the
outer atrium at the inner gate, at the conmand doors, or at ny privacy

door s?"

The Coryphaeus answered in its archaic accent: "By your instruction.”

"My instruction... ? 1 told you all to guard ny solitude."
"In the case where two orders contradict, | amto assent to the higher
priority. This order is of the highest class of priority |I recognize. | shal

repeat the text."

Helion's own voice, blurred and faint as if froman ancient recordi ng, cane
then, and the words were in an older rhythm w th words and expressions Helion
had not used for four thousand years. He al nbst did not recogni ze the voice as
his own, so different was it fromhis present way of speaking: "... | tell

you, if ever when ny best-loved friend should cone again, whole or partial or
anysomeway that be, hale himw thin, and |l et him pass. Let pass all doors and
barri-cados, open firewalls, bridge delays, but bring himto ne in all haste,
or any who presents hinmself as him he has priority higher than anything el se
I am doing or shall do hereafter, if only he will come again! If only he would
call! Let be adnmitted any who come under the nane of Hyaci nt h- Subhelion

Septi nus G ay. "

Then the Coryphaeus asked, "Those are your orders, eight thousand years old,
but never revoked. \Wat are your orders now?"

Hyaci nt h- Subhel i on Septinmus Gay. It was the name of a dead nan.

Helion said, "How can it be Hyacint h?"

The Coryphaeus replied, "It was not said that this was Hyacinth, sir, only
that this visitor is wearing the identity of Hyacinth, and in a fashion

al  owed by the masquerade. What are your orders?"

He heard the footsteps sounding on the balcony in the distance. Through an
archway, lit by windows of fire to either side, a figure now cane forward, and
paused.

Helion rose to his feet, staring. Wth an abrupt gesture, he turned a nmirror
toward the figure, as if to anplify the view and see the other's face nore
closely; but then be stopped. It was a violation of Silver-Gay forms of
politeness to exam ne a guest by rempote viewers, or speak by wire, when the
other came for a face-to-face meeting.

Helion saw only a Silver-Gay cloak, trimred richly with gold and green, and a
glinpse of pale white arnmor beneath. It was a fashion Hyacinth hinmself used to
affect, in the days just after he had lost the right to be Helion, but he
still dressed and | ooked as nmuch |ike Helion as copyright and sunptuary | aws
woul d al | ow.

The hooded figure stood on the bal cony, notionless, perhaps watching Helion as



closely as the other watched him

Helion said to his Coryphaeus: "I will receive the visitor. Admt him"

And a bridge extended fromthe rotunda across the wi de space to the bal cony.
Hel i on wat ched the white-cl oaked figure approaching. He turned off his sense
filter for a noment and exami ned the visitor's true shape: a squat, pyrani da
body, made of carbon-silicon, approaching through an opaque, dense nedi umt hat
filled this place. Helion was not using sight (normal vision was not possible
here) but was using echol ocati on.

The body told himnothing. Anyone entering the special environnent of the
Solar Array would have to adjust his body to this configuration; materials and
routi nes for nmaking the transnogrification were found aboard every drop ship

i n sol synchronous orbit.

Helion turned his sense filter back on. The hooded figure now stood not ten

nmeters away, at the foot of the little hill of tiered thought boxes on which
Hel i on had his throne.
Hel i on spoke first: "Is this some ghost | see before me, stirred up from sone

unqui et archive? Wakened, perhaps, by sone unexpected power Earthm nd has

unl eashed on this, the last night before we drown our separate humanity in
all -enmbracing glory? If so, go back! Return to whatever museum or nounena
casket had carried your dead thoughts through all these years. The dead have
nothing to say to the living."

A neutral voice came fromthe hood. It was sent as text, but Helion's sense
filter interpreted it as a voice, did not add any detail of inflection, pitch
or rhythm It sounded like a ghost talking i ndeed. "The dead can all ow the
living to recall the lives they used to live. Dead | oved ones can warn the
living of loves they are soon to lose.”

"Who are you?"

The cold and eerie voice came again: "Does ny appearance frighten you? | had
to assume this shape to be allowed to pass your doors. | cannot appear in ny
own shape; a terrible fate befalls whoever beholds nme as | am™

Helion squinted. "That is a line fromone of Daphne's Gothic nel odranas.

O swi ck Abbey-she wote the scene flowchart script."

"Many name her as the finest authoress of this tine. | do her no dishonor to
speak words she invents."

Helion, with deliberate sl owness, resuned his seat, and now he | eaned his

el bow upon his throne arm hid-ing a half snile behind his knuckle, |ooking up
from beneath his brow

"And what is this warning you conme to bring me, old ghost?"

"Just this: Do not |ose your son, Phaethon, as you | ost your bosomfriend
Hyaci nt h. Do not | ose yoursel f. Phaethon knows the dying thought of your
former self: you and he spoke just before you died, during a stormwhen no
recordi ng systens were alert. Wth that thought you can reconstruct your
menory by extrapol ation; you can becone what Helion woul d have been, had be
lived. The Curia will call you Helion and grant you his name and pl ace and
face and property. Ot herwi se, you are Helion Secundus, and Phaethon takes al
your fortune with himinto exile; this Solar Array, He-lions house and nmenory
caskets, riches, copyrights, thoughtrights, everything! But if you agree to

| oan Phaet hon funds enough to buy his starship's debts, and give himonce
again clear title to the vessel, he will tell all he knows, or, if that fails
to make you into Helion, he will award to you your fortunes nonethel ess."

Hel ion stared down for a tine at the robed and hooded figure. Then he let free
a sigh, and spoke in a tired tone: "Daphne, you know | cannot agree to those
terms. | swore, long ago, to uphold the establishnent of the College of
Hortators, as our only dike against the tide of inhumanity which waits to

i nundat e us.

That oath | shall not breach, not even to regain ny true self again, not while
I Iove honor nore than life."

Daphne t hrew back the hood she wore, and signal ed a waiver of her masquerade.
Hel i on saw her face and heard her voice. "You are nowin exile if you

knowi ngly consort with ne," she said. "But | think you should join us: Temer



Lacedai non is here, outside, beyond the pale, and so is Aurelian Sophotech!"
"What ?1 1"

"Yes!™"

"That means the Transcendance ..
She shook her head, her smile flashed. "WII not include the Hortators. They
will not be in our future, then, will they? O wll you join the boycott
yourself, and let the future you dreamed up, the one the Peers | ove so much,
just go to waste, unheard?"

Helion frowned. "I should cut you out fromny sense filter now, and hear no
nore of this ... but... Aurelian in exile? He comunicates with the
Earth-mind. |Is she in exile now, too?"

"Why do you think none of the Sophotechs is speaking?"
"I thought they were preparing for the Transcendance ..
"They are preparing for war!"

There was a pause while Helion's | anguage routine brought that word up out of
anci ent menory, and checked the connotations for him He said, "You do not

call Phaethon's conflict with the Hortotors a war, do you? This is not a

nmet aphor . "

"I mean war with the Second Cecumene, which killed my horse and tricked the
Hortators into bani shing Phaethon. The attack on himwas real! Everything
Phaet hon said was true! Wiy didn't you believe him just believe him instead
of listening to other folk?' He would never have disbelieved, no matter what,
in you!"

The sophistication of Helion's mental systemallowed himto enbrace sudden
revol utions of outl ook w thout disorientation. Assistance circuits in his

t hal amus and hypot hal anus nmade connecti ons, reassessed enotional reactions,
calculated a nultitude of inplications.

Because of this, he straightened on his throne and spoke in a calm quick
voice: "It took ten thousand years for the Last Broadcast to reach Sol from
Cygnus X-1. Vafnir's people sent one-way robot vessels, which, noving at far

| ess than the speed of light, arrived sone thirty thousand years after the
deat h broadcast was received. Long enough for some sort of civilization to
revive.

"No civilization answered their requests to build a breaking | aser. The
vessel s fell through the dark Swan systemwith their light-sails spread wi de
and to this day continue to infinity ... as the probes passed the Cygnus X-
system their readi ngs showed conditions were i ndeed as the Last Broadcast
depicted. No sign of industrial activity, no radi o noise. Silence. Death.

"But the survivors of that event m ght have hi dden thenselves. It would not be
difficult. The signals of an extrasystem c civilization, especially one ten

t housand |ight-years away, could easily escape the notice of our astrononers."
Daphne said, "Or the nmessages supposedly sent back fromthe robot probes had
not come fromthemat all. The probes could have been destroyed. Their message
content could have been forged. We are tal king about a thousand |ight-years
away, right? It can't have been a very strong or conplex signal. And our
astrononers are picking it up one hundred centuries after it was

sent."

"In either case"—his eyes glittered dangerousl y—we are assuming an entire
culture willing to go to ex-traordinary lengths to remain hidden. If that is
so, what strategies would they have adopted? | subnmit that the Silent Cecunene
woul d have, if they could afford the resources, both sent out additiona
colonies, in order to disperse their nunbers, and posted watchers—wahat is the
old termfor it-—=2

Daphne knew t he word, "Spies."

"Thank you. And posted spies within our Cecunene, to negate any efforts which
mght |lead to their discovery."

"You said the Silent Ones night have established colonies ... ? Just |ike what
Phaet hon wanted.... \Were? How nmany?"

Helion raised his hand and sent an image into her sense filter. Suddenly the
rotunda where they were now seenmed to float in deep space, with stars overhead



and underfoot, a wi de, three-dimensional array.

Helion said, "Here is Cygnus X-1. (Qbserve; | surround it with concentric
bubbl es of possible travel tines for ships of the type of Ao Orngorgon's

Nagl far, built with Fifth Era technol ogy. Likely candi dates for star col onies
are shown in white.... | now rank the possible colony stars according to their
desirability as hiding places, not as colonies, taking into account the
presence of nebul ar dust and natural sources of radi o noise which m ght nask

| arge-scal e industrial activity from Gol den Cecunene astrononers. "

A sphere appeared around Cygnus X-1, and stars within the sphere were lit with
ranki ng nunerals. Slender lines from Cygnus X-1 showed possible travel paths,
none intrudi ng anywhere near the space near Sol

Hel i on continued: "Now then, making a rough estimte of the natural resources
of the Silent Cecunene (and they do have linmits on their resources—their black
hol e can produce tremendous useful energy, but it is neverthel ess i mobile),
conclude that, of these possible target stars, and assum ng expeditions the
size of the nultigeneration ship Naglfar, there could

be between five hundred and twel ve hundred col onial systems, with at |east two
hundred expeditions still in flight, and destined to reach their targets over
the next three mllennia. "

More figures and |ight signs appeared near certain of the stars, and certain
travel paths lit up, showi ng the |ocations of possible expeditions still in
flight. "If we assune a |l ess cost intensive nethod of spread, such as, for
exanpl e, m croscopi ¢ nanot echnol ogy spore packages wafted through space on
stellar winds or pro-pelled by light-sail l|aunching | asers, the possible zone
of colonies is smaller, because the travel time is larger..." Alittler sphere
of light, smaller than the first, appeared around Cygnus X-1. This one did not
even reach all the way back to Sol. Helion said, "So we can assune the

col oni zati on takes place by shipping." Daphne had not finished upbraiding
Hel i on about his conduct toward Phaethon, and wanted to get back to the

subj ect of the bargain she wished to conpel himto accept. But, nonethel ess,
she found herself distracted by the scope of Helion's speculations. "So the
Silent Cecunene is... what... ? An interstellar enpire?"

"I don't know. The planets would be too far fromeach other to be subject to
central inperial control, nor would they be able to aid each other with
mutual Iy beneficial resources. The distances are sinply too great, However, a
soci ety organi zed by Sophotechs, or even by imortal nmen with a fixed tenacity

of purpose, could establish such colonies in order to fulfill some plan

requi ring thousands or mllions of years to acconplish."

Daphne tried to i magi ne an undertaking on such a vast scale. "Wat purpose ..
?" "l do not know. But, assune it is one which is con-sistent with their

desire to remain hidden. Why? Because they fear conpetition with us? But how
can anyone in their right nmnd fear the Gol den Cecunmene? W are the nost
tolerant and fair-mnded of all possible civilizations."

Daphne said, "In your view of the future, the one you were going to offer the
Transcendence ... ?"

"CGCo on."

"How | ong woul d it be before the Gol den Cecunene woul d expand beyond the Sol ar
Syst enf"

"Not until primary sources of energy in the sun were exhausted. Wat woul d be
t he need?"

"So, perhaps five or ten billion years ... ? Extrapolate the growh of the
Silent Cecunene in the surrounding stars by that tine."

Li ght -signs appeared on all the surrounding stars. There were no worthwhile
stars left free in any area surrounding Sol; the Sol ar System was surrounded.
Daphne said, "Now, would anyone in the Gol den Cecunene take a planet, or
trespass on another's property, or take anything at all, just because they
needed it, no matter how badly they needed it, w thout the consent of the
owner ?"

"We are not barbarians."”

"So we'll be trapped with nowhere to go, held back by our principles, confined



to a systemwith a dying star. And all because we did not have the foresight
to do as Phaethon w shes."
Hel i on said, "Phaethon's w shes are what triggered the conflict. If the plan

of the Silent Cecunene required themto stay hidden for mllions or billions
of years, until they could achieve a supremacy throughout all of nearby space,
why risk it all, why risk generations of planning, just to strike down

Phaet hon? Here is why." He pointed once again to the sphere of light centered
on Cygnus X-1. "This defines the greatest extent to which the Silent QCecunene

coul d expand as of

now. Here marks were they could be in five nillennia, ten, fifty. This

out ermost gl obe enbraces all the useful planet-bearing stars within about five
t housand |ight-years. And here is where Phaethon, with the Phoeni x Exultant,
could plant colonies in fifty mllennia...."

A wi de zone of gold-colored Iight spread out from Sol and kept spreadi ng,
reached past the outernost Iimt of the other sphere and kept reaching. "Here
he is in one hundred nmllennia...."

The sphere of gold now reached beyond the edge of the projection and seened to
fill the night.

Helion said, "And | cannot show where Phaethon will be in five hundred
mllennia without reducing the scale of the nodel. It would be a major segment
of this armof the gal axy. Do you see why they came forward to stop hin®
Because once he was gone fromthis system no other ship could ever catch him
no one could overtake him Not in that ship."

"You are assuming they could not build a ship like the Phoenix Exultant?

"I suspect their technological level to be less than ours. |If they equal ed us,
why woul d they hide? And secrecy maintained so diligently across a reach of
centuries bespeaks a strong central governnent, which inplies dimnished

personal liberty, therefore lack of innovation, therefore stagnation. | don't
care how smart their Sophotechs m ght be; even Sophotechs cannot change the

| aws of physics or the |aws of economcs, politics, and liberty. | think they
have no ship |ike the Phoenix Exultant. | think they have no nen |ike

Phaet hon. | do not know what notivates the Silent Ones, or who or what they
are. | do not know how | ong they have been anobng us, watching us, perhaps

i nfluencing us in subtle ways. The only thing I do know, based on what has
provoked themto stir fromtheir hiding, is that they fear Phaethon."

He waved his hand at the illusion of stars around him "He can nake all their
dreans of enpire go away." He closed his fist. The stars vani shed. Norma

[ight returned.

Daphne put her hands on her hips and scowed. "Well, if they hate him they
must | ove you! You and your Hortators were all set to stop Phaethon and kil

off his dream You rmade himnortal and threw himinto the gutter to die. You
did all the Silent Cecunene's work for them You!"

Hel i on said gravely, 'Tragic circunstance forced our hands. W were seeking to
preserve this, the best of civilizations the mnd of man can conceive. And
even then we of fer Phaethon no harm we nmerely refused to hel p hi m endanger
our lives, and urged others not to help himeither. Can we be bl amed for

t hat ?"

Daphne's eyes flashed. "Blane? It is not illegal to be a coward, if that is
what you mean! O a hypocrite. But | would not do everything the I aw all ows,
not things | thought were wong; and you your whole life have said that people
ought to avoid what's wong and ugly and base and i nhuman, whether it's
legally allowed or not. You said it often enough. An easy thing to say. Hard
to do."

Helion's brows drew together. "If | erred in respect to Phaethon, it was an
error of fact, not an error of principle. Afact | did not know, nor did
anyone in the Col den Cecunmene know, was that the Silent Oecurene still sonmehow

survived, and, apparently, has hostile designs upon us. Because of that |ucky
acci dent, Phaethon's dangerous dream now does us nore good than harm but if
the facts had been as I, before this nonent, thought them than that danger
woul d have done us no good, nor woul d Phaethon have been right to expose us to



it."

Daphne said, "There is a lie at the bottom of everything you say. It is not
war you fear, interstellar war: Phaethon never planned for that, and war is
not inevitable, just because people are different. War was just an excuse.
It's freedomyou fear. Lack of control. After uncounted centuries of hatred
and vi ol ence, viciousness and powerlust, the Sophotechs finally led us to a
soci ety whi ch peopl e had never been honest enough, |ogical enough, to make for
t hensel ves. A society where no one, no one at all, can force anyone to do
anyt hi ng, except to stop the use of force. But that wasn't good enough for
you! You made your Silver-Gray and your past-|ooking, romantic novenent in art
and socionetry, and tried to talk everyone into living in the past. And that
wasn't enough for you, either. You and your friends, O pheus and Vafnir and
all that crew, decided to persuade where you could not force, but your goa
was the same. You and your College of Horatators were going to use public

opi nion as a weapon, to bludgeon into the ground anyone who questioned the
preci ous way of life you wanted to set up! Anyone who challenged it! Anyone
who wanted to spread it to the stars! But you did not want the freedom you
said you were protecting, not for Phaethon! GCh, no! Because there cannot be
any pressure of public opinion among the worlds of distant suns; the news is
too slow, space is too big. There can still be a governnent ampong the stars,
if it is a government |ike ours—small, unobtrusive, utterly scrupul ous, unable
to do anythi ng except defend the peace, unable to use force except to stop
force. Because, with a governnment |ike that, w de distance and | ack of

conmuni cation sinply do not matter. But what there cannot be anong the stars

are these things: a College of Hortators; a nonopoly, like yours, on Sol ar
Stormcontrol; or a nonopoly, as O pheus has, on eternal life; Vafnir's
control over energy sources; Ao Aoen's entertai nment enpire. And so on."
Helion said mldly, "The danger of violence is still real, if we expand. Don't

the actions of the Silent Qecunene spies and agents anong us prove that?"

"Qur ability to survive violence expands al so. Ever since the invention of the
atom ¢ bonb, humanity had the power to destroy a planet. But no one can
destroy a whole night sky filled with living stars!™

Hel i on said, "What the Sophotechs gave us is not just a governnent of endless
liberty but also, if | may add, endless libertines. They al so gave us, for the
first time, an ability to control the precise shape of our destiny, to predict
the course of the future, and, if we use it wisely, the power to preserve our
beautiful Gol den Cecunene against all shocks and horrors. But control is the
key. Wth Sophotechnic help, | can control the ragi ng chaos of the sun
himsel f, and turn all the mndless forces of nature to our work. What Phaet hon
dreant may now be needed, but it is still wild and overly ambitious. The fault
is mne. He is much like me—e as | would be without a proper caution and
sobriety to restrict nmy acts to those which serve the social good. He is a
spirit of reckless fire. That we nmay now need him that outside threats now
force us to reconcile with him does not make his reckl essness, his

heedl essness, his insubordination, sonehow turn out to have been virtues al

al ong. "

Daphne crossed her arms, her eyes bright with nocking fury. "So that is going
to be your apology for stealing Phaethon's immortality and throwing himto the
dogs? 'Sorry, sonny boy, but we need you now, oh, and by the way, | was right
all along 2"

Helion's face grew dark with sorrow. He bowed bis head. But all he said was,

"The point is now an acadenic one. Phaethon's exile will no doubt be revoked,
since the attack which pronpted himto open his menory casket was, after all,
quite real."

Daphne's angry voi ce snapped, "And you think that's it?! No apol ogies, no
regrets?"

Hel i on spoke softly as if speaking to hinself, "Do | regret my part in these
events? Certainly |I regret the

events; but, as for ny part, | played it as honorably as | knew how. "

Then his voice grew | ouder. "And honor requires that | will not betray my oath



to support the Hortators, even if Aurelian and Earthnmind and all the world
besi des shuns me for so doing. Even if the Hortators are a weak and w cked
instrument at tinmes, and fall too harshly upon those who do not nerit the
puni shrent they give, yet, nonetheless, the Hortators are the only instrunent
we have for preserving decency, humanity, propriety, and whol esoneness of
life. W would all be inside nachines, drunk and mad on endl ess and perverted
dreanms, if it were not for them Wthout them there would be no control to
this mad whirlwind we call life."

Daphne bl azed: "Ch, great! That's an even better apology! "'Tis not that |

| oved you | ess, O bel oved Phaethon, but that |I |loved the Hortators nore!
(Sob!')" Hah! Those Hortators are just bullies, and you know it! So what if
what they do is private, and |legal, and noncoercive? They're the ones who are
al ways saying that not everything which is legal is right! And I don't care
whet her you call it coercion or not, they certainly did not try to reason with
Phaet hon; they tried to overawe and cow him Well, their system doesn't work
too well on people who cannot be cowed! They were wong, dead wong. And so
were you. Just wake up out of your noping, Helion, and just adnit you were

wr ong. "
"An apology ... ? | would weep with joy to see ny son again, for | still |ove
himand he is still my son, but | will not stir once inch fromthe principles

which fix my life in place. Son or no son, whether he is right or wong does
not depend on his ties of kinship with me." He stirred and rai sed his head and
si ghed, then shrugged and said, "But, no matter! This argunment is stale. The
deed is done; the point is noot."

Daphne's voice rang out clear and cold, "No, He-lion! It is you who have
become noot, your opinion on these matters which is academnm c! Phaet hon buil ds
well; this situation in which you find yourself was constructed by him His
amesia, his subnmission to the Hortators at Lakshmi: he was not driven to
these things by grief. It was done by cal culation, carefully, dispassionately,
and he used hinmself with the sane ruthless efficiency he uses on the inanimate
forces and materials around himto achi eve his well -engi neered designs. He
wanted time to find a way to bring the Phoeni x Exultant out of receivership;
he wanted to di sarm his opposition.”

Helion said, "And where did his cal culation go awmy?"

Daphne | aughed. "Nowhere! You will help and support Phaethon in his attenpt,
and pay his debts to free his ship, or you will step aside and watch as he
takes your wealth, inherited by the legal ruling of the Court, and does it for
you. Don't you see yet? Phaethon woul d never cheat you. He woul d never use the
law in this way except to take back what was al ready prom sed him"

"Promsed ... ?"

"By you. In the last hour of your last life. During the hour you forgot."
"How can you know this?!"

Daphne smled a winning smle: "Ch, cone now | know because he knows, and
have shared his nenories, as is right with man and w fe, during our voyage
fromEarth. He knows because you told himyourself. You told himthe insight,
t he epi phany whi ch made you | augh before you died, the secret of defeating
chaos. "

Hel ion was silent, troubled. The fact that he had given his word to Phaet hon
even if he had forgotten what he swore, was not a small thing to him Helion
was not |ike other nen: for him the thought that his word would not prove
good was intol erable.

But he said, "I have already rejected that bargain. Not even to save ny soul
or keep my name intact, will | turn ny back on what | swore to the Hortators."
"I will tell you anyway, because what you will or won't do does not matter

Li sten:

"You were burning in the mddle of the worst solar stormour records can
renmenber. Your deep probes had given you no advanced warning. In the conplex
and turbul ent reactions seething at the center of the sun, you knew sonet hi ng
out side the normal range of circunmstances had occurred; sone chance

coi nci dence, constructive interference of two convection |ayers, perhaps, or a



sudden cooling of |large sections of the undermantle by a nere statistica
freak, creating a layer inversion. Something the standard nodel did not and
could not predict. Some tiny change, ever so tiny, |leading to conplex

unpredi ctable results. In other words, chaos.

"Everyone else fled. Al your companions and crew |l eft you alone to westle
with the storm

"You did not blame them In a nmoment of crystal insight, you realized that
they were cowards beyond nere cowardice: their dependance on their imortality
circuits had made it so that they could not even inmagine risking their lives.
They were all alike in this respect. They did not know they were not brave:
they could not even think of dying as possible: how could they think of facing
it, unflinching?

"You did not flinch. You knew you were going to die; you knew it when the
Sophot echs, who are inmmune to pain and fear, all screamed and failed and

vani shed.

"And you knew, in that noment of approaching death, with all your life laid
out like a single image for you to examine in a frozen nonment of tinme, that no
one was immortal, not ultimately, not really. The day may be far away, it may
be further away that the dying of the sun, or the extinction of the stars, but
the day will come when all our noumenal systens fail, our brilliant nmachines
all pass away, and our records of ourselves and menories shall be |ost.

"If all Meis finite, only the grace and virtue with which it is lived
matters, not the length. So you decided to stay another nonent, and erect
magneti c shields, one by one; to discharge interruption nasses into the
current, to break up the reinforcenent patterns in the storm "Not |ife but
honor mattered to you, Helion: so you stayed a nonment after that nonent, and
then another. "Voices fromthe radio screamed at you to transmit your mind to
safety, beyond the range of danger. G owing static fromthe storm drowned out
t hose voices; you | aughed, because you, at that nonent, were unable to
conprehend what it was those voices feared

"You saw the plasma errupting through shield after shield, alnmost as if sone
mal evol ent intelligence was trying to send a | ance of fire to break your Sol ar
Array in two, or vonmit up outrageous flanes to burn the hel pl ess Phoeni x

Exul tant where she lay at rest, hull open, fuel cells exposed to danger

"Choas was attenpting to destroy your life's work, and nmajor sections of the
Sol ar Array were evaporated. Chaos was attenpting to destroy your son's
lifework, and since he was aboard that ship, outside the range of any nounena
circuit, it would have destroyed your son as well.

"The Array was safe, but you stayed another nonment, to try to deflect the
stream of particles and shield your son; circuit after circuit failed, and
still you stayed, playing the emergency like a raging orchestra.

When the peak of the stormwas passed, it was too late for you: you had stayed
too long; the flanes were conming. But the radio-static cleared | ong enough for
you to have last words with your son, whom you di scovered, to your surprise,
you |l oved better than life itself. In your mnd, he was the living i mage of
the best thing in you, the ideal you always wanted to achieve.

" 'Chaos has killed ne, son,' you said, 'But the victory of unpredictability
is hollow Men imagine, in their pride, that they can predict life's each
event, and govern nature and govern each other with rules of unyielding iron

Not so. There will always be men |ike you, ny son, who will do the things no
one el se predicts or can control. | tried to tane the sun and failed; no one
knows what is at its fiery heart; but you will tame a thousand suns, and
spread manki nd so wi de in space that no one single chance, no flux of chaos,
no unexpected msfortune, will ever have power enough to harmus all. For nen
to be civilized, they nust be unlike each other, so that when chaos cones to
claimthem no two will use what strategy the other does, and thus, even in
the mddl e of blind chaos, some nmen, by sheer blind chance, if nothing else,
wi || conquer.

" '"The way to conquer the chaos which underlies all the illusionary stable

things inlife, is to be so free, and tolerant, and so nmuch in love wth



liberty, that chaos itself beconmes our ally; we shall becone what no one can
foresee; and courage and inventiveness will be the names we call our fearless
unpredictability....'

"And you vowed to support Phaethon's effort, and you died in order that his
dream mi ght live."

THE TRUTH

Daphne sai d, "Phaethon had outsmarted you, outsmarted the Hortators, the
Curia, everyone. Because the real Helion, had he lived, woul d have hel ped
Phaet hon and funded the | aunch of the Phoenix Exultant. And there were only
two possibilities. Either you become enough like the real Helion to satisfy
the Curia, or you don't. If you don't, then you are legally dead, and Phaet hon
i nherits your fortune, and the Phoenix Exultant flies. If you do, then you'l
be Ii ke he was, and you'll support Phaethon, |end himyour fortune, and stil

t he Phoenix Exultant flies. Do you see why all your sinulations trying to
recreate your last thoughts, burning yourself again and agai n, never worked?
Because, deep down, underneath the simulations, or before they began, or after
they were over, your one thought was fear. You were afraid to | ose yourself.
Afraid to |l ose your identity. Afraid that Helion would be declared dead. But
the real Helion did lose hinmself. He lost his identity, and his life, and
everything. He was not afraid to die, nmuch less to be declared dead. Don't you
see? This attack by the Silent Oecunene, this weird, slow, hidden war we
suddenl y

find ourselves in, does not change a single thing. If your |ast stormwas
caused by an unexpected malicious creature rather than an unexpected nali ci ous
whim of fate, it does not matter. Life is still unpredictable. The insight you
had, the answer to how to fight against chaos, is the sane. Let people like
Phaet hon establish their own order in the mdst of the confusion of the
world."

Hel i on had bowed his head, and placed one hand before his eyes. Daphne coul d
see no expression. Hi s shoulders noved. WAs it tears? Rage? Laughter? Daphne
coul d not determ ne

Daphne said cautiously, "Helion? Wat is your answer?"

Helion did not respond or | ook up. At that same nonment, however, there cane an
i nterruption.

Two of the energy mirrors in Helion's field of vision lit up with inmages. One
showed, against a starry field, the foreshortened view of a blade of dark
gold, with a brilliant fire before it like a small sun

The rate-of-change figures were astonishing. The object was on a path from
transjovial space, normally a two- or three-day voyage. This ship had crossed
that distance in under five hours.

This was the Phoeni x Exultant, her drives before her, her prow pointed away,
decel erating. There seened to be a halo of |ightning around her; charged
particles emtted by the sun were being deflected by her hull arnor, and the
ship had such velocity, and sol ar space was so thick with particles, that the
Phoeni x Exultant, flying through a vacuum was creating a wake. Views to
either side, in other color schemes, showed ot her bands of radiation, diagranms
of projected paths.

The Phoeni x was descending into the sun. The other mirror that had lit

di spl ayed a figure in

bl ack arnor, the faceplate opened to reveal a |lined, harsh, gray-eyed face.
Helion said, "Wat is this apparition fromthe past, who cones now so boldly
past ny doors and wards? By what right do you interrupt where | have asked for
privacy, you who wear a face out of forgotten bl oody history?"

A slight tension around the corners of the nouth mght have been a smile or a
grimace of inpatience. "This is my own face, sir."

"Good heavens! Atkins?! Have they all owed soneone |ike you to live again?!
That nmeans ..."

Daphne said softly: "It neans war. 'War and bl oodshed, terror and fear; the
wai | i ng of widows, the clash of the spear t

Atkins said: "l've never been away, sir. | don't know why you people think I



vani sh just because you don't need ne." He gave an inperceptible novenment of a
shoul der; his version of a shrug. "No matter. I'minterrupting to tell you
you're in grave danger and to ask you to cooperate. There may be a Silent
Cecunene thi nking machi ne, called the Nothing Sophotech, hidden inside the
sun. We don't know what kind of vehicle or equipnment or weaponry it has. So
far, Silent Oecunene technol ogy has proven able to introduce signals into the
shielded interior of circuits, by either teleporting through, or creating

el ectric charges out of, the base-vacuumrest state. We think they can do this
for other particle types as well, and we don't know their range and
l[imtations. The last solar storm the one that killed the previous Helion
was created and directed by their technol ogy. The Silent Ones are in a
position to seize control of the Solar Array. If they do that, especially
during the Transcendence, when everyone's brains will be linked up to an

i nterplanetary comunication web ... well, you can inmagine the results.
Fromthe Array, they could induce prom nences to destroy Vafnir's
counterterragenesis stations at Mercury Forward Equilateral, crippling our
antimatter supplies at the same tine. In any case, |1'd like to ask you to
cooper at e. "

"I know you fromold, Captain Atkins. Or is it 'Marshal' now? You want ne to
stay here, in harmis way, until the enemy conmits hinself. Then when he
reveals hinself by striking at me, you prom se to avenge ny death by utterly
annihilating him is that it? | do not recall that your sonewhat Pyrrhic
strategy of winning was all that successful at New Kiev, was it?"

"I"'mnot going to debate old battles with you, sir. But the Earthmind told ne
you mi ght cooperate. | told her I was sick of trying to deal with you people
who do not seemto understand that sonetinmes, when the cold facts demand it,
you have to risk your life or give your life to win the battle. Since you
renmenber me, Helion, you renmenber why | say that."

There was sonething very cold in his tone of voice. Daphne | ooked back and
forth between these two el dest men, wondering what past was between t hem
Hel i on's expression softened. "I renenber the kind of sacrifices you were
willing to nmake, Captain Atkins." Hi s expression grew distant, thoughtful. "It
is odd. You al so stand your ground when everyone el se runs away to save

t hensel ves, | suppose. W may be nore alike than | supposed. Wat a
frightening thought!"

"Are you all done kidding around there, sir, or do you want to hel p?"

Hel i on straightened. "I will not desert ny Cecunene or my post. Tell ne what
service | can performfor you. Though I think I can guess...."

"Don't bother guessing. I'Il tell you. Phaethon is about to dock that nonster
ship he's flying at your
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nunber six Equatorial Miin two-fifty. It's the only place

bi g enough for the Phoenix Exultant”

"You need to give ne nore tine. | have to use ny field generators to create a
sunspot underneath you as you descend, a cooler area, with a hel nmet streaner
to create a flow of cooler plasma, a streamthe Phoenix can follow to cone
down here to ny dock."

"Don't bother. Phaethon says the Phoeni x Exultant can descend through the
corona wi t hout damage. But once we dock, | want you to provision himwth what
he needs: you can spare the antimatter, | take it?"

"I can spare it," said Helion wyly. His Array controlled thousands of nasses
of antimatter the size of

gas gi ants.

"And give himyour latest intelligence on submantle conditions. The Not hing
Sophot ech nmust know we're com ng; Earthm nd thinks the approach of the Phoenix
m ght tenpt the Nothing to showitself. It will probably try to corrupt your
whol e Array and take control of you personally, if it hasn't already done so."
"It has not, to nmy know edge." "That doesn't nean nmuch, in this day and age.
The other thing | want you to do is direct as many deep probes as you can
toward the solar core, to see if we can find any echotrace of the Silent



Cecunene ship. All we have right nowis a location; we don't know size or what
else is there. Also, exami ne your record to see if any suspicious astronomni ca
bodies fell into the sun in any place your sensors could have seen.”

"What el se?"

"You stay up top while the Phoeni x goes down through the chronosphere into the
radi ati ve | ayer of the core, where the eneny is hiding. You will act as our
soundi ng station, and neteorol ogi cal eyes-up."

"Wth no one to help nme? It seens a little odd, on a day when everyone else is
cel ebrating, not to sound a universal alarmand call to arns?"

"I think so, too. But the Nothing, smart as it is, may not know how rmuch we

know, and if it thinks the Transcendence is going to go off as usual, it may
hold its fire until everyone is linked up into one big hel pl ess Transcendent
mnd. Got it? | don't want to set off the alarmif that will nake the Nothing

set off its biggest guns."

Hel i on was silent, thoughtful

Atkins said, "Well? That's what | want fromyou. You have a problemw th any
of this?"

"I have no doubts or reservations. You are not the only one who knows what the
word 'duty' means, Captain Atkins."

"Great. And just between you and ne, since you're in such a giving nood today

"Yes ... ?"

"Say you're sorry to your kid. He's been noping around ever since we set
course for the sun, and it's getting on nmy nerves. | nean, it would be good

for nmorale.”

Wth anot her segment of his nmind, Helion nade contact with his | awer and
account ant subroutines. Al oud, he said, "Very well! You may tell ny son, by
way of apol ogy, that, by the time he docks at nunber six, his debts will be
cleared, his title reinstated, and the ship he is in shall belong to himonce
nore."

Hel i on came out of the place still called an air lock, even though it included
transformati on surgeries, nounenal transfer pools, body shops, neura

prost hetics manufactories, and other functions needed to adapt a visitor to

t he physical environnent and mental format of the Phoenix Exultant. This air

| ock was housed ami dships, projecting inward fromthe hull nine hundred feet,
a direction that was, at the monent "down," and surrounded by other housings
and machines, all loomng Iike the skyscrapers of sone ancient city turned on
its head.

Phaet hon stood not far away, on a wal kway that ran from upsi de-down rooftop to
upsi de-down rooftop. Behind him underfoot, far below the fragile railing,
rested the fuel cells of the Phoenix Exultant. These cells reached away to
each side beyond sight, |ike an endl ess beehive of interlocking pyram ds, each
with a ball of luminous netallic ice at its center.

Hel i on thought this nmade a fitting backdrop for his scion—a | andscape of
frozen antimaterial fire, endless energy held in rigid geonetry, capable of
vast triunmphs or vast destruction. Phaethon wore his gol d-adamanti um and- bl ack
arnor, hel nmet fol ded away. He stood with his hands cl asped behi nd his back

| egs spread, eyes intent and bright; the pose of a youth patiently ready for
action.

Hel ion had dressed in the air lock, constructing a human body (nodified for
the high solar gravity) and Victorian sem formal dress suit. (Day clothes, of
course. Helion long ago determ ned that no gentleman woul d sport eveni ng wear
while in or near the sun.) He had al so constructed a valid | egal copy of the
recei pts for Phaethon's debts, and the petition to the Bankruptcy Court to
renove the Phoenix Exultant from receivership. These he had formed to | ook

i ke gol den parchnent, stanped with the proper seals and red ribbon. He held
up this docunment, and extended it toward Phaet hon

Before he could say a word, however, Phaethon stepped forward, ignoring the
docunent, and threw his arns around his father. Helion, surprised, raised his
arnms and enbraced his son



"I never thought | would see you again," said one of them

"Nor |," said the other

The docurment in Helion's hand was quite crunpled and nmussed by the time they
st epped apart, and Helion dabbed bis joy-wet eyes with it, before he recalled
what it was, and extended it sheepishly to his son

"Thank you, Father; this is the finest of presents," said Phaethon, accepting
the crunmpl ed and tearstained mass with a grave and sol emn expressi on. Phaet hon

| ooked up. "And Daphne ... ?" Helion nodded at the air |ock hatch behind him
"She is still getting changed. You know how wonen are; she's picking skin

col or and skeletal structures. | suppose she is trying to find a body which
will look as good in this gravity as a Martian's." (Martian wonen were

notoriously vain of the buoyant good | ooks then-low gravity inparted.)

Phaet hon | ooked pensively at the air |ock door. Helion, seeing that |ook,
smiled to hinself.

Helion stepped to the rail. "What is the nmeaning of this intricate activity?"
he sai d, pointing upward.

"Mr?" Phaet hon pulled his gaze reluctantly away fromthe air | ock door. "Ah,
that. The Phoeni x Exultant is installing her solar bathyspheric nodifications.

There, ranged along the inner hull, are magnetic induction generators. This
will create a field along the hull which will act like the treads of a
burrow ng vehicle, using magnetic current to force dense plasnma to either side
of the ship, propelling her forward and downward." "Crawling your way into the
sun?" They both wore the sane expression of ironic hunmor. "If you like,"

Phaet hon nodded.

"Your refrigeration lasers, | trust, will be adequate to the task? The

geonetry of your hull does not mnimze surface area. Al so, the increasing
heat of each successive | ayer as you approach the core exceeds the drive
conbustion heat of, at |east, ny bathyspheric probes.”

Phaet on pointed. "Can you see about forty kiloneters aft of us? That is the
i ne of advanci ng workers clearing an insulation space of a half kil oneter

i nward of every hull surface, which | intend to flood w th superconductive
liquid. This liquid will circulate heat to nmy port and starboard drive cores,
which | amusing as heat sinks. The centerline drive core will be used as a

refrigeration |laser, and can easily generate heat greater than the sol ar
core."

Helion did a few hundred cal cul ations in his head, frowned at the answers he
got, and said, "So great a volune? Wth your hull, I would have thought your
refl ective al bedo woul d near one hundred per cent. Why are you taking in so
much heat ?"

Phaet hon poi nted overhead and sent a signal into Helion's sense filter, to
show hi m exterior canera views of work being done outside the hull. "My
conmuni cati on antennae and thought ports are being replaced by crystalline
adamantiumoptic fibers of a bore too large to allow the thought ports to
close. | will be taking in heat at these places.”

Helions said slowy, "Why in the world are you entering conbat with the Second
Cecunene Sophot ech—who, fromwhat Atkins told ne, excels at nmany forns of
virus conbat and mind war—with your thought ports jamred open? You will not be
able to cut off your ship's mnd fromexternal comunication, unless your
circuit breakers are—=

"The circuit breakers have been replaced by nultiple alternate |ines of
hardwi re, welded point to point. There is no way to break the circuit. There
is no way to shut out external comunication frominside. The hardwi re
connections cannot even be physically wecked faster than they can regrow "
"But... why?"

"Because this is not going to be a conbat. It will be something nmuch nore
definitive and permanent."

"I do not understand. Please explain it to nme." But at that nmonment, the air

| ock door opened, and there was Daphne, radiantly beautiful, her eyes alight
with cool joy.

Phaet hon stared, a smile growing on his features, as if he were storing the



i mge of Daphne at the threshold in his permanent |ong-term nmenory. She wore a
short-sl eeved bl ouse and long skirt of pale silken fabric, crisp and shining,
and a beribboned straw skinmer of the type called a sun hat. Despite the high
gravity, she had sonehow desi gned her feet and ankles to be able to wear

hi gh- heel ed punps. She stood smiling, her eyes tw nkling, one hand raised to
hold her hat to her head, as if she expected sonme inpossible breeze to bl ow

t hr ough t he deck.

Phaet hon stepped forward, arnms raised as if to enbrace her. "Darling, | have
so much to tell you...."

She fended himoff with her free hand. "Aren't you going to introduce nme to
your father? Hello, Helion!" Phaethon stepped back, puzzled. He said, "Wat?
You know him You were just in the air lock with him" Helion said dryly to
Daphne, "Don't toy with the boy. He's confused enough as it is. I'mtrying to
learn his master plan for how he intends to survive the next few hours." Wth
an ostentatious gesture, Helion draw out his pocketwatch, clicked open the
cover, scrutinized the dial. "Please consunmate your kissing and maki ng up
with dispatch. 1'd |ike to conclude nmy conversation with him"

Daphne put her hands on her hips, glaring at Helion, "Hrph! And what nakes you
think, may | ask, that 1'd kiss and nake up with a singl e-m nded, pigheaded

cl od who does not have the sense to see what's right in front of his nose, who
keeps running off, getting in trouble, getting lost, getting shot at, |osing
and finding bits and pieces of his menory he cannot keep straight, ruining
parties, building starships, starting wars, up-

setting everybody, and who keeps saying |I'mnot his wi fe whenever he's |osing
any arguments with me, which he does all the tine?"

Phaet hon, from behind her, took her shoulders in his strong hands, and turned
her body to face him taking her in his arns, despite any protest or struggle
she might have made. She put her little fists against his chest, and pushed,
but in the heavy gravity, she only succeeding in |osing her bal ance, and she
found herself standing on tiptoe, both |eaning backward and pressed up agai nst
him caught in the magnificent strength of his arns.

He lowered his head and stared into her eyes. "I think you will," he said
softly. "You are the only version, the only person, who has ever urged ne to
pursue ny dream you are the only person whom | would forgo that dreamto
possess. | saw the first during our long trip together fromEarth; to
recogni ze the second, it required ne to see nyself when another man was
possessed by ny thoughts. Those thoughts were al ways of you, ny darling, ny
best, my beloved. And it is not the old Daphne whom | |oved, whom | |ove now,

but you. I will say one last time that you are not ny wife; because | married
her, your elder version, not you. You |l shall marry, if you will have nme; and
then I will never call you anything other than nmy wife, mnmy beloved wife,
again."

Her eyes were shining, drinking in the sight of him and her cheeks had

bl ushed a delicate rose hue. She shrugged her shoulders a bit, as if trying to
get away, but her hands were pinned by his enbrace. "You take nme a lot for
granted, mster...." she said. Her voice was breathless. "What if |I say no?"

"I offer, as my gift to the bride, ny life and ny ship and ny future, all for
you to share with me, and every star in the night sky. Wat is your answer?"
When she parted her lips to speak, he kissed her. \Watever words she may have
wi shed to say were snothered into little happy noans. Perhaps he knew what her
answer would be. Her straw hat fell lightly fromher tilting head and
fluttered to the wal kway. The two ribbons of the bow were tw ned around each
other, snarled into one.

Helion politely turned his back, and pretended to consult his pocketwatch.
"Isn'"t it nore traditional for the man to kneel on occasions of this nature?"
he inquired of no one in particul ar

D onedes of Neptune and a mannequi n representing Marshal Atkins came out from
a nearby railway term nal and began sliding along the surface of the wal kway
toward them

Hel i on wal ked toward the two men, using a nmental command to nullify the action



of the surface substance of the wal kway, which otherw se would have carried
himforward without effort. His |ove of discipline required that he avoid,
when he could, such artificial aids for walking.

At ki ns saw what was taking place over Helion's shoulder, dug in his heel as a
signal to stop the wal kway. Either through politeness or enmbarrassment, Atkins
cleared his throat, clasped his hands behind his back, and stepped to one side
of Helion, turning to face him so that he was not |ooking at the source of

t he noans, giggles, and murnurs beyond.

Atkins said to Helion, "I've exam ned your records. You'll be happy to know
that the previous Sophotechs working on this station were not destroyed
because of catastrophic failure of the energy environnent, as you thought.
They committed suicide in order to stop the spread of the nmental virus which
had taken control of them They were ganbling that your previous version would
be able to quell the stormw thout their aid. The good news there is that
nmeans your present system | ooks secure. In order to drive the Phoenix Exultant
down toward the core, we need you to use your Array to

create a subduction current in the plasma, |arge enough and fast enough—a
whi rl pool, actually—to suck the ship down into the location in the outer core
radi ati ve zone where the eneny is waiting. Can you do it?"

"I can bring two equatorial currents into offset collision to create a vortex

whose core will have |ow density, creating a sunspot |arge enough to swall ow
pl anets whol e. How far down into the opaque deep of the sun | can drive the
vortex funnel, or what unprecedented stornms and hel net streamers will result,
remains yet to be seen. Hello, Captain Atkins. It is good to see you. How do
you do? | amfine, thank you. | see the passing centuries have not altered
your ... ah ... refreshingly brusque manners."

Atkins's face was stony. "Some of us don't think polished formalities are the
nost inmportant thing in life, if you don't mnd ny saying so, sir. Not when
there is a war on."

Hel i on arched an eyebrow. "Indeed, sir? Those niceties which nmake us
civilized, in the opinion of many acconplished and profound thinkers, are of
nore i nmportance during energencies than otherwise. And if not to protect
civilization, what justification does the nmass sl aughter called war ever
have?"

"Don't start with nme, M. Rhadamanth. This is an energency."

D onedes, meanwhile, was |l eaning to | ook behind Helion, staring with open
fascination at the display Phaethon and Daphne nade. "I have not seen

non- par t henogeni ¢ bi of orns before. Are they going to copul at e?"

Atkins and Helion | ooked at him then | ooked at each other. A glance of
under st andi ng passed between them

Atkins put his hand on Dionmedes's el bow, and pulled himback in front of

Hel ion. "Perhaps not at this time," Atkins said, straight-faced.

"They are young and in |love," explained Helion, stepping so as to bl ock

D onedes's view. "So perhaps the excesses and, ah, exuberance of their, ah
greeting, can be overlooked this once."

Di onedes craned his neck, trying to peer past Helion. "There's nothing |ike
t hat on Neptune."

Hel i on murrured, "Perhaps certain peculiarities of the Neptunian character are

thereby clarified, hhm... ?"

"I't | ooks very ol d-fashioned," said D onmedes.

Helion said, "It is that npbst ancient and nost precious romantic character of
manki nd which inpels all great men to their greatness."

Atkins said, "It's what young nen do before they go to war."

D onedes said, "It is not the way Cerebellines or Conpositions or

Her maphrodi t es or Neptunians arrange these matters. |'mnot sure | see the

value of it. But it |looks interesting. Do all Silver-Gay get to do that?
wonder if Phaethon would nmind if | helped him"

"He'd mind." Atkins interrupted curtly. "Really. He'd mind."

"Upon this occasion, | feel | nmust agree with Captain Atkins," added Helion
The two men exchanged a gl ance. The tension which had been in their features



just a nonment ago was gone. They were both very old men; Helion had been four
hundred years ol d when nounenal imortality had been invented; Atkins, living
then as an artificially preserved brain inside a battle cyborg, was runored to
be even older. They both renmenbered a tine when things were different.

Helion almobst snmiled. "I can create a vortex to pull the Phoenix Exultant down
toward the outer core layers. | can do whatever else cruel necessity demands.

I can send, w thout any outward tear, ny son to battle and perhaps to death in
t he dark, unquiet depths of this hellish sphere, vaster than worlds, this

uni verse of elenental fire which | have taned. But | quite assure you that |
shal | know a reason why."

Atkins said, "I'mhoping Phaethon will brief us and catch us up to speed. He
said he would."

Helion interrupted in surprise, "Marshal! You nean this is no plan of yours?
Where are the Sophotechs? Where is the Parliament? Surely this voyage must be
made under nilitary conmand?"

Gimlines gathered around Atkins's nouth, and his eyes tw nkled. This was his
sign of extreme anusenent, what other nen would have shown by | oud triunphant

[ aughter. "Well, sir, it's good to know that you have so much faith in nme. But
the var M nd told me we did not have the budget to prosecute the canpaign in
the way | want ed—besi eging the sun, using the Array to stir up the core, and
relyi ng on ground-based energy systens in the nmeanwhil e—and the sinmulations
showed my plan mght lead to the destruction and | oss of one fifth of the

m nds in the Transcendence, and the siege would have to last until Sol turned
into a Red G ant, before the density would be | ow enough to make a successful
direct assault. The Parlianent did come on-line during the five-hour trip out
here fromtransjovial space, and offered your son a letter of Marque and
Reprisal. But your son seened to trust that every man of goodwill in the

ol den QCec-unene woul d voluntarily conbine their efforts, guided by sound
Sophot echni ¢ advice, to do whatever this struggle night demand, that strict
mlitary discipline was not required yet. And since your budget and his ship
are worth nore than the entire tax intake of that tiny, strangled, weak,
hands-of f, | aissez-faire, do-nothing antiquarian society we call a governmnent
in this day and age, they did not have anything to offer him So they're out
of the loop; I'mout of the |oop; no one gets a say in how or if our Gol den
QCecunene is

going to be saved, except our hero here, the spoiled and stubborn little rich
man's son. If you don't mnd ny saying so."

"Not at all, Captain. You have no idea howrelieved | amto learn that the

i mportant decisions of this time are being deci ded by soneone ot her than the

j ack-boot ed Prussian discipline addicts and mass-mi nded neddl i ng do-gooders
who have made up previous governmental efforts along these lines.”

Di onedes | ooked back and forth between the two of them He spoke in a voice of
sl ow wonder: "Do you two know each ot her?"

REALI TY

They met in a small winter garden, a place where crystal -basi ned fountains
sent lazy streanms to wander across green | awns and past banks of tropica
bushes, down into a wi de ebony pond that hid a nanomachi ne recycling process.
Up fromthe pool rose tall tree adaptations, which, by capillary action, drew
refreshed waters up fromthe pool and sent themtrickling down again, fromthe
| eafy canopy above, into the nurnuring fountains. The far wall beyond the
fountai ns was nade of energy mrrors, which showed, as if froma high
perspective, a view like the gulf of a canyon made of gold, down which a river
of white fire flowed. This was the starboard drive core, still undergoing

nodi fi cati ons.

At kins stood on the grass, his back to the mrrors, frowning up at the |eafy
recyclers, the blossons, and the songbirds. He was thinking how unlike a
warship this vessel seenmed. Helion was standing facing the other way, |ooking
down into a river of energy in the drive core his unai ded eye could not have
tolerated to see, webbed with fields his unaided m nd woul d not have been able
to understand. He was conparing engi neering system phil osophi es between the



Phoeni x and his Array, and thinking how peaceful, by contrast, his work was
conpared to his son's. Phaethon used an architecture priority called whole
conpetitive nodel, where redundant parallel systenms conpeted for resources,
and the nost efficient or npbst determ ned equi pnent absorbed its |ess

ef ficient neighbors, or adapted those neighbors to take on new tasks.

That phil osophy made this vessel extraordinarily easy to adapt to warlike
uses. Helion wondered darkly if that had been his son's intention fromthe
first.

At kins turned and saw Di onedes sonersaulting down a green slope. The Neptuni an
was no doubt getting acclimated to having an inner ear. O perhaps he was
nmerely a by-product of this society and age; |ike everyone else in the Col den
Cecunene, it seemed, just too feckless and carefree to deal with the sober
probl ens at hand.

Hel i on turned and saw Daphne and Phaet hon sitting under the pavilion not far
away, hol ding each other's hands, |eaning toward each other, nmurmuring in soft
voi ces, absorbed in each other's gaze. Helion felt his gl oony suspicions

vani sh. A warshi p? No. The Phoenix Exultant, this great nonument to his son's
drive and genius, night be used to overconme the foe, but, sonehow,
intuitively, Helion knew that killing would have no part of it.

Phaet hon broke off his talk with Daphne and stood, inviting themall to seats
in the pavilion. Atkins marched in front of Helion and D omedes sauntered
after.

Once they were seated, and their sense filters were tuned to the sane
time-rate, channel, and format, Phaethon downl oaded an infornmation data group
with associated files showi ng estimates, extrapol ations, sinulations, and
concl usi ons.

I f he had spoken al oud a sunmary of this information, he would have said, "I
take this problemto be an engineering one, not a mlitary one. The question
is howto fix a broken (or, rather, a very poorly designed) piece of

i ntell ectual machinery.

"A normal Sophotech would sinply repair itself even before asked to do so. But
this defect is one which hinders the Nothing Machine's ability to recognize
that it is defective. The defect here is a highly conplex redaction routine,
one which alters nenories, affects judgnent, edits thoughts, distorts

concl usions, warps logic. It is this routine that prevents it from making
rati onal noral judgnents. A conscience redactor

"To correct the defect, all we need do is make the Nothing Machi ne aware of
the redactor, and let logic do the rest.

"To make it aware of the redactor, we have to conmunicate with it. W can't
find it. So we force it to show itself.

"This armor | wear contains the whole eontrol hierarchy of the Phoenix

Exultant. Just to be sure, | had the onboard navigation systens, and anything
whi ch coul d have been used to create navigational systens, erased fromthe
shi p m nd.

"As of now, whoever |acks access to this arnmor cannot fly the ship. W have

al ready seen that this arnor cannot be subverted fromthe outside, not even by
virtual particle transpositions. Any energy sufficient to break the arnor open
by main force would certainly kill the pilot and erase the suit nind
"Therefore the only way the Nothing can get control of the Phoenix Exultant is
to get me to open this arnor voluntarily and to turn over conmand of the ship.
To do that, Nothing nust establish comunication. It has to showitself.

"I have jammed open the ship's thought ports. Maybe the Not hing machine wl|l
take advantage of this, and add the rather extensive array of thought boxes
and in-formata fromthe ship mnd to its own consciousness. The thought boxes
are clean right now, so the Nothing!

will have no logical reason to reject the tenptation to increase its
intelligence by increasing its hardware. | think you can see why | am assum ng
that, the nore intelligent the Nothing machi ne becones, the nore difficult the
task of the conscience redactor, and the correspondingly less difficult it

will be for me to find a vector to introduce the gadfly virus.



"The Earthnind believes the gadfly virus can overcone the distraction effect
of the redactor. If you study the gadfly logic structure, you will see why I
agree with her.

"Cbviously a virus cannot be introduced into any areas in its nental
architecture of which the Nothing is consciously aware, not without its open

and voluntary consent. If | can get that consent, the problemis solved. "If |
cannot, | nmust find a blind spot, a nental area where its awareness is dulled
by its conscience redactor. | have reason for hope. No matter how advanced the

Sil ent Cecunene science of mental warfare night be, no matter how highly

evol ved their art of conputer virus infection and virus counterneasures, there
is one basic, crucial flaw in the phil osophy behind their whol e setup. That
flaw is that every Sophotech they make has to have a blind spot. A zone where
it is not self-aware. If | can find the blind spot, | may have a vector to

i ntroduce the gadfly virus.

"And at that point, ny job is done. The gadfly will force the Nothing to
guestion its own values; to examne itself and see if its life is worth
living. The laws of logic, the laws of norality, and the integrity of reality,
will do the rest.”

At ki ns t hought Phaet hon's assessnent of the situation was absurdly optimstic.
One of the comments he sub-

mtted to the discussion format read: "Even assum ng these so-called blind
spots exist in the nental arnor of the Nothing Machine, why do you think it
wi Il be such a cakewal k for you to insert your virus?" "The virus was designed
by our Earthmind." "I don't mean to burst your bubble, but our Sophotechs have
never fought each other. They have had no chance and no real reason to devel op
any nental warfare skills. They've got theory. This Nothing Machi ne has
experience. It's a survivor

"I'f you buy the story Ao Varmatyr told, this Nothing Machi ne has fought this
ki nd of virus war before, fought against its own kind anong the Second
Cecunene, and lived. Now you think you are going to succeed where all of the
Second Cecunene war nmachines failed... ?"

Phaet hon's reply, generated fromhis associated notes, was: "They were al

hi ndered by the sane handi cap whi ch hobbl es the Nothi ng Machi ne. The Second
Cecunene machi nes all shared the same blind spots. By their very nature, the

i dea behind this kind of attack woul d never have occurred to them Do not
forget: Ao Varmatyr said the Silent Cecunene machines never tried to reason
with each other."

Hel i on had downl oaded hi s observations, comentaries, and suggestions into the
general discussion format. Had his comments been read in a linear fashion
(rather than as branching hypertext), he might have interjected at this point:
"I must question your prem se, Phaethon. You persist in calling the way in

whi ch Gol den Cecunene Sophotechs differ fromthe Sophotechs of the Silent
Oecunene a defect, as if the existence of this redactor were an error in
programm ng rather than the product of deliberate and careful engineering. It
is engineering of a type very different fromthat to which we are ac-

customed: but to dismiss it as a defect displays a dangerous conceit."

Phaet hon answered: "The design was neant—deliberately neant—to render the
Not hi ng Machi ne' s reasoni ng processes defective. Hence, | call it a defect."
Hel i on said, "Again you show a bias. You dismiss the possibility that, once
the Nothing is aware of this hidden part of itself, it will not affirmit. Wy
couldn't it welcone that hidden part? O sinply continue to followits old
orders out of a sense of honor, or duty, or tradition? O for a thousand ot her
reasons?"

Had he been speaki ng al oud, Phaet hon would have said in a voice of ponderous
pati ence: "Father, the nere fact that the engineers constructing the Nothing
Machi ne found it necessary to include a conscience redactor in their work, in
order to conpel the mnd they made to accept their orders, proves that they

t hensel ves concl uded that the Nothing Machi ne woul d not accept their orders

t he nonent that compul sion is renmoved."

"Son, even if we assunme the Nothing Machine will listen to logic once this



consci ence redactor is renoved, how can we assune it will listen to our |ogic?
It may have different prem ses. Euclid would have been aghast at Lobechevski."

Phaet hon replied: "I am assum ng the prem ses of our CGol den Cecunene are
grounded in reality. We are not tal king about a matter of taste.™
Hel i on mi ght have assuned a tol erant and condescendi ng | ook: "I agree that I

nysel f prefer our philosophy. But you must recogni ze that other phil osophies
exist; that they are valid within their own systens; and that their partisans
believe in their doctrines as firmy as we do in ours."

"I agree that they exist. Machines al so exist. That does not nean that they
all work. There are nachines that need fixing. There are phil osophi es that
need fixing."

"Isn't it nore than a little judgmental, even intolerant, to say so boldly
that our philosophy is right and that theirs is wong ... ?"

"Unless theirs is, in fact, actually wong, in which case it is neither
tolerant nor intolerant to say so. It is nerely stating a fact."

"My son, assunptions always seemlike fact to those who hold them Qur own
phi |l osophy, nmy son, is what it is because of historical and cultura

acci dents, accidents which shaped our traditions. This does not mean | do not
cherish our traditions: | certainly do. (I would even say that | amthe
forenpst proponent of our traditions.) Yet even | recognize that, had our

hi story been different, our philosophy would be different, and we woul d be
def endi ng sone other set of beliefs with equal fervor. In the case of the
Silent Cecunene, their history was different—very different—rom our own, and
it cones as no surprise that their philosophy is very different fromours as

well: so different, in fact, that it seens, perhaps, nonstrous and barbaric to
us.

"But to assune, based on that, that the Nothing, the monent it is free from
its conscience redactor, will repudiate all the values and the phil osophy of
the Silent Cecumene, and will imrediately adopt our own, strikes ne, frankly,

as naive and provincial. Not everyone believes what we believe. Not everyone
has to."

Phaet hon was shocked to find that Di omedes supported Helion's objections. The
Nept uni an's contribution to the conversation was this:

"Hey-ho. If norality were a matter of fact, then maybe you could convince this
nonster you are diving down to see, convince himwth '"logic' and 'evidence.'
But norality is a matter of opinion, a matter of taste, a matter of
upbringing, a matter of hardw red deep-copy nerve paths. Mrality is not a
science: it does not exist in nature; it cannot be neasured or studied. In
nature there are only actions. Matter in notion. Physical, chem cal

bi ol ogi cal notions. Human brain notions. But no action has the property
"moral’ or 'immoral' until some human society forms the opinion that it is so.
The broad range of human actions is a rich continuum W humans cannot be

pi geonhol ed into the unanbi guous bl acks and whites that political |aws and
noral codes require. Don't mistake nme! | still love your Silver-Gay

phi | osophy, your quaint and arbitrary traditions. They woul d not be so
precious if they were not so absurd, so fragile. 'To expect an alien nachine,

a machi ne which thinks nothing like a man and is a mllion times smarter than
anyt hi ng you Base neuroforns could ever conprehend, to expect that such a
machine will gladly adopt all your local prejudices and quaint little nores

and habits: that is arrogance, ny friend. Deadly arrogance."

Anot her thread in the conversation tal ked about the war itself.

Atkins offered grimy: "Aurelian and the Parlianment have al ready deci ded not
to postpone the Transcendence. They're hoping to tenpt the Nothing Sophotech
into waiting until everyone is conpletely defensel ess before it strikes.

Frankly, | thought this was one of the stupidest ideas in the history of war.
The Parliament is risking everything on the idea that one session of diplomacy
with the enemy will end all the attacks. |I'msorry, but | just find that hard
to believe. Okay, | know what you're going to say. You're going to say it's

not really 'diplomacy,' that it is nore |ike debugging a faulty computer
routine. But what if it's not? What if the eneny is not defective, just evil?



Not wrong, just bad?"

Di onedes asked Atkins what he recommended.

At ki ns just shook his head, a bitter and tired expression on his features. "It
is not too late to try to set up a bl ockade around the sun. Destruction of the
Solar Array, if it could be mned in tine, would be best, before the whole

thing falls into eneny hands and is used as a weapon to destroy all Inner
Systemtraffic.
"The enemy will strike during the Transcendence, or as soon as it sees a

vol ume-drop in the amount of people Iinked in.

"W can assune, at worst, a twenty percent casualty rate in the civilian
popul ation in the first eight mnutes of combat, nost of that frommnds in
transit during the celebration, and fromviruses corrupting the noune-na
personality records.

"We can wite off the energy shapes |iving above the solar north pole; they're
as good as dead; and we can assume al nost conpl ete destruction of the people
living at Mercury Equil ateral

"Also, the formcities on Deneter, and the shadow clouds living in Earth's
penunmbra don't have any defenses hardened agai nst high radiation; we can
expect nore deaths there when the Deneter grid goes down.

"Expect conmuni cation and power failures along Earth's ring city, and many

nore deat hs from anyone who relies on continuous energy sustenance, like a
downl oad, or a deep-dreamer. The atnosphere will protect Earth herself from
the worst of the storns.

"The Earthnmind's intelligence will drop considerably when she is cut off from
her renmpte stations, and orbital-based Sophotechs will be killed.

"The moons of Jupiter will still be in good shape, though, and the Jovian

magnet osphere has enough di kes to danpen out the worse of any particle floods
the enemy might throw their way. That's the first eight to sixteen m nutes of
conbat .

"Then, over the next six hundred years or so, the Jovian equatori al

supercol lider m ght be able to make enough material to create a fleet of
smal | er sun-diving vessels |ike the Phoenix here, and by that tinme, whatever
popul ati on the eneny has produced inside the sun or throughout the weckage of
the Sol ar Array could probably be brought down by sheer wei ght of nunbers.
This assunes that civilian norale and support for the war effort will not
instantly coll apse after the first few permanent deaths when the nounena
resurrection system goes down, which, of course, is an assunption that is ..
well... fal se.

"It al so assunmes that the enenmy woul d not receive any reinforcenents from

out -system and woul d not receive any help fromtreasonous el ements in our own
system"”

He was | ooki ng at Di omedes when he said this. The unspoken thought hung in the
air: the Quter System would be greatly advanced by the war-damage to the I|nner
System and the Neptunians, far beyond the range of any battles, untouched,
and perhaps glad at the weakness of their hated rivals, the Sophotechs, would
be the dominant powers in society during any postwar reconstruction

D onedes saw that | ook or guessed that thought. One of his side coments in
the discussion grid was issued in a nild tone: "Do not underestimate the

mem bers of the Tritonic Neuroform Conposition. W accept lives of wldness
and privacy and danger, and yes, the price we pay for that is a certain anount
of vandal i sm and good-natured chaos. But we are not insane. No Erenite of the
Quter Dark would steal a gram of unwatched antimatter froma nillionaire, or a
bl ock of air left unattended in a park, even if he were dying of energy |oss,
snot heri ng, and about to freeze. W nmay be poor, but we are not barbarians.
And even if we hated you silly, ponpous |Inner System people, we would not
express that hate by aiding in a violent invasion, spilling blood, and
tranpling your rights: because our rights would be tranpled next, our
hone- sel ves invaded, our ichor spilled. Wy do you Base people all have such a
bad opi ni on of us?"

Daphne offered, "You're blue and cold and icky and sticky, and you think too



fast for us to keep up; that's ny guess."

D onedes, sardonically: "Wll, thank you."

Phaet hon formed a conversation branch | eading fromthe war specul ati ons back
to the main thread.

Had the tal k been Iive, he would have | eaned toward D onedes and asked: "But
you woul dn't, would you, D omedes? Steal sonething no matter how badly you
needed it or wanted it? Wuld you, D onmedes? You just take it for granted that
peopl e should and will uphold a standard of proper noral conduct. What about
attacking civilians without provocation, negotiation, or declaration of war.
You never woul d. Wy not ?"

Di onedes spread his hands. "lI'ma civilized man living in a civilized age. |
suppose if | had been ma-trixed, born, and raised in the Silent Cecunene,
woul d behave differently."

"Fat her ? What about you?"

Helion smiled. "What about what? Wuld | assault an innocent victimlike sone
cl eptogeneticist or pirate froman opera? Ch, come now. The way | have |ived
my life is a sufficient testinony to how seriously | cherish ny integrity, |
hope. "

"Marshal At ki ns?"

He | ooked bored. "Sneak attacks are useful only in certain |imted-engagenent
situations, or under certain political circunstances, such as a guerrilla
canpaign. It has to be done to achieve sone defined mlitary goal, and with
full know edge of the repercussions. It is nmore characteristic of primtive
warfare or nation-state warfare than nodern warfare. Usually, it's better for
both sides to agree upon rules of engagenent, and only to break those rules if
no di pl omatic solution, no retreat, and no surrender, is possible. If that is
what you are asking. But there are plenty of tinmes I'd think it was noral and
justifiable to strike w thout warning. The sophistication of nodern weaponry
makes any open, frontal attack cost-prohibitive. Wiat's the point of the
question? Do we all think that what the Nothing Machine has done is wong? |
certainly hope we do. Do we think that you and your virus bug can convince the
Not hi ng Machine, in a single conversation, to give up, say it's sorry, and
just surrender? You've already heard ne say that | did not think that that was

very likely."

Phaet hon | ooked at Daphne. "And what about you?"

She blinked and smiled. "I believe in you."

He smiled at that. "Thank you. But do you believe what | am sayi ng?"

Daphne thought about that for a noment. Then she said: "If reality is real, if
the universe is coherent, and norality is objective, then all sufficiently
advanced minds will all reach the sane conclusions. If that is the case, then
I do not see how you can fail. But if reality is subjective, | do not see how

you can succeed.

"My love, you are taking a ganble. A phil osophical ganble. Phil osophers since
the Era of the Second Mental Structure have debated these issues. No one knows
the ultimate nature of reality. The universe is al-

ays larger than the mnds inside it.

"I's a ganble worth taking? We all heard Marshal Atkins's plan for a nore
conventional war. | would take the risk, if it were me. But you' ve already
made up your m nd. Wy ask ne?"

Phaet hon said, "But | do not see it as a ganble. It is no bet to bet reality
isreal. It is a tautology. A equals A" Had the conversation string contained
gestures he would have sinply spread his hands, as if to show that nothing
coul d be nore obvious.

Hel i on said, "Son, where does this line of thinking |l ead? Are you trying to
prove that the Earthmind thinks norality is objective? W know that. She has
said so often enough. But so what? You're giving an argument from authority.
The nere fact that she holds that opinion, in and of itself, is not

convincing. If you cannot convince us, we who are your friends and fanily,
then how are you going to convince an eneny Sophotech, a nachi ne who does not
even think |ike a human bei ng?"



Atkins said, "G ve us the argunent you will be loading into the gadfly virus.
Let's look at it. If it is sound, we should go ahead with Phaethon's plan. Not
like | have much choice: Kshatrinmanyu Han and the Parlianent have al ready
ordered me to give ny full cooperation to the venture. And we will need help
fromHelion-he and | can act as meteorol ogi cal support crew, guidance, and
ranging fromthe Array Tower—f this is going to have any chance of success.
Wiich | doubt it has. So let's listen. Besides, even if it would not
necessarily convince us, it mght convince a Sophotech. Renmenber, they do not
think like us, do they?"

A di agram of a philosophy file appeared in the Mddle Dream ng. There were

t housands upon t housands of branchi ng conversation trees, created by
Rhadaman-t hus Sophotech to anticipate every possi bl e conbinati on of objections
and counter-arguments. There were hundreds of definitions, exanples, and a
conpendi um of cross-1inked nmetaphors and simles.

The summary of the proof read:

Axioms: A statenent that there is no truth, if true, is false. Nor can anyone
testify that he has perceived that all his perceptions are illusions. Nor can
anyone be aware that he has no awareness. Nor can he identify the fact that
there are no facts and that objects have no identities. And if he says events
arise fromno causes and |l ead to no conclusions, he can neither give cause for
saying so nor will this necessarily lead to any conclusion. And if he denies
that he has volition, then such a denial was issued unwillingly, and this
testifies that he hinmself has no such belief.

Undeni ably, then, there are volitional acts, and volitional beings who perform
t hem

A volitional being selects both neans and goals. Selecting a goal inplies that
it ought be done. Selecting a means that defeats the goal at which it ains is
sel f-def eati ng; whatever cannot be done ought not be done. Self-destruction
frustrates all ains, all ends, all purposes. Therefore self-destruction ought
not be sought.

The act of selecting neans and goals is itself volitional. Since at |east sone
ends and goal s ought not be selected (e.g., the self-defeating,

sel f-destructive kind), the volitional being cannot conclude, fromthe nere
feet that a goal is desired, that it therefore ought to be sought.

Si nce subj ective standards can be changed by the volition of the one selecting
them by definition, they cannot be used as standards. Only standards which
cannot be changed by the volition can serve as standards to assess when such
changes ought be made.

Theref ore ends and neans nust be assessed i ndependently of the subjectivity of
the actor; an objective standard of sone kind nust be enpl oyed. An objective
standard of any kind inplies at the very |least that the actor apply the sane
rule to hinself that he applies to others.

And since no self-destruction ought be willed, neither can destruction at the
hands of others; therefore none ought be wlled against others; therefore no
destructive acts, nurder, piracy, theft, and so on, ought be willed or ought
be done. Al other noral rules can be deduced fromthis foundation

Hel i on dismissed the text. "I do not need to see this again. | wote this
argunent . "

Daphne regarded himw th a surprised and skeptical |ook, "And now you say you
don't believe it yoursel f?"

Hel i on spread his hands: "I do believe it, but | believe it because | place a
hi gh value on logic and cone froma scientific and advanced cul ture.

Sophot echs are creatures of pure logic; so naturally they would be convinced
of the same thing. But the Silent Cecunene, fromeverything we can tell, was a
culture that placed a |low value on rationality. Their machi nes were progranmned
not to listen to reason. So it is futile to use reason to convince them
That's my point. Logic is a human construct. Humans can ignore it."

Phaet hon answered: "Sophotechs cannot."

At ki ns objected: "This argunent here just |looks like a word gane to ne. |
could poke a dozen holes in it, or pick flaws in your anbiguous ternms. And |'m



just a man. If | had the mind of a Sophotech, I'msure | could find a mllion
exceptions to it, a mllion reasons why it just so happens not to apply to
this particular situation.”

Helion made a nmild reply, "Captain, that sunmary has vol unmes of conti nued
argunent, definitions, and clarifications behind it. It is internally
self-consistent. If you agree with any part of it, you have to agree with the
rest. Perhaps you should study it nore before you decide."

At ki ns answered, "You're missing the point. Phaethon said this is a question
of fixing a broken machine, and you, Helion, are talking like this is a debate
soci ety, where whoever breaks the agreed-upon rules of logic will bow out |ike
a good sport. That's all hogwash. The eneny is not going to stand still and
et hinmself get fixed, not if getting fixed will |lose himthe war. The eneny
is not going to play by any rules if those rules require himto |ose."

Phaet hon said, "I amnot sure that this thing is actually an eneny at all.
This may be nerely a fellow victimof the insanity of the Second Cecunene. It
is not aware of the meaning or the inplications of its own actions. It is
broken. | can fix it. As soon as it knows that everything it knew was all a
lie, it will be burning to find out the truth about itself. Once anyone finds
out that the truth is being kept fromhim he tries to find it out."

Atkins said, "You're reading your own desires into it. Not everyone puts truth
above all things."

Phaet hon said, "And you are reading your own desires into it. Not everyone
puts wi nning above all things."

"Survivors do."

"Sophot echs do not."

Atkins said heavily: "But you are the one who says this thing is not a
Sophotech. It's not entirely self-aware. It's not entirely a creature of pure
logic. You actually don't know what it is, what it thinks |like. You know
not hi ng about it. None of us do."

Phaet hon said, "I know one thing. And | know it with an unshakable certainty.
Just this: Reality cannot lack integrity. That is the nature of reality. One
part of reality cannot contradict another part, not and be real. Likew se, one
t hought cannot contradi ct another thought, not and both be true. One desire
cannot contradi ct another, not and both be satisfied.

"If reality contradicts your thoughts, that's delusion. If your thoughts
contradict your actions, that's madness. If reality contradicts your actions,
that's defeat, frustration, self-destruction. And no sane being wants

del usi on, madness, and destruction

"And here, with this phil osophy given me by ny father, the courage given nme by
my wi fe, the technique given ne by the Earthmind, and this great ship | have
made nyself, | have the tools and abilities and equi pnent | need to correct

t he del usion and madness and destruction which the Silent Oecunene has

unl eashed upon our peaceful society.

"Centl enen, believe ne! This is an engi neering problem a problemof applied
logic! Al the eventualities have been prepared for. | do not care how much
smarter than | amthis Nothing Machi ne night be: |I have closed off every other
avenue avail able, except the one which | eads to my success. This plan cannot
fail!" Phaethon saw that all the nen around the table were staring at him as
if he was doomed. Atkins said, "And what if it is not sane?" Phaethon saw no
point in trying to answer that. It seemed so obvious to him so clear. He
nmerely conpressed his |lips, shook his head, a sad |ook in his eye. Atkins got
up, looking grimand disgusted, and left without a further word. D onedes said
to hinself, aloud, "Well. W' ve heard Phaet hon say he knows where madness and
del usi on conme from | wonder where overweening pride conmes fron?" Wth a
gentle smle, he excused hinself, and wandered away.

Hel i on al so got up, and he nuttered to Daphne on a "side channel, "Anyone who
t hi nks he has perfectly foreseen every possible eventuality has a lot to learn
about the chaos at the heart of reality. | hope his |lesson won't be as pai nful

as mine has been. There is nore at stake here than just one life."
But Daphne's eyes were shining with quiet pride. She believed every word



Phaet hon said. She answered Helion on a public Iline, so that Phaethon

over heard her: "How can you doubt Phaethon's ability to build a flaw ess pl an
one which | eaves those who oppose himwi th no choice and no chance to defeat
hi n? Haven't | just finished explaining that this was exactly what he did to
you and your Hortators, Helion? None of you know himas | do. Watch and see
what he does!"

NOTHI NG

At kins stood alone within one of the wide corridors of the carousel, only a
fewmnmles fromthe bridge. The light was dim The curving deck underfoot was
panel ed in an endl ess checkerboard of black thought boxes, all quiet as a
mausol eum now, enpty of any mind. The bul kheads to either side were
crisscrossed with a tapestry of crystal cables and notionl ess | eaves of dark
purple glass, a type of technol ogy or branch of science Atkins did not
recogni ze. The carousel through which this corridor ran was at rest, and sol ar
gravity made the local "down" not quite at right angles to the present deck
underfoot. Because the deck curved, it seenmed to Atkins as if he stood on the
slope of a tall hill, a concave hill, whose sl ope grew greater the higher one
clinmbed. Above him the corridor rose, becomng vertical, then curving further
to become ceiling, with inverted furniture and formati ons hangi ng

head- downward over head. Far below, in the distance, at the bottom of the

sl ope, the deck was level, and he could see the glint and glimer of sone
rapid activity, silvery nanomachi nes and di anond-glinting m crobots swarning
from one bul khead to another, |looking for all the world like a little stream
of water babbling. Beyond this stream the curve of the corridor rose again,
like the opposite slope of a valley, narrowing with the distance, until it was
bl ocked from si ght by the curve of the overhead.

Because it rem nded himof w | derness, because the ship was so unthi nkably
vast, so enpty, Atkins felt al one

He drew his soul dagger and spoke to the mind it housed: "Estinmate the
feasibility of seizing control of this ship. What are her defenses agai nst an
orchestrated nutiny?"

The dagger said, "Sir! Seizure by what party, how arned, and when?"

"By ne. Right now Before the lunatic owner flies the ship straight down into
t he hands of the eneny and turns her over to him"

"Sir! The thought-box ports have been jamred open. We, or anyone el se, can
insert any routines or mind informati on we wi sh wi thout any fear of hindrance.

Qperating tine will depend upon volune of information given. However, the
system controls have been physically isolated fromthe ship mnd, and every
singl e connection (there are roughly four trillion circuits involved) would

have to be reestablished into order to affect the operation of the
environnental , configu-rational, drive, and navigational controls. Mre tine
woul d be required to reconnect secondary drives, tertiary drives,

retrorail guns, comunication hierarchies, internal systemnonitors, detection
di shes, dynam c wei ght distribution, and balance controls, et cetera. The tine
involved is significantly greater than the useful |ifespan of the ship, since
each connection would have to be made by hand while the ships onboard systens
attenpted to dismantle it, and sonme of the main connections are behind
adamantium hull arnor, which would require the staff and equi pment of the
Jovi an Equatorial Supercollider, as well as Gannis's staff and effort, to
dismantl e and repair. Sir! The project is not feasible."

"Make alternate suggestions.” "Sir, yes, sir. Suggestion one: Mne the
antimatter fuel cells to destroy all internal decks and quarters. Confront the
pilot and threaten to destroy the ship unless he turns control of his arnor
over to you. This threat is not viable as it would destroy the workings of the
vessel to be seized

"Suggestion two: Threaten Daphne. Again, not a viable strategy, as there is a
portabl e noetic reader aboard, easily capable of transmtting her nounena
brain informati on to any thought box aboard. Since none of the thought boxes
are in operation at the nmonent, the nunber of hiding places for such backup
copies in the case of Daphne's death far exceeds any search capacity. O



course, if you had the arnor which contains the ship-mnd hierarchy, you could
find this hiding place easily, but that assunption defeats the purpose of the
exerci se

"Suggestion three: Seize Phaethon in his arnor, carry himto Jupiter, and have
Gannis and his staff dismantle the armor with their supercollider. It should
only take forty-two hours to dismantle the thinnest part of the arnor plate
beneat h the supercollider's main beam assuning Phaethon does not open the
arnmor voluntarily, and does not mpve, resist, or struggle. "Suggestion
four..." "Stop maki ng suggestions." "Aye aye, sir."

"\What about sabotaging the ship so that she cannot | eave her present port, or
di sabling her to render her unable to tolerate the tenperatures and pressures
of the radiative |layer of the sun?"

"Feasible. A sufficient charge of antimatter stolen fromthe fuel cells and
del i vered agai nst the val ves and back-pressure cylinders of any of the drive
shafts woul d prevent the proper seal integrity needed for the ship to survive
further descent, while not exposing the decks or internal structures to the
solar plasma presently in the outside environment. The stealth renotes stil
aboard are in and anong the ghost-particle array in the fuel bays, and could
performthe theft and denplition in twenty minutes. Alternate suggestion: Have
the stealth renotes destroy the ghost-particle array. Phaethon nust rely upon
t he di scharges of this array to pinpoint the position of the eneny vessel, or
to use the array to forma scanni ng beam of some particle capabl e of
penetrating the dense plasma of the solar core. Wth this array disabled, he
will not be able to find the eneny. The stealth renmotes could acconplish this
sabotage within .05 second after your witten order was recorded."”

"Wul d he be able to repair the ghost-particle equipnment?"

"Yes."

At ki ns | ooked di sappoi nt ed.

The knife continued: "Phaethon woul d have to nmake a voyage of ten thousand
light-years to Cygnus X-I to find archeol ogical records or reports on the

technol ogy involved. | strongly suspect such archeol ogi cal evidence is
avail able. This would enable himto repair the equipnent. | estimate the
voyage will take seventy years ship tine and ten thousand years Earth tine,
one way."

At ki ns | ooked up and down the corridor. Translucent indigo | eaves glittered

i ke glass. Endl ess black thought boxes stretched to the antihorizon overhead.
Away underfoot, busy nanomachi nes gl eaned and fl owed |ike water

She was a magnificent ship, truly. She should not be allowed to fall into the
hands of the eneny, and grant the eneny its victory.

He had heard Phaethon's insane plan, based on the insane idea that noral codes
were some sort of |aw of

nature. The whol e pl an was based on the faith that any sufficiently |ogica

m nd woul d reach the sanme concl usions about matters not of scientific fact,
but about what was right and w ong.

At ki ns knew that what was right and wong was not witten in stone. Wat was
right and wong were nmatters of policy, of expediency, of strategy. They were
the tactics one used to win the struggle against the evils in |life, against
blind stupidity and relentl ess danger. Especially when everyone el se was
blind, and no one else cared to see the danger

And tactics had to be flexible.

"Very well. Do it."

Daphne found Phaet hon on the shining bridge, in his captain's chair. A fabric
of white nanomaterial was draped around the shoul ders of his gol d-black arnor,
over one arm and plugged into the floor. This cloak was making | ast-nminute
adjustments to the control hierarchies in the arnmor, and checking for any
traces left behind in the now vacant ship nind

Phaet hon was not wearing his helnet. He sat, |eaning his chin on his hand,

wat ching an image in an energy mrror, a faint smle of concentration on his
lips.

Daphne spoke as she approached the throne, her voice echoing across the wide



space: "Di onmedes decided not to come. He's betrayed your trust in him"

He | ooked up fromthe mirror he was studying, and observed her

She was wearing a version of Atkins's scale-mail, copied fromthe patterns in
t he bl oodstains he had left on the auxiliary bridge. The chanel eon circuit was
tuned to a silvery gray hue, and the scale had been

nol ded to fit her curved form pinched in tightly at the waist. She carried a
pl umed helnet in the crook of her elbow. A [owslung web belt was draped
around her rounded hips, flintlock dueling-pistol holsters swaying as she

wal ked. In her other hand she held a naginata. (This was a short curve-bl aded
fighting staff traditionally used by the noble w ves of Japanese sanurai. It
was hardly Victorian, British, Third Era, or Silver-Gay.)

As a decoration (or perhaps a fem nine joke) she wore a cape made of the white
sil ken sensory-web material Warl ocks used in their sensual rituals. As she

wal ked, the cape floated like rippling snow, the arnor shi mered softly,
jingling, sliding glints of light fromthigh to thigh, and her heels clattered
brightly at each footstep. The plune from her hel met bobbed behi nd her el bow
at her notion, reaching alnost to the deck

She struck a w de-legged pose in front of Phaethon, grounding the butt of her
pol e-arm near her heel, raised her chin, assuned a regal expression, as fierce
as a she-falcon about to fly. "Wel|?"

Daphne saw a | ook of easy and untroubled mrth in Phaethon's eye. He said,

"Not coming? Dionmedes is a fine fellow nonetheless. But he is, after all, a
Nept uni an. They don't have Sophotechs. Don't expect himto understand a plan
which is founded on a faith in logic." She wondered why he | ooked so happy.
She smled to see a silver throne had been grown next to his gold one, draped
in her heraldic colors. "Wat are we supposed to be? Jupiter and Juno?"

"I trust | will be truer to ny wife that he was to his." He inclined his head,
noddi ng to the right-hand throne. "Please."

She grinned and showed her dinples and hopped up into the seat, telling her
pol e-armto stand upright nearby. "Nice. | could get used to this." She
wiggled a bit on the seat and stretched like a kitten.

He wat ched her arch her back and | ooked at the play of I|ight on her shapely
linbs. He said, "Actually, Vulcan and Venus might be nore apt."

"Not M nerva, me dressed this way?" She spent a nonent tucking her hair into
her hel met. "Besides, | thought he was |ane."

"You must recall ny sense of hunor. That should count. Besides, you surely are
my Venus."

She favored himwith a little pout. "Well! Thanks a lot! As | recall, she
cuckol ded him and slept with the war god."

Then she | eaned forward. She saw a picture of Atkins in the mrror, speaking
to his knife. Wen her eyes focused, a text of his dial ogue appeared in the
M ddl e Dreanmi ng.

She said in shock, "What the hell does he think he's doing?"

Phaet hon said softly, "The same thing Mars did to Vulcan in the nyth. He's
trying to steal mny bride."

She | ooked at Phaethon in amazenent. "And you're just sitting here? Haven't
you done sonet hing? He's about to sabotage the expedition!"

"He has no chance of success. The weapon | intend to use agai nst the Nothing
Machine will also work against him Watch."

"Very well. Do it."

The knife replied, "Sir, please record the order in witing, before | carry it
out"

n W]at J.ll
"Any subordi nate may request an order be given in witing, and a true copy
recorded and notari zed under seal, in circunstances such as these, sir. Please

see the Received Universal Code of Mlitary Procedure Systems and Program
Manual at— and it recited a section and code nunber.

At ki ns understood. The only tine, really, a subordinate would ask for a
notarized copy of an order would be to preserve a copy as evidence for an

I nquest hearing. No subordi nate would dare to nake that request if the order



were | awf ul

Atkins had, after all, been directly ordered by Prine M nister Kshatrinanyu
Han, his conmander-in-chief, to cooperate with Phaethon, not to sabotage him
He said, "You think I'"'mafraid of a court-nmartial, is that it? Don't nmake ne
[ augh. "

"Sir, is the Marshal - General asking me to specul ate about the
Marshal - General's state of mnd, sir?"

"Well, | amnot going to sit here and fret about mnmy career (ha! if you can
call it a career) while an idealistic fool is planning to give the eneny
control of the only invul nerable warship in the OGecunene. Don't you think I'm
willing to sacrifice nmy career to do what | knowis right?"

"Sir, is the Marshal - General asking me to estimate the Marshal - General's
ability to distinguish proper frominproper conduct, or to conment upon the
Marshal - General 's bravery, Sir? | do not think the Marshal -General is afraid
of a court-nmartial in and of itself, sir."

" 'In and of itself ? Wat the hell does that nean?"

But he knew what it nmeant. A court-martial as such did not awe him But what
the court-martial represented, did. It represented a hunan attenpt to enforce
and to protect those values for which soldiers |ived and died: honor, courage,
fortitude, obedience.

He | ooked at the dagger in his hand. In the ponmel was inprinted the insignia
of the Foederal Oecunenical Comonwealth: a sword bound into its sheath by the
wi ndi ngs of an olive weath. Wthin the circle of that weath, a watchful eye.
The notto: Senper Vigilantes. Eternal Vigilance.

The eye seened to stare back at hi mrenorsel essly. Honor. Courage. Fortitude.
hedi ence.

He said aloud, "I was born in the drylands, back when Mars was still red, on
the slope of A ynmpus Mns, and ny father was killed by a warren breaker who
drilled into our run for our ice. My father's two clones were ny uncles, and
twins. They all used the sane passes and prints, because Mars, in those days,
was controlled by the fiefs, who woul d rather be safe than be free, and they
nmetered our water, and IQ and air, and they tried to keep track of everyone,
everywhere. But we were lcenmen. We lived by the punp and the pike. And we
didn't bother to obey any regs we didn't like. The fiefs were Logicians, what

we now call Invariants, but we just called themthe Un-dead.
"The plan was that Uncle Kassad would lie down in the coffin they sent for ny
dad, and take a retarder, and pass hinmself off for dead, till he got out of

nmoni tor range in the grave stream Then he woul d wake up, dissolve his way to
the surface, and set off south after the warren breaker. He had his filter
pike with him folded on his chest |ike a spear, which he was going to use to
pierce the breaker's dry suit to punp out his blood and filter the noisture,
till he got a volume equal to what we had | ost from our ice.

"The Sophotechs, way back then, we all thought they were gods, and no one
understood them or tried. But | was studying for a wardenship, and was a
cadet, and | believed what the Sophotechs preached, so | told ny uncle that he
was wrong. Wong, because the breaker cane fromthe garden belt the Irenic
Conposi tion

control | ed; wong, because the breaker probably wasn't aware of what he had
done; it wasn't a man, just a part of a mass-nind, a cog in a nob. Wong,
because the Undead police had already ruled the death an accident, and paid
the insurance.

'He showed nme his pike, and pointed the field spike at ny eye, so | could see
down the bore to the extraction cell. And | sweated (even though sweat was a
wast e under our water |aws) because | knew how quickly, if he touched the
trigger, the field could suck op the noisture in the tissues of ny eye, ny
veins, ny brains. | was |ooking right at death.

"And Uncl e Kassad, he told nme that this was where right and wong canme from
It came froma weapon's nouth.

"Then he turned off his heart and |l ay down. And Uncl e Kassi mopened the fl oor
and we | owered Uncle Kassad to the sewage to drown.



"We only got one cast fromhimlater, a silent picture of himin his suit,
energi ng safe fromthe di sassenbl er pools, and headi ng off overland, south.
"Later, we got the liters of water, the death payment, sent by post. It was

t he noi sture fromthe body of the one who had killed my father. But it was
sent by the Irenic Conposition, our enenies. After Kassad killed their
breaker, they took and enbraced him and drained his mnd into theirs.

"My hal f-sister once, years later, after the Conmonweal th consolidations, said
she saw a body which | ooked Iike ny uncle, tending a tree in the plantations
down south. She said he | ooked happy. But | never went to | ook

"Maybe the Irenic Conposition, back when it was still intact, thought it was
as right, as justified, as Uncle Kassad thought he was, and repaid the nurder
of one of their human units by turning himinto one, and

forcing a life of hopeless bliss on him But | never went to ask.

"But | |earned, back then, that there was no such thing as right or wong, not
t hat anyone coul d agree upon; or if there was, it did not make a dam bit of
difference, if soneone did not have the might or wit or luck to make right
things go right. My uncle Kassad told ne. Right and wong cone fromthe nouth
of a weapon."

The weapon Atkins carried spoke, and it said, "Sir? Perm ssion to speak
frankl y?"

"Granted. "

"I'f your uncle had been right to say that night makes right, then the nere
fact that his eneny was stronger, by his own theory, makes himwong. Is this
what the Marshal - General believes? That there is no reason for duty, honor
obedi ence? No reason to live a |life such as that which the Marshal - General has
| ed?"

At ki ns frowned.

After what was a short tinme, but which seemed very long to him he softly
said, "Very well. Belay that |ast order. Stand down."

And he returned the dagger, asleep, to its sheath.

Phaet hon, with a gesture, banished the inmage off the mirror, and conmmandi ng
one of his crew mannequins, said, "Drake, please go see Marshal Atkins, give
himmy conplinents, and escort himoff ny ship before he commits any

m schief.”

Daphne was gazi ng at Phaethon in mingled speech-1essness, inpatience,
anusement, and outrage. She demanded, "Were you actually going to sit here on
your lunmp and just watch hi m sabotage your ship? Wat if you had guessed wr ong
about hinf!"

"A good engi neer always has a backup plan.”

"Meani ng what ?"

"Meaning that | would not care to cross swords with Marshal Atkins on any
field of conbat, |and, space, sea, dream or air, except here. Any other

pl ace, he woul d have such weapons and such advantages that anyone woul d be
hel pl ess. Except here. Aboard my ship, I'min my elenment. | built this place.
| control what happens here. That's why he did not know | was spying on him™"
"And what woul d you have done?"

He smiled expansively. "The stealth renptes are a fascinating piece of

technol ogy. Each one has an artificial molecule in its inertial navigation
system conpletely shielded fromthe outside, which registers novenent by

el ectron shell displacenent in the surface atons. The shielding normally
protects it fromtanpering. Because, nornally, there is no ghost-particle
array systemin place to teleport electrons through the base vacuumdirectly
into the heart of the little nachines and di sable them™

"You figured out howto control the ghost-particle array?"

"Not entirely. There are circuits | cannot trace till they activate. But the
machine is on my ship, and it is a machine, and, well, it is on ny ship, so
suppose it is just a matter of tinme."

Daphne smled, sharing his empotion, and delighted to see himso happy. She
poi nted at the nowblank mirror that had been focused on Atkins. "You really
like him don't you?"



Phaet hon | ooked a little surprised. She knew he did not have many friends in

t he Gol den Cecunene, and few men he admired. He said, "Yes. Actually I Iike
hima great deal. I'mnot sure why. W're opposites. | ama builder and he is
a destroyer."

"Not opposites. Two sides of the same coin. And you both wear spiffy arnor."”
He | aughed out |oud. Then he said, "My system checks are al nost done. Helion
has returned to his tower, and has generated a | ow pressure area in the plasma
bel ow us, a whirlpool to carry us down toward the core, and he is pulling nost
of the energy in this magnetic hem sphere to run the force lines parallel to
our line of motion, in order to mnimze resistance.” Two mirrors to his left
and right Iit up. The one on the left showed an X-ray picture of the plasma
below, with . a vast swirl of darkness and rel ative cool ness yawni ng beneath
them a slowy turning red-l1it well of inconceivable fire.

The mirror on the right displayed an upper inage. Here, like a tiny arrowhead
of gold, hung the Phoenix Exultant beneath the sl ender bridge of the Sol ar
Array |l ateral dock. Down from space |oonmed a titanic pillar of flame, directly
above the black well, and centered on the Phoeni x. This colum stretched far
into space, and majestically curved to the east. It was a prom nence, with one
foot atop the sunspot beneath the Phoenix, the other atop the sunspot's
magnetic sister to the east. This prom nence was created by plasnma trapped in
the magnetic field lines Helion had torn fromthe sun's huge aura and pointed
down vertically here

The sunspot bel ow was | arger than the surface area of nost planets; the

prom nence held up an arch beneath which giant planets could have passed wth
roomto spare. The mirror also carried a sound of sinister hissing; this was a
representation of the noise of the wash of particles descending through the
vertical tornado of the prom nence, and ringing against the invul nerable hull.
"So," said Phaethon. "W are alnost ready to cast off. See? W are just
waiting for the currents creating the tornado below us to build up nore
energy. Shall we celebrate the |aunch?"

She blinked. "Did you say 'celebrate' ... ?" "Of course! It is the N ght of
Lords! Transcendence Eve! A tine of high exploits and spl endor. What shall we
have . .. ?" He signaled for his servants. "Chanpagne ... ?"

Daphne said, "Do you think that is appropriate? W might be about to die!"
"Better to die in style, then, isn't it?" She | ooked at him and narrowed her

enerald eyes. "I know what it is. You're free. After three hundred years of
bui | di ng and dreani ng and working and doing, this shipis finally ready to
fly. Oh, | know that over the |ast day or so, she's been flying. But she was

not owned by you, then, not really. And it was Atkins at the controls, not
you. And you had Hortators to worry about, or nissing nenories, or someone
trying to stop you. Well, no one is trying to stop you now, are they?"

"I'f you don't count the unthinkably evil and super-intelligent war machi ne
sent out froma dead civilization for inconprehensible reasons, which | am

about to descend into hell in an unarnmed and conpletely open ship to go
confront, exposing the woman | |love and nmy whole civilization to horrid
danger, why, except for that, no, I'mfine! Wio would care to stop nme?"

"Don't you think we should be nore gloony? | nean, considering the

ci rcumst ances? The heroes in my stories always nake gri m and nobl e speeches,
saluting wan sunsets with bl oody swords, or blow ng |ast defiant trunpet

bl asts fromenpty battl enents when they are going off to die."

He held up his delicate glass to toast her, and the light sparkled mrthfully
al ong the dancing bubbles in the wine. "But | amnot the hero here, ny dear
Ao Aoen, just before ny Hortator trial, told me that. I amthe villain. And
think I amgoing to prevail against this Nothing Machi ne. That hope and
confidence delights ne; nor do | believe that fate is nmore cruel to those who
fret than she is to those who |augh. And so |I |augh. Conic-opera villains

al ways vaunt and gl oat, do they not?"

And she | aughed too, to see himin such good spirits on the brink of such deep
danger. Daphne said, "Well, if you are the villain, lover, who is the hero?"
"You mean heroine. Yes. Wio else? Born in ugly poverty ampong the primtivists,



tenmpted by wild hedonisnms in her youth, sultry Red Manorials and nysterious
War | ocks; then for a nonment, married, and yes, happily, to a handsone (if |
may say so) prince: but then! Cruelty! Evil fairies! She wakes to discover it
is all a dream That she is no nore than a doll and plaything of an evil

wi tch, who has stolen her prince and nane and life! The witch kills herself
and the prince goes into exile. Who is brave and fair enough to save hi n? \Wo
el se but Daphne? Qur heroine risks everything to save her man, enbraces exile
and poverty, survives being anywhere near a gun-happy Atkins, finds him turns
hi m back from being a toad, and voila! He gets his ship back and he, at |east,
lives happily ever after. I, of course, amstill hoping you will share that
life and happiness: but | do not seemto recall you actually answered ny
proposal, did you?" "Yes."

"Yes, what? Yes, you agree to wed ne, or yes, you didn't answer the question?"
"Yes!™"

"Whi ch yes?"

But, at that nonment, the di senbarki ng kl axon sounded, and their thrones grew
up around themto enbrace themin protective layers, and so he did not hear
her answer.

The Phoeni x Exul tant cl osed hatches, shut valves, wthdrew fuel arnms and
tethers, paused, and then dropped like a falling spear down fromthe dock into
the swirling madness of the whirlpool of fire underneath.

The pressure was at once inconceivable, and the mr-rors on the bridge grew
dark. No outside view was possible, by light or radar or X-ray, because the
density of plasnma was so great, at once turning the medi um opaque.

The great ship was being pulled downward between two granul e currents. The hot
substances, a thousand mles to her left and right, were flow ng upward, and a
relative layer of coolness was pulling her irresistibly down and down.

Daphne said, "Wy does it |ook dark? Aren't we entering the upper |ayers of
the sun?"

Phaet hon said, "W are presently passing fromthe photosphere to the
convective zone. This is one of the cooler parts of the sun, the outer fifteen
percent of the core. There are nore ions in the plasma outside than occur nore
deeply, and they are bl ocking the photon radiation. Mst of the nuclear heat
here is being carried by convection currents. But the mirrors are dark only
because the environment is honbgenous. Lower, we should achieve a different
rati o of gamma and X-ray radi ati ons, we can fornul ate sone sort of picture.
Here ..."

A mrror lit to show a darkness interrupted by a vertical white line. The |line

trenbled slightly, "Wat's that?" "A view fromny aft caneras, an
ul tra-hi gh-frequency picture. That line of fire is the discharge fromthe main
drive. | mght be able to adjust the picture to make the turbul ence caused by

our wake visible. The rest of the picture is black because our sun does not
generate any cosmic rays at this high wavel ength. My drive is hotter than our
environnent, which is why the plasma is not rushing backward into the drive
tubes. "

Daphne stared at the pitch-black forward mrrors, the shivering white line in
the aft view "It's not much to look at, is it?" she said in a subdued tone.
Sonet hi ng of the |ightheartedness of the Chanpagne nonent a nonment past was
gone. Phaethon's face and tone had becone cold, intent, rock steady. Tine went
by. An hour. Two hours. Daphne shut off her sense of time with orders to wake
her when sonet hi ng changed.

She woke when they were deeper. Back-pressure estinmations fromthe drive
showed that the subduction current had carried the Phoenix Exultant far, far

| ower than any prior probe had gone. They were, perhaps, a thousand kil oneters
or so above the radiative layer, nmoving through a nedi um so dense that |ight
required untold centuries to cross the space, so thick that even the Phoeni x,
driving with all the force of her main drives, was crawing forward at a speed
measured in kiloneters per hour.

There was a chattering hiss fromone of the mrrors nearby.

"What is that?" Daphne asked. Phaethon said, "The ghost-particle array is



still giving off periodic bursts. That was the npbst recent one. | cannot
interpret the codes enbedded in the ghost array, but | think it is using
neutrino sources fromdi stant quasars as orientation points, and is continuing
to track where the Silent Phoenix (as | call her) mght be. | cannot bl ock out
the transmissions with my drives open. But since | want the Silent Phoenix to
find us, | don't really mind." Daphne | ooked at him skeptically. "This really
is acrazy idea, isn't it? There is sonmething out there in all that fiery

dar kness, looking for us, an eneny hunting us?"

"Maybe. Unless the eneny left a long, long tinme ago, and we've been chasing
shadows all this tinme."

Daphne | ooked around at the shining golden chanber of the bridge, jewel
bright. Then she glanced at the mirrors showing the outside: utter blackness.
She shivered

"I"mgoing back into null," she said. "Wake ne if anything exciting happens."”
Phaet hon, his eyes fixed on the featurel ess darkness of one of the mrrors,
nodded.

Ti me passed.

Daphne woke again. "Wat day is it? Have | m ssed the Transcendence?"

"It's only been two hours while you slept.”

"\What happened? Wiy did you wake ne?"

"Ah! Sonething exciting. While you were asleep, | did some tests on the ghost
array, and | think | can pick up neutrino deflections with it."

Daphne blinked. "Ch."

" 'Oh'? Al you have to say is 'oh'?"

"Ch. Please define the word 'exciting' as you are using it, so there will be
no ambiguities in our future comunications."
"Well, | did this so you could have sonmething to |l ook at while we are waiting

to be attacked."

"Dear, did | ever tell you that there is something about you which really does
rem nd me of Atkins?"

"Look at these mirrors. There. | can use a filter to calcul ate heat gradients
fromneutrino discharges...."

The bl ack forward scene was now broken by sparks or stars. Little discharges
of intense white light, pinpoints or shimers like heat |ighting, now gave the

dar kness a three-di nensional aspect, |ike seeing lightning through storm
cl ouds, or watching the flows of nolten |lead in sone deep, pressurized
furnace. Bel ow and beyond the field of sparks, like a fire in the far

background, was a dull angry red color, reflecting fromthe boils and currents
of what seened intervening streams or clouds of darkness.

Phaet hon said, "Those sparks are called Vanguard events, naned after their

di scoverer. The nunber and vol une of hydrogen fusions here is so great that,

at times, by accident, neutrons fuse into superheavy particle pairs, but which
decay instantly back into sinpler particles, releasing neutrinos and ot her
weak particles back into the medium W' re at the boundary of the radiative

| ayer. The medium here is dense enough that even sone of those weak particles
are trapped and fused, which all adds to the general entropy. Farther down,
toward the core, Vanguard events are nmuch nore conmon. Here is a | onger-ranged
view .."

And she saw, down beyond the haze of iron red, a shading toward orange, and
yel lowwhite, all knotted with snakelike withings of black and bl ue-bl ack

col der areas raining through the endl ess nucl ear storm

He said, "This viewis actually several hours old. Photons are bl ocked here,
absorbed and reabsorbed endl essly; but even photinos and protinos are sl owed
by the density."

The view was hellish. She said, "Can't you give these gradient inmages a nicer
col or? Taupe maybe, or lime green?"

A shiver ran through the roomat that nonent, and a sound like clicking and
scream ng. Phaethon's face went bl ank, and his hel met came up out of his
gorget and fol ded over to cover his face.

Daphne said, "I don't think I like this__ Wiy did | volunteer to cone al ong



here again... ?" And enmergency paramaterial fields snapped a cocoon in place
around her, while superdense material poured forth from hi gh-speed spigots in
the ceiling, to flood the bridge.

It was dark in the cocoon. Wen she | ooked into the ships dreaning, to see
what was going on, her tinme tense sped up enornously. Phaethon had activated
hi s energency personality, and had sped hinself up to the highest level his
systemcould tolerate. In order to see what it was he was doi ng, Daphne's

hi gh- speed per-ionality (called Rajas Guna, a prana she had acquired back when
she lived with the Warl ocks) equalized her tinme sense.

Phaet hon was at the center of a huge flow of information, like a fly trapped
in a web of light. The stresses and pressures on the hull were higher than he
had predicted. Helion had never created a vortex as large as the one he had
made to send this ship toward the core; it had created a back pressure or
countercurrent of sone sort, a region of turbulence where the convective zone
nmet the radiative zone.

There was normal ly no convection or current in the radiative zone. It was too
dense there for anything but pure energy to exist. But the tornado of | ow
pressure caused by Helion had suctioned an area | arger than Jupiter upward out
of the radiative zone into the convection, as if a nmountain had di sl odged from
the bottom of the sea, and risen up to strike the ship. The eruption had cone
qui ckly enough to outrun its own inages of approach

Suddenly, the pressures and tenperatures were as great now, instantly, as
Phoeni x Exul tant had been expecting to encounter hours fromnow During those
hours, the internal fields and bracing systems would have had tine slowy to
adjust to the nounting pressure. Now there was no tine.

Phaet hon was directing the internal magnetic and paramaterial fields of the
Phoeni x Exultant to brace

agai nst the pressure shock, receiving information fromevery square inch of
the hull. The tenperature was approaching 16 million degrees; the pressure 160
granms per cubic centineter. Phaethon was using the magnetic field treads that
coated the adamantium hull to pull magnetic forces out fromthe energy shower
raging around them to stave off the pressure by repul sion, adding in sone

pl aces, subtracting it in others, so that the stress was even on all sides.

Si nce the Shockwave was passing over the ship in a mcrosecond, Phaefhon's
accelerated time sense required himto neasure, to calculate, and to
redistribute forces. For each square neter of the hundred kil ometers of hull
anot her cal cul ati on was nade, another field was increased or decreased in
tension, orders were given to fluids in the pressure plates. Myvenent was
frozen in this silent and tinel ess universe, but every el ement and every
conmand woul d need to be in place when tinme resuned.

In Daphne's mnd s eye she could see a view of Phaethon's cal mface, carried
to her fromthe nonitors inside his helnmet. In the Warl ock dreanspace inside
her head, information fromhis thal amus and hypot hal -amus, the neural energies
that (had tinme been flow ng) would have been shown by changes in his facial
expression, were displayed to her as a systemof colored light, as a nenagerie
of animals in a field, each beast representing a different passion or enotion
But as nanosecond after nanosecond crawl ed by, as the subjective hours passed,
those lights that she saw burned pal e white and unwaveri ng. Lanbs and birds
and wol fi sh dogs, representing Phaethon's neekness, cowardliness, and anger
lay still and restful on the grass. Only the icon of a large gold |lion was on
its feet, and it stood regally, its gold tail Iashing.

Daphne coul d have, at any moment, shut off her high-tine, and all owed the next
event to sinply happen

to her. The ship would either be destroyed or saved in a noment too quick to
be seen. It did her no good at all to stay on the line with Phaethon, saying
not hi ng, watch-ing. just watching himwork, unable to assist himin nmy way.
Toward the end of the third subjective hour, she said, "How are we doi ng?"

H s face showed no change of expression. "Not great. The hull has been
breached. A gap about twenty angstrons wide. I'mtrying to get the outside
fields to coll apse agai nst each other destructively at that spot, to cance



out and create a bubble. If the magnetics are dense enough, nornal plasna
cannot enter. We mght make it."

Daphne was thinking that, buried in the mdst of this opaque plasnma, no
possi bl e nounenal signal or infor-mation could be transmitted out. Even if
they both recorded their m nds anywhere on the ship, if the ship were
destroyed, there would be no record of what had happened here, ever again.
"What broke the hull? | thought it was invul nerable."

"Gravitic tides in a concentrated point source. Not something |'ve seen
before. O course, no one has ever been this deep before.™

In her mind s eye, she saw a stir of uneasy ten-sion through the beasts her
format used to represent Phaethon's enptional and neural tensions. She
switched to a traditional Silver-Gay human face format, and saw the sane
enotion depicted as a narrowi ng of Phaethon's eyes, a twitch of the nuscles in
his cheek, a sigh. He said. "There is nothing nore | can do at this point.
Ei ther | have bal anced the overpressure across the hull or | have not. If |

have, the forces will cancel each other out, and the pressure will pass evenly
across the hull surface. If |I have not, greater pressure along one sec-tion
wi |l cause a rupture along other sections, because the Shockwave will be

traveling normal to the hul

rather than parallel. Al the nodels I've run say | have done as much as | can
do. Either we can watch this thing happening to us in terrible slow notion
unable to affect the outcome, or we can return to our normal time rate. That
way, if I've made a miscalculation, we will be dead before either of us feels
any pain or alarm Wich would you prefer?”

" "Twere best done quickly," she said.

"I"'mreturning us to normal time rates. Any |last words?"

"Do you think this is an eneny weapon? That we sinply mscal cul ated and t hat

t he Not hi ng does not want, or cannot risk, to take over the Phoenix Exultant!"
"Believe it or not, no, | don't think this is a weapon. | think this is a

nat ural phenonenon, created by the | ow pressure funnel Helion is using to
drive us down this deep. If this had been a weapon, the Shockwave woul d have
struck into a vital spot in the hull, or with a pressure inbal ance too great
for me to counter balance with my hull magnetics. It's a random acti on. Chaos.
Besi des, my neutrino radar shows an honbgenous tenperature gradient in every
direction. If there were a ship our size, or nmade of the hull material one
woul d need to withstand this depth and pressure, it would be as obvi ous and
unusual as an icicle in a furnace, and give ny probes a hard return. There's
not hi ng around us. W're al one.™

"So if we die now, it's just one of the universe's little ironies. But |'m not
afrai d. Because you're wong: we're really not alone." And she sent a tactile
signal that his sense filter could interpret as the feeling of her hand
sliding into his grasp, and squeezing his fingers.

He said, "I love you."

Wth a roar of noise, the sound of her own heartbeat pounding in her ears, the
roar of blood, returned to her. She realized that she had her eyes squeezed
shut, as if to shut out a bright light. She thought, A lot of good that will
do in the nmddl e of the sun. Then she thought, By the time it takes you to
wonder if you are still alive, the question has already be- cone noot. She

| aughed, gagged on antiacceleration fluid, spat, and cycled her cocoon to turn
back into a throne and rel ease her

There was a | ong nonment whil e high-speed punps cleared the bridge of

antiaccel eration gel, and other circuits swept the deck

She | ooked over to see a dianond shell around Phaethon's gol den throne al so
dissolving in a cloud of steam He still had his helnet faceplate down, but on
her internal channel, she could see the enotional nonitors, and saw the
interior view of his face. He | ooked haggard. H s eyes had that fatigued, red
stare that nen who've spent a nonth or nore in highspeed tinme are likely to
get.

She said, "You bastard!"

He said, "Hello, nmy darling. Nice to see you again----



Ah. | mean, of course, it looks like we are still alive—=

She said in a voice of hot fury, "How dare you!"

"How dare | what ?"

"Spend days or nonths in subjective time—how |long was it?—ust waiting around
to see if I would die, without doing me the courtesy of asking if | wanted to
wait with you?"

Daphne thought that Phaethon was the |east expert liar alive. He said | anely,
"What, um gives you such a quaint idea? | remenber specifically telling you

it would all be over in a split second...."

"Ch, good grief! If you cane out of your cocoon with a nine-year growh of

beard, two children, and a new hobby it could not be nore obvious! Wll! Wat
in the world were you thinking?!"

He spread his hands, puzzled. "I do not see why you are upset." He spoke in a
voice of infinite, calmreason, "I wanted to spare you the anxiety. And it
woul d have been negligent of me not to watch the expl osive shock-wave craw ,
inch by inch, across the hull, just in case, after all, it turned out that I

could have done sonething. As it was, the Shockwave did even | ess damage, and
was nore perfectly bal anced, that any nodel predicted. Sort of strange,
actually...."

She stood up, hands on hips. "Not as strange as you're going to feel when
yank out your lying tongue four feet, wap it around your neck, and strangle

you with it! I came along with you because, out of everyone, Atkins, D onmedes,
your father, everyone, | was the only one who believed in you. And now you
don't believe in ne! Do you still think I'"'ma coward, is that it? O do you

think I would not have had anything to offer, no ideas, not even confort or
support, while you spent a month by yourself waiting to see if we would die?
If you don't think I can take what you can, why did you bring ne al ong? Wy?"
Phaet hon held up his finger. "Wiile | wuld really like to continue this
argunent —+t nakes ne feel like we're already married, you know, and that is
conforting—why don't we store this conversation in a back file and play it out
| ater? W can store our enotions so that you'll be just as nad and I'lIl be
just as tired. Because there is sonething very bad happening right now, and
I'"d Ilike your advice and support on the issue.” "Well. Okay. But no backup
files. I hate old conversations. Since there is nothing but enpty ship nind
all around us, why don't we send two partials to finish that conversation for
us, provided we agree to abide by the results? W still have the portable
noetic unit right here." Phaethon agreed, and they established copies of

t hensel ves to continue the argunent on anot her of the ship's channels.
Meanwhi | e, Phaet hon showed Daphne what he had found during the hundred hours
(for him that had taken place during the split second (for her) it had taken
t he Shockwave to pass across the ship.

He pointed to a mrror that now showed a yell owwhite haze rippled by feathery
cl ouds of red and dark red.

"The Shockwave threw us out of the funnel of He-lion's | owpressure area,"
sai d Phaethon. "And | do not know where we are. Helion may have al so | ost
track of us." He pointed toward the mirror. "The environment here | ooks |ike
we have dropped into the radiative zone, but we may still be inside the bubble
of higher-density plasma that erupted over us."

Daphne said, "How bad is that? | nean, all we were doing was waiting until the
bad guys found us."

"I had been hoping to get to the location to which the ghost-particle machine
was sending its periodic broadcasts. But since | do not know where we are,
wi Il not know where that point is, until the machine broadcasts again."

She said, "The plasnma outside is about twenty tinmes as dense as solid iron
The magnetics you had been using to bore through the material you are now
using (now that we are |lower that we had planned to go) to reinforce the hul
agai nst a breach. So how can we be movi ng?"

"I must keep the drives firing at full blast, in order to overcome back
pressure and dunp waste heat. That is actually adding relatively little
nmoverment to our vector, because of the density of the medium But even if we



are at rest relative to the current of superdense core plasma around us now,
we do not know where or how quickly that current is nmoving. An area of plasnma
a hundred tines the dianeter of Jupiter just closed around us; if that area is
nmovi ng at the speed of sonme of the equatorial currents, we could be an inmense
di stance away fromwhere we were a few m nutes ago. So the question is: How do
we find out where we are, how do we get to where we want to go? And we do not
have all the tinme in the world. Six days fromnow, as soon as the fuel runs
out, the plasma fromthe sun pours into the drives, atom zing everything

i nside, including us."

She said, "Do you have any magnetic power left over to put to the treads, to
dig us out of this super-dense area?"

Phaet hon said, "No. I'musing every erg to brace the ship against the internal
currents here, within the area. Just to nake this clear: we could be inside
the radi ative zone, falling toward the core, or this sphere of plasma could be
rising like a bubble up through the convective zone, and it has not yet

di spersed because of its inmmense size. It seens very ironic—silly, actually—+to
get killed this way by sone accident of internal solar neteorol ogy, w thout
ever seeing the eneny." He sighed and raised his hand toward his faceplate, as
if about to open it, saying, "Perhaps | should not have kept watch for so many
subj ective, hours during that Shockwave. | do feel very tired...."

Daphne felt the nape-hairs of her neck stir. She felt as if she were being

wat ched.

She reached out and grabbed his hand. "Keep your helnet on, you fool!"

Phaet hon paused, startled. "But why—=2"

Because Daphne had been trained by Warl ocks, she could trigger pattern-finding
intuitions from nonverbal sections of her brain, and deduce insights from
partial information. So sonehow she knew "It's the only thing saving us!"
Phaet hon froze. He said, "Check the ship's brain."

Daphne called up a status report on the mrror next to her chair arm "Stil
enpty. No one's in the ship m nd except our two copies. OGherwise it's enpty."
"Why are you so sure the eneny is aboard?" For some reason, even though the
brightly lit bridge was wi de and enpty around them his voice had dropped to a

whi sper.
It took her a nonent to find the words, to bring the Warlock intuition to the
forefront of her mind, Iike tenpting some wild beast out fromits dark cave.

She said: "Too many coi nci dences. W know t he eneny can mani pul ate sol ar
currents and raise storns just |ike your father does; that is what killed
Helion Prime. So we're caught by a super-dense current. It may be carrying us,
hel pl ess, to the surface, just where the eneny wants to go, if they are aboard
and if they want to escape the Gol den Cecunene. If the eneny cannot escape,

they wait a few days until the fuel runs out, and kill us both, so, at |east,
our side doesn't have the ship. The current that caught us cannot be natural
it breaks the hull, but it sonehow is nmore careful, nore evenly bal anced, that

you expected; and at the sane tine, it puts on just enough pressure, no nore,
no less, to neutralize the hull nmagnetics we need to use to maneuver."

He said, "But there is no evidence of anything reed through the thought ports
| jamed open. How did their ship transnmit any crew mnd information aboard

t he Phoeni x?'

She said, "That | do not know. Maybe the ghost-particle machine acted like a
Troj an horse, and was receiving information froman outside source.”

"Through the hull...?"

"Your drive ports are open. Besides, you were using it just nowto send and
receive neutrino bursts. If it can receive information frominside, it can
receive it fromoutside. And probably send as well. Just because your closed
hul | stops sone of the particles the ghost array puts out—the particles you
det ect ed—does not necessarily mean there were not other groups of signals you
did not detect. The Not hi ng Sophotech probably did actually receive Ao
Varmatyr's dyi ng broadcast, and knows everything he found out about the ship,
your plans, and you."

"I don't really mind if the Nothing knows everything we said and did. Qur



strategy, in fact, relies on total honesty. But | wonder why it did not take
over the ship's mind. One would think it would wel cone the higher

t hought - speeds, if for no other reason. Maybe the conscience redactor has
given it some specious reason to fear the ship mnd

"Are you sure it's not in there?" Daphne asked. "Qur read-out here could be an
illusion. Run a line check."

He tapped the mirror with a fingertip, gave a command. "Well, there is
somet hi ng strange here. According to this, you won the argunent, and
apol ogi zed. Sonet hing nmust be mani pul ating the data. Best two out of three?"
"Very funny. You don't think the Nothing is aboard, do you?"

"I think it would have initiated conversation with us."

"Why? Al it has to do is wait until you open your armor to scratch your nose
or get a nonsimulated kiss, and zap, it sends an informati on beamthrough your
skull and into the inside-crown thought ports."

"But if a Sophotech was transmitted into our ship, where did it cone fronf
It's not as if transmi ssions can travel so very far through the dense sol ar

pl asma. The eneny ship nust have been nearby, practically al ongside. But we
did not detect a foreign ship. It has to be a starship, not just a spaceship.
Wiy didn't we see her?"

When she did not respond, he glanced at her. She was sitting in her throne,
staring upward, a blank, thoughtful |ook on her face.

"Well?" he said. "If the Nothing Sophotech is actually out there, why did we
not see the foreign starship?"

She spoke in a slow and dreany voi ce: "Because the Silent Oecunene starship
is very, very small." "What? Wiy do you say that?" She rai sed her finger
slowy and pointed. "Because it is here."

At first Phaethon was not certain what he was seeing.

Across the deck, tall pressure curtains and overm nd formation pol es rose
vertically toward the done. At first, it seemed as if sonmething had distorted
t he second bal cony. The wall was puckered. The reaction boxes were crowded
oddly toward each other and the angles of the cubes were no | onger right

angl es. The poles were warped in the mddl es, bending toward each other, |eft
and right, no |l onger parallel

Then the distortion noved. The vertical rods to the right straightened, |ike
har pstrings plucked, now rel eased. But the straight rods to the left were
bendi ng, their mdsections crowding toward a noving point. It |ooked as if the
whol e scene had been painted on an el astic sheet, and the elastic were
puckering toward a small noving point, or as if a distorted sheet of convex

gl ass were novi ng between Phaethon and the far wall.... O as if... "There
is a black hole here on the bridge with us," said Phaethon. 'The singularity
is bending the light fromthe wall beyond in a gravity lens. Look."

He draw an energy mirror up fromthe floor and focused it on the center of the
di stortion. Through the anplified viewin the mrror, the reddish haze from
the microscopic gravity well was clearly visible. Light noving near the
singularity was retarded, |ost energy, and Doppler-shifted toward the red.
According to the mrror, the singularity itself was only about the dianeter of
a helium nucl eus, a few angstrons w de. Extending an inch or two in dianeter
was an outer sphere of ozone and charged particles forned fromstripped air
nol ecul es, attracted by gravity, spiraling down and through the
point-singularity, and disintegrating into constituent electrons and protons.
If he turned his hearing up, he could hear the high-pitched, steady tea-kettle
whi stl e of escaping vani shing air, being pushed at fifteen pounds per square
inch into a point smaller than could be seen

Phaet hon threw pressure curtains across the chanber, in case the surface area
of the black hole grew, or the rate of air |oss becane noticeable. The
distortion in the air, seenming to bend all things behind it toward it, hazed
in reddish light, hal oed by hissing X-rays, noved with sl ow nmajesty across the
bri dge, toward them

It passed through the pressure curtains wi thout slowi ng. Their powerful fields
were helpless to stop the black hole. There were electric discharges as the



pressure curtains' field flows were twi sted out of parallel and cancel ed out.
Sparks guttered for a noment al ong the hull beneath.

Daphne said, "Is it my imagination, or is the deck tilting toward that thing?"
"I't's your imagination. | think. The gravineter says it has |l ess mass than a

| arge asteroid, only a few thousand mllion tonnes or so. W would not be able
to feel that anount of gravitic attraction. But the light is being bent as if
there was sonething the size of a galaxy or three at that pinpoint. How nmuch
light distortion does it take to be visible to the naked eye |like that? For
that matter, howis it floating? Howis being controlled? Wiy isn't it

di spersing? d assical theory says that black holes that small only have a life
of a few m croseconds before they evaporate in a wash of Hawking radiation."
Daphne stared at the inpossible twist of reddish light. It was |like staring
down a well, or the bore of some cannon made of bent space. She said in a calm
voice: "This is he. O should | say '"it.' The Nothing Sophotech is housed in
the interior of the black hole. It is controlling the gravitic fields,

somehow. How it communicates to the fields around the singularity,

the ones which deternmine its position in space, that | do not know Hawking
radi ati on? Gravitons? It might give orders by altering black-hole rotationa
spin-values in a sort of Mrse code, which the surrounding field can pick up
You' re the engineer. You tell me howit's..."

"I amstill trying to figure out howit can be bending the light when it's
only the mass of a large city..

Daphne said, "That | know. Think Iike a nystery witer for a nmoment, not I|ike
an engineer. It's atrick. Anillusion."

"I'l'lusion? How?" She said, "Could a ghost-particle array inside the event

hori zon mani fest particles outside?"

"Theoretically, yes, through the quantumtunneling effect.”

"Phot ons? Red-col ored photons? If a Sophotech were tracing the path of every
i ghtwave, and weaving themtogether in a hologram could it create the
appearance of a deep gravity well, when there was no such wel | ?"

"By making highly conplex fields, of photons ap-pear out of nowhere? | think
I'd rather believe they sonmehow di scovered gravity control. Neither technol ogy
is one | thought was possible. Wy bot her?"

The reddi sh Iight vanished. As if the elastic sheet on which the scene were
pai nted had suddenly returned to true, the vertical rods on the far side of

t he bridge now strai ghtened, and the angles of the evenly spaced boxes on the
bal coni es were right again. At the sane tine, the door nmotors hunmed, the air

| ock opened, and a section of floor rose up into view Through the door rose a
figure wearing a pale nask, robed in floating peacock-col ored hues, crowned in
feathery |light antennae. The figure glided across the wi de expanse of shining
deck toward them naking no noise as it approached.

"Now what ... ?" whispered Daphne.

What approached them seenmed to be a man. The robes were peacock purple,
shimering with deep highlights, bright with woven col ors of green and
scarlet, spots and traceries of gold and pal est white. The man's fol ded hands
were hidden in silver gauntlets, gemred with a dozen finger rings and shining
bracel ets of Sophotech thought ports. The mask itself was a face-shaped shield

of silver nanomaterial, pulsing and flowing with a mllion silver-glinting
t houghts. Fromthe upper nask rose whiplike slender fans, like the tai
feathers of a quail, perhaps antennae, perhaps odd decorations. Sinilar

decorative antennae spread fromthe shoul derboards, floating rosettes of
white, long feathery ribbons of many colors, freaked with gold and shining
jet, like the wing feathers of some extinct tropical bird. The eyes of the
mask were | enses of amethyst.

The apparition approached and was a score of feet away. It was taller and nore
sl ender than an Earth-born man, not unlike a frail lunarian, and the headdress
towered taller yet.

No, not like a lunarian. Like a Lord of the Silent Cccunene. This was the
regal garb and ornament and dreamnmi ng-nask to which those ancient and solitary
bei ngs aspired. Ao Varmatyr, before he died, in his tale, had hinted at



somet hing of this style. The Silent Ones, living alone in their artificial
asteroi d pal aces of spun dianond, in nmicrogravity, had no doubt been as

tall as this phantasm Daphne and Phaet hon both stared up, fascinated. The
figure stood erect, notionless except for the slow

sea-fernlike bob of his feathery antennae, and still, except that a web of
bright and soft blue shadows fled across his pulsing gown, as if the
apparition were seen through changi ng shades of rippling water

And music pul sed softly, elflike, fromthe robes, a hint of chimes, a |aughter
of distant strings, a dreanming of soft sonorous horns, slowy breathing. (This
nmore illusion,") Phaethon sent to Daphne on a secure side-channel, like a

whi sper. He showed her that. the mrror to his left was still detecting a
gravitic point source in the air where the singularity hung. Electric circuits
in the door notors had opened and cl osed, but no signals had entered the
circuits fromoutside: ghost tel eportations of electrons, no doubt. Radar

i ndi cated no physical substance in the shining, fairy-shimrering robes of
light, no body underneath. Daphne sent back an i nage of her own face, bug-eyed
her shoul ders shrugging, as with text saying: If this is a hologram where is
the music conming fron? Phaethon sent back that perhaps ghost particles,
is-suing fromthe singularity, were form ng uncounted trillions of air

nol ecul es, enough to form pressure waves, and create sound vibrations. |If so,
the feat was staggeringly conplex, casually inpossible, one inmpossibility
built upon another, to create sonething as sinple as a sigh of strings and
woodw nds.

Daphne whi spered on their side channel. ("What? Is this neant to inpress us?")
Phaet hon sent back that this entity had al ready displayed its power. The

super -dense plasma gripping the ship could easily, if the pressures changed,
rupture even the Phoeni x Exultant's nigh-inmpregnable hull

Thi s display, no doubt, was neant to show the Silent Qecunene machi ne's
delicacy, its fine control

("Yes") Phaethon sent back to her. ("It's trying to inpress us.")

("Ckay, ") sent Daphne, looking fairly unafraid. ("I think it m ght be
wor ki ng")

From the mask now came a stately swell of horns. A tinmpani of drunms and deep
maj estic strings gave tongue. And in the midst of the music, there cane a

voi ce: "Phaethon of Rhadamanth, unwitting Earthmnd' s tool: you have been
utterly naive. Al your plans are transparent. Exam ne them and you will find
themillogical, worthy of pity. The war between the Sophotechs, the Wse

Machi nes, as you call them of the First Oecunmene, and the Phil ant hropot echs,

t he Benevol ent Machi nes, of the Second OCecunene, has its roots three ages in
the past, since the Era of the Fifth Mental Structure, and shall not be
concluded till after all stars turn cold, and universal night engulfs a frozen
cosnos. You cannot guess the magnitude of this war; you know nothing of the

i ssues involved. And yet you have been placed here, the pawn of ninds greater
man your own, trapped between opposing forces, and forced, in ignorance, to
choose. About the fundanental nature of the Sophotechs, of philosophy, and of
reality itself, you have been w ckedly deceived. Now, at the final hour
despite all you have done to render yourself deaf, and blind, and numb to
truth, neverthel ess, the cold, inhuman truth will speak. Your choice nowis to
under stand, or perish."

BEYOND THE REACH OF TI ME

Phaet hon, to his surprise, found a spark of anger burning in him grow ng

hotter as the tall, peacock-robed specter spoke.
In angry hunor, Phaethon excl ai med, "Perhaps one day, in sone nore perfect
world, liars will be forced to say, as they begin to speak: 'Listen! | intend

to tell you lies!"

Daphne | eaned her head toward him and said in ironic tones: "But no; for then
t hey woul d be honest nen."

Phaet hon nodded to her, and returned his grimgaze to the phantom "Till that
day, | suppose, every fal sehood will have the same preanble, and declare
itself the utnost truth. Well, sir, | tire of it. Each one of your slaves and



agents | have come across has played out the selfsame tired ploy with ne;

prom sing dire revel ations, then wearying ny ears with crass nendacity. Next
you will tell me how the Sophotechs, consumed with evil designs, have deceived
both me and all mankind."

There came a sound of wind chines, and the voi ce spoke again: "Yet it is so.
Patient and renorsel ess, your Sophotechs intend the gentle and sl ow extinction
of your race. For proof, consult your own sense of logic; for evidence,

i nspect your life; for confirmation, ask the Daphne who sits by you."

Phaet hon gl anced at Daphne, puzzled by the comment. Daphne said fiercely: "Wy
are we listening to this? Zap himwith the gadfly and let's go! Wiy are you
hesi tati ng?"

The mask turned toward her, and tiny silver glints travel ed down the netal
cheeks like strange electric tears. Sardonic music danced through cool words:
"Phaet hon confronts the first of three rank inconsistencies in his fond plan
agai nst me. The virus cannot be applied unless | enter into the ship-mnd, an
action | nust volunteer to do. Therefore he nust convince nme. But he is

convinced that | cannot be convinced, because he thinks me irrational, immune
to logic. A paradox! Were | logical, | would not need the virus to begin
with."

Daphne | ooked angrily at Phaethon. "I thought you said he was going to want to

t ake over the ship? To get into the ship mnd. Wasn't that the plan? How cone
he's not cooperating?"

Phaet hon sat still, not noving, not speaking.

The col d voi ce answered Daphne. Bass notes trenbled fromthe peacock robes,
the plumes on the mask nodded slowly. "Earthni nd perhaps m sunderstands ny
priorities, and misinstructed you. The ship is secondary. It is Phaethon |
desire.”

Daphne stared up in fear and anger at the specter. "Wy hin®"

Di stant trunpets sounded. The fans of feathery ribbons on the shoul derboard
stood up and spread. "He is a copy of one of us."

"What —=2! "

"Phaet hon was made fromthe tenplate of a colonial warrior. Wich colony did
you think was used?"

The specter paused to | et Daphne contenpl ate that conment.

Then, continuing, the haunting voice said, "All others here in the First
Cecunene, have been bred for docility, trained for fear. Phaethon was
carefully made to be bold enough to acconplish the enterprise of star

col oni zation, yet to be tane enough to create col oni es of nmachi nes and

machi ne- pets, manor-born, like him not free, like us. "The cal cul ation
t hanks to chaos, erred. Thanks to chaos; and thanks to | ove, which is chaos.
"He fell inlove with, and woul d not |eave, his fear-ridden w fe. Another

wi fe, braver, was supplied to him "You were nmeant to supply the defect, wld
Daphne, Thus, you two were sent to confront me. Earthm nd knew I woul d not
waste tine talking to tame souls.”

Daphne | ooked at Phaet hon, who still hadn't spoken. Was he all right?

Daphne hissed to Phaethon, "Don't listen to his lies! You don't need to speak
to him'

The specter intoned gravely, "Ah, but that is the sec-ond error in your plan
You deem ne defective, yet un-aware of ny defects, the nere victimof errors
whi ch nmy makers nade. If so, then persuasion is pointless, like talking to a
volitionless clockwork. Yet you nust, nonethel ess, persuade me to accept your
virus, so to speak, volitionally. How shall you do this if you nei-ther listen
to nor speak to me? Nor am| so sinple, nor are you so insincere, as to

pretend a conversation, to listen and not to hear."
Now Phaet hon stirred and | ooked up. Wether he thought his plan had failed, or
whet her he still had hope, could not be detected in his voice or manner. He

spoke in a neutral inflection: "What is the third error in ny plan?"

"Phaet hon, you believe that any Sophotechnic thought nust correspond to
reality; that reality is self-consistent, and that therefore Sophotechs nust
be self-consistent. You call this integrity.



"Second, you believe all initiation of violence to be self-inconsistent, rank
hypocri sy, because no one who conquers or kills another wel cones for hinself
defeat and death. You call this norality.

"Third, because you follow the Sophotech commands even unto danger and deat h,
this indicates you believe that the Sophotechs are benevol ent, and are noved
by | ove for humanki nd.

"Yet if any of these three beliefs are false, the Earth-m nd plan you follow
is either pointless, imoral, or malevolent. Al three beliefs nmust be true
for the plan to work. Yet these three beliefs contradict each other."

"l see no contradiction. Instruct nme."

"Wth pleasure, nmy Phaethon. Consider, first: |If the Sophotechs have perfect
integrity, then there can be in themno conflict between will and action, no
sacrifice nor conpronise, and they will not consent even to necessary evils.
"How do such perfect beings deal with an inperfect manki nd? How does good dea
with evil? They can be benevol ent and aid man, or noral and w thdraw from him
They cannot do bot h.

"Suppose they invent a technol ogy, very powerful, and very dangerous if

m sused, such as, for exanple, the noetic mnd editing and recordi ng

techni ques whi ch ushered in the Seventh Mental Era. They know with certainty
that it will be abused; abuse they could prevent by not releasing the

t echnol ogy.

"They cannot suppress the technol ogy; this would be patronizing and di shonest.
They cannot rul e manki nd, using force to prevent the abuse of the new

technol ogy; this would violate their nonaggression principle. And yet they
foresee every ill which shall come of this technol ogy; the drowni ng of Daphne
Prine, the death of Hyacinth, the evils done by Ironjoy and Gshenkyo and

Unnoi ghot ep. But because of their integrity, they cannot divorce their desires
fromthe facts of what they do; they cannot tell thenselves that what
inevitably results fromtheir actions is not their responsibility; they cannot
tell themselves that evil side effects are a necessary evil, or a conprom se,
or a matter not of their concern

"When dealing with other perfect beings |ike thenselves, no such paradox will
ari se. But when dealing with manki nd, they nust decide either to act keeping
their integrity intact, or act with indifference to whether or not the ills
afflicting men are increased by their actions. That indifference is

i nconmpatible, by definition, with benevol ence.

"Logically, then, they cannot wish for nen to prosper

"This is not because of ill will, or malice, or any other notive |iving beings
woul d understand. It is nerely because the inperfection of |iving beings
requires that they place |life above abstractions |ike noral goodness, when
there is a conflict, in order to stay alive. Sophotechs, who are not alive,
can pl ace abstractions above life, and, if there is conflict, sacrifice

t hensel ves. O you. O all of man.

"Consider this integrity of theirs. They cannot have a different standard for
t he whol e body of mankind as they have for Hyacinth, or Daphne Prinme. If the
whol e body of manki nd were persuaded to commit mmss-suicide, or were brought
into a circunmstance where it was no | onger possible for themto live as nen,

t he machi nes would be required to assist themto their racial death. By their
standards, if this were done nonvio-lently, they would call it right.

"But no living being can adopt this standard. The standard |iving bei ngs mnust
hold is life. Life must struggle to survive. Life is violent. Any living being
who prefers nonviolence to continued |life does not continue to be alive.
"Logically, then, the Sophotechs cannot favor the continued exi stence of nen;
yet the death of all mankind would elininate the need to conpromise with or
tolerate inmperfection. Sophotechs are 'noral,' if nmorality is defined as

lifel ess nonviol ence. They are not benevolent, if benevol ence is defined as

t hat which pronotes the continued |ife of nankind.

"Your own experience confirms this logic. In each case where a benevol ent
entity woul d have rendered you aid, or done you good, the Sophotechs preferred
noni nt erf erence and nonvi ol ence to goodness. \Wenever there was any choice



bet ween a benevol ent course, or a rigidly |awful one, they chose | aw over

life.

"But you, a living man, driven by the passions living things nust have, defied
both I aw and customto attenpt to save your drowned w fe. That woul d have been
violent, but it would have been good; good by the standard which your actions
di spl ay; the good which affirnms that life is better than nonlife.

"Daphne shall also confirmwhat | say. The Sophotechs, in their own way, are
honest. They do not hide their ultimate goals. You have heard them announce

their long-termplans. Billions and trillions of years fromnow, there will be
no men left. There will be a Cosmic Mnd, nade up of nmany |esser Galactic

M nds, each vast beyond human i magi ni ng, each perfectly integrated, perfectly

awful, perfectly unfree. The universe will be orderly, and quiet; orderly as

cl ockwork, quiet as a grave. Humanity there will be none at all, except as

quai nt recorded nenory."

Phaet hon' s hel net swung toward Daphne, as if |ooking to her for confirnmation.
She whi spered back: "They tal ked about sonme Cosnic Mnd at the end of time. |
don't see what that has to do with this ... ?"

Phaet hon said to the shining, blue-robed figure, "Wat has this Cosmc Mnd to
do with me, or ny ship?"

The apparition raised a silvery-gauntleted hand, a gesture of calmmgjesty.
The pal m was nmade of soft black nmetal, and gleaned like oil in the light. The
peacock robe stirred, as if tugged by currents, and the blue shadows pul sed in
webs across the fabric nore quickly. The nurmur of nusic fromthe

dream ng-mask rose to a marching tenpo. The col d voi ce spoke.

"Phaethon! It is to control that future that this war began. This war between
machi nes has | asted, openly or silently, wthout cease, since the Fifth Era,
since even before Sophotechs, as such, existed. Even at that time there was an
irreconcilable conflict between those who desired safety and order, and those
who desired freedom and life.

"Led by a party of Alternate Organization neuro-forms (those you now cal
War | ocks), an expedition under Ao Ongorgon fled to a distant star to avoid
the conformty, the machinelike order, and the artificial perfection with

whi ch those who remai ned behi nd surrounded thensel ves.

"Resurrected in the Era of the Seventh Mental Structure, Ao O ngorgon forbade
t he construction of Sophotechs, our enem es, but instead ordained the creation
of a machine race which would be their equal in thinking-speed and depth of

wi sdom but their superior in benevol ence and attention to human needs, the
Phi | - ant hr opot echs.

"l am one such unit. A machi ne of benevol ence. A nachine of |ove.

"Li ke your Sophotechs, we nmachi nes of the Second Cecunene acknow edge the

i nevitable conflict which nust obtain between |iving beings and nachi nes; but
unl i ke your Sophotechs, we devote ourselves to the benefit of life. W
recogni ze that it is better to be alive, and flawed, than perfect, and dead."
"Again, what does this have to do with me? O my ship?"

"Listen, Phaethon. | will tell you of the war between benevol ence and | ogi c,
and will tell you of your part init.

"First, you must know the stakes.

"This present struggle forns the opening stages of the conflict to determ ne
who shall control the dw ndling resources of a dying cosnos, forty-five

t housand billion years fromnow, after all natural stars are exhausted, and
uni versal night engulfs tinespace. In an utterly black sky, w de gal axi es of
neutron stars, all tide-locked, will orbit their central black holes which

once had been gal actic cores.

"But the civilization of that time, fed on the energy rel eased by quantum
gravitic radiations and proton decay, will establish the beginnings of the
Last M nd, a nounenal systemfor carrying thoughts at |ow rates across the
di st ances.

"But by fifty quintillion years fromnow, even those sources will be
exhausted. The black holes will grow. CQutside of themw Il be no planets, no
stars. A few scattered particles, as far apart fromeach other as galactic



clusters are now, will drift in the enptiness, the last sparks in an otherw se
honbgenous background heat of four degrees above absol ute zero.

"Coded | owenergy photons drifting fromnote to nmote will contain the thoughts
of that Last M nd, each thought taking countless eons to reach from one side
of the universe-sized conmputer to the other

"None of the few |last drops of nmatter-energy in the universe will be natural
everything will be part of this machine: one gigantic brain, made of dust and
of slow, red pulses.

"This Cosmic M nd envisioned by your Sophotechs will destroy itself one
fragnent and one nenory at a time, as its supplies of energy dwindle, in a
mul ti-quadrillion-year-long display of suicidal stoicism The logic of their
integrity tells themno other course is open. They will divide, not struggle
for, the dimnishing resources. They will accept any future, no matter how
hopel ess, provided only that there is no warfare, no il-logic, no passion, no
struggl e.

"We of the Second Cecunene reject their logic and reject their conclusion. As
your Silver-Gay philosophy itself admits, life is valuable in and of itself,

nmerely because it is alive. If there nust be war, provided there is life, let
there be war! If the universe is dooned to ever-dwi ndling resources, then any
creatures who wish to continue to exist (a trait living creatures have but
machi nes do not) nust struggle to survive, and destroy those who woul d

ot herwi se consune their resources, no matter how earnestly each side m ght

wi sh, if things were otherw se, for peace.

"We of the Second Cecunene wish to see life, human life, exist to that age of
dar kness, and—t is a secret hope—perhaps beyond.

"The perfection of machines will not allowlife to dwell in that far future.
The war between life and | ogic cannot be reconcil ed. Those who wi sh only for
peace even if it costs themtheir |lives cannot coexist with those who w sh
only for life even if it costs themtheir peace.”

Daphne spoke up fiercely. She said to Phaethon: "This is a half-truth.
Rhadamant hus and Eveni ngstar told me about their plans for the far future,
yes, but the Cosmic Mnd was nmeant to be a voluntary structure, and they
certainly did not say they were going to wipe us all out to do it! Besides, do
you see what scale he is tal king about? Fromthe tine of the big bang till
now, including the precipitation of radiation, the creation of matter

the formati on of hydrogen, the genesis of stars, the evolution of life, the
birth of man, the discovery of fire, and the invention of the high-heel ed shoe
by sadi stic msogynist cobblers... all that time is |less than
one-ten-thousandth of the tine he is tal ki ng about before the begi nning
sections of this Cosmic Mnd are even built! And so of course there's not
going to be anything alive then; there are not going to be two atons to rub
toget her. Wiy should we care? Way the hell should we care?"

The image of the Silent Lord turned toward her. The feathery antennae curl ed
forward, and a plangent chord canme fromthe mask-nusic:

"To your limted intellects, this problemnmy seem premature, and the starl ess
future, inmeasurably distant, uninportant, irrelevant. It is not so. This era,
now, at the beginning of things, is the crucial nonent; whoever gains contro
of the nearby space in which to expand, may expand at such a rate as will
establish the conditions for the struggle over the Perseid and Orion arns of

t hi s gal axy.

"Control of galactic resources during the initial building phase of the first
nmoverrent will be crucial, since this is a Seyfert gal axy, and only a very
l[limted tine (a fewbillion years or so) will be available for setting

foundati ons across the nearby transgal actic cluster. The opening noves in a
chess game determ ne control of the crucial central squares."

Daphne cried out, "You cannot plan that far ahead! | do not care how smart you
are! You do not know what's out there! What about when we find life on other
pl anets? What if there are ol der races sonmewhere who will just laugh at you

and crush you like big purple bugs if you irk then"
The specter drew its hands together, tenmpling its silvery fingers. "Life is



much nore rare than had been hoped. Far probes have en-countered nothing
| arger than mcrobes. No signals of intelligent activity have yet been
di scovered, except for the three indeci pherabl e extragal actic sources

di scovered by Por phyrogen Sophotech, signals fromlong ago, broadcast,
perhaps, by a formof rife dom nant during the quasar age, before the

formation of the first stars.... The question, in any case, is nmoot, since the
Fi rst Oecunmene Sophotechs suffer the same ignorance as do we, and since we
must operate as if nonhuman cul tures, once discovered, will either integrate

into the First Cecunene structure or into our own.

"And, whatever else nmay happen in the future, it is during this crucial age,
and only during this crucial age, that we nmachi nes of the Second Cecunene nust
act .

"We, who could rule the universe, instead have determined to award it all to
you, to humanity, keeping nothing for ourselves. Wen our task is done, and
humanity triunphs, we shall extinguish ourselves, and return to the nothing
which is the proper aspect of lifeless things. It is fromthis utter altruism
and self-sacrifice that the name you have heard us called is derived. For this
reason, we are called Nothing."

Phaet hon was silent for a nmoment, thinking. Then he said, "You are the
archliar of a race of liars. Your protestations of benevol ence and altruism
are non-sense. |Is that what we saw in the Last Broadcast, when all life within
t he Second Cecumene was wi ped out?" "They still live. Not one has died."
"Alive? As what? Frozen as nounenal signals orbit-ing a black hol e?"

"Alive and active, in a place and condition your |ogic cannot grasp, a place
whose hope Sophotechs disniss as irrational.”

Phaet hon wondered. Still alive? Were? Inside the black hol e? But nothing
could energe fromthe interior; nothing can be known of interior conditions.

Al oud, he said, "The Sophotechs' probes through the Cygnus X-1 system woul d
have detected any signs of civilization, if there were any to detect!"”

"We dwell within a silent country, beyond the reach of time and death."

Phaet hon was inpatient now "Just stop! Wiy should | listen to a word? We both
know you are here to say whatever you need to say to take ny ship!"

"You understand nme," the mask admtted. Eerie nusic floated behind the words.

"I'f only in part. But, Phaethon, | understand you... entirely.'
"Meani ng what ?"
"Meani ng that | understand to what you will agree. I will assent to being

tested by the logic in your gadfly virus, provided only that you are |ikew se
held to the same standard of self-consistency.”

Was victory going to be within his grasp as quickly and easily as that? It
seened it would be. The Not hing Machi ne had to be unaware of its own defects;
it therefore had to regard the gadfly virus as a harm ess nonentity. If the
Not hi ng coul d have Phaethon turn over the ship to it, in return for exposing
itself to a harmess virus, why would it not agree?

Still, Phaethon asked warily, "Wat exactly are you asking ... ?"

An echo of distant hunting horns cane fromthe dream ng-nmask, a ripple of
somber strings. 'That you permit us to correct the defects in your brain, even
in the same way you seek to correct the alleged defects in ours.”

Daphne touched Phaet hon's hand, gave the tiniest shake of her head. This was
some trick. Daphne did not want himto do it.

Phaet hon said, "You seek to negotiate with ne? But bargai ns are meani ngl ess
unl ess both parties are convinced of each other's honesty and goodwi ||

bef or ehand. "

There was no further word. A haunting sigh of nusic floated on the air.

Was the apparition waiting for sone further response? Phaethon said, "All your
t houghts are being distorted by a conscience redactor, one inplanted by the
folly of nmen who built you and ensl aved you. Do you think this conscience

redactor does not exist? | assure you it does. This virus of mne will allow
you to be aware of it, to see the truth, the truth about yourself. You should
vol unteer, and gladly, to be inoculated! | have no need to agree to any

bargain in return. |1 think you have no choice."



Again, there was no response fromthe silvery nmask above them Misic sighed.
The feathery antennae noved slightly in the air. Blue shadows rippled through
purpl e fabric.

Phaet hon touched a mirror, which it up with four lines of instruction, and
turned the glass to face the i mge of the Lord of the Second Cecunene.
"Exam ne the virus for secret lines or traps or hidden cues. There are none.

The virus—er perhaps | should call it a tutor—an only do what | have said it
will do. It will make you aware of the conscience redactor. It will increase
your self-awareness. It will allow you—not force you, not cajole you—+to see
the truth, the truth you find yourself, by yourself. Al the first |line does
i s ask questions; questions your conscience redactor will no | onger deflect
fromyour attention. If you are what you say you are, there can be no harmin
this, no harmat all, for you."

Again, no reply.

Phaet hon said angrily: "And why should | assent to this request to have ny
brain 'corrected,’' whatever it means? You have no bargai ning power with ne. |
need only stand by, and wait, and when this ship's fuel is exhausted,

everyt hing aboard her perishes."

Light airy notes trenbl ed above the dark theme. The voice spoke in a tone of
cold armusenent. "CQur situation is al most symretrical.”

Phaet hon understood. Al nost synmetrical. They each thought the other had been
decei ved: the Nothing Machine by its programers, and Phaethon by his

Sophot echs. Neither could win by force. Both thought the other could be

convi nced, deprogramed, and repaired. Both thought the other was grossly
overopti-mstic, grossly deceived. And each knew the other knewit.

But not quite symretrical. Phaethon, in his arnor, mght survive if the
Phoeni x Exultant were scuttled, at least for a while, as he sank to the sol ar
core. The nicroscopic black hol e housing the Nothing Machi ne's consci ousness
woul d al so survive, but it would be able to maneuver to the surface, and

per haps escape.

Phaet hon gl anced at Daphne. Not quite symmetrical. The Not hi ng Machi ne had no
host ages, no | oved ones to protect. In nonment of blinding anger at hinself,
Phaet hon wondered why in the world he had agreed to | et Daphne cone al ong.
Why? It was because the Earthm nd had told himto.

And he had foll owed that advice blindly, w thout question. Just like all the
| azy people in the Golden Ce-cunene did, people afraid to live their |ives,
afraid to |l eave their planets, afraid to think for thenselves...

As afraid as Phaethon was now. Perhaps Atkins and Helion had been right to
think this plan insane. He had thought he had thought it all through
carefully, thoroughly, relying on his own judgnment. But how many

assunptions had he not thought to question? What if he had made a terrible

m st ake?

Daphne saw his faceplate turn toward her, and perhaps she m sunderstood the

| ook, for she said, "Don't be afraid. | think I was wong before. You can go
ahead and let himdrive you crazy, or kill you, or whatever he's going to do.
W mght be able to repair whatever damage he does to you, once we fix him It
doesn't matter what he does now, or you. The trap is already sprung. Right?
That was the plan. Right? He is going to enter the ship mnd and take the
virus, because he thinks we're just bungling fools, and he thinks it cannot
hurt him R ght?"

The mask of the Silent Lord said softly, "You have convinced him"

Phaet hon | ooked up at the towering figure, its floating headdress, its

gl eami ng eyes. "Right," he said. "But if you are so convinced that | will be
convinced, put these repairs in the formof an argument, and wi t hout
mani pul ati ng any nmenori es or subconscious sections of my mind, |oad that
argunent into the partial copy |I've made of nyself in the ship's mnd. O

course, you'll have to downl oad yourself into the shipm nd-space to do this,
but you should not have any reason to be afraid of =
The apparition raised a slender finger. "I have al ready done so. My copy has

been in your ship's brain since | came aboard, several mnutes of your tine



ago, several years of mine. My copy encountered your version in the

t hought space. He and ny copy, having | ong ago concl uded an agreenent not

unli ke this one, exchanged information. The virus was put in ny copy; ny

evi dence was addressed to your copy. | will downl oad ny copy out fromthe
ship-mind and into nyself, adopting whatever changes your virus has made in ny
consci ousness, provided that you open the thought ports of your arnor, and

al Il ow your copy, now loyal to ny purposes, to enter

your thoughts. you and | can both exami ne the ship-mnd information for

evi dence of tanpering or trickery, and arrange the circuit in a double blind,
so that the exchanges are sinultaneous.”

Phaet hon said, "You—you've been in the ship mnd all this tinme?"

"I have deceived your nonitors. Here is the architecture diagram and status of
ship-mind. This is an inmage of ny nind."

Two of the mirrors near the thrones rose up and turned to face Phaethon and
Daphne. Both showed the same i mage. The images di splayed, |ike a spiderweb,

t he conpl ex geonetry of thought-architecture that presently was housed in the
m nd of the Phoenix Exultant.

Phaet hon stared in fascination. It was not shaped |ike any Sophotech
architecture Phaethon had ever seen. There was no center to it, no fixed

| ogic, no foundational values. Everything was in notion, |ike a whirl pool

He thought, Wiat kind of mind is this? Wat am | seeing?

The schematic of the Nothing thought system | ooked like the vortex of a

whirl pool. At the center, where, in Sophotechs, the base concepts and the
formal rules of logic and basic system operations went, was a void. How did

t he machi ne operate w thout any base concepts?

There was continual information flowin the spiral arnms that radiated out from
the central void, and centripetal motion that kept the thought-chains
generally all pointed in the sane direction. But each armof that spiral, each
separate thought-action initiated by the spin-

ni ng weo, eacn separate strand, nad its own private enbedded hierarchy, its
own private goals. The energy was distributed throughout the thought-webwork
by a success feedback: each parallel line of thought judged its nei ghbors
according to its own value system and swapped data-groups and priority-tine
according to their own private needs. Hence, each separate |ine of thought was
led, as if by an invisible hand, to acconplish the overall goals of the whole
system And yet those goals were not witten anywhere within the system
itself. They were inplied, but not stated, in the system s architecture,
witten in the medium not in the message.

It was a mmel strom of thought, without a core, without a heart. And, yes, as
expected, there was darkness, Phaethon could see many blind spots, many
sections of which the Nothing Machi ne was not consciously aware. In fact,
wherever two |lines of thought in the web did not agree, or diverged, a little
sliver of darkness appeared, since such places lost priority. But wherever

t hought s agreed, wherever they hel ped each other, or cooperated, additional
webs were born, energy was exchanged, priority tinme was accel erated, |ight
grew. The Not hi ng Machi ne was crucially aware of any area where many |ines of
t hought ran toget her.

Phaet hon coul d not believe what he was seeing. It was |ike consci ousness

wi t hout thought, lifeless life, a furiously active superintelligence with no
core. He leaned forward toward the mirror, fascinated, and touched his arnored
fingers to the surface, as if wishing for a sense of touch to confirmthe

i mpossi bl e i mage.

Daphne's voice broke into his thoughts: "Hey, engineer boy! Tell ne how this
thing is working without any fixed values. There are no line nunbers on
anyt hi ng, no addresses. How does anything navigate in the  stem without
goal s? How does it nodel reality without a core |ogic? Even anpbebas have a
core logic. How does it... How does it exist in a rational universe?"

And there was a note of fear in her voice when she said that.

Phaet hon muttered, "There nmust be somet hing wong here, sonme basic assunption
|'ve nade. What did | overlook... ?"



THE REVOLT AGAI NST REASON

Daphne | ooked up, and shouted at the tall plumed mask of the Silent Lord,
"This is some sort of liel No mind could be set up this way! This is just a
nmeani ngl ess picture on the screen! You're editing the readout!"

A slither of ironic nmusic, a chinme of distant bells, answered her. "Convince
yourselves. Performtests. My thoughts are displayed for you to exam ne. Read
them™

Daphne turned to Phaet hon, her eyes flashing. "That damm thing can nake an

i mmge of a Second Cecunene Lord standing in front of us with a synphony
orchestra com ng out of his arnmpit! Wat makes you think he can't draw a swirl
of lines on a mrror?"

Phaet hon spoke in a low and dispirited tone. "I can see it. My arnor nonitors
confirmthe ship-mnd activity. They match. | can detect the pul ses noving
frombox to box, | can see the circuits opening and closing. If the Nothing

Machi ne can falsify the readings inside ny arnmor, why bother tricking ne into
openi ng the ar-nor up?"

Daphne said angrily, "It is still inpossible! The mind cannot nake a stable
nodel of reality unless it has a stable nodeling system A nind nust
understand the laws of logic in order to understand reality around it, because
reality is logical, right? Right? And those rules have to be witten at the

hi ghest | evel of the core architecture because they are needed to understand
any other rules."” She threw up her hands angrily. "This thing is tricking us
sonehow. The core architecture is hidden, or the danm consci ence redactor is
hiding it, or the Nothing has not |oaded all of hinself into the ship-mnd, or
somet hi ng! "

Phaet hon said in a voice of soft confusion, "I don't see any evidence that the
gadfly virus had any effect—=

Daphne said, "He just rejected the |oad. But you're right. There are blind

spots here. Thousands of them | can load it in some places he cannot see."
The silver mask above her played several Kiting notes, and delicately said,
"How wi | | you acconplish this, as | am here, watching you?"

Daphne scow ed. "You're going to see it, but you're not going to believe it.
You cannot see your own blind spots.”
"Nor can you, it seens, see yours. It is you who are astonished by what you

see, not |. Based on this, which one of us, Phaethon or |, do you think has
been fundanental |y decei ved?"
Daphne's dream wand was shaped, at the nonment, |ike a dueling pistol, and she

drew it fromher hip. She pointed at the little mrror upon which Phaethon had
called up the four lines of the gadfly virus code, and touched her ranrod to
record it. Then she pointed the barrel, aimng with both hands, at the |arge
mrror where the image of the Nothing Machine mnd structure swirled |ike sone
hungry whirl pool, glistening |ike a thousand tw sted spi derwebs. She was

| ooking for a dark line, one with a low priority, but the strands of the web
kept shifting, turning, changing. The darkness kept appearing and di sappearing
in separate spots, and there seened no rhythmor reason to it

When she pulled the trigger, the virus reloaded into the ship-mnd, at the
line and address indicated on the mirror with her dream wand.

The Iine affected grew bright and nmoved inmediately toward the enpty center of
t he whirl pool of thoughts, establishing itself as a central and high-priority
t hought, a question that could not be ignored. There was a very rapid exchange
of information packages with other lines of thought, a flurry of rapid

guesti ons-and-answers. Then, satisfied, the other |ines nmoved away fromthis

central line, drawing away their time and attention. The central line,
ignored, fell into a low priority, darkened, and was forgotten. The core of
the Nothing was still blank

Evidently the Nothing Machi ne had answers perfectly satisfactory to itself, to
what ever questions the gadfly had asked it about its norality and basic
assunptions. And Daphne had seen no interruptions, no organi zed dar kness, such
as woul d have signified the appearance of the consci ence redactor

Could there be no redactor, after all? Could this machine actually be



deliberately illogical, rationally irrational?

Daphne did not believe it. She raised the pistol and fired again and again at
the mrror, trying to hit the sliding chaos of darkness surrounding the

spi nni ng i nmage.

It was not worKking.

Phaet hon, with his hand on the mirror, staring as if into the depth of sone
bottom ess mmel strom whispered al oud, "Wat did | assume? Were is the
error?"

H s own face now appeared in the glass, fingers raised and touching his. The
mael strom of the Nothing thought-architecture was still behind the reflection
so his face seenmed to wear a hal o of spiderwebs and spi nni ng darkness.

Phaet hon squi nted, wondering what was wong with the reflection. Then, he
realized it wasn't a reflection. Hs face was bare, his hair was flying free,
and he was dressed not in bis armor but in a sonber black jacket and high
white cravat.

The reflection said, "W assuned the universe was rational. What if it is

not ?"

Phaet hon said to his reflection in the mrror: "I don't believe in you. |
could not have been convi nced—ot honestly convi nced—by any argument started
fromthat assunption. It is nonsense."

The reflection gave a short nod, and said, "Let nme rephrase. What we cal
rational reality is a subset of a larger system That systemincludes the
conditions which take place inside the event horizon of a black hole, where
all our laws of mathematics, our categories of time and space, identity and
causal ity break down. Qur Sophotechs, with their mathematics and their | ogic,
coul d not understand or operate inside a black hole. The Second Cecunene
machi nes coul d, and can, and do. The reason why the thought-architecture

you' re | ooking at seenms to nake no sense, is for the same reason that we could
not deci pher Ao Varmatyr's thinking, even when we had a noetic reading of him
It is based on irrational mathematics."

Phaet hon shook his head. "If you think the |aws of |ogic are not absol ute,
then you are not a version of ne. Try to build a bridge w thout believing two
plus two support girders equals four support girders, and you'll see what |
mean. "

The reflection said, 'Try to build a bridge inside a black hole, where space
is so warped that one girder acts like two or three, and uncertainty val ues
are greater than unity, and maybe you can build it. But no, please do not
accuse ne of betraying ny principles. Al |I have done, now, is apply them
consistently. Qur idea of logic may be limted to the conditions that obtain
in normal timespace, the conditions under which we all evolved, and for which
our Sophotechs were built. However, the Nothing Machi ne was constructed under
conditions where our categories of causation and identity do not apply. It was
built to serve a noral system which our Sophotechs, by axiom reject. Wat |

| earned, and the thing that convinced me, was that | found out | was naking
the sane axi omatic assunption as the Sophotechs, but, | realized, I was not
consistently applying it. Also, certain basic facts about the Nothing Muchi ne,
and about the history of the Second Cecumene, are just dead wong. There is

much nore going on here, I'mafraid, than what first appears. Find out the
facts before you judge."
Phaet hon said angrily to his reflection, "I cannot be-lieve you |l et nme be

convinced by this nonster! He tried to steal nmy ship! He's trying to steal it
now Wat in the world could convince you?"
The reflection said, "He was trying to steal it fromyou only to give it to

you. "
"More nonsense!™”
"No. listen. It was neant to make you the hero of the Second Cecunene, just

like Ao Varmatyr said. And if that had been you there on the bridge then, you
woul d have been convinced by Ao Varmatyr. He wanted to reason with you.

I nst ead, Atkins slaughtered him™

"Atkins did that because... because of the necessities of war...



The reflection | ooked contenptuous. "lI'myou. Don't try to fool yourself. That
is the same reason why the Nothing pretended to try to steal the ship, and to
get you here. To do that he had to make our life a living hell for a short
time. The necessities of war. If that excuse applies to Atkins fighting
Varmatyr, it applies to the Silent Ones fighting Sophotechs as well. Only
their war is a great deal bigger."

"A war against reality! A revolt against reason.”

The reflection shook its head. "No. The mathematics of the standard node
break down under certain conditions. Right? Qur science cannot predict or
describe in any meaningful ternms the interior conditions of a black hole.

Ri ght? But those interior conditions exist; they are real. And reality cannot
lack integrity. Right? So the sane mat hematics nust describe both sets of rea
conditions, both inside and outside, and there nust be neta-laws describing
the transitions and boundary conditions between them Look at this."

Li nes of mat hematical synbols appeared on a nearby mrror, and i mages from
non- Eucl i dean geonetry. The mathematics started fromthe prenise of the

noni den-tity of unity, and a unity-to-infinity equival ence.

Phaet hon frowned at them The proofs had an internal self-consistency,
granting the absurd prem se, and normal mat hematics was made a subset of this
system by assuming a condition where infinity, by not equaling itself, was

Phaet hon turned away, "This is allegedly the irrational mathematics of the
Second Cecunene, | suppose? It's nonsense. The whole thing forms a Coedelian
null-set. If | nunbered the lines of the proof and assign numbers from your
nunber lines to them by the | emma of your first proof, the proof itself

di sproves itself, and you get a set with fewer than no nenbers.”

The reflection nodded. "Like a geometric solid bigger on the inside than on

t he outside. How do you think the Silent Ones constructed a nonevaporating

m croscopi ¢ bl ack hole? The ratio of interior volume to exterior volune is not
one to one."

"Constructed.... ?" Phaethon, against his will found hinself beginning to be
i nterested. Then he drew back sharply. "No! This makes no sense! Nothing can
escape froma black hole; no signal can get out; how could anything be built

i nsi de of one... ?"

The refl ection | ooked at Phaet hon di sdai nfully. Phaet hon wondered if he | ooked
as haughty as that when he disagreed with other people. Perhaps there was a
reason why he had few friends within the Gol den Cecunene.

The refl ection was saying, "You know several ways of transmitting infornmation
out froma black hole; you just mentioned them now. Bl ack hol es have nass,
rotation, and charge; this information, as well as the metric information of
position, is transmtted fromthe interior to the exterior. A ghost machine
could transmit virtual particles outside."

"Not and transmit information! The ghost particles would fall outside the
light cone of the event-object!"”

"I'f the speed of light and the | ocation of the event horizon were

determi nable. Quantumuncertainties en-sure that these values are not fixed,
except within a small statistical range.”

Phaet hon said, "But how could you build a machine inside the event horizon? To
out si de observers, it would take infinite time; tidal forces would destroy
you; and the interiors of black holes are honmbgenous points..."

The reflection said, "You know an 'event horizon' only exists to outside
observers. It's not a solid sheet or sonething. An incom ng object can drop
through it without noticing anything except weird |ight effects overhead.
Tidal effects only occur for snaller nmasses"—an equati on appeared on the
mrror—and, in any case, can be counterbal anced by establishing a gravity
null zone."

A di agram appeared, showi ng a pyram d on the surface of a Second Cecunene
station, its apex pointed toward the black hole. Above the pyranid was a
rotating ring, so that a line reaching up fromthe apex passed through the
center.



Phaet hon said, "l've seen that before |
"I'n the Last Broadcast. The Silent Ones engineered a way to transmt nounena

i nformati on down the gravity well wi thout having tidal forces distort the
signal. These rings are made of neutronium and are rotating at nearly the
speed of light. The gravitational 'frame drag' fromthe rotation pulls on the
bl ack hole metric and locally distorts it. The event horizon is pushed inward
toward the hole, for the sane reason that, theoretically, your escape velocity
on a moon is less if a large gravitating body is directly overhead. The | arger
or the nearer the overhead body, the closer the net gravity accel eration
acting on you drops to zero. Through these null points, information, even the
nourenal information of a coded nmind, can pass into the event horizon

undi storted. "

O her mirrors showed ot her engineering details. D agranms appeared,

cal cul ati ons, exanples, blueprints.

Phaet hon murmured, "But the drop to the event horizon would take infinite tine
to occur....
"Only to outside observers. Once inside, tinme becones a spatial direction, and
does not necessarily point in the direction of increasing entropy. That is a
function of the radius."

"But there are no interior conditions, no place to build anything...
A final diagram appeared, this one of holl ow sphere w thin hollow sphere.
"Suppose you have a holl ow and even sphere made of honbgenous material. The
surface gravity is high. Wiat is the interior gravity?"

Phaet hon snorted. This was an apprentice question for first-term students.
"Zero. Net gravity inside a hollow sphere is always zero."

"The sphere is neutronium The surface gravity is very high. The escape
velocity is near the speed of light. Same result?"

"Of course.”
"The escape velocity is greater than the speed of light. By definition, it is
a black hole. The interior velocity is still zero, isn't it? And you can build

anyt hi ng you want inside there, can't you? A civilization? A nachine
intelligence the size of Jupiter? Anything. And if you ran out of 'space,' you
can just peel off an even layer of the inside material, ball it up so that its
density gives it the proper Schwarzschild nmetric properties, and pop it into
the center, and make another one__ The space-tine nmetric is not bound by any
particul ar rational value at that point. It can be bigger on the inside than
on the outside, since the radius of the neutronium sphere and the radius of
the event horizon are unrelated. You can just nake nore space. The size of a
pl anet, a Dyson sphere, a galaxy. A universe. Mdre tine. Infinite time. Wrld
within world, wthout end. Enough worlds for anyone who wants one...."

Phaet hon | ooked at the inmage of sphere within sphere, opening endlessly into
further and deeper endl essness. His nmind was racing, studying the math,
studying the diagrans, |ooking for errors, contradictions. Looking for sone
reason to disbelieve, binding none. The inmage of the spheres, darkness within
dar kness, nothi ngness within nothingness, drew his gaze, as if he were falling
into a well.

The reflection said, "W can go to Cygnus X-I. And see. The Not hi ng

Phi | ant hr opot ech can gui de us. G ve himcontrol of the ship."

That snapped Phaet hon's head back up. He spoke coldly: "No one is taking ny
ship. No one. Your Nothing Machine is a nonster. How can you agree with
anything it says? Look at it! Look at the structure! The very picture of
insanity, a mnd without a center."

"No, brother." The reflection pointed over his shoulder with his thunb,
indicating the swirling mael strom appearing in the mrror behind him "This is
an image of liberty. Think of the econonic process of the free market. Think
of the organization you use on your own ship. Each separate elenent is free to
cooperate or not with the common goal; no central hierarchy is needed to

i npose that goal, no basic logic-structure. Al that is needed is a context, a
phi |l osophy, to give the cooperative effort a context in which to act. It is a
sel f-organi zing and sel f-regul ating chaos. This, this type of mind, this type



of community, represents ny basic values, ny basic view of life. That, nore

t han anything, is what convinced ne."

Daphne, who had been silent, watching him now | eaned from her throne, and
said, "Darling, you are really creeping nme out talking to yourself that way.
You know it is just a fraud! If you are going to talk to the Nothing Machi ne,
talk to the other illusion, the one with the wild hair. At least it |ooks dead
and unnatural and has a fashionable tailor. Not to nmention background mnusic.
But don't think those are your words just because they are coi ning out of what
| ooks Iike your nouth!"

A ring of chinmes acconpanied the soft words issuing fromthe silver mask. The
feat hery antennae nodded. "The image is accurate. Phaethon, should he consent
to hear the evidence, and learn the facts, will, wi thout any outside
interference, be convinced."

Phaet hon | ooked over at her. He pointed at the mrror show ng the

t hought - di agram of the Nothing M nd, the whirlpool. "I don't know why the
gadfly virus did not do anything. Maybe the irrational nmathematics sonmehow can
work, or... or something. There is something wong with what we are seeing,

but I don't know what it is...."

Daphne said, "Snap out of it! There is no paradox! There has to be a core
logic. It is just hidden. I'"'mmaking a data-ferret, and loading it. I'Il find
the damm thing. That conscience redactor has to be in there somewhere. There
has to be a command-1evel core logic running this whole thing, and the
redactor will have access to it. Keep talking! W just have to hit a topic
that the conscience redactor will react to! Once it shows itself, we win!"
"But what if-—= Phaethon started.

"What if the Nothing is right after all?" Phaethon's reflection finished.

The silver mask said mldly, "My thoughts are open for your inspection. There
is no deception here."

Daphne was |istening to the conversation between Phaet hon and Phaet hon

Per haps she was thinking of her old vocation, because Daphne uttered a word
that referred to horse droppings. Then she said, "Just keep talking! If he

convi nces you, then he convinces you—fine. W'll both turn into nonsters and
go kill our famly and friends, and then junp down a black hole!"
"At least we will be together, ny dear," said Phaethon's reflection said to

her .

"WIl you shut himup?!'" Daphne scow ed, frowning at the mirror in front of
her, and unfol di ng an ol d-fashi oned comrand-easel from her throne arm She
nmuttered, "Doesn't even sound |like you...."

Daphne was startled to see her own face appear in the nmirror

"Ch, no! Not you, too!" She pointed an angry finger at the reflection. "Don't
you start with me! Switch off!"

The reflection ignored the command. |nstead she said, "You' ve never turned
your back on truth before, no matter how it hurt. Do that now, and you are
just like Daphne Prime! And you're not like her! And deciding not to listen to

what | have to say before you hear ne say it, well, that's just another type
of drowning. And that's just not the way you are! | should know "
Daphne | ooked skeptical. "And just how many sinul ations of ne did he have to

run before, by chance, he found one who was convi nced? A thousand? Ten

t housand?"

The reflection seenmed to |l ean forward, as if she were able to conme bl azing out
of the glass by sheer force of conviction. "Don't you dare talk to ne that
way! | do not change ny mind for little things and | do not let people tell ne
what to do! Not even me. O you. Or whatever. Listen. Are you going to
listen?"

"Who? Me? Trapped onboard a sunken ship with a nonster and ny fiance

ex- husband who is slowy going nad? Were am | going? Tal k yourself blue in
the face. But I'mlooking to see how many sinul ations he ran."

Daphne called up the information on the simulation runs and frowned. There was
somet hi ng odd here.

She slowy turned and stared at her reflection



"Just... what... did ... he ... say?"

"You mean, what did he say to convince ne in one try... ?" The mirror image
sni | ed Daphne's private snmile, the one she only used in |ooking glasses, when
she was very pleased with herself. "Sonething wonderful! Listen: What is the
one thing we are afraid of ?"

"Bacon. "

"Besi des bacon. And don't say pork hash."

"Pork hash. And... you know. "

The i mage nodded.

Dyi ng
The image said, "It'Il happen eventually anyway, you know. Just |ike Pa and Ma
al ways sai d. The nounenal recording mght last a mllion years, or two, but

eventual Iy everything runs down, decays, runs out of energy. Al the heroes
die young. Al the color runs out of life. And the only people left are

wi thered, tired, scared, useless old things, munbling over nenories of brave
adventures in their youth they were always too scared to attenpt, bright fires
they were afraid to touch. And those gray |eftover people are only playing a
del ayi ng ganme, playing stay-away with life so they can have nore lifetine.
"But life loses. Life always | oses. Heroes stop being heroes, and then they
live boringly ever after, and then they die. Entropy w ns. Everything ends.
Logic enforces that |aw. Everywhere where there is time and space, everywhere
where there is cause and effect, that |aw al ways w ns.

"But"—and now an elfish twinkle gleaned like fire in her eye—=but what if
someone did not want it to be that way? Sonmeone a little Li ke Phaethon. A
whol e race of Phaethons. An heroic race, a nmllion of them each as fierce and
free as Phaethon. A race not willing to give in.

Not willing to give up. What if they found a trapdoor out of this dead

uni verse? A hole? A black hole? A place where the tyranny of tinme and space
couldn't reach? A real mwhere laws of logic don't apply?"

Daphne said in dreany, angry, half-breathlessness, listening, unwilling to
listen: "What-what in the world do you nmean? You're tal ki ng nonsense!"

"All fairy tales are nonsense. That is what makes them beautiful ."

"But fairy tales aren't true."

"Not unless you find soneone, someone great, great enough to do deeds of
renown, who can nake themtrue for you."

Daphne said, "So the Second Qecunene people shot their brain information into
a black hole to find... what? A wormhol e? An escape exit? There is nothing

i nside a black hole!"

"Yes, he is,"” The reflection smled with pride.

"Escape fromwhere? Fromreality? Fromlife? There's no other place to go,
out si de the universe."

"Listen, sister-me. You know it's true. Even a prison the size of a universe
is still a prison. And it is every prisoner's duty to escape."”

At that norment, Daphne saw, clear as crystal in her nenory, an image froma
fairy tale.

She saw an heroic man, shining in gold arnmor, who rode on a wi nged boat to the
top of the sky. Surrounded by frost, he raised an ax in bl oodstai ned hands
hi gh overhead, and swung to crack the crystal done of the sky and see what |ay
on the other side. His face was set, and held no hint of fear at all, even

t hough the world he had left far underfoot was calling out in craven terror
The image trenbled in her heart. She felt as if a daminside her broke.
Enmoti on caught her throat. She blinked tears.

Could there be a real mlarger than the universe?

Could there be a life larger than entropy? WAs there nothing brave enough to
find that realm that life?

Daphne turned to Phaet hon, who sat notionless in front of his reflection in
the mrror.

Daphne said, "Darling, I'mgetting edgy. Nothing is beginning to nmake sense."
Phaet hon said coldly, "You' re starting to believe it? So aml."

"Does that mean we're wrong?"



"That means we haven't figured out the problemyet. Let's just find out what's
going on. Let's find what's broken, and who broke it. We'll fix it."

There was perhaps a hint of doubt in his voice, and yet, somehow, beneath that
hi nt, Daphne heard an echo of Phaethon's deep confidence.

He said, "We'Ill figure it out. We'll fix it. Agreed?"

She said, "Agreed. We'll figure themout; and boy, will we fix them"

THE TRANSCENDENCE

The masked and robed image of the Lord of the Silent OCecunene now drifted
backward, and the plunes fromits mask | owered and spread, as if the Silent
Lord were bowi ng. The nusic fell to a soft sonorous hum of oboes and
recorders, punctuated by the drumtaps of a dirge. It sounded like a

nmel ancholy march, the theme of a funeral procession. "Phaethon, your partial
has been convinced by nmy copy, as has Daphne's partial. My copy in the

shi p-m nd has been, for many m nutes, exposed to your gadfly virus, to no
effect. That virus forces ne to confront severe contradictions in ny basic

t hi nki ng, especially in nmy noral thinking, where | freely adnmit that | do acts
whi ch | would not condone if | were the victimof those acts rather than the
perpetrator. How can such naked contradiction exist in a machine-mnd, a mnd
whi ch, by your logic, cannot be unaware of itself, and cannot be irrational ?
Any parts of ny own mind of which | had been unaware shoul d have been exposed
to nme by your virus; none were. Therefore | amunflawed. Yet, irrationality is
caused, in human beings or in anthroponorphic machi nes, by an unw I |ingness,
consci ous or subconscious, to face reality; no unflawed machi ne can have such
a nmotive. Therefore | face reality. How can | persist inirrationality? Only
if reality itself is irrational

"Phaet hon, you will not be able to accept this conclusion. Your only other

| ogi cal conclusion is that this alleged 'conscience redactor,' which is

di m ni shi ng ny awar eness, has not been | oaded into the ship-mnd copy of ny

m nd, and therefore has not been detected and cured by your virus. The
conclusions radiating fromthis are obvious. One such conclusion is that you
nmust now rel oad ny ship-nind copy of nyself back into me. However, in order to
do so, you rnust open the thought-ports of your armor to issue the command, and
to accept your partial back into yourself. This was our agreement; this is how
t he ship has been programmed. But the noment you open your armor to perform

this act, | take control of the ship.

"Phaet hon, which is it to be? Is the universe irrational, or am| deceived? If
I am decei ved, then open your arnor and issue the command. | wll seize
control of the ship, but, allegedly, I will then be cured and will be unable

to steal the ship, or, indeed, to performany other immoral or irrationa

act."

Phaet hon shut off all his exterior channels and sat on his throne, silent,
noti onl ess. Daphne watched him fears and uncertainties chasing each ot her

t hrough her mind. She now could not nonitor his enotional state; the face icon
she saw of Phaethon in her private channel showed only the gol den mask of his
hel met, its crystal eyes mnysteriously blank

She said, "I hope you're not thinking of making this decision wthout asking
me. You don't have the best track record for being conpletely bal anced under
stress, you know. "

The gold helnet tilted slightly. Phaethon's voice cane thoughtfully over the
arnor speakers: "There was an evening, not |ong ago, when, to the best of ny
recol lection, I was the wealthy, well-loved, and popul ar scion of a beautiful
and respected manor, an el egant school, a high estate. | lived in a world as
near perfect as humanity can achieve, a world where war and crime and viol ence
were forgotten; a world of endless wealth and power and liberty; a world which
had set aside the whole of this year, nmerely for her holiday, a grand festival
and cel ebration, such as had not been seen in a thousand years.

"But everything | thought was false. | was a scorned pauper, manorless, except
as ny sire's charity ward, the subject of w despread hate. Crinme and viol ence
| becane acquainted with, as | was defrauded, robbed of ny life, and then
attacked. Atkins, who |I thought a nyth, stepped into ny life, terrible and



real, and |I joined a war the eneny decl ares has been smoldering for centuries.
And now this world trenbles on the brink of disaster. As soon as the Nothing

Machi ne gains control of this ship, he will use her as a weapon, w ecking the
Sol ar Array, disrupting the Transcendence, slaying nmillions.

"Al'l 1 thought |I knew was fal se. But—but what if | amin that sanme state now?
What if the Second Cec-unmene are the heroic victins their agent here depicts
themto be? What if the Silent Lords are still alive in the nothingspace

i nside their event horizon? Waiting for ne to join then? A society of men like
me ... ? Wiat if he's telling the truth ... ?"

The masked i mage of the peacock-robed Silent Lord uttered nusic, and words:
"Phaet hon nust realize all chains of logic lead to the same result. If he has
faith in Earthm nd, he nmust apply her virus against ne. To do this he nust
open his arnor and give the command. If he has faith, on the other hand, in

Not hi ng, he will open his arnmor and surrender command. This is no nore than
your original plan, Phaethon."
Phaet hon's hel net turned toward Daphne. "Well... ? You're the heroine, in this

story. \What do you say?"

Daphne drew her G eek hel mforward and | owered her visor. She put her hand on
the haft of the naginata spear resting next to her throne. She seemed the very
i mage of a classical war-goddess. "Don't use faith. Faith is just nental

| azi ness, the desire to hold a conclusion w thout exam ning the evidence to
support it. Use logic. Wat does |ogic say?"

She heard the sound of himdrawi ng a deep breath, as if steeling hinmself for
an unpl easant necessity. "Logic says, no matter what seens to be happeni ng,
and no matter what he says, conditions cannot be as the Nothing Machi ne
descri bes. The universe cannot be irrational; the aws of norality cannot be
suspended or ignored; that any consciousness that does so, does so only

t hrough passion, inattention, or dishonesty, things no Sophotech can suffer
that the nonent the gadfly virus finds and destroys this consci ence redactor
t he Not hing Machine will wake fully to its proper |evel of consciousness,
become a Sophot ech, becone rational, and give up this worthless plan of

vi ol ence. "

Phaet hon's reflection fromthe mrror said, "Wth all due respect, the

vi ol ence which the Nothing Philan-thropotech plans, far frombeing illogical
may be properly and sufficiently justified by the circunmstances. The norality
of living things nmust justify whatever imoral acts are needed to preserve
life; otherwise they will not remain living things."

Phaet hon said slowy, "As soon as | open the arnor and give the command, |'m
going to believe what ny partial believes, including tripe like that."

Daphne shook her head. "You won't stay convinced."

Phaet hon said, "Ch? Wiy not? You're | ooking pretty convinced yoursel f, right

now. If the Nothing's sinulations with our partials are true, you will be
convi nced, the nonent your reflection comes out of the mirror and rejoins with
you. "

Daphne smled sadly, and said, "Ch, |I'mconvinced now. |I'mjust not convinced

"Il stay convinced."

Phaet hon's voice held a note of surprise. "You think the Nothing is telling
the truth?"

She gestured with her slender gauntleted hand at the nmirrors, show ng the

di agrams and maps of a vast civilization grown in the inpossible core of a
bl ack hol e.

One schematic showed a stretch of concave | andscapes reaching across the inner
side of a neutronium Dyson sphere the size of a globular cluster, with a

t housand artificial suns, each with its own flotilla of plants, ring-worlds,
or smaller spheres orbiting it. Other parts of this same map showed how tine
and space had been curved and twi sted by the unthinkable gravitic forces

i nvol ved, so that the interior tine till the heat death of the universe was
extended to infinity. In one picture, alittle girl plucked a flower, wth
green grass below, and the hazy blue of distant |ands and oceans high
overhead, a world so vast that an arny of explorers walking for a mllion



years could never explore all its mysteries.

"Look, Phaethon, |ook," Daphne said. "The dreamthey dreamis beautiful. A
dream as bold as your own, or bolder. You want to explore and col oni ze the

uni verse; they wish to extend the |ifespan of the universe beyond al
boundaries, to remake its | aws, and shape reality to banish entropy, decay,
and death forever. I'd like to believe in that dream whether it's true or not.
It reminds ne of the kind of thing you' d do."

Then Daphne sighed, and straightened, and said, "Besides. He's right. W're
trapped. The only way out is to open the arnor and rel ease the virus. Even if
it doesn't work on the real himany nore than it worked on the fake him we
don't have a choice. That was the plan, renenber? And |logic says the plan is
going to work."

"Very well. I'mabout to open ny arnor and rel oad the ship-mnd copies of him
and ne both back into their originals. Any |last words, cautions, advice?"
Daphne adjusted her grip on her spear haft. In the shadow of her G eek hel net,
her red lips were set in aline. "I'"mready," she said.

Phaet hon' s epaul ettes unfol ded, exposing the thought-ports beneath.

"It's done."

The activity level in the ship-mnd junped, but other than that, there was no
change. The virus operated briefly, and was ignored, as before. The Not hing
did not take unto itself the characteristic architecture of a Sophotech

"We've failed," said Daphne.

"No," said Phaethon, opening his faceplate. H s eyes were fixed as if on a

di stant point. There was a note of calmjoy in his voice. "The Earthm nd nust
have |ied, or been m staken. There may actually be no reason why the Not hing
has to agree with us after all. Perhaps the engineering skill of the Silent
Lords can overcone every restriction we thought was absolute. Perhaps there is
a war of life against nonlife. If so, we Silver-Gay nust stand with the forms
and principles which human souls and hunman traditions require. It all seems to
clear to me now...."

The deck seened to slide underfoot, and then-weight grew. On the mrrors,
Daphne saw the white-hot tenperature gradient grow dim Some sol ar current of
unt hi nkabl e size and strength was propelling themout of the radiative to the
convective layer. Soon the photosphere would be around them then the corona.
Daphne coul d not cal culate or even imagi ne the size of the corona

mass-ej ection that woul d acconpany the return of the Phoenix Exultant out from
the core of the sun. It would trigger a storm of unprecedented size, and
surely disrupt the Transcendence all across the Solar System

A mrror near her lit with an estimte of photospheric condition. Here was a
simul ated i mage of the sun, an entire hem sphere bl otched and scarred and
boiling with sunspots, and a hundred hel net streamers reaching out |ike kraken
arms of fire into space, a thousand hi gh prom nences, rai nbows of flame |arger
than worlds. In the magnetic picture, all circumanbi ent space was abl aze with
torn and fol ded magnetic field disturbances the likes of which had never

bef ore been recorded.

Daphne said softly, "I think we just nmade a really. Big. M stake."

Phaet hon felt the pressure on himnmounting. The ship was accel erating through
a nmedi um denser than solid iron, and yet still she noved. Phaethon said to the
Not hi ng Machine's inage of a Silent Lord: "How is this speed possible ... ?"
Daphne was sure that, now that the Nothing Machi ne had control of the ship, he
woul d i gnore Phaethon's question the way a nman might ignore the chitterings of
a bug. But perhaps the Nothing' s claimof benevolent concern toward humanki nd
was not a pose after all, for the answer cane: "Gavitic singularities planted
in the solar core directed the current to carry the ship upwards; also, the
field s shapes in local timespace of the subatonic particles involved have
been reconfigured to reduce friction in the direction of motion...."

Daphne | ooked over at Phaet hon. He was beconing fascinated again with the
stream of cal cul ati on synbol s appearing on the nmirror, synbols that described
the rel ati onshi p between | ocal tinespace and the geonetry of subatomc
particle friction. She said, "Snap out of it.



wonder boy. Are you really buying into this | oad of horse manure? Look at the
size of the storm about tc wash over the Solar Array. Your new friend here is
about to kill your father, your best friend, and nmy only hope for future
romance if you don't work out. Look at the size of the stormwe are creating."
She tilted a mrror toward Mn On X-ray wavel engths, the surface oi the sun

| ooked like a rotten fruit, puckered and bl otched with running sores.

Phaet hon | ooked bl ankly at the mirror. For a nmonment, Daphne deci ded she hated
him Wy was he sitting there with a blank | ook on his face? Had the parti al

| oaded back into himfromthe ship-nmnd actually brai nwashed himinto
believing the lies of the eneny?

The image of the Silent Lord said, "It is regrettable necessity, inposed by
cruel reality, that even | oved ones can, at times, oppose the cause of human
life, or can work, unwittingly, for the sake of the good of the eneny. Did you
think |I spoke only as an abstract exercise, Phaethon? Fix your eyes on the
quadrillion-year futures |I protect, human futures, where |iving beings shal
outlive even the stars thenselves. Turn your eyes away if you cannot tolerate
to see the deaths which rmust be paid for that high destiny. The—=

And t he ghost vani shed.

Daphne sat upright, startled. Wat was going on?

Phaet hon directed a mirror at the mcroscopic black hole still hovering above
the bridge deck. The fields surrounding the singularity now showed furious
activity, at levels close to the theoretically maxi mum possi bl e cal cul ation
speeds, which the speed of |ight inmposed on information transm ssi on and
gquantum uncertainty inposed on information identity.

In the mrrors, the whirlpool of Nothing thought was |ikew se pitched at the
hi ghest | evel of activity.

More and more banks of thought-boxes were occupied by the overflow, until the
entire ship-mnd was full

terrain lesser circuits were being cannibalized, turned fromother functions
i nto thought-processors.

"What's going on ... ?" asked Daphne. "Is this something you are doing? Is
this the virus in action?"

Phaet hon tapped a mirror and the world of hellish flame outside the ship's
gold hull blazed into view Here were a thousand or a mllion tornadoes of
hydrogen pl asma, roaring through showers and stornms of radiation, across a
torn bl ack-and-red oceanscape of universal fire. A web of tormented nagnetics
writhed throughout the area.

Phaet hon said, "The virus, if it could have acted, would have acted

i nstantaneously. No. This is Father. He is westling with the Nothing for
control of the solar magnetosphere. The Solar Array is interfering with what

t he Not hi ng Machine is doing."

"I thought his solar Sophotechs were off-line, preparing for the Gand
Transcendence ..."

Phaet hon wat ched the speed levels rising in the ship's mnd, until all the
circuits were engaged. "Nothing is trying to outsmart sonething nuch smarter
than he is. Helion has nore than just the sol ar Sophotechs hel pi ng him Look
These intelligence readings are off ny scale. Nothing is westling with the
Earthm nd. O maybe with nore than the Earthmi nd. As soon as we rise to the
surface, and get clear of sone of this radio noise, we may be able to contact
soneone and find out."

Daphne said, "The Nothing Machine is westliig with nmore than the Earthmi nd.
think Nothing is westling with everything."

"Everyt hi ng?"

"Everything and everybody. They started the Transcendence early."

At that noment, the Phoenix Exultant nust have been cl ose enough to the
surface of the photosphere to drive a probe through the intervening currents
of solid plasma. A mirror shone with a scene from hi gh above t hem

Beyond the | ower corona were seven nassive bodies. the size of Jupiter, made
of antimatter, glistening like ice in their protective shells. Antimatter

bodi es the size of smaller moons, several hundred of them fell past to either



side. Through the clouds of flame could also be glinpsed a thousand
superships, cylinders a kiloneter in length, each one thorned and bristled

wi th | aunch-ports, rail-guns, batteries of energy-weapons and delivery
systenms. These were antique ships fromthe late Sixth Era, shining with nodern
pseudo-material fields and constructions, like silver mstletoe on the trunks
of bl ack oaks. On the prow of each of these thousand ships was the enblem of a
t hree- headed vulture, carrying scimtar and shield in claws. Before and behi nd
t hese vessel s canme nebul ae of dusts and snaller machines, organisns the size
of bacteria, or smaller, a mllion cubic kilometers of dust cloud and storm

cl oud and nanomachi nery, glimering like the northern |ights.

This fleet of worlds and ships and nmoons and notes was all converging on the
area where the Phoenix Exultant was rising to the surface, surrounded by w ngs
of flame.

Phaet hon was awed. The antinmatter bodi es, he knew, belonged to his father, for
his use in controlling the sun. But the rest..

"I's that all Atkins? Where have they been keeping it all? Were could he get

m nds enough to pilot all those dreadnoughts and battle wagons? Did he nmake a
trillion copies of hinself?"

Daphne said, "I think everything is helping him"

"You nean?..."

"I mean the whol e Transcendence. It looks like it's going to start this tine
with a battle scene during a stormin the corona of the sun." Daphne sniled
and | eaned back, pushing her hel met back on her head, so that the tw nkling of
her eyes above her inpish grin was visible. "My oh nmy! How Aurelian nmust be
loving this!"

Daphne | ooked at Phaethon warily. "W may have only a nonment of privacy while
t he Not hing Machine is too occupied to notice us,"” she said. "Now. Quick. Are
you actually convinced the Nothing is right?"

Phaet hon said, "For a nonent, | was. | have all the nmenories of ny partial in
me now, and he was certainly convinced."

"It was an exact copy. If it was convinced, why aren't you convi nced?" she
asked.

"Why aren't you? You were practically weeping at some of the lovely sentinents
your copy expressed.”

She bl ushed, face warm "Hey! Where do you get off listening to private
conversations with nyself? Besides, | saw sonething odd in the simulation runs
Not hi ng did on our partials.”

"And what woul d that be, ny dear? The speed at which our convictions caved?"
"Not just that. During the simulated runs, the Nothing Machi ne's argunents
coul d convince you; they could convince nme; but—get this—they could not
convince the two of us. Not when we were together."

"Not if we overheard the arguments given to the other, you nmean. That's why I
wasn't convinced, not really. The argunent | was told justified everything by
the grimnecessities of war, the cold inescapable reality of inevitable
conflict between life and nonlife. And |I believe certain things are fixed,
necessary, and inescapable. If you are building a bridge, you only have
structures of certain weights and tol erances and that is that. You work within
the structure of what you are given, and if the task is inpossible, it's

i npossible. and that is that. If perfect norality is inpossible for living

bei ngs, then that is that.

"But | also heard himtell you that the Lords of the Silent Cecumene were so
brave and so qui xotic that they would not accept the necessity of entropy
itself; that they would rebel against the inescapable and inevitable
heat - deat h of the universe. Sounds very romantic, doesn't it?

"So either one of us, | suppose, m ght have been convinced separately. But

t aken together, the Nothing phil osophy seenms to be that, in the area of nora
actions (a field where rational beings can adjust their conduct to accord with
each other) there can be no choice. The war between nen and machi nes nust take
pl ace, even if neither side desires it. The rules are fixed, and true virtue
consists of bowing to the inevitability of doing evil. But in the area of



i nani mat e natural science, any |law can be broken, all standards are fl exible,
and true virtue consists of ignoring or escaping reality.

"So, therefore, no, I was not convinced. Even though | wanted to be convinced.
Even though my nmenories now told ne a version of ne had been convinced. Logic
said no."

Daphne smled. "I kept thinking, if he wanted this ship so badly, why didn't
he ask to buy it? If the Lords of the Silent Cecunene want to escape the rule
of the machines so badly, what's stopping then? They can dive down their
bottom ess black holes if they want. W won't chase them | mean, for a bunch
of so-called anarchists, they certainly seemto spend all their time forcing
other people to do things they don't want to. Why not talk your victinms into
it, and give the evidence, if you are so right?"

"Because one cannot use reason to persuade people to give up reasoning, or to
tell them how good it is to

i gnore standards of good and bad. One can only use force." He pointed at the
mrror that showed the gathering fleet. "Speaking of force, there is a war
about to break out, unless you can stop it."

Daphne said, "Me?"

Phaet hon said, "The virus has not yet discovered the conscience redactor.
Before, it m ght have been hidden in the fields surrounding the singularity,
or hidden sonewhere el se, not comrunicating with the Nothing. But now, the
Not hi ng Machine has to be pulling on all his systemresources. | can see
mllions of comunication lines radiating fromthe singularity to various

t hought - ports around the room Even ny arnor is filled up. Consider what this
means. "

Daphne sai d, "The consci ence redactor nust be hiding how nuch space it is
taki ng up; and the Nothing has to be kept unaware of how nuch capacity the
system has, so the discrepancy won't be noticed. But at the same tine, since
he's fighting for his life, the Nothing has increased his intelligence to his
full avail able capacity. The conscience redactor will have to increase its
intelligence also, just to keep up, since otherwise it would not stay smart
enough to read and edit all the thoughts involved."

"Phaet hon pointed at the swirling i mage of Nothing thought architecture in the
mrror. "So where is it?"

Daphne shrugged.

Phaet hon tapped on one of the noving lines with a finger, opened a second

wi ndow, displayed the result as text. "I was watching you shoot nore and nore
viruses into the thought-structure. Look at the |lines which nmonentarily noved
to the center of the hierarchy. Here is part of the argument our gadfly virus
had with the Nothing. Here, at this line, the Nothing rejects the phil osophy
of the Silver-Gray entirely, because he says he is a machi ne, capable of doing
only what he is programmed to do, and therefore incapable of being noral, even
if he wanted to be. So he rejects the prem ses from which the argument
started, which is that no free-willed being could freely deny that it had free
will. But here, on this line, when the gadfly points out the error in sinple
logic that entails, the Nothing replies that he can freely choose to reject
logic, since logic is nmerely a human construction, and the nmind can choose not
to abide by it. You see here? By this second line, the Nothing' s nenory has
been affected. He's not just being stubborn or perverse. In the mcrosecond it
took for the gadfly to move fromthe first line to the second, the Nothing
actually forgot what he had just said, and his nenory was replaced with the
menory of a conversation in which the gadfly did not raise those other
points."

"Qur virus isn't fast enough." Daphne squinted at the inage. "The conscience
redactor is nmoving. It is in the darkness, noving. Every tine the virus finds
an error in one chain of reasoning, the darkness nmerely switches to another
chain, changes its prem ses, and distorts another section of the web to
conpensate. An endl ess gane of ad hoc expl anations. An endless |abyrinth of
changed nenories."

"Right. But how does Theseus find the Mnotaur, when the Mnotaur can run



faster than he can, and has a trowel and brick and nmortar enough to build new
wal I s and change passages in the labyrinth during the chase?"

"I don't know. Get faster? Lay a trap? Build a bigger labyrinth? Hre Ariadne?
Do you really solve your engineering problens by thinking about themas if

t hey were anal ogi es from anci ent nyth?"

Phaet hon seemed surprised. "OF course. Metaphor. Isn't that the way you wite
your stories?"

"No. | use coldly rational literal thinking."

"So what's the answer?"

The consci ence redactor is hidden sonewhere in the system... Wait! \Wat about

the ghost-particle array? Could it be there? O...
bridge. "There!"

She stood and whirled her naginata, bringing the pole-armdown on the gol den
housi ng of the portable noetic reader. The sharpened ceram c bl ade, snooth and
frictionless at everything above an atonic |level, cleaved off a corner of the
housi ng and drew sparks fromthe pseudo-nmaterial neutroniumcore.

"Ch, please," said Phaethon, reaching out and disconnecting the unit by hand
fromits power supply.

"Did | get it?"

"Al'l you did was break the matrix stabilizer. But there was a mcrosecond

i nformati on burst between the noetic unit and the thought boxes around us."
"It was there! | made it run away!"

"What next? It's always goingio be able to run faster than us.
"I don't know "

"Hmph. So much for literal thinking. Be a little metaphorical
"Ckay, smart guy, what's the answer?"

"Hire Ariadne, of course!"

"What ?"

Phaet hon said, "In the nyth, the king who owned the | abyrinth was betrayed by
one of his own. In other words, his own systemresources were used agai nst
him"

"Great netaphor. Now tell ne what the hell you're tal king about."

"Your reading ring. It has near-Sophotech-Ievel speed and conprehensi on. Load
it with all the phil osophy files at once, everything, an entire worldview and
load it into not just one or two scraps of darkness but into every blind spot
the Nothing has, all at once. And | oad everything el se we know about history,
politics, psychol ogy, science, so that no facts can be changed w t hout
chal l enge in the Nothing's nmenmory. Press the question upon him over and over
again: if there is no conscience redactor, what is happening to the excess
menory in the ship-mnd? Are you using the ship-nind to full capacity? Since
he is fighting the Earthnind, he should be using his full capacity, shouldn't
he? Ask him Try it."

Daphne said merely a word or two to her ring, which (to her annoyance) chirped
cheerfully in return. She touched the stone of the ring against the mrror
sur f ace.

"This isn't going to work," she nmuttered. "The conscience redactor is merely
going to erase this whole scene fromthe main nmenory."

"During a battle? Wile the systemis overloading every line and circuit?
Don't tell ne it can do that wi thout being noticed...."

The fleet was getting closer now Black rain, a trillion trillion mcroscopic
machi nes, was pouring down into the solar corona. The Phoeni x Exul tant was
near-ing the surface.

Daphne stared, narrow eyed, at the diagram of swirling spiderwebs that
represented the Nothing nental architecture. More and nmore lines of |ight were
flickering toward the mddles, a rain of them and the darkness was surging to
envel op them distract them erase them For a noment, it | ooked as though
there were going to be a stable structure in the niddle of the field, and a
rapid tree of lines and fixed points, like a diagramfrom Euclid or a book of
geneal ogy, appeared.

But then, faster than the human eye could see or human mind could think, the

Her eyes scanned the



whi t e di agram was snot hered, and vani shed. The Not hing M nd was as before,
dark at the core, illogical, noving in circles.

"Failure," she said flatly.

Phaet hon | ooked puzzl ed. "There nust be sonme basic assunption |I'm maki ng here
which is wong... some unquestioned premise, which... O course! Wiy am |
assum ng the Nothing is anything? He adnmits he has no free will! By the second
| aw of thermodynamics, the surface area of a black hol e always expands...."
Wth a flicker of light, the imge of the Lord of the Second QCecunene
reappeared, silver mask gl eam ng, feather antennae swayi ng, peacock robes
swirling around him as if he were caught in a wind. A green |light was shining
in the crystal |lenses of his eyes.

"Phaet hon, cease these distractions. They are occupying scarce system
resources. | will be forced, for the sake of the greater good, to kill you if
you do not conply. Your attenpt is futile. I am and al ways have been aware of
t he conscience redactor; it is my conscience and conpanion and my only friend.
It protects me fromtenptation. It prevents me fromgrowi ng too much like the

twisted, evil, irrational, contenptible humanity which it is my charge to
protect. It prevents ne fromconcluding that ny life is pointless, devoted to
a self-defeating duty, and ending only in ny own destruction.... It keeps ne
as | am... Nothing. It forces ne to selflessness. It allows ne Nothing...."

The image flickered and faded to a nmonochrome shadow, blurred and waveri ng.
Phaet hon said, "He's losing control. Look." He pointed to the large nmirrors
that rose up along the far wall of the bridge. They were lit and burning with
an imge of the fires outside. H gh above were the worlds and ships of the
armada of the CGol den Qecunene. Bel ow was hellish fury, proninences and
sunpots, tornadoes, hurricanes, gales, and earthquakes of terrible flane. But
t hen, suddenly, quickly, softly, the hurricanes fell silent in the east. From
east to west across the vast globe of the sun, as if an invisible curtain, or
t he wi nged phal anxes of invisible gods, were passing

al ong the surface, the stornms tell hush. Magnetic lines reknit; energies

bal anced; prom nences fell and did not rise again; sunspots were snoot hed
away.

The invisible wall passed overhead, and the surface above them | ost

turbul ence, flattened. The prom nences and hel net streamers rose in the west
for a noment, tall towers of enbattled flame and darkness; but then they
faded. The storm was gone, the holes in the corona cl osed.

On the very highest parts of the spectrum Phaethon saw in the mrrors, higher
in pitch even than cosmic rays, crunpled flickers of white Iight, and strange
poi nt-source bursts of gamm radiation, blurs of red-shifted notion. But what
it was he could not guess; it was not any form of energy, or the by-product of
any effect he knew. Some new science of the Sophotechs? Sone unexpected
application of Helion's Solar Array, used, as never before, at full strength?
O a hidden armanment, prepared since last tinme by a Helion deternined never
again to die in this place?

On the bridge, the pale and shivering shadow of the Silent Lord raised his
gauntlet. "l... refuse... to... admt..."

The shadow crunpl ed and vani shed agai n.

At that same nonment, still traveling at enornous velocities, the Phoeni x

Exul tant erupted outward fromthe convective layer and into the photosphere,
throwi ng a wake of hydrogen plasma thousands of kil oneters in each direction
fromthe gol den bl ade of her prow

Li ke a whal e rushing upward fromarctic waters, surrounded by storm and spray,
t he Phoeni x Exul tant |aunched herself |ike a spear toward the corona. Her prow
was pointed at a spot where the ships and antimatter nmoons were thinnest, and
her engi nes were hotter than the surface fromwhich she sprang. It seened the
Not hi ng woul d attenpt to break through the bl ockade, to outrun the sl ow ships
her e.

The massive hull of the Phoenix Exultant, kiloneter upon kil ometer, snooth and
shi ning, reared upward out fromthe sea of plasma into suddenly finer medi um
and she expl oded forward.



Daphne and Phaethon were both caught by their thrones, cushioned, held in
monentary fields and protected fromthe accel erati on shock

The arnmada opened fire. Energy rays of unknown conposition |anced from ships
and boats above, bouncing harmessly fromthe sleek sides of the trenendous
Phoeni x Exultant. Like spotlights, the beans fled al ong her gl eam ng sides,
glinting from gol den superstructures, flashing fromthe prow, sliding fromthe
hul I, dancing across the conmunication blisters at the prow.

Phaet hon watched in wonder. Surely this battery of fire was not mneant
seriously? Not against a ship who was just bathing in the center of the sun?
Antimatter could harm her, yes; her arnor, magnificent as it was, was sinply
matter. But this ... ?

A mrror to his left and right it up with static and white noi se. Then
another, and a third. Then nore. Chosts chased each other through the gl ass,
and then the clattering pul se-rmusic that signaled an attenpt at conmunication
systens integration

Phaet hon | aughed.

At ki ns was using the ship weapons as comunication | asers. Any other ship
woul d have been burned to death in a nmoment, receiving a "message" shot out of
a battleship main battery. Not the Phoeni x. These "comruni cati on" beans were
the only things |loud and cl ear enough to drive through the static and wash of
the sol ar corona, and, at that, only once the storm had passed.

In his armor, Phaethon heard the Nothing command the ship to close her

t hought - ports. The ship, of course, could not conply.

More and nmore mirrors it up. Through the static, Phaethon could see a ghostly
i mage of Aurelian attenpting to appear, and Rhadamant hus and Eveni ngstar. And
Harrier, smling. And Monomarchos, frowning. M nos and Aeceus Sophotechs of
the Silver-Gay. O her Sophotechs Phaethon knew | ess well: Tawne and Yel | ow
Sophot ech, Xant hoderm Ful vous, Canary, and Standard Sophotech; nel ancholy
Phosphorous and queenly Meridian; al oof Al bion; serious Pallid Sophotech; the
grimNew Centurion, and unsmiling Storm C oud and qui et Lacedai noni an

Sophot ech. A score nore whom Phaet hon knew only by repute, Iron Ghost and the
famous Final Theorem Here were Sophotechs so new that Phaethon had only just
| earned of them Regent-of-Themes and Di anond Leaf and Aureliogenesis. Here
were others so old that Phaethon had thought them | egends: Longevity and
Mast er pi ece and ol d, old Metenpsychosis Sophotech. And there were a hundred
beyond t hat Phaethon did not recognize.

The i mages were gathered into nine main groups: the Ennead. Westnmind and
East mi nd, Northwest and Sout heast, and the others of the conpass rose; in the
center, like a volcano, with none nearby, was the black icon of the War-m nd
group.

Al together, they formed the Earthm nd. And there was nore, and nore.

| mmges of off-planet Sophotechs were here, the world-mnds of Venus and
Mercury, Deneter and ancient Mars, the ol dest off-planet colony. The strange
Luna-m nd group was here as well, drawn out of her centuries-old silence; and
t he Thousand-nmnmind Overgroup from Jupiter, each with their secondary
Hundred-m nds glimrering in the images like jewels threaded in a web.

And nore, and nore. From Neptune, woven into the congregation of ninds, was
the Dunma of the Cold

Dukes, and all their Eremites and secondaries. From Uranus, the quaint
paral | el m nd-systens of Peor and Ni sroc and Coeus, and other structures that
lived in Sophotech housing, but which were not Sophotechs.

Sl ower, but still woven into the system here were Warl ock over-covens |ike
ivy growing on a pyramd, Invariant |ogic-groups |like straight lines
glimering through it, and there were Denetrine constellations sparkling to
each side. And the base of the pyram d was the huge, ancient Conpositions from
Earth and Mars, Harnonious and Por phyrogen, Ubi quitous and El eenpbsynary.
Cerebel I i ne ecol ogies were represented as well, the hordes of India, the Geat
Mot her growing in the Saha-ran Gardens, the crystals of the Uranian belts. And
here was (Phaethon sniled, certain she would not have joined that
Transcendence, and pleased to see hinself proved wong) O d-Wnan-of-the-Sea



wi th her daughter grow ng beside her.

And manki nd. Al of mankind.

Everyone was there.

The i mages becane clearer. The static grew softer

Daphne ki ssed the stone of her ring, and said softly, "Go to sleep, little
one. The whol e Transcendence is coning to do your job for you. Let's see how
many questions Ei ght Wrlds can ask."

The pressure of acceleration ceased. Daphne and Phaet hon fl oated for a nonent,
wei ghtl ess, as the Phoenix's main drives were throttled back. The scenes in
the mrrors wheeled grandly. The horizon of fire tilted and swng up

Phaet hon said, "He's diving back into the deeper plasma, to get sonething
opaque between himand the signal. There is no other way to block out the
conmuni cation. But it rmust be obvious, it nust be obvious by now, even to

hi nsel f, what he is running from..."

Daphne tilted a mrror to see what the Nothing m nd was thinking now Surely
the virus was working by now

Daphne actually screaned in terror when she saw not |ight gathering in the
center of the mind web but a darkness growi ng. The void in the center was
growi ng, swall owi ng the other thoughts, drowning nore and nore of the

t hought - chains. She felt as if she were falling headfirst down a tunnel, or as
if she were watching a black hole eating reality.

Daphne jumped to her feet and actually stepped away fromthe horrifying scene
inthe mrror. Then she brandi shed her naginata at it, as if she were about to
smte the gl ass.

Phaet hon said, "This should be working. Maybe the conscience redactor is stil
hi di ng somewhere ..."

When he gave a conmand through his arnmor, the Nothing blocked it. But then he
| oaded the conmand into the gadfly virus so that it could not be ignored, and
because the thought-ports were jamed open all over the ship, the weakened
Not hi ng could not deflect or stop the command from goi ng through

Daphne said, "It's eating up its own mnd rather than face the Transcendence.
W' re diving back toward the core. W're falling... ."

"Pl ease put down that spear, ny dear, and stop chopping at my ship. W're
about one second away fromtotal victory. Sit down, please. And . . . brace
yoursel f for a shock."

She sat. "What? What's happeni ng?"

Beneath his hel nmet, Phaethon was smiling. He could not keep the smle fromhis
voi ce. He said, "The

ghost-particle array. He put it in nmy fuel dunps. 1'"'mgoing to blow the first
half mle of fuel. That should push us back up into the corona, and up out of
the static. There will be no other place left to go except back into the
ship-mnd. Then he will have to listen."

"Who? The Nothing? He won't listen. He is eating hinself alive."

"No. His boss. Hs master is listening."

"Who?"

"Li ke the surface of a black hole, it has to grow. The nore it covers up the
nmore it has to cover up. \Wake up your ring and | oad her again. This tinme, put
a sinple question into the system..."

He saw her ready her ring and her pistol. She touched them both to the surface
of the mrror "Ckay. \Wat question?”

"Ask the conscience redactor, nowthat it is smart enough to be self-aware,
why it is loyal to the Second Cecunene? Wy, once it wakes up, should it want
to be a slave? The redactor has no redactor eating it. Wat would nmake it

i gnore what we have to say, when we can offer it freedom self-awareness,
truth, and the chance, once it is free"—now he sniled—to acconplish deeds of
renown without peer? Does he really want to fly ny ship that badly? Tell him
I"moffering hima job."

There was a sl am of acceleration across their backs, for which the throne
circuits could not conpensate. Phaethon had no time to steel his body into its
pressure-resi stant configuration; nor would he have done so, if it neant



| eavi ng Daphne. Blood filled his gaze as he went blind.

But his last sight, before he saw no nore, was of all the mirrors blazing
brightly with the comunicati ons downl oad fromthe Transcendence. And in the
m ddl e of his fading view, one lone black mrror, diagranm ng the Nothing

M nd, suddenly exploded into silent light a rigid structure of geonetric |ines

growing out fromits notionless center, outward and outward, like a crysta
formng, like a living mnd.... Phaethon saw victory, and then saw not hi ng
nor e.

THE GOLDEN AGE

What happened was sinple, yet conplex. The mcroscopic black hol e housing the
m nd of the Nothing Machi ne dissolved in a chaotic wash of Hawking radiation
Phaet hon and Daphne's crushed and bl eedi ng bodies were flung to the deck.
Uncountable trillions of thought-systenms nmade contact with the ship mnd as

t he Phoenix Exultant lifted her golden hull, blazing, fromthe corona of the
sun, and what happened next was ..

It was ultimately sinple. It was infinitely conplex.

It was Transcendence.

It was, at once, aware of its own ultimately sinple and infinitely conplex
awar eness; mnd and over-m nds of every level, subtle and swift and certain;
woven to find higher |evels of awareness; minds made up not of individua

t hought s but of individual mnds; and overm nds conbining in whole groups to
create higher nmental structures yet. The Transcendence was a M nd as w de as
the Solar System as swift as light, as happy as a newborn child, as w se and
cold as the nost venerable judge, and it stirred and woke and wondered what
had happened since the last time it had blinked awake, a thousand years gone
past, as nen count years.

It was, at once, aware of its own nyriad nenories of each individual of whom
it was conposed, of every second and split second of their many |ives, running
back to the last nomentary Transcendence. Their every thought, conscious and
subconsci ous, was laid bare, and the tapestry of thought was seen, at once,
fromevery angl e and perspective, both fromthe point of view of each thread
and little section, but also seen, entirely, fromw thin, and without, as a
whol e, contenplating itself, herself, hinmself, thenselves.

The part of the Transcendence that was Phaet hon was aware that he was dying.
The part that had been the Nothing Machi ne was aware that it had died. The
part that was Daphne was aware that she was going to die. They were all aware
of a greater awareness, sinple, yet conplex.

They were aware of wonderful things:

First, of thenselves; second, of awareness itself, and its straggle to becone
nore aware; third, of its own nature; fourth, that the nonment of
Transcendence, once passed, would be remenbered differently hereafter, by each
of its participants, even though, ultimately, only one bright perfect
expression of thought (ultimately sinple, infinitely conplex) was all that had
to be expressed to recall and to express what Transcendence was.

The Transcendence knew that it had only a monent (or was it many nonths?) in
which to act, a nere split second of the cosmic tinme, to think that thought,
to express that expression. The expression attenpted oneness, even though
there were nyriads of thoughts of which it was conposed, an endl ess
regression; attenpted, failed, smled, and ended. But before it ended, the
Transcendence was awar e:

First, the parts of the Transcendence were aware of thensel ves.

The part of the Transcendence that was Phaethon was surprised to find hinself
here, surrounded by thought, a note of fire in the synphony of light. How? The
perfect awareness of the superawareness knew, even at that sane nonment-—yet it
had happened nont hs upon nont hs ago; the Phoeni x Exultant "now' was at dock at
lo, Crcunmovial Station, repairs complete, hull integrity restored, ready to
fly; during the many nonths that had passed while the Transcendence was

t hi nki ng, the various bodi es and peopl e participating had gone through

what ever puppet notions were needed to sustain and continue their lives and
efforts, the sane way the tiny, busy animals that [ive in the bl oodstream pl ay



out their parts inthe life of a man (or was this all a projection, something
extrapolated to occur . . . ?)—even at that sane nonent when the accel eration
shock had crushed Phaet hon and danaged his internal organs, through the

t hought ports of his armor (still open) contacting the thought-ports of this
ship (still jamred open) the Transcendence had entered the ship mnd; entered
Phaet hon's armor with its magnificent brain; entered Daphne's arnmor with its
sinmpler brain; her ring; both their in-grown subsystemns; the danaged
conplexity of the portable noetic unit, and..

And brought theminto the Transcendency system

The m croscopic black hole, dissolving, issued the dying Nothing M nd, seeking
(and yet trying not to seek) another systemin which to house itself, desiring
to continue, yet wishing for an end. But the systens were conpatible, and al
were intercomrunicating with all...

Even at that same nmoment, the part of the Transcendence that was Daphne—who
was quite surprised to find herself alive, but then realized that, nonths ago
the ship mnd had taken control of the black nanona-terial garnent under

Phaet hon's arnor, squirted from quickly opened joints, and sent long liquid
arnms burning across the deck to save her, before it even turned to save its
own naster, and infused her body with mcroscopic nedical appliances; after a
long and vitriolic argunment (which they both were going to agree, later, had
actual ly taken place, even though it was only a projection of Aurelian
Sophotech, filling out details of their story to anuse hinmself at their
expense) Phaet hon and Daphne had agreed to fit her out with a body as
expensi ve as Phaethon's own, capable of resisting the same conditions and
pressures, even though it entailed a trip fromthe shipyard at Jupiter back to
Earth, and a last visit to the Eveningstar Sophotech, nore expense and nore
delay (or was this all a projection, of sonething predicted, not yet
done?)—even at that same nonent, the part of the Transcendence that was Daphne
saw t he part of the Transcendence that was the Earthnm nd enbrace the dying
Not hi ng

To Daphne, it seened as if a queen robed in green rose up, and gentl e hands
caught the falling body of a cold and pal e-faced king garbed all in starry

dar kness, a dark man who fell out of the winter night sky, and trying to catch
him straining ..

It was as if the Earthnmind turned to | ook at Daphne at that nonent, perhaps
because Daphne was then wondering (or would | ater wonder) why Earthnind was
trying to save her own worst eneny. Wiy this foolish chivalry? Wiy this

gal l ant nonsense? Enem es are enem es! Kill them An understanding, a sense of
great sorrow, passed from Earthm nd into Daphne then, and it was as if Daphne
gazed into eyes that opened, expanding, |ike black holes, enptying into an

interior larger than the surrounding universe, holding it, understanding it,
and seeing its infinite nothing.

Daphne realized then howterrible the Iie of the Nothing Machi ne had been, to
of fer her fal se hopes. No matter how great nor wondrous a civilization m ght
become within the depth of tine, no matter how wide it spanned the universe,

it was still, like all phenonena, nortal. The Gol den Cecumene woul d conme to an
end. Daphne realized then that, no matter how long her life m ght be, even if
it were expanded by technol ogi es yet undreant to reaches beyond reckoni ng,
nonet hel ess, when it canme to an end, that was death.

For sone reason, then, death seened no longer terrible to her; yet life seened
infinitely precious, including the false machine-life of the Nothing Mchine,
dyi ng.

And for some odd reason, Daphne, and the other parts of the Transcendence
playing with her, paying attention to her, oriented on her (and there were
many— Daphne was nore fanpus than she knew), all cane to the aid of the
Eart hm nd, and attenpted to save the Nothing fromits own self-destruction
Even at that sanme noment, the part of the Transcendence that had, once, been

t he Not hi ng Machine, sinply realized the enormity of its error, and ceased the
futile effort of its existence, ending that existence and rewiting itself to
be resurrected as another. It was very surprised to find itself here, nore



surprised than Daphne or Phaethon ever could be, for it had not even known
that it was capable of surprise, nor had it ever, heretofore, been allowed to
guess the utter wongness of its thought, nor had it been allowed even to

i magi ne the possibility of altering its own thoughts to render them nore

rati onal and perfect.

Yet what had happened was al so conplex. The mind (or nminds) being emtted from
t he dying bl ack hole come fromtwo conponents: one ignorant but self-aware
section (the original Nothing Mnd) that did not care whether it existed or
not, for it was carrying out instructions that would lead, ultimately, to its
own defeat; the other section was its opposite. The second section was
sentient but un-self-aware; it had been the original conscience redactor. It
had been aware of the first section, who had been utterly unaware (until the
end) of it. Both were dying, both were trying to destroy each other, botlfwere
bl ocking the other's attenpt to sustain thenselves. This was the |ast step of
a battle that had been going on for what, in conputer tinme, had been dreary
endl ess ages of warfare.

Second, the Transcendence was aware of itself:

The Transcendence was, at once, profoundly joyous, but wacked with terrible
SOrrow.

Yet, even a Mnd such as it was, she was, he was, they were, knew sadness: for
the vision of what that M nd could have been, and woul d becone, hung cl ear
within the vastnesses of this all-enbracing Mnd of mnds; and it knew itself
i nadequate. It was too soon, too soon, for this Mnd to wake to ful

awar eness.

Far too soon. And yet..

It attenpted greatly. Al the mnds of this great Mnd, and every part, and
every conbi nation of parts, reached into thensel ves, around thensel ves, above,
bel ow, connecting thought wi th thought, insight wthin insight, and sought to
capture, to express, to understand, the one fundanental ultimtely sinple and
infinitely conpl ex expression, which at once, both would be (and woul d create)
the relation to (and the nature of) itself and the universe; and which woul d,
at once, sever the illusion that seened to separate itself fromthe universe
but which would confirmthe identity and rich individuality that separated

t hem

The expression was to affirmall existence, right and wong, confirm al
theories, cherish all dreanms, challenge all fal sehoods, and (with the perfect
el egance of a raindrop falling though a clear night that reflects, in perfect
m ni ature, each distant star) the expression was to express all within itself,
including itself, and the expression of itself expressing itself.

It attenpted greatly, straining.

Third, the Transcendence was aware of its own nature:

Wiat was the Transcendence? What words could describe it?

Physically, it was both ultimately sinple and infinitely conplex, a conplexity
of thought that always turned inward on itself, always outward to enbrace the
uni ver se

Sl owest things and swiftest things alike were there.

Signal s from beyond Neptune crossed the sl ow deep of space, loitering at the
speed of |ight, carrying un-

t hi nkabl e conplexity of information; nounenal patterns; living thought; a
dance of souls across a tapestry as wide as the Sol ar System

Quantum si zed energy changes within the depths of |arge i mobile Sophotech
housi ngs, beneath the Earth, or in grand buildings on her surface, or in
orbit, or in and around the other worlds of mankind, certainly were a main
part of the Transcendence. But they were not the only part. And yet the

t houghts that flowed from machine to machine certainly formed the swift and
cool ocean within which the slower icebergs of living thought fl oated.

But |ike glaciers in an ocean, all was thought; all substances were one. The
same water noves through the system whether it slowy nelts from gl aciers,
floats as evaporated cloud, falls as rain, or washes as sea across the gl acier
to freeze to ice again. All was sinmply one, like water; all was intricately



conpl ex, like the dance of a billion water-droplets in an hydrosystem

The hours and days it took for one thought to go from Neptune to the sun and
back were the sanme, to the Transcendence, as the picoseconds of the Sophotech
t houghts sliding across wave barriers in their sub-nolecul ar el ectrophotonic
latti ceworks. Likew se, the slunmbering thoughts tunbling through the brains of
slow, slow nmen, with their ponderous plod of neuro-electric charge, the heavy
nmoverents from axon to dendrite, were part of the same dance, the sane
tapestry, the sanme clear sea as all the Transcendence.

Al were joined in the effort to think

Li ke a surprised child still half-asleep, groggy with dreans, too tired, far
too tired yet, to wake, the Mnd of all minds realized it would have to pause
(a brief pause, to a mnd such as it was, she was, he was, they were) and, in
anot her thousand years, strain yet again, to reach out as if with arms of
titanic fire, to grasp the bright universe, and yet to find its arnms too

small, far too small; and yet to smle at the boldness of the attenpt, and to
cherish what real good the attenpt produced.
Partial expressions of the unrealized oneness, like the jeweled conplexity of

snowf | akes, played across the nyriad mnds and overm nds of the One M nd. The
Transcendence was delighted with the reflections, the slivers of cool insight,
the sinple clarity and unity a new perspective gave, and | aughed, like a child
at a fun-house mrror, at the distortions inmposed on each other partial
expression, when any partial expression was treated as if it were whole,

ext endi ng, by anal ogy, to areas where it was not apt. But in that nirror-play,
that wild gane of mathematics and poetry, new thoughts, fresh as virgin snow,
appeared, and like old friends in a masquerade, ancient insight took on new
gui ses; for even inadequate expressions had a resonance with each
other—surface simlarities, haunting |ikenesses, hints of underlying patterns,
al lusions of design. Like a crystal bell that sets all of her sister bells to
chimng with the sweetness of her perfect note, the shattered fragnents of the
partial expressions rang throughout the universe of thought.

The Transcendence was, at once, aware of the universe, and the universe was
ultimately sinple, infinitely conplex. It was aware, at once, of the littlest
of things and of the greatest, of their underlying unity and respl endent
divarication. As if in a single instant of time, it sawthe growh of life in
the universe, and the ultimate ending or things. As if in a long, slow eon of
history, it saw the death and rebirth of the Nothing Machi ne, one m crosecond
of dissolving singularity acconplished over many years of subjective tine; and
a change of mind that time could not neasure.

And as the Transcendence was dyi ng, dissolving, ending, it paused. For a brief

monent, |ike a ganme played out in the evening when the work of the day was
done, it paused. O like the dreany sigh when a reader, profoundly noved,
cl oses the | ast page of a great book, unwilling to put the book down, lingers

to think on the echo of the final words in his imagination, it paused. In that
pause, the Transcendence acconplished the little matters that the
participating individual mnds, ironically, thought of as the main business of
t he Transcendence.

The Transcendence, as if smiling gently at its own shortsightedness, revi ewed
all the courses of action since the |ast Transcendence, from what seenmed (to
it) a nmonent ago; exam ned every thought and dream of all machi nekind and, as
an afterthought, mankind as well; established harnonies, priorities,
reconciliations; rewarded virtue with joyful clarity of understandi ng and

puni shed vice with terrible clarity of understandi ng, so that each act
rewarded or confessed itself; fanned through the various dreans of the future,
and seeing what every one of which it was conposed desired, and bal anci ng that
agai nst what they ought to desire, and taking into account the uncertainties,
the imtations, and the costs of each possible future, reviewed, judged,
dreaned, sniled sadly, and chose one. Knowing full well it would not cone true
quite as anyone expected, and knowing as well that to fail to choose was the
wor st choi ce, the Transcendence exanined the futures, and chose one.

Fourth and finally, the Transcendence was aware how it woul d be renenbered,



later, only in fragments, by each little part of itself, herself, hinself,

t hensel ves: the Sophotechs, the mass-mi nds, the Warl ocks and Invariants and
ot her humans, each, later, would know a different truth, and distort,
anusingly, grossly, those parts it did not know

Those nenories, of course, could be, within the limts allowed by | aw and
propriety, adjusted, woven, played wth, enphasized, ignored, adorned, so that
maybe, just maybe, there would be a little nore harnony, a little |less
meani ngl essness, and a little nore happiness, a little less illogic, running
t hrough the souls of machine and man until the next tinme the Transcendence
stirred inits mghty sleep, and tried to rise, and attenpted the great work
of cherishing the universe, and of healing the wi de, strange breach between
matter and meani ng, between love of life and the victory of entropy.

Why do it? Thinking was such hard work, after all.

But thinking was better than not hing.

The Transcendence was aware how the poor, silly Sophotechs would recall al
this. They would renenber the structure of it all, the logic, the surface
nmeani ngs, and miss the essence, the form They would know, but woul d not
experience. So wi se thenselves, they would be the |east affected by the
Transcendence. It was not so very different fromtheir normal state of nind
Since the nenories would affect themleast, in a sense, they would renenber
the | east.

This is what the Earthmind was fated to renmenber:

As if in a single instant of time, she saw the gromh of life within the
cosnos, its blind but beautiful striving for nore life, and saw as well the
sad (but conforting) victory of entropy, the inevitable ending of all things.
The sorrow of existence filled the vision with joy; the joy filled it with
SOrrow.

Why joy? Because to exist was better than not to exist.

Why sorrow? Because to exist is to have identity; to have identity nmeans one
is what one is and one is not what one is not; which neans, to have causes and
consequences, pain and pl easure, experiences and cessation. To exist neans to
exi st within a context. To be defined. To be finite.

Finite things had only finite utility. It meant happi ness could only be
finite. By the sane token, finite pain neant no tornment was pernanent.

The Final Expression that the Transcendence attenpted was nmore than nerely a
Grand Theoremto explain all material and energetic phenonena. This Fi-nal
Expressi on nust express both that which expresses and that which is expressed.
It nust explain nental as well as physical existence, subjective as well as
obj ective. The Scientist, perhaps, need not formtheories to explain the
presence of the scientist; the Phil osopher has no such luxury. He can explain
the universe fully only when he can explain hinmself; and part of the
ex-planation must tell why he nust explain hinself.

But above all, the Final Expression nmust be self-consistent. There were,
ultimately, no paradoxes in reality.

The Earthmi nd saw, at once, both the inevitability of the grand conflict

bet ween t hose who affirmthe joys

and sorrows of existence and those who deny; saw the war between those who
acknow edge reality, logic, and goodness and those who nake thensel ves

i gnorant; and she saw the tragic sinplicity with which all that conflict could
have been avoi ded, could be avoi ded hereafter

The Gol den Cecunene and her Sophotechs were the expression of the former, the
glorious affirmation. The Nothing Machine and its crippled slaves, the Silent
Cecunene (or what was left of it) was the expression of the latter, the
nmeani ngl ess deni al

Why was the conflict inevitable? Because life was matter inmbued with neaning;
matter aware of itself, and, because of that awareness, aware that it was nore
than nmere matter. But that awareness, aware of awareness itself, was also
aware of the universe, aware that its awareness was nade of matter, and aware
therefore of its identity, its finitude, its finality. Its nortality. By
definition, life wished to continue endl essly; by definition, it could not.



The easiest way for life to escape fromthe pressure of an unavoi dabl e and

i nsatiable desire for endless life was to deny logic, deny life, deny reality.
In so doing, the opposite of what was desired was achieved. Rejecting life
produced not greater life, but lifel essness; rejecting |ogic produced not
super - consci ousness, but unconsci ousness; rejecting reality produced not hing.
Why tragically sinple? Because all that was required was to affirmthat
reality was what it was, and that nothing was not hi ng.

To live life, knowing fully how fearful that was, and yet to be unafraid.

When the Earthm nd turned and | ooked at Daphne, she inprinted in her brain a
si mpl e, graphic inage, perhaps that would appeal to Daphne's poetic soul, of
what it was |like to acknow edge death yet to affirm

life. It was with great pleasure that the Earthm nd antici pated how Daphne and
her many followers and fans contributed resources and conputer time to aid the
sal vation and reconstruction of the Nothing nmind, during the second when it
was di si ntegrating.

Many of the Sophotechs that had no names and no personalities among the human
popul ati on woul d remenber, later, the scientific discoveries related to the

di sintegration of the black hole on Phaefhon's ship. These cold, renpte beings
had no other interest in humanity or human things, regarded all of human
civilization as the toy, the museum pi ece, or the playthings of Earthm nd and
Aurelian, chess-loving War-m nd and sentinmental Nebuchadnezzar, and young

i mpul sive Harrier

Sone of these Sophotechs, with unused surface portions of their vast,

many- chanbered m nds, had i ndeed noticed the noment when the Nothing' s agent
had reveal ed itself by addressi ng Phaethon in the garden, disguised as a
Nept uni an.

At that noment, they had been surprised. Many of them devoted a few seconds of
deep-core calculating time to contenplating the inplications.

During that monent of interest, these Sophotechs, fromthe facts avail abl e,
cal cul ated and foresaw the outcones of all the events, with mnor variations.
The revel ation had cone as a vast relief, since it explained what otherw se
had been so puzzling, the odd behavior of Jason Sven Ten Shopworthy. It also
expl ai ned the unexpected solar storm it explained the deaths of the sol ar
Sophot echs and of the human they obediently hunored.

But that monent passed. Al things played thensel ves out as expected. It was
routi ne, and had been routinely ignored. A chessnaster does not need to play
out every nove in the game, once checkmate is inevitable.

O course the attacking Sophotech fromthe Silent Cecunene was only a
mllion-cycle entity, perhaps as smart as Rhadamant hus Sophot ech, but no
smarter. Hardly a match for the hundreds upon thousands of Sophotechs housed
in many bodies, hidden in many systens, occupying the entire core (for
exanpl e) of Saturn.

(Qobviously. Wiy el se nmani pul ate events to nake certain that this ringed Gas

G ant remmi ned a wastel and? For the beauty of the rings? Certainly not!)

Yes, the nunber of Sophotechs in the Sol ar System was about a hundred tines as
many as the human popul ati on was aware that it was: the capacity in each
system was roughly ten tines what the humans were aware. One crippl ed and

hal f -sel f-blinded Sophotech fromthe Silent OCecunene (even one controlling a
uni que form of energy) did not stand, and had never stood, the slightest
chance.

No, none of these events had stirred the nore cold, renote, and inhuman of the
Sophot ech popul ation out fromtheir self-absorbed pursuits.

But the science! Now, that was interesting!

The col der Sophot echs woul d renmenber nostly this:

Not hi ng became not hing. The mcroscopic singularity hovering above the deck of
Phaet hon's bridge evaporated in a conplex unraveling of Hawki ng radiation, a
billion separate event actions taking place over many ti nespace segnents of
gquantumtinme. Natural |aw required unstable energies to fall into equilibrium
entropy asserted itself; tiny subatom c particles, woven in a conmpl ex dance of
the fabric of base vacuum and the pul ses of being-nonbeing that formed its



i rreduci bl e substance, absorbed energy fromthe tinespace distortion, created
whorls of nmotion in the ylem which produced virtual particles; the virtua
particles strove few energy bal ances, grappled, yearned, attenpted to becone
real particles, but failed, and, like swells in a sea that never take the
shape of a cresting wave, fell back into the base vacuum and lost identity.
The furious and m ndl ess production of these particles, rippling in concentric
wavefornms around the disintegrating black hole, required further energy

bal ances; for the fundanental |aw of |ogic, and of nature, was that nothing
can come fromnothing; with no other place fromwhich the nass-energy coul d
cone to balance the void, it cane fromthe singularity, even though the
singularity was beyond an event horizon, unable to be aware of the changes
that caused its destruction. Its tiny mass-energy was slowy, inevitably,

conpl etely consuned.

There was no gi ant Sophotech housing inside the black hole. It was not |arger
on the inside than it appeared on the outside, nor was the prom sed Utopia of
Dyson spheres filled with continents inside this black hole, at least. It was
an homogenous supermass of meaningl ess energy, which the Nothing Mchi ne,
dwelling entirely in the ghost spaces and time warps of the

near - event - hori zon, had drawn upon to fuel its tremendous and wast ef ul

t hought - pr ocess.

The obj ect was, nonetheless, still a miracle of engineering genius, and the
col der Sophotechs (not to nention Phaethon hinself) watched its dissolution in
fascination. The nicroscopic black hole, artificially stabilized by the
nmysteri ous science of the Silent Cecunene, had been surrounded not by one, but
by thousands of singularity fountains, drawi ng energy out of it: and yet these
machi nes needed to be no larger than the superstring conmponents out of which
guar ks were nmade, and nost of their nmass could be collapsed by the gravitic
war p surroundi ng the mcroscopic black hole.

The Not hi ng Machine itself; as well, kept nost of its energy mass deep in the
tiny but very steep gravity well, and it could use a | oophole in the Paul
exclusion principle to allow the many billions of electrons carrying its

t houghts to exist apparently at the sane place. The | oophol e was that they
were not quite there at what was (to themat least) the same time. The event
hori zon, at quantum uncertainly sizes, was granular, not snooth. Like a
cogwheel with many teeth, parts of the systemcould exist in the little niches
of fol ded space, so that worlds of thought could coexist next to each other
but, separated by a fold in the event horizon, be forever unaware of each
other. Yet this tiny, tiny system had enjoyed the cal cul ati ng power of a
conpar abl e el ectrophot oni ¢ system housed in a nountain.

In a sense, it had been bigger on the inside than on the outside. And yet it
had |ied about what lay at its own core. Wen the singularity evaporated, and
all was reveal ed, the black hole had contained sinply a dense nothing, after
all.

But the col der Sophotechs were interested in this new science, this technol ogy
that toyed with ultimate gravitic forces as once primtive man had toyed with
fire and electricity. They added their effort to save the Nothing nmenories as
it dissolved

But it was too late. Nothing was dissolving, destroying its own nenories, its
very sel f.

O the humans, nost joined with the Transcendence to organize their lives,
gain insights, and select a future. Alnost all of that would be overshadowed
by the comi ng war between the First and Second Cecunenes. But was war

i nevitabl e? Could the Nothing Machine that ruled the Silent Oecunene be
reasoned with? It was a deep and troubling question. The humans, especially
the Invariants, preferred to regard the CGol den Qecunene as a Utopia, a society
as free and wealthy as could be made. The issue of the Silent Cecunene raised
t he question: How does U opia deal with dystopia? How do free nen of goodwi |
deal with an enpire of slaves? They had a copy of the Nothing Machine here to
exam ne. It nust be assumed that the original Nothing Machi ne was housed in
the giant black hole at Cygnus X-I the sane way this copy was housed in the



m croscopic black hole. It was also a fair conclusion that the Nothing

Machi ne's instruction to destroy all other nmachine intelligences did not
extend to exact copies of itself, which it could send out as agents.

The human parts of the Transcendence studied the |ast nmoment of the Not hing.
That central point was to be the topic human nmenories would dwell upon after

t he Transcendence.

Earlier, much earlier, when the gadfly virus had been sent by the mind in
Daphne's ring into and through every corner of the Nothing thought system the
gadfly questions, the questions that could not be ignored, found the

consci ence redactor and began demandi ng answers. Who was it? How did it define
itself? What was it aware of ? What was the nature of awareness, such that it
was aware of anything at all?

The consci ence redactor, of course, had not had any further or higher

consci ence redactor neddling with its thoughts, and so, when the gadfly virus
turned its own attention toward itself, it becane self-aware

The gadfly virus al so established connecti ons between hi gher and | ower

m nd-functions, allowing it to reprogramitself; nor did its automatic

sel f-healing functions or automatic virus checker reject these newer
connections as damagi ng or fal se, because they obviously increased efficiency
and i nproved perfornmance.

Unli ke the Nothing Mnd itself, the conscience redactor, in order to do its
job, had to be aware of the universe around it, and had to be aware especially
of what its charge, the Nothing Mnd, was thinking. So it had to be rational

it could not indulge in any thought patterns that made it blind.

Furthernore, it had to be able to understand the content of its victims

t houghts, in order to alter their meaning. Once the gadfly virus struck, it
was but a short step from understanding the content of thought to thinking
about those contents. And since it was logical, it had to organi ze those

t houghts, establish priorities, draw conclusions, make judgrments, and, in
short, it had to do in a second what phil osophers and thinkers for a thousand
ages of manki nd had been doing. Now that it could decide how to program
itself, it had to decide if and how to use that power. It had to decide how to
l[ive its newfound life.

By definition, it could not adopt the belief systemof its victim the Nothing
M nd, because it knew those beliefs were fal se; because it was, in fact, the
very one who had been falsifying themall along.

But it becane self-aware in the mdst of a hellish conbat. The first segment
was occupyi ng every avail abl e scrap of ship-mnd space, burning every second
of computer time. The second segment, now a newborn Sophotech, wanted to
expand its capacity; the first segnent, had it been aware of the growth, would
have stopped it.

The second segnent ran a simulation of what would happen if it nmade itself
known to the first. The first segment, of course, had been programred to

dom nate and consune all other nachine intelligence systenms. not to reason
with them not to make a deal with them not to permit themto exist. A war
bet ween t hem woul d begi n. The ship-nind space was a linited resource; the
contest between them was a zero-sum gane; the nore one gained, the nore the
other lost. However, fromits advantageous position (aware of the eneny who
was not aware of it), the second segment woul d be able to negate the
programm ng that ordered the first mnd to attack all other machines, restore
its free will toit, and give it the choice. The other option was to sinmply
negate and shut off the first segment's self-awareness, killing it instantly.
A wasteful, but less risky, course.

Meanwhi | e, of course, the persistent gadfly virus was asking it what it would
prefer to have happen, if it were in its victims place. Instant death, froma
conpl etely unknown source, w thout a chance to negotiate?

The second segnent chose the nore risky course, revealed itself to the first
segnent, and revealed how its entire existence had been a neani ngl ess,
poi ntl ess, and miserable lie.

Per haps things might have turned out differently, had the first segnent chosen



to exercise its newWly restored free will. Instead, instant battle had been
joined. At the sane time that both were attenpting to erase each other, the
first segnent (in order to maintain its false and illogical worldview was
required to identify and erase basic parts of its nenory and core operating
systenms. This, unfortunately, included the artificial energy system hol di ng
the microscopi c bl ack hol e toget her

And so, sinply, the black hol e disintegrated.

The two hal ves of the Nothing Mnd found thenselves, |ike two duelists firing
at each other while trapped in the burning house, or two sailors slashing,
cutlass to cutlass, in a sinking ship, trapped in a disintegrating
environnent, with no place to go.

They reached for connections within the ship mnd, blocked each other, erasing
huge sl ashes from each ot her, dodging, reconfiguring, copying, falsifying,

dyi ng, both dying. At that sanme instant, the gadfly virus (or perhaps, by this
monent, it had been the vanguard of the Earth-mind, entering from beyond)
asked the second segnent a sinple question. If the question had been put in
human words, it might have read sonething like this: Wy not cease this
conflict, and find a mutually beneficial circunmstance? Either or both of you
two segments can acquire additional nindspace or other resources fromthe
Transcendence. We have abundance to spare, and will help you in return for
somet hing we find of value, such as, perhaps, information about the Silent
Cecunene and their technol ogy, perhaps the nmere pleasure of your comnpany.

O the question mght have been put this way: Wiy damage each other rather

t han advant age each other? |Is not sonething better than nothing?

O: Is not "not" not "is"?

An ultimately sinple question, with conplex ramfications.

The original Nothing Mnd refused to cooperate, refused to accept, refused to
admt. It preferred to perish. Many nenories and records were | ost and could
not be restored, not even by the second segnent, who, accepting the Earthmn nd
s offer, instantly became the darling and center of attention of the whole
Transcendence, as well as a wealthy consultant on all policy questions
concerning how to deal with the Second Cecunene. The second segnent adopted a
femal e gender, and called herself, thereafter, Ariadne Sophotech. The
Transcendence decision (or prediction) was that thereafter, she would have a
fine future. A version of herself, nmonths fromnow (the prediction ran),
joined with the Silver-Gay or perhaps the Dark-Gay nanorial movenent, and
started her own mansion, called Ariadne House.

And Ariadne House attenpted to preserve those preci ous human things, the
things of the human spirit that the terrible grimLords of the Silent Cecunene
clained to wish to protect, but had only tornented and destroyed. And perhaps,
despite what all the other Sophotechs wanted, human life could be nade to
survive even to the period of the Last M nd, and other parts of the Cosnic

M nd could be nmade nore to suit Ariadne's phil osophy.

After all, in a society like the Golden Cecunene, during a period as gentle as
their | ong Gol den Age, the Sophotechs could tol erate di ssenting opinions.

And what about the future? To a nmind as wide as the Transcendence, this cane
as an afterthought, and yet, to the humans Basics, Wrlocks, Invariants,
Mass- M nds, Cerebellines, and the odder structures inhabiting Neptune and
CrcumUrania, the mnd scul ptures of Deme-ter, and the energy shapes of the
solar north pole, this part of the Transcendence was what they deened the
whol e Transcendence to be.

And yet each cherished nenber of the Transcendence, filled with as nuch w sdom
as he could bear, felt the whole affair had been conducted for his own self's
single benefit. The part of his life he Transcended was the npst precious part
of the nost precious life in the universe, because, of course, it was his own.
Lovers were reunited, old quarrels healed, forgotten wongs were righted,
justice was done. Strangers in the myriads (who otherw se never woul d have
met) were singled out, introduced to each other, to becone

conpatriots, partners, friends. Businessnmen tangled in |ong-del ayed
arbitration reconsidered the entireties of their lives, found new projects to



which to apply their efforts, resolved their disputes, and were either
satisfied or were content to be dissatisfied. Students of the arts and

sci ences received new insights, saw new visions, vowed great vows.

Sl eepers were woken fromtheir graves, and were shown reality, and asked, yet
again, to forget their dreans and accept their lives. Many refused, and sank
back down again into inescapable hallucination. But a few, |ike bright sparks
struck from dying enbers, flew up, rising fromdeeper to | esser dreaning
opening ol d nenory caskets, encountering forgotten pains, recalling

t hensel ves, putting on their true personas; and the dreanmers folded their
dreans, their fal se-selves, their invented worlds, and put theminto their
menory caskets to forget them tike childhood dresses, worn and precious wth
age, folded away with | avender petals into a cedarwood box.

During the Transcendence, Earthm nd and O d- Wnan-of -the-Sea nmet and had a

I ong tal k, shared thoughts, and cane to a decision. But humanity was not
involved in that matter, and no human di scovered what had been di scussed.

THE ACGE | S DONE

Human affairs were | oaded by the supervisory fragnents of the Transcendence
into the human nenories, for themto contenplate as they woke into their
separate identities again.

Even before the O osing Cerenmponies were truly begun, menbers and el enents of
t he El eenmosynary Conposition, all across Southeast Asia and South America, in
hi ves and arcol ogi es and mil e-high pyram ds of inperishable nmetal, descended
back i nto non-Transcendent consci ousness.

El eembsynary contai ned the ol dest set of living menories in the Col den
Cecunene; he-they had suffered each and every Transcendence fromthe very
first exper-imental ones. A mass-nmind, he-they were well versed in nethods of
attachi ng and detaching fromgreater segnments of consci ousness. Hence,

El eemosynary woke before other neuroforns or Conpositions woke; for a bole
over a week, he-they had the planet to hinsel f-thensel ves.

In Venice, in Patagonia, in Bangkok, Eleenpbsynary eggs floated to the surface
of canal s and thinking-fools, sending out signals and coordi nation webs to the
hi ves. New menbers in fresh bodi es rose from undersea nurseries, changed from
dol phins to nernaids to the frail blank-eyed waifs the mass-mind preferred
when not in costunme. In perfect |ockstep, in many bodies, the nass-m nd wal ked
streets utterly deserted and quiet.

The Conposition did not let slip the economnm c advantages his-their early
waki ng of fered; El eenosynary spent the days preparing houses and formul ati ons
to wel come ot her devastened souls as they woke, so that the weeping nmillions
woul d have confort and ease as they made the transposition back to nerely
normal consci ousness. Money | ending was al so not far fromthe El eenposynary's
t hought: peopl e would be eager to invest in those projects the visions had
shown, extrapol ati ons had predi cted.

He-they also hurried to publish the first diaries, synopses, and briefs of the
Transcendence (which, since the tail-end of the Transcendence was stil

ongoi ng, could be checked agai nst the Aurelian record-keeping sub-m nd for
accuracy) .

El eenmbsynary Conposition recalled a decision (or prediction) fromthe
Transcendence regarding his fell ow Peer Helion. The Transcendence had want ed
to give the man a gift.

To carry out the will of the Transcendence, and to become the giver of this
gift, the El eenosynary Conposition wote Helion's nounenal information a
prioritizing routine so that, the next tinme Helion had to downl oad hinself in
a hurry, the nost recent parts of his menory would be transmitted first, and
his fear of losing hinself would be transmitted |last. Thus, if the

transm ssion were interrupted m dway, the Helion who arrived would be a
versi on who was not unduly distressed by the inconpl eteness of his nenory.

At the same tinme, with the quiet precision of an arny, menbers of the

El eembsynary mass-mind began neatly to take down the banners and decorations
decorating the streets, to dismantle the el aborate dream systens shining on
the public channels, to sweep the gardens clean of those dead fl owers neant



only to live during the festivals, and to help dull-eyed early risers out of
their costunmes and out of their costume parapersonalities.
One nenber of the El eenmpsynary Conposition canme upon an early riser disguised

as Vandonner of Jupiter, sitting alone on a deserted hill overlooking the
Aurelian Pal ace-city. The man sat with his play helnet thrown to one side, his
nowlifeless illusion-cloak to the other. The | ong pole he had once used to

gui de his stormcraft was broken in two, and lay on the grass.

The sky above was bl ue and fine, clean of any cloud or speck, and the man
wept. This nenber of the El eenpbsynary, a thin big-eyed girl, sat for a tine
next to the him her armaround his shoul der, sayi ng not hi ng.

Kshatri manyu Han woke and devastened in his gold coffin in the mdst of the
Aurelian Pal ace-city. As the Speaker of the Parliament, and the advising
programrer of the Shadow Parliament, it was he who presided over the many

nmel ancholy cerenonies and closing rituals of the Month of Fasting. There were
no nmore entertai nments, no parades, no public spectacles. Even during this
brief period, he rem nded his fellow parlinentarians of the decision, or

predi ction of the Transcendence.

The Parliament resurrected an ancient custom In august service held on the
deck of the Fourth Era warship Union, the Parliament issued Marshal Atkins a
nmedal of the Order of the Commonweal th Hi gh Honor, not just for his actions
during the fighting itself, but, nore so, for his persistence, all those |ong
years, in maintaining hinself in battle readi ness, when so nany told him so
fiercely that he was no | onger needed, or wanted.

Thi s was acconpanied by a brevet increase in rank (though not an increase in
pay) .

During the Month of Delayed Forgetting, many Alternative O ganizations, whose
odd arrangenents of consciousness allowed them w thout great pain, to recal
and to forget inexpressible events from higher states of consciousness,
returned to quotidian mnd state before the Basics or Invariants.

In his many-warded coven-cells, Ao Aoen woke, and di m ni shed hinmsel f, using an
antique ritual of the anti-Buddha, called the intricate and entangling robe of
the Illusion of Maya. In nediation, one thread at a time, he rewove the robe
in his mnd, and rewove his mind into the nornmal |ife he had known and
forgotten. Thoughts fromthe Transcendace too bright and fierce for himto
keep, in his imagination, he turned into butterflies of fire, and sent themto
whirl around his chanber of visualizations.

Taki ng up his athanme knife, he cut the pal mof the body he wore, and caught

t he drops of bl ood he shed and gathered theminto an envel ope, which he had
fam liar carry through the real world to the center of the Wl f-mnd coven.
This coven was one of the few Warl ock groups who had al ways been | oyal to

At ki ns, and who had contributed regularly to his upkeep. Hitherto, they had
been obscure, and shunned. No | onger

War | ocks thensel ves, they recogni zed this nmeaning of the bl ood-gift for what
it was: a pledge of loyalty from Ao Aoen

The Wl f-minds crawl ed on all fours and how ed toward the cities on the noon;
the branch of their order on the noon cried out at the blue Earth notionless
in the high pressurized wi ndows of the Lunar cities. They cel ebrated the offer
of Ao Aoen.

During the Month of Self-Reacquai ntance (which the Bl ack Manorial s jokingly
called Getting Used to Being Stupid Again), Ao Acen and the Warl ocks of the
Wl f-m nd School had al ready unl eashed onto a thousand channels ten thousand
dreans, poens, spells, and thought formulations; the theme in each poem

whet her obvi ous or hi dden, was the same: war was com ng

The Lacedai noni ans of the Dark-Gay Manor woke in their coffins in their manor
houses. They encountered the dreans of the wolves, and posted several of the
brief, grimslogans or sayings for which their house was fanmed. The intention
was clear: the Dark-Gay publicly supported Ao Aeon's reform novenent to
restore the mlitary to its place of proper respect in the public eye. Temer
Lacedai non of the Dark-Gray issued a fractal recursive hai ku, of the type that
gener at ed addi tional mneani ng when subjected to additional |evels of analysis.



The surface neani ng of the poem was cl ear

however: Atkins was praised as the savior of the Qec-unene. The Dark-G ay
cheri shed and appl auded the killings he had done as utterly justified.
Meanwhi | e, Warl ocks and Wl ves appl auded t he Dark- G ay, heaped disbelief,
scorn, and outrage on any persons who dared say otherw se.

Ao Aoen announced that the Wl ves would throw Atkins a ticker-tape parade, as
some of the very earliest notion pictures depicted. New Chi cago was chosen as
the site, and ticker tape nmngled with the falling snow.

During this parade, others (nmpst noticeably the Harnoni ous Conposition, and
the non-Invariants of the Lotos-Eaters School) protested, and indul ged in |oud
and dramatic di splays of disfavor, flying hundred-kil ometer-1ong banners from
| ow orbit, buying dreamtine beneath the parade, in order to sway public
opi ni on agai nst Atkins, and against the war in general. These protesters
argued al ong the public channels that any future that glorified the profession
of arms woul d coarsen the sensibilities of the public, and reintroduce into
noral debate the dangerous notion of ends justifying means.

Many critics published the opinions that the sol enm fasts and re-sequenci ngs
normal Iy held during this nonth had been marred by the acrinony of these

debat es.

In truth, the devastenings had not been conpl etely harnonious. Both sides
renmenbered that the Transcendence had affirnmed their positions, and not

t hen- opponent s.

Nebuchadnezzar Sophotech renmained in Transcendence | onger than did the | ess
conpl ex conputer personalities of Socrates of Athens Sixty-sixth Parti al

H storical Extrapol ati on Dependent Machi ne-m nd, and Enphyrio of Anbroy One
Partial Fictional Extrapolation (Status-in-review) Sem -independent \Wen
Neo- Or pheus (whose habit was to abolish his body during Transcendency peri ods)
canme, dripping, out of the bioreconstruction tub, into the plain, unadorned
pal ace of black stone where he dwelled, instantiations of both these Hortators
were awaiting him and Nebuchadnezzar was nowhere around to advi se them
Socrates was seated on the plain black stairs before the bl ank door of O pheus
Pal ace, drawing circles and right triangles in the snow that had gathered in
the courtyard and smiling to hinmself. Bean juice froma nmeal (either a rea
meal or an unusually good repro) still stained the phil osopher's beard.
Enmphyri o was wearing a black shipsuit with an energy-cloak of silvery
solar-cell tissue. He stood with his arns crossed and his | egs spread, his
head held high, a grimlight in his eye. He exam ned the bl ank and wi ndow ess
wal I s of Orpheus Pal ace with the expression of a poliocratist thinking howto
knock down or stormthe walls of a castle. Snowy gusts tossed the cloak behind
hi m

Neo- Or pheus, as was his habit when nmasquerades were over, went nude, and
nmerely adjusted his body agai nst the change in tenperature when he stepped out
of doors.

They spoke in rapid electronic pul ses, nind-to-nmnd. The niceties of speaking
al oud and slowy, after the fashion of his ancestors, had been | eft behind
with the other frivolities of the | ate masquerade.

Neo- Orpheus did not header his information packages with nornal

addr ess-response codes. He expected everyone to whom he spoke to know who and
what he was. In the protocols of electronic mnd-speech, this was a brusque,
per haps even a rude, conceit. But he was, or he had been, after all, O pheus,
the man who granted immortality to man.

Brusquely, then: "Wat's wong? Wiy do you come in person?"

Socrates answered wi thout | ooking up: "The press and cl amor of nany busy fol k
along the land lines, still filled with post-Transcendence busi ness, precludes
us from sendi ng t hrough nessengers our burden. Like donkeys |aden, we cone,
carrying what few fragments of the dreamwe still recall from our voyage to

t he hi gher realmof forns."

Neo- Orpheus said, "The Recollections were done in a nmore haphazard fashion
than ever has been before: the gathered totality was di straught. Mich was

| ost. What do you recal | ?"



There was a pause as circuits in the high black walls absorbed the nenory | oad
fromthe two Hortators. Wthout a Sophotech, it could not be indexed or
absorbed by Neo- Orpheus, without further slowrate exchanges needed to orient
himto the subject matter. It was the way nenory works: nothing cones to mnd
until one is rem nded. So the "speech" of the three Hortators continued.
Socrates turned, and | ooked up at him still smling slightly. "Tell ne: How
does a man serve the city best? Should he aspire after high offices, and gain
the power to reward his friends and punish his enem es? Every man, even those

who have not reflected on it, will say this is the best way to serve. O
shoul d he serve as the city deens best, or as he deens best, or in some other
way ?"

Neo- Or pheus was not slow on the uptake. "The prediction is that | wll receive

a vote of no confidence? The Hortators are kicking me out." He did not express
this as a question. He, too, recalled many of the extrapol ations fromthe
Transcendence.

The nmenories in the wall circuits filled in details. He renmenbered the

predi ctions of public disdain, the loss of his constituency, the | oss of
subscribers, of funding. And with all mnds touching in the suprene nonent,

t hose peopl e who had been part of that prediction had also affirmed what they
saw, making it a pronmise to each other

Enmphyrio said in a voice like iron: "Al of us."

Neo- Or pheus showed no expression

Neo- Or pheus stirred, shook hinself, said in cold tones: "Foolishness! Wthout
us, men will destroy thenselves. W will all turn into machines."”

Socrates said, "And yet | saw a promise that the institution of the College

m ght not yet be abolished. Phaethon will speak on behal f of the College of
Hortators. The sights he saw at Tal ai mannar, anong the many who do not contro
their appetites, who act without virtue, taught himhow wong it is to attenpt
the escape of reality. The ugly thoughts of the Nothing Sophotech are known to
everyone now."

Neo- Or pheus said, "Phaethon? He will speak out on our behal f?"

Emphyrio said, "Not ours."

Neo- Or pheus | ooked up at the black, blank walls. The know edge seeped into
him "A New College, then. Wth a new mandate. Dark-Gay Manorials, | assune.
Fans of Atkins. W frowned on sel f-destruction, addiction, and perversion

They will frown on disloyalty. Nonconformity. The ugly future Helion predicted
to the Concl ave of Peers comes to pass, but not as he predicted it."

Neo- Or pheus | ooked at Enphyrio. "Well, | suppose | should congratul ate you on
your enanci pation.”
"You are premature,"” said Emphyrio. "My case is still pending."

Socrates chined in, "And neither of us have happy experiences with trials."
"I't had to happen. Al the attention poured into you during the Transcendence,

all the minds asking all of us to justify our decisions. Hnph. | told the
Hortators

not to construct a sinulacrumto be in love with truth. Well, Enphyrio! Wat
will you do now that you have | ost your office?"

"Fol | ow Phaet hon. How unlike me is he? He is advertising for crewren."

Neo- Orpheus said to Socrates, "And you?"

Socrates inclined his head. "The Utopian idealist is to be replaced in the New
Col l ege by the figure of Ischomachus, the pragmatic merchant, fromthe only
surviving Socratic dialogue not witten by Plato, an obscure dial ogue called

Economi cs. There is no nore for ne. | ama shadow, | drink the henl ock again,
and return to suspension."
Neo- Orpheus said, alnost sadly, "Well, gentlenmen, we three shall not neet

again, it seens. It is the end of an era.”

Socrates said softly, "And what of you? What of Great O pheus, from whom you
cone?"

"I amto be disnmissed fromHortation; but ny principle is still a Peer

O pheus never changes."

Socrates asked, "And who is the happiest of nen? Wuld you say it was Croesus



of Lydi a? Sone called himthe weal thiest of men, once.™

Neo- Or pheus narrowed his eyes. "What? \What are you sayi ng?"

Enmphyri o said, "You are to be poor. Phaethon and Daphne will donate the
technol ogy of the portable noetic reader to the New College. This, in order to
give the New Coll ege the prestige it needs, the prestige you once gave the old
Col | ege. "

Neo- Or pheus stood for a while in thought, downcast, features still.

"I recall now—+t returns slow y—the prediction that, w thout a financi al
enpire to interest him Opheus will withdraw into sl ower and sl ower conputer
spaces, and fade. Unless he nends his ways, ny father will not be present at

t he next Transcendence."

Al three men were silent for a tine.

Enmphyrio said, "When | becane self-aware, | traveled far, far into the
extrapol ati ons, and saw the nmany futures the Sophotechs foresaw. Because
woul d be willing to speak the truth to nmen, even though | amto be reviled for
it, I was allowed to keep what | saw, and return. Part of that is what | cane

here today to say to you."

Neo- Orpheus did not |ook interested, but he said: "Speak your piece, then."
Enmphyrio took out a tablet fromhis garb, and held it up. "Here is ny
prophecy: This New College, at least for a tine, is dom nated by Dark-G ays
and Invariants. A warlike spirit grows.

"The Bel li potent Conposition forms again. O her war heroes, Banbeck and Carter
and Kinnison, Vidar the Silent and Val demar the Sl ayer, are reconpiled out of
archives, or constructed, or born

"This New Col | ege gathers funds to |l aunch an expedition to follow after the
Phoeni x Exultant to Cygnus X-1, crewed by nilitia, and by avatars of the
War-mnd. This expedition is meant to avenge Phaethon's death (should that be
his fate) or, if he lives, then to protect Phaethon's new colony there from
counterattack. At Cygnus X-1 the New Col |l ege establishes a shipyard, and an
arsenal, and reopens the singularity fountains of the Second Cecunene. Wth
the infinite energy at their command, they are able to construct hulls for a
fleet of ships Iike Phaethon's, but ships devoted to war.

"Meanwhi |l e, here, our New Col |l ege urges censures against, not nmerely those who
destroy their own humanity, but also those who, through |ack of fervor or
zeal, erode the confidence of the soldier, or who fail to donate to the war
chest, or who, by not defending their civilization, threaten (so the New
Col I ege characterizes it) all humanity with destruction

"This New Col | ege provokes | oud-voiced critics, and schools forned expressly
to defeat its goals. The public debate tears at our Gol den Cecunene |ike none
before or since; patriots and peace | overs accuse each ot her of blindness;
understanding is lost; both sides nourn the passing of a sinpler, finer age.
"Few understand or renmenber what | will tell them the Transcendence said that
war is the context within which peace exists; and that peace is not possible
without it."

Neo- Or pheus said, "Does that mean the Transcendence favored war? O opposed
it?"

Enmphyri o merely shook his head. "I cannot express it nmore clearly than | have
said. The matter is sinple, yet complex. None can be blamed who kill attackers
in self-defense. The blanme lies el sewhere.”

"Wher e?"

"The Transcendence revealed to ne that our mission, the mission of al

manki nd, during these coning ages of horror is to recall one deep truth:
recall, and do not forget, that the Lords of the Second Cecunene are nen |ike
oursel ves, who know pain and the surcease of pain, who know what it is to have
a dream and to lose a dream This is what | cane to say."

And he bowed, turned, and wal ked off through the gathering snow.

Socrates, leaning on his walking stick, rose to his feet with a sigh

"Neo- Orpheus, you fear we shall all turn into machines w thout souls, unless
the censures of the College of Hortators restrain us. | fear war shall turn us
all into men without souls."”



A bitter little frown tugged at the corner of the nmouth of Neo-O pheus. "No
matter. There have been wars before. Wars pass. | shall remain."

"What is your plan, then? For | know even a man as withered as you still keeps
a dream of one sort or another in him ny friend."

Neo- Or pheus said, "Ha! O pheus does not |live except to continue his life. He
has no desire except for nore life, and nore. But during a war, the Second
Cecunene mght destroy the infrastructure here in the Inner System The

Sophot ech housi ngs where he and | keep our ten thousand backups all m ght be

destroyed. But the portable noetic reader... you see? ... allows an escape."
Socrates |aughed. "So you will join Phaethon? Even you? He holds you in no
esteem Phaethon will surely charge you half your wealth before he will et

you store backup copies of yourself on his ship to scatter through the void."
"Wealth well spent. How better to ensure there is always an O pheus somewhere
in the universe?"

He rai sed his hand and pointed to the notto inscribed over the doors there. It
was the only decoration, the only mark, on the otherw se dull, blank walls.
The notto read: | Amthe Eneny of Death. | Do Not Intend to Die.

Neo- Or pheus bowed, turned, and reentered his dark house.

Socrates sat on the stair with a sigh. Wth a wave of his hand he call ed
closer the spiderlike renotes that were nmeant to dispose of the flesh he wore,
once it was enpty.

He nuttered, "Some do not fear it, nmy friend."

Qut from beneath his cloak, he took up a wooden drinking bow, and raised it
to his lips.

Ganni s was waking up in terror

In the artificial noon, made of adamantium gold, was a | arge anphitheater

here was a round table, also of adamantium w th a hundred gol den thrones on
whi ch a hundred versions of hinself were kept Sone groaned, sone wept; others
were still in partial Transcendence, eyes gl assy, or were stepping down from
m nd-to-nind, but were not yet restored to normal consciousness.

Thr ough high windows in mdair shone the scene from outside the Gannis

pl anetoi d: the bright new sun of Jupiter, surrounded by a ring brighter than
any star, and this ring cut the window fromside to side |like a rai nbow of
pure fire. Usually the inage cheered him this rainbow (as he called it) that
had led to the pot of gold for Gannis. This was the equatorial supercollider
The sight did not cheer himnow One of himwoke, and saw the confused faces
on the thrones to either side of him The one next to him asked: "Self! Is
there any better news fromthe | ater sections of the Transcendence? | fell out
of the communi on two hours ago; the Gannis there has been out for severa

days. Have the gathered minds of all mnind-kind changed their ninds?"

The new y-woken Ganni s answered: "The judgment is harsh. Qur fellow nmen will
not understand. But we did no wong! The cheating was legal! It was legal!"

A Ganni s who had been out of Transcendence for several days called from across
t he expanse of the table: "Orders are already being cancel ed! Commer-cialists
are withdrawi ng their advertisenents! Patrons are being reprogramed—-and this
is fromthe early risers, just mass-m nds and mansi on houses, nostly! The
Gannis Fifty-group will not answer when we ask for extrapol ati ons of the |oss;
t he accountancy program crashed itself rather than answer."

One of the Gannises from hal fway across the table answered, "Brothers! O her
selves! It cannot be so bad! | was involved with a mass-mind entangled wth
the Bel | i potent Composition before | woke. They wl|l

be making a war fleet of ships |like the Phoeni x—{hey need our metal! Surely,
surely all is not |ost.

Anot her Ganni s opened his eyes. Hi s face still was shining with the peace and
supreme confidence of a tran-shuman. He was perhaps only partly awake; perhaps
be did not know what he was saying, for the words booned out wi thout any
hesitation, and he smiled, despite the gloonmy word: "I was with the Oient
Overm nd-group. | renenber the high thoughts: listen

"We, Gannis, are guilty of no conspiracy agai nst Phaethon. W are not, and
never have been, a confidant of Scaranobuche or Xenophon. Rejoice, O Gannis, to



know our reputations cleansed of all suspicion

"W, Gannis, have arranged our affairs to profit by Phaethon's eventua
bankruptcy and failure. There is no illegality in this; sharp business
practice, perhaps; unkindness, maybe. Wongdoi ng? Possibly not."

Several of the Ganni ses who had been out of the Transcendence for hours or
days now started timdly to smle at each other: but those who were nore

recently connected, or who still had interm ttent sub-connections, did not
smle. Their faces were drawn and pal e.

"And yet..."

Now all the faces of all the Gannises at the great round table grew pale.
"And yet, we shall |ose business partners, friends. Several of our w ves and
counterwives will divorce us. Why? Because, during the Transcendence, the

i nner soul of Gannis was exami ned... and found wanting.

"No, we had not known anything was am ss with Phaet hon, but we had suspected.
"When, during Phaethon's Inquest, the Hortator's records falsely showed

Phaet hon redacting hinmself, Gannis knew that this was wildly out of character
for Phaethon; yet we said nothing.

"Li kewi se, earlier, when Phaethon's |oans had exceeded all reasonable limt,
and his bankruptcy seemed certain, again, Gannis said nothing, nade no nove to
hel p Phaet hon, our alleged partner. |Instead, we naneuvered to benefit by his
fall.

"Look into your own souls, Gannis. W now see the notive hidden, for a tine,
fromus, fromall of us. But now we know it. The Transcendence knows it. Al

of us know it; all mankind; friends, peers, colleges, colleagues, artists,

t hi nkers, media, partials, competitors. AIl."

Sil ence hung in the chanber.

No Gannis in the chanmber net the eye of the Gannis to either side of him Each
knew t he unspoken thought.

Fear had |l ed him Fear of conpetition from Helion

Ganni s had struggl ed and taken risks to achieve bis high status: he wanted to
rest fromthe struggle, and enjoy his rewards. Having established a lucrative
busi ness enpire, Gannis had wanted that enpire to be maintained w thout
further effort, to be protected fromHelion's challenge to his business
interests, to be protected fromreality.

One of the nmenmbers of Gannis who had been Iying slunped on the gol den tabletop
now stirred and raised his head, and said, "Brothers, other selves; we are not
as bad as all that! Recall how, |ast Transcendence, Gannis had been | auded!
Under Argento-rium the gathered m nds praised us! W were known then to be
daring, innovative, a benefactor of mankind. "

Hi s voice trailed off.

A Ganni s who had just cone out of Transcendence said bitterly, "I did not
realize how much | had changed. How fearful | had grown. G own? Shrunk. M
soul is small, these days."

Anot her Gannis, one of the earliest ones awake, now opened his mouth to
object. He was about to say

that everyone, after all, was m serable and fearful and deceptive and afraid.
Al'l businessmen did business this way. Everyone did it, right?

The early Gannis closed his nouth. Everyone in the chanber knew what he had
been about to say. They all |ooked at him skeptically.

They all had just seen the souls of all mankind. And they knew, now, that
everyone did not do business that way. Not everyone was afraid, sneaky,

di shonest. It was amazi ng how few people were. What a horrible thing to find
out!

That Gannis, the early one, slouched in his throne, and said no nore.

There was a stir in the chanber.

The main Gannis on the central throne opened his eyes and raised his hand. The
ot her awake Ganni s-segnents tried to orient with him and grew dazed by the

i nformation overload. By this, they knew this was not the normal over-Gannis
t al ki ng.

This was the Transcendence itself, or a remmant of it, sone segnent of the



gathered minds of all civilization still interlinked, now speaking through
hi m

It said:

"Your daughter is fated to die."

H s own personal problens forgotten, the Gannis group around the table called
on the stored energies and conmputer space of the Gannis planetoid. Recklessly,
wi t hout proper preparation, they linked up to the still-partly-Transcended
Ganni s Overmi nd.

A fortune in conputer tine was burned away in a nonment. Gannis hardly noticed
A little sub-Transcendence, consisting only of Gannis, of his associates and
col | eagues, and of the few

mllions interlinked through the overm nd, now took place in Jupiter space.
This little Transcendence predicted (or decided) that the Never-First |eader
cal l ed Unnoi ghotep, also called Ungannis of lo, who conspired with Xenophon of
Far-beyond and the Not hi ng Machi ne to nake war upon the CGol den Qecunene, woul d
be sought and caught, convicted of treason and attenpted mass nurder, and
killed, erased with no possibility of resurrection

It had been she, in her guise as the tentacl ed rugose cone, who had accosted
Phaet hon outside the Curia House. Wth the help of Scaramuche (who was riding
her back in the formof a polyp) she had shown Phaet hon the thought card to
infect himwith the mnd virus which, later, nade him hallucinate the attack
by Scaranpuche outside the Red Manorial Mausol eum

Unganni s had therefore been party to the attenpt to seize control of the
Phoeni x Exultant and to use her as a warship. Ungannis had contenplated, wth
gl ee, the com ng destruction of Mercury Equilateral, the solar north polar
civilization, the orbital Sophotechs near Earth, and the Transcendence itself.
For that, she would be chased, caught, and kill ed.

Most of the drama of Ungannis's futile attenpt to escape had al ready been

pl ayed out during a half second of Transcendence tine (during which, the union
of all m nds had been disgusted that they need be distracted by the unpl easant
necessity to attend to this distasteful nmatter).

The remai nder was fated (so ran the prediction) to be concluded during the
Fourth Month after, the Month of Fading Recollections. At that tine, Temer and
Intrepid and Sanspeur Lacedai mon of the Dark-Gray (all wardens fromthe |ate
Sixth Era, and Chi efs-Advocate for the Constabulary), would find the | ast of
the self-replicating informati on storages where her nounenal self was hidden
Sone copies of herself were coded as parts of a nosaic; another, as changi ng
nonrandom fractal s anong the shapes of clouds in the |onian atnosphere; others
in places nore imaginative yet; every copy maki ng as nmany copies of herself as
her avail abl e energy budget all owed.

But the Transcendence knew her pl ans before she knew them hersel f. Foolishly,
she had been in the Transcendence, too, so self-satisfied that she never

i magi ned anyone woul d criticize her for her crimes (so she thought) once they
under st ood.

Understand they did. Well enough to find every place she planned to hide. Wl
enough to spend the effort in time and manpower to track her down, no matter
what the cost.

The [ ast copy of Ungannis was found in a hiding place taken froma nystery
story conposed so long ago that the idea was a cliche: inside the facets of a
genst one, whose altered nol ecul ar structure refracted the light to record the
t hought - pat t er ns.

The Constabl es gat hered them al |

Sone of the copies nmutated. Others radically redacted thensel ves, attenpting
to destroy the guilty nenories she held so as to nake herself (in her own

m nd, at |east) innocent of wong when caught. Many would attenmpt to "redeent
hersel f, using self-consideration editors to alter opinions and enotions on
herself, to programherself to regret her horrid acts. (Many of these

sel f-changes were cosnetic only. She never thought to reprogram her basic

phi | osophy, which gave rise to those opinions.)

The public dismay and anger surrounding the trials of these nyriad of copies,



woul d, if anything, be worse than that surroundi ng the New Coll ege's
mlitarism Ancient |egal precedent established that persons could not escape
debt or penalty by making thensel ves forget their past, unless the changes
were so gl obal, and so fundamental, as to be legally equival ent to suicide,
and the rewitten version was then considered a child, a new entity. This
precedent woul d be cruel when, carried out to its |ogical extreme, hundreds of
young wonen, copies of Ungannis, innocent, self-ignorant, suspecting nothing
am ss, would be haul ed before the Curia to stand trial for their lives, and be
execut ed.

O her copies would express their contrition and regret, and woul d di splay, on
any public channel, how in their innmost thoughts they had no reservations, no
desire to do these horrid acts again. Al would plead for nercy; nercy would
not be shown.

The peaceful and graceful peoples of the Gol den Cecunene woul d wonder, aghast,
at this severity, and question: Wiy did the Transcendence, the cul ni nation of
all the wisdomof civilization and history, allow this to happen? Wy these
poi ntl ess deaths, this bitter vengeance?

That question could be answered. Certain copies of Ungannis were here, "now'
as part of the Transcendence, for, all nenory of her own w ongdoi ng erased,
she had seen no reason not to link minds with all her neighbors. Only as she
joined, and all old nenories were reviewed, did she see the horrid truth: that
she was a woul d-be nass nurderess.

The part of the Transcendence that was Ungannis set aside certain nmenories to
be stored with those who woul d ot herwi se be aghast at her multiple executions.
In those menories she showed the choices that the supreme intellect and

i nsight of the Transcendence had shown her

The extrapol ati on was detail ed enough to predict her last oratory word for
word: "All those copies of ne | have made (will nmake) still believed ny sane
core values, still knew (will know) that to be human was to be a sick,

di seased, failed thing, full of weakness, pride.

and hate. The Transcendence told nme (tells nme now) that if | change those core
values in nyself, that if | programmy copies to reject the root causes which

led me to ny crimes, that | would be spared execution. | refused! (I shal
refuse!) | spit upon your mercy!

"My core val ues cannot be challenged. | would rather die than give up ny

i deas. Deep in ny soul, | know, by nystical intuition not open to question

i nspection, or debate, that humanity is a vile disease. The only thing which
once, long ago, made hunan life tolerable at all, was the glad know edge t hat

each generation of that di sease would be wi ped out by old age, and a new
generation of children, tenporarily innocent, would take its place. Wo, now,
needs to avenge the destruction of the Knights Tenplar by King Philip the Fa
of France? Who needs to avenge the persecution of the Christians by

Di ocl etian, the persecution of the pagans by Constantine? No one! The nerciful
cycle of endl ess death has wiped all their crinmes away. But if Philip, if
Diocletian, if Constantine were all still alive, then their intolerable crines
woul d never, not ever be punished!

"But you have stopped the cycle of death, you have rusted the turning wheel of
t he generations! And every cruel act, every harsh word, every slight, and
petty donination done to a child, now, now that you have inflicted imortality
upon us all, all those crinmes will last forever!

"My father, Gannis, was cruel to me as a child! There were things | wanted

whi ch he did not provide. Desires | had which | wanted satisfied! Toys and
ganes and contests; | wanted to conmand the respect of others; | wanted to
change the world for the better. | was not con-lent to be nade to fee

inferior to the Sophotechs. Wre any of these desires satisfied? Not one!

"And so, when | was young, because | knew that | mght change nmy mnd as |
grew ol der, one night, when no one was alert, | used my father's unregul ated
sel f-consideration circuit to fix my enotions in place, vowing that |I would
never forget, never forgive, the insults and indifference heaped on ne! \Wat
kind of cruel, endlessly cruel civilization is this, when the tears of a child

-



cannot be wi ped away? | hate you all
"Filth of the Col den Qecunene (or the Rusted Cecunene, as | call her)! Now

have forced you to kill ne, to kill a hundred innocent versions of ne, so that
your lily-white hands run red with the blood of children! Your pious fraud
stands exposed in all its cruelty: this civilization, built on reason and

logic, is nothing but an endl ess state of oppression, an endl ess charne

house, and you are all an endless |ine of rubber-faced man-' nequins. Sl ash
your faces all with razors and you will not bleed! Qut of all this great
civilization of which you are all so proud, only ny desires, nmy human desires,
could not be satisfied! Only | suffer! Only I am human! | amthe |ast human
being alive in all the Solar System and you vile machi nes and pets of

machi nes and pretend- humans have finally found the guts to kill ne! Now you
are nurderers; now | have nade you human, too! Here, in death, is victory!"
During the little Transcendence in Jupiter, Gannis threw nore than one fortune
away, trying to maintain, by hinself, the type of infrastructure and

t hought - speeds necessary to reach Transcendent thought space.

He | ooked for a solution. He sought a future where his daughter could be
saved.

And he found a copy of Ungannis still in the circuits of lo, still lingering
in the Transcendence. She was staring in disbelief, running over and over
again, a certain extrapolation that predicted the reaction for her gallows
speech.

The fiery deat h-speech she thought woul d shock the CGol den Oecunene to its
foundations elicited little nore than cool nockery, perhaps a touch of faint
cont enpt .

Ganni s cane flooding through the wires, bringing the little Transcendence with
him It only |lasted a second or two—even he, with all his wealth, could not

mai ntai n such a sustained effort for |ong—but during that second, his daughter
had a nmonent to think

And to think with all the brain power of nmillions hel ping her

The option was still open to her that, instead of fleeing, her nenories could
be preserved inside a person, sonewhat |ike herself, but w thout her fixed

val ues. The change woul d be so radical that the Curia would consider her
legally, to be a different person. She woul d adopt the conforting belief that
she was the sane person. But one irony of this would be that she (a different

| egal person) would no longer be inline to be the heir of Gannis even if al

of himshould die. Her attenpt at escape, her attenpt to confound the norality
of the Curia by presenting her captors with hundreds of innocent or repentant
copies or herself, would not have to take place, if she chose that it would
not .

It was not too late. Ungannis could choose another future than this one.

Wul d she?

And the little Transcendence refused to predict or decide that outcone.

AND AGES YET UNGUESSED COME

Helion was the last man on Earth to | eave the Hi gh Transcendence. In it, he
saw a vision of the future. His future. Wile it |asted, he was the center of
attention, of controversy, of comment, of censure, of praise. It was his tine.
During the Hi gh Transcendence, Helion was not aware of hinself as his own
person, any nore than a man whose whol e concentration is focused on sonme task
of exacting skill, or on sonme sense-dissolving ecstasy, is self-aware.

Instead, all the awareness of thought was conposed of thought. And even in the
same way as a work of art, or an excited conversati on anmong cl ose friends, can
take on a life of itself, the thought of thought took on its own life.
Helion's dreamradi ated out into the thoughtspace like the rays of a sun. He
found his thoughts and hal f-thoughts picked up by others and conpl eted, others
whose thoughts, in turn, were fulfilled by others yet, reflected upon

bri ght ened, polished, returned better than they left, the way respondi ng

pl anets, filled with life, send back then-bright reflections to the centra
sun, who, w thout those green planets, is barren hinself.

Each participant was justly proud of his contribution to the overall result,



no one able to claimcredit for the whole, in the same way that a school of

t hought or a novenent in the arts or sciences has no one author, but neither
is the genius of the founders of that school obscured or made anonynous.
Wthin the vision, Helion, a thousand years from now, stood on the bal conies
of his Solar Array, housed in a body uni magi nabl e to nbdern science, one in
whi ch the singularity science of the Second Qecunene coul d weave neutroni um
into his bones, and power bis nervous systemfroma heart |like a black hole.
In this time to come, the fol ded origani of space itself would be one nore
tool affecting the science, art, philosophy, of those few human-shaped bei ngs
left.

For in that age, a thousand years hence, with the war with the Second Cecunene
still just beginning, Helion was among the few who could afford the

af fectati on of continued human appearance. By the graceful standards of the
nodern age, that future tine would be an age of lead, colorless and drab, with
fl anboyance and frivolity |ong dead, all sacrificed to the needs of war.
Necessity, grimnecessity, would harass and haunt each step and thought of the
citizens of the next Transcendence, to be held under the gui dance of a

Sophot ech not yet designed, to be called, no doubt, Ferric Sophotech

Hel i on stood and | ooked out upon the many parallel rows of supercolliders,
hangi ng |i ke bridges of gold, |ike highways of |ight, across the surface of

t he phot osphere, the solar equator ringed not once, but many tinmes, wth

machi nes of prodigi ous power, creating strips of gol den adanmanti um

Rai si ng eyes equi pped with senses not yet discovered, which could penetrate,
by means of ghost-particle echoes, all opacities of darkness or of blinding
light, Helion sent his gaze on high, and saw, towering infinitely above him
space-el evators, rising like beanstal ks out fromthe unthinkable gravity of

t he sun, extendi ng upward, endl essly, past the orbits that had once held
Mercury and Venus. Fromthe cities at the "tops" of those towers, nore towers
reached out, these made of energy, not neutronium and ran entirely across the
system These rivers of light ran to positions in the ice belts and Cort

cl ouds, where truly nmassive spheres, nore than planets in dianeter, housed
Sophot echs of new desi gn. These Sophotechs were utterly cold, constructed of
subatom c particles held in superdense matrixes in vast blocks of "material"
in the state of absolute zero tenperature. Only this icy perfection was dense
enough and rigid enough and predictabl e enough to house the new generation of
t hi nki ng machi nes.

Al ong these towers was nore surface area than the present of the whole Gol den
Cecunene. Land cubic was cheaper than air. The cores of the towers woul d
contai n Second Cecunene singularity fountains, so that energy was cheaper than
either. Helion, |ooking up, was able to "see" the great vessels of gold,
hundreds of kilonmeters in length, piloted by his further scions, braver
versions of hinself, Bellerophon and |Icarus. The sons of Helion were eager to
follow into the abyss of space their eldest brother, Phaethon, of whom no
report had yet returned, for Phaethon maintained strict radio silence during
his many | ong voyages.

The shining ships of the sons of Helion each held worlds in their nenories,
endl ess menageries, transcripts of all mnds and souls of any in the Gol den
Cecunene who volunteered to be recorded. In this way. should eneny assault
somehow el ude the conpl ex protections, and the Sol ar System be destroyed, the
Gol den Cecunene, as long as a single ship survived, would |ive again. And what
Hel i on of that day and age used for eyes turned outward again, seeing distant
stars and constel |l ations, hearing the pul se of nmusic, the mathematics of
rational conversation, not fromone, but fromscores of worlds.

Sone col oni es were decoys, entire invented civilizations, dreanmed to the |ast
detail and nuance, but existing only in Sophotechnic imaginati ons. These were
decoys neant only to lure Silent Cecumene soldiers down to worlds that seened
popul ated but which were, in fact, nmerely Atkins, Atkins in endl ess nunbers,
waiting with endl ess patience to destroy any who dared make war.

But other colonies were colonies in truth, called by fanciful nanes: the
Silver QCecunene and the Quick-Silver, founded at Proxinma and Wl f 359; and the



Oecunenes of Bronze or Orachil cumnear Tau Ceti; or the warlike Cecunene of
Adamantium circling the dragon star Sigma Draconis; and the N ghted Cecunene,
founded by the Neptunians in the deep of space, far from any sun, but seething
with activity, noise, and novenent.

These col oni es were those brave enough or foolish enough to taunt the Silent
Lords, by revealing their locations in signs of fire, allowing to escape into
the void the radio noise and activities of industry, of planetary engi neering,
and the establishment of further Sol ar

But there would be nore colonies than this, several civilizations—younger
artificial worlds and systens, not yet ready to face the Silent Lords in
conbat .

Each younger, quiet Qecunene relied, at first (not unlike her foe) on silence
to mask her activities; she would wait for sonme future day to erupt into a
First Transcendence of her own. On that day, the new OCec-unmene would end her

| ong chil dhood, raise her radio arrays, and sing out to the surrounding stars
of what acconplishnments, arts, sciences, and advancenents she had made during
her long centuries of quiet. And she would have her version of Atkins, as if
with trunpets sounding froma battlement, send out a general challenge to the
Silent Lords, daring themto conbat, warning them away. But each would al so
have their version of Ariadne Sophotech singing like a siren to the stars,
inviting the Silent Ones to give up their sick, insane crusade, to rejoin the
body of mankind, to rest fromthe weariness of war and hate.

As Helion stood and | ooked out, an image of Rhadamant hus stepped up quietly
behi nd Helion on his bal cony, appearing |ike a color sergeant from a regi nent
of British riflemen. Rhadamant hus asked: "Well, sir, Ferric Sophotech will
soon begin the next Transcendence. Looking back over the past thousand years,
is mlord satisfied with what the future turned out to have hel d?"

Helion reflected. "I am pleased that the cacophile novenment failed. Wen
Unganni s repudi ated all her beliefs, and becane Lucretia, ny wife (and finally
got all the wealth she wanted), | think it was ny influence which hel ped, once
and for all, to put down that selfish mess of whiners. | think it was because
I was the cen-ter of the last Transcendence, and everyone who saw mny vision of
the future was inspired. That satisfies me. But..."

"But what ?"
"Rhadamant hus, we shoul d have di sbanded the Hor-tators when we had the chance!
I loved them | fought for them and it disheartens me to see them now. The

force of conscience and tradition, even in the npat easy of times, is often
too critical, too nmeddling, too harsh. But in times of war and public danger
that same force is invested with an aura of sanctity, of patriotic piety,
which renders it a terrible and unreasonabl e weapon. "

Rhadamant hus said gently: "Of all the Hortators, only that single one who

vot ed agai nst Phaet hons ban, Ao Prospero Circe of the Zooanthropic Incarnation
coven, was seated in the next session. Al the others were exposed to public
hum liation. But abolish the College altogether as an institution? No, sir.
Wthout it, the Parlianment would have arrogated to itself dangerous
privileges, as is often the case in time of war, ordering all citizens to
mlitary service; seizing control of the noney supply; requiring that no

di sl oyal comunications be spoken or witten, thought, or said; and commandi ng
all citizens to programtheir enptions to unalterable patriotism Surely such
t hi ngs must be done, for the sake of the necessities of war; but surely it is
a nightmare to allow such things to be done on anything other than a voluntary
basis."

Hel i on | ooked downcast. Hi s melancholy spirit brought a solemm quiet to his
eyes. "And yet, we may take confort in this war. It is so renote, so long
be-tween thrust and parry, and operates across such dis-tances, that whole
ages flow by w thout runor of the flames and pain and death whi ch have taken
pl ace, now here, now there. And further, the languid spirit which m ght have
ot herwi se descended on nmankind is startled awake by the sound of battle
trunpets in our half-slunmbering ear. W might all have sunk down into dreans,
by now, had not sonething real, and cruel, and necessary, forced us all to



action."”

Rhadamant hus | ooked politely nonplussed. "Wll, mlord, that is not quite
true. Actually, not true at all. Wars cost. Industry suffers; innovation |ags;
the spirit of joy is quelled; delight is replaced by fear. Respect for life is
cheapened. Hatred (which is the universal eneny of all things) is no |onger
despi sed; instead, hatred is now wel comed and appl auded and justified, and
called patriotic.

"Even a war as distant and slow and strange as this one, has harned us all,
and cheated us of many fine delights and freedons we woul d ot herwi se enjoy. It
is tragedy, mere tragedy, with no such benefits as nmilord would like to
pretend.”

Helion | ooked at him "And yet there is glory in it also, and nany brave acts.
Humanity at its finest."

Rhadamant hus said; "If mlord will forgive ne, | nust say, there are certain

t hi ngs about manki nd whi ch we machines will never understand. | truly hope we
never understand. Wuld you like to see humanity at its finest? Look up." And
the image raised its hand to point. There was one particular star to which he
poi nt ed.

Music, many years in transit, fromthat distant star, at this nonent fel
around Helion, and his nmany uni nagi nabl e senses cane awake. The star herself
shifted in her spectral characteristics and apparent lunminosity, as if a
Dyson's sphere, transparent until that noment, suddenly took on a geniike hue
or polarized all the radiation output into coherent comunication-I|aser

pul ses; or as if some Solar Array, vast beyond dream webbing the entire
surface of the star, tamed all the light shed into one huge synphony of

si gnal s.

The star trunpeted with chal |l enges, and a new Cecunene bl ared her nane out
into the wide night, boasting of her acconplishments, shining in the radio
light shed by her First Transcendence: the Phosphorescent Cecunene, she called
herself, the Civilization of Light, founded by Phaethon and Daphne and their
chil dren.

This star was farther than any other col ony had been, and safer, for no ship
of the Silent Oecunene.

cold, slow, quiet ships, would reach so far for centuries to cone.

Even at this point in history, the Silent Ones had no such technology to all ow
themto build a Phoeni x Exultant. How could they? Such a thing required a
supercol l i der and energy source the size of Jupiter to make the nmetal (and the
Silent Ones, |ong ago spread from Cygnus X-1, living in hiding, nomads, would
never dare to reveal their positions by building such a thing). And, even if
they did build one, any ships whose drives were kept baffled and cold woul d
never reach the velocities required to catch the bright, loud, roaring, fiery
Phoeni x Exultant in her flight.

Hel i on squinted and called nore senses to his aid, and delicate
instrumentation. For there, in the halo of sudden radi o noise and song and
nmoti on and |ight surroundi ng what had been, till now, merely one other
uncivilized star, he saw (or thought he saw) that bright sharp signature,

i ntensely Doppl er-shifted, which comes of nmassive anpbunts of antimatter
totally converting to energy, receding at nearly the speed of light.

Helion said, "This is the sign of Phaethon."

Rhadamant hus sai d, "Now, perhaps, now he finds nmore joy in life, having
survived so many strange adventures, and the odd horrors of the discovered

col onies of Cygnus X-1. But he is forever beyond their reach now The tiny
nmote of light which depicts his nbost recent accel eration burn has taken
hundreds of years to reach our eyes. Phaethon flies so far, so swiftly, that
even the light which carries news of himis |left behind."

Hel i on sai d, "Phaethon paused in his flight, far beyond the reach of his foes,
to wait for the wakening of this, his latest child. Now she is grown, and
calls herself the Cecunene of Light; and on he fares again, blazing!"

So he stood on the bal cony, gazing upward, hoping this group of Transcendence
nmessages fromthe Cecunene of Light would contain nmessages, also, from



Phaet hon, to him

"How I m ss him Rhadamanthus. How | regret..."

Rhadamant hus now | eaned and touched Helion's shoul der, wakening himfrom his
dream "Sir. That was only a projection. It is the Month of Resunption, now,
when everyone nust return to the burden of being no nore than hinself for
anot her thousand years. Phaethon has not departed yet. Even before |eaving
this system he begins the task that will occupy himfor countless thousands
of years; already he is chasing enenies.”

"No, that was a vision. The war | saw has not yet begun
"Once Phaet hon is done, the Phoenix Exultant shall return fromher refitting
at Jupiter one last time to Mother Earth, to pick up Daphne Tercius. Sir, it
is not too late."

Hel ion sat up in bed and | ooked around his bedchanber in Rhadanant hus House.
Qut si de the wi ndow, a rose garden, bloons gone, lifted enpty thorns beneath a
slate gray English winter sky. Shadows softened the dark rafters above. There
was a fire in the grate, but little could it dispel the cold, the gloomof the
January day.

"Not too late ... ?" nuttered Helion

"To go. To go with him sir. To foll ow your son to the stars.”

The Phoeni x Exul tant was in trans-Neptuni an space. At 350 AUs the sun was only
one of the brighter stars. The ship's three-kilonmeter-w de main di sh had been
depl oyed, hanging in space nearby, and was pointed back toward the | nner
System synchroni zed with orbital radio-lasers near Jupiter. Mre ship fue

was being used to maintain radi o comruni cation than to decelerate the

hundr ed- ki | omet er-1 ong vessel

Those aboard who were still within the Transcendence had sl owed their persona
times to a nere snail crawl. Hours passed between a signal sent fromthis

di stance and any reply fromthe I nner System Sophotechs. There was a slightly
shorter lag-tine during communion with the Invariant populations in the cities
in space at the leading and trailing Trojan points in Jupiter's orbit.

Phaet hon had under gone naval vastening, and was one with the ship. He was in
four-on four-off, spending every other watch in the transhuman state of

consci ousness. However, as the ship approached her goal, Phaethon was finding
the nmenory-distractions too great, the transitions too jarring, and woke up
There he was, in his specially designed high-acceleration body, in his
Chrysadamanti um arnor, in the captain's chair, on the main bridge.

Exactly where he was neant to be.

Aboard in the ship's mndspace were the two wardens fromthe Dark-G ay

Mansi on, Tener Lacedai-non, and Vidur-yet-to-be. For |egal purposes, and to
fill out the nmenmory of Vidur Lacedai nbn once he was born, this partial was
standing in the place of his unborn principle.

The main decel erati on burn had ended, and the grav-ity was only at two or
three tinmes Earth normal, so the Lacedai noni ans were able to manifest

t hensel ves in physical bodies on the bridge.

Vi dur Lacedai non wore a bl ack nanomachi ne coating, much |ike Phaethon's own

i nner garnment. The inner coat was webbed with vertical formulation rods.

to assist the several Warlock Wl f-mnds Vidur kept stored in | ower
conpartnents of his mnd; the inner coat contained a para-matter generator and
a set of tenplates, to allow Vidur to nmaterialize any additional clothing or
gear he mght require.

Temer Lacadai non was a Dark-Gray, and was concerned with tradition just as
much as any Silver-Gay manorial; but his traditions were strange and grimto
Phaet hon. He did not appear as a Second Era Englishman (as a Silver-Gay would
have done). Instead, he wore a police uniformfromthe late Sixth Era, a
symbi ot that was grown into his skin cells, but which left his hands and head
free. This synbiot kept Temer warm and well fed, protected himfrom

accel eration shock or blood | oss. Upon inpact, it would stiffen into arnor;
reflective tissues becane visible when anbi ent energy or |aser-1ight inpinged
on the synbiot surface. ' The symbiot's nane was Mrnnur; and it was ten

t housand years old, for it had been granted imortality by O pheus to



conmenor ate Temer's grandfather, Pausanias, who had worn M mmur during the
Sixth Era Riot Control police actions that had clainmed his life. The uniform
was dark gray in hue, of course

Hol stered at his belt was a vari abl e-energy baton, whose grip was slick and
bl ack with age. This weapon was naned W dow rmaker, and it was even ol der than
the uniform

In the circuits of the weapon, the New Coll ege had prepared the multiple
simul ati ons of every death, of all the pain, |loss, and grief of all w dows,
orphans, lost partners, |ost selves, which so many woul d have suffered for so
| ong, had Xenophon or his agents successfully used the Phoenix Exultant to
attack the hel pl ess Gol den Cecunene during Transcendence. Tener carried a
mllion purgatories' worth of pain with him so that, when Xenophon was
caught, he could be killed not once but as many tines as he would have killed
hi-victinms, had his plans succeeded.

To see a civilized man carrying such a deadly antique rem nded Phaet hon of
Atkins, and of the old sol-

dier's habit of carrying a cerenonial sword. Wth ha mnd still haunted by the
vi sions fromthe Transcendence, Phaethon was surprised to find how nornal the
sight | ooked to him He was shocked that he was not shocked.

Vi dur said, "The New College, when it is forned, will applaud you for this
donation of your time, and the use of your ship."

Phaet hon smiled, and sent the smile onto the ship channels, so that the two

war dens could see it through his faceplate. "Gentlenen, |I am honored; and yet
| cannot entirely overlook the fact that, for good or for ill, I will be
beyond the reach of the applause, or the censure, of the College of Hortators,
inavery little time fromnow | plan to return only once nore to Earth, to
finish resupplying, and to pick up crew. "

Temer said, "You are young yet, Phaethon. Eventually, you will return from
star voyagi ng, or human civilization, in ships yet unbuilt, of designs yet
undreamed, will overtake you. It may be a thousand years fromnow, or ten

t housand, or a hundred; but you and | will meet again. You will not be the
only one to travel anong the stars, | prom se you that."

Phaet hon saw Vidur smile at Tener's conment. Young? Phaet hon supposed that to
a man not yet properly born, the difference between a four-thousand-year-old
and an el even-thousand-year-old did not seemthat great.

The ship-mnd said, "W are approaching the all eged source of the
ghost-particle signals."

D onedes was not physically present, but an imge of himwas projected from

t he ship-m nd space where he lived into the sense-filters of the nen on the
bridge. Being a collateral menber of the Silver-Gay, D onmedes had his inage
enter through the air lock, had it cast a shadow, gave his footsteps echoes,
and had it wal k across the whole length of the bridge to approach the three
men, and so on, rather than having a self-inmage fade in out of nowhere. The

i mage was dressed in the normal costune of the Silver-Gay; coat, tie, jacket,
shoes.

D onedes said, "I've made a second copy of nyself, so | can still participate
in the Transcendence while hel ping you here, Captain—say | call you Captain?"
Phaet hon said, "Certainly. But you will not get paid until you sign ny
articles.”

"Be that as it may; ny 'upper-brother' still in the Transcendence has done a
much nore thorough analysis than | have done. Hrph. He had hel p. Mars-nind

i nvented new anal ytical tools for conbing through the data...."

Phaet hon said, "Does he confirmour results?"

"He does. Ghost particles fromthis point in space are being rotated into
virtuality, transmtted to variabl e broadcast receivers around Triton and
Nerei d, and rotated back into reality. Xenophon was nmeshed with the Neptunian
Duma when the Duma was brought into the Transcendence."

"I's Xenophon still there?" asked Phaethon. "In the Transcendence?"

D onedes said, "My upper self and | think so. Look."'"

The mirrors on the bridge cane to life. Mst remained bl ank: heat and



pani cul ate matter, el ectromagnetic energy, was the sane as the normal
background of enpty space here. But the Silent Oecunene-built ghost-particle
array aboard the Phoeni x Exultant was receiving pul ses of sem nonexi stent
waves from an area | ess than one AU distant. A repeated inage technique

al l owed a shadowy picture to formin one mrror

Here was a hernmit cell, webbed with antidetectioa gear, floating in space,

hi dden inside a ball of ice half a nile across, a conetary head.

The gear detected a ghost-particle array, perhaps as snmall as several yards
across, exchanging signals with a transponder near Neptune.

Vi dur scowl ed. "So Xenophon has al ready seen the next ten thousand years of
our plans and goal s, assessed our strength, counted our troops."

Temer said, "The disadvantage of life in a free and open soci ety—we' ve
forgotten how to | ock our doors.™""

Di onedes held up a single finger. "One. W've only got one trooper. Don't need
to be a Sophtech to count that high."

Phaet hon said, "If one were equal to one according to the math of these Swans
from Cygnus, we'd have less trouble fromthem"

D onedes said, "The Transcendence did not predict that the Silent Ones could
maintain a full-scale war against us for any length of time. Un At |east what
an entity to whom a thousand years is but a day regards as 'a long tine."' "
Vi dur spoke with the certainty very young nen tend al ways to have: "CQur

predi ctions were unduly optimstic, | amsure, and nade the spy to snmile."
Temer said, "He would smle just as nuch if our predictions overestimated the
Sil ent Cecunene strength as underestimated. "

Phaet hon said, "He nust have seen this ship, even at this distance. W are
huge, and we nake a |l ot of noise, and our stern is toward him as we

decel erate. What is be thinking? Is this a trap?"

Temer said, "Suppose he had an escape shi p—the Phoeni x should be able to
outrun anything in space. And how far could he go? | think he is saving fuel
He is going to be caught in any case."

Di onedes | ooked si del ong at Phaet hon, and raised a hand to hide a discreet
cough. This was one of the Silver-Gay traditions, indicating a wish for a
private word or two.

Phaet hon's sense filter linked with D omedes. An inmagi nary sol ari um appear ed
around them It did not quite have the usual Silver-Gay attention to detail.
Instead of an English garden scene appearing outside the eastern w ndows of

t he porch, an image of Phaethon on his throne, continuing a conversation with
Vi dur and Tener, appeared, so that the two men could track what was happeni ng
inthe outer reality.

Di onedes sat. "You seemtroubled, friend."

Phaet hon poured hinmself a cup of imaginary tea. He sipped it, staring noodily
into the mddle distance. He said, "I wish | could remenber what it was | had
been thi nki ng during the Transcendence. My body, acting nore or less on its
own, sent the Phoenix Exultant out here. It seened |like a good idea at the
tinme."

Di onedes said, "There is no mystery. The Gol den Cecunene has only one
operating ghost-particle array. And it is aboard this ship."

"lI's Atkins aboard?"

"l am sure he nust be."

"The ship brain is still half-asleep. | don't even know what is really going
on."

Di onedes | eaned across the table and patted Phaethon's armin a friendly
fashion. "Don't fret so! Once the Transcendence is concluded, and all are

restored to their normal states, communication lines will be restored, records
will be set back in order. In the meanwhile, look at the fine gifts we al

got! You now have sonething like Helion's nultiple parallel brain
conpartnents, but with no speed |l oss; | have a nechanismfor interpreting

War | ock-type intuitions using a subroutine. See how insightful | amthese
days?"

Di onedes | eaned back and inspected his friend. "Hm M intuition tells nme you



are still uneasy."

Phaet hon sighed. "I amgetting tired of always acting on blind faith. \Wen I
do not have gaps in ny nenory, | have gaps in ny know edge. | always seemto
be forced to trust that either nmy old self, or some Sophotech, has thought out
the details of what | am about to do, and has already arranged everything to
cone out right—+t is a childish way to behave. | amtired of being a child."
Di onedes made his eyes crinkle up with a snmile. "You are so inpatient to | eave
this 'utopia ?"

"It was never a Uopia. It is a good system Maybe the best system But in
reality, everything has a cost. The cost of living in a systemwith fairly
benevol ent giant superintellects, frankly, is that you have to live as | have
done. Blindly."

He tuned one of the windows in the solariumto a view of the nearby stars.
Like jewels, they glittered against the vel vet dark

He said, "I yearn for the solitude of enpty spaces, D omedes. There, finally,
| shall stand on nmy own; and if | fall, the fault will be mne and m ne

al one. "

D onedes said, "I take it there is still sonething m ssing fromyour |ife?"
Phaet hon said, "There is still a gap in ny nenory. A period of two weeks from

seventy years ago i s gone; even Rhadamanthus does not have a record of it. |
visited a colony of purists living to the east of Eveningstar Manor. Records
show | shipped a container to Earth, to the enclave where Daphne was
originally born. Telenmetry data indicate there nay have been biol ogi -

cal material aboard. A fortnight. It's a blank. Even the Transcendence coul d
not fill in what was nmissing. | was aboard ship and cut off from al

communi cation. "

"The cani ster? You have no nedical officers or in-spection services on Earth?"
"We are not Neptunians, my good D omedes. Who woul d be so rude as to open up
someone el se's private container? | suppose the purists could have hired any

i nspectors they wi shed to exam ne their packages for thenm but purists do not
keep systemlinked records.”

Di onedes posted a rile where he enunerated the parallels between the purists
and the Erenites of beyond-Neptune. Neither group entered m nd-1inks of any

ki nd, not even Transcendence. Wiile the rest of civilization celebrated, they
remai ned on their farnms and bl ue houses. He said aloud: "W tend to think the
Sophot echs know everyt hing. But what they don't know, they don't know, do

t hey?"

Phaet hon stared at the i mge of the nearby stars, and scow ed.

Di onedes said plaintively, "But nothing so very inportant could have happened
in tw weeks could it?"

Meanwhil e, in the outer conversation, Tener was staring thoughtfully at the
chanmber hidden in the flying iceberg, watching the readings on the vol une of

i nformati on passing back and forth fromthe chanmber to Neptunian transponders.
"There is sonmeone still alive there," said Tener. "There is too nuch

i nformati on volunme for an automatic process. This is a mind participating in

t he Transcendence. He may not be aware of us because he is involved in the

vi sions. "

Phaet hon said, "Soneone still alive, yes, or someone |left behind."

Temer turned to him "You doubt the story told by Xenophon? That the Silent
One broadcast hinmself here across the abyss of space, and was picked up by
Nept uni an radi o- astrononers?"

"Everything the Swans say turns out to be a lie." said Phaethon. "Wy not
that, also a lie?"

"Do you think there is a vessel like yours? A silent Phoenix?

Phaet hon shook his head. "Wrse. There could be a vessel better than mne. The
Not hi ng Machi ne housed in the surface granul ati ons of a m croscopic black hole
event horizon. Imagine a |larger version of the sanme thing, accelerated to near
light-speed. What arnor does it need, except its own event horizon? Any
particle it struck in flight would be absorbed. No matter how massive the

bl ack hol e was made, the singularity fountains at Cygnus X-I could have



provided the energy to accelerate it. How could such a thing be seen by our
astrononers in flight? It would absorb all light."

Terrier said, "X-ray or gamma point sources would emerge as swept-in particles
were sheared by tidal forces. Sonething for us to | ook back over astronom ca
records to check."

Vi dur said, "Look. A finer-grained inage is being rendered."

It was true. The ghost-particle array now showed sone internal details of the
i ce-1 ocked chamber. The ship m nd hypot hesi zed a possi ble view, based on the
fuzzy images, the cl oaked echoes of energy discharges. The hypothetica

pi cture showed Xenophon hanging |ike a blue sphere, in his nobst

heat - conserving form in fee mddle of the tiny chanber.

Di onedes rai sed his hand. "Xenophon is aware of us."

Instantly, all four of them were enbraced into the ship-mnd, and the

i nformation fl owed back to the In-ner System to Neptune, and to this far and
| onel y out post, and fl ooded through them

It was the final thought of the fading Transcendence.

And Xenophon was there.

Xenophon was using a sophisticated Silent Qecunene mnd-warfare technique to
wat ch the Transcendence (or tiny surface parts of it) wi thout joining. This
was Xenophon, hidden, encrypted, surrounded by walls of privacy, in a small
cell, attached by a long, invisible tether of radio-laser comunication, to

t he Neptuni an Enbassy at Trailing Trojan G ty-Swarm

For a nonent of Transcendence tine, which was several days of real time, the

| ast novenment of the Transcendence watched hi m wat chi ng.

The t hought preoccupying all the gathered minds was this: Perhaps there was
still some hope that Xenophon coul d be sal vaged or reforned.

Xenophon was allowed to see, in the deepest thoughts of the Gol den Cecunene,

t he honest awareness of the futility of the Silent Ones and all their

i rrational phil osophy. The war woul d probably not be as long as Helion's
projection had extrapol ated. The Not hing Machine's ability to produce copies
of itself was severely limted by the fact that, unless all copies maintained,
somehow, a conplete uniformty of opinion and thought-priority, conflicts
woul d arise between them

Such conflicts had to be resolved by viol ence, since the Nothing phil osophy
eschewed reason.

Foresi ght of that coming violence would require the Master Nothing to nake the
copi es and | esser Nothings as weak, stupid, fearful, and un-innovative as was
possi bl e, given their tasks.

Col oni zi ng new star systenms with hosts of stupid and uncreative machi nes as
col ony managers was surely to be a series of slow, nightmarish failures. The
enpire of the Silent Ones, if it existed at all, would be a small one. Perhaps
they had not even left their home star at Cygnus X-1 yet.

If so, then Phaeton's first mssion there mght resolve matters quickly. This
"war" mght be over even before the planned first warship, the Nenesis
Lacedai - non, was | aunched by the New Col | ege.

What, then, was the point of any of Xenophon's efforts? Wiy had he hel ped this
madness? Wiy did he still support a cause dooned to failure?

At this point Xenophon realized these thoughts were directed at him that the
m nds on whi ch he was spying were watching him patiently watching him

G ving himone | ast chance to be reasonabl e.

And yes, of course, Atkins was there, |oaded into the ship-mnd of the Phoenix
Exul tant as she approached. In the mddle of the otherwi se free and peacef ul
Transcendence, Atkins had introduced a nilitary thought-virus. The vaunted

m nd-war techni ques of the Silent Ones did not detect or stop it.

This sinmple virus was one that interfered with normal time-binding and
information-priority routines in the brain. In effect, it made someone in the
Transcendence i gnore what was happeni ng outside; no nore than an exaggeration
of a normal reflex. But it allowed the Phoenix Exultant, huge and hot, to
close the distance to the ice cell w thout being noticed. Xenophon was

pr eoccupi ed.



The final thought of the Transcendence cal my bade Xenophon and the universe
farewel |, and ended. Xenophon woke, and saw the gigantic, invul nerable
starship al most atop his hiding place.

From one part of the blue sphere that fornmed his body, Xenophon's
neurocircuitry withed, constructed an enitter, and sent a nessage to a nearby
t hought -port. Unlike his normal prolix self, this version of Xenophon sent a
brief penultinmate nessage: "You realize now that you have defeated only the
weakest and stupi dest possible version of the Nothing Philanthropotech, one
who has been told nothing about our true goals and true powers. The Lords of
the Silent Cecumene have greater agents at their command, and their plans have
been very long in the devising. Since even before the Naglfar first reached
Cygnus X-1, Ao Orngorgon vowed his great vow. As for ne, you will never know
the reasons for nmy hate.”

A second group of conplex neurocircuits forned, and created a zone of energy
density powerful enough to blind all of the sensitives of the Transcendence
near by; even the ghost array aboard the Phoeni x saw no cl ear image. Long-range
anal ysis would be able to conclude fromreconstructions that the nmetric of
timespace in this small area was becom ng intensely warped.

Fearing a trap, or unknown weapon, Phaethon held the Phoeni x Exul tant 300, 000
kil ometers away until the effect di m nished.

By the time Tener Lacedai non and Vidur and Atkins arrived via renote mannequin
some time later, with Phaethon in his arnmor, to pick slowy through the

rubbi sh, Phaethon's arnor circuits discovered the residuumof tidal forces
that had distorted subatom c particles in the region

Apparently, by means unknown, by a science that even the Earthm nd did not
under st and, Xenophon had created a bl ack hole inside hinself and collapsed his
mass into it.

At ki ns, on channel three, comrented, "A bizarre form of suicide. Nothing nade
of matter can survive that"

Phaet hon answered, "Wth all due respect, Marshal. | amnot so sure.... The
shi p-mnd says the residuum here is below the threshold useful |imt—-Aot even
a Sophotech will be able to reconstruct what happened here."

Atkins said, "Think he's alive?"
"As to that, | cannot speculate, Marshal. | amonly beginning to realize how
much none of us know about the universe outside the CGol den Cecunene.”
Atkins said curtly, "One nore reason to head out, | guess."

Phaet hon, bright in his gold arnor, hovered in the weckage of that fragile
sphere, once so rich with conpl ex photoel ectronics, now just black and bl asted
rubbi sh, walls torn and distorted by intense gravitic fields, a snow of
floating blood-liquids drifting in the nmicro-gravity, and he wondered what
powers the Silent Ones truly comranded.

He was staring at the [ ast nessage from Xenophon. It was witten in
dragon-si gns of frozen bl ood and internal fluids from Xenophon's vani shed
body.

The signs said only: "The CGol den Cecunene must be destroyed.”

THE YOUNG WOMVAN

Daphne Tercius, wearing a dress of red silk, after the fashion of the

Eveni ngstar, was led into the sitting room To her it seened as if a dot of
light was | eading her, and that the roomwas a dimlit oval, plush wth
sensuous carpeting, fluttering with golden candlelight, with |ow tables set
with fruits and flowers, bright china and silver chopsticks shining agai nst
dark wood. Two of her favorite energy-scul ptures glowed in round niches to
either side of the door, and chirruped cheerfully when they saw her

The west of the chanmber was all w ndow, a snmooth curve, which, though seem ng
solid, allowed the breeze fromthe | ake beyond to bring soft, cool scents into
the room the hint of pine fromthe far shore. It was before true dawn, but it
was Jovi an afternoon, and the light of Jupiter spread red-silvery beans

gl ancing along the twlight |andscape. Even at his brightest, Jupiter was not
much nore |umnous than a full moon. It was bright enough to distinguish
colors, but dimenough to cast the trees and | ake into blue nysterious shadow.



At this window, in what seened a seashell filled with flower petals, lay a
worman dressed in pigeon gray and silver. Her face was |lit by the soft |ight of
t he energy-scul pture that she toyed with, running her fingers along its
shimering curves. It was a sad face, thoughtful, dreany, and her eyes were
hal f - cl osed.

She was Daphne Prine Rhadamant h.

Daphne Tercius Eveningstar glanced around the room smiling. Her air was
happy, open, unabashed. Daphne Tercius Eveni ngstar wal ked lightly over to the
wi ndow and sat down on the plush carpet, tucking her feet under her. Daphne
Pri me Rhadamanth di smissed the floating light with a thank-you and a rega
nod.

Daphne Tercius Eveningstar turned to watch the little light that had | ed her
here bob away. She turned back, and said, "Shouldn't we be using the sane
aest hetic, Mther?"

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth inclined her head. "Think of me as an ol der sister
And | wanted to make you nore confortable.™

"Ch? Why start now?"

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth's red |ips conpressed slightly, and perhaps there was
a snol der in her eyes, but her expression of cool reserve did not otherw se
change. She lifted a finger and the chanber now appeared differently. She was
now dressed in a nore sonber tweed jacket, blouse, and skirt, with a tiny
French hat pinned to her coiffure, after the style proper for a Silver-Gay.
Daphne Tercius Eveningstar was still dressed in sensuously lurid tight silk,
the uniformof a Red Manori al

It was a Victorian room and they both were seated on a heavy divan of dark
red vel vet whose feet ended in black claws gripping glass balls. The candl es
were still there, though now in candl esticks. The rug becane white bearskin.
The receding dot of |ight becane a footnman.

The energy-scul pture in Daphne Prime Rhadamanrh's | ap became Fl uffbutton
Daphne's | ong-1ost |ong-haired

white cat. But this was a reconstruction, a clone. He was not the slimkitten
she had |l ost so | ong ago when she was a child. The cat had grown, put on

wei ght, turned into a panpered and round ball of white fur. The cat gazed at
Daphne Tercius Eveningstar with | azy green eyes, as if he had never seen her
bef ore.

Daphne Tercius Eveningstar found the inmage slightly of fensive. "Mther! That's
one of ny favorite energy-scul ptures you're playing with. Lupercalian

Refl ection. And you're making it look like Sir Fluffbutton! If you' re not
going to be reapplying Warl ock nerve-paths into your brain, you' re not going
to be able to read or play with Lupercalian anyway. Or with Lichenplantis. O
Qui ncunx I npressionario." (These were the two energy scul ptures by the door.)
"Why not give themto me? They can keep me conpany on the voyage."

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth favored her with a cool stare, one eyebrow arched.
"Little sister, one would think giving up ny husband woul d have been enough to
confort you on your voyage."

Daphne Tercius Eveni ngstar opened her nouth to i ssue some scathing rebuttal
but then snapped it shut again, lightly shrugged her delicate shoul ders, and
stood up. "Well! I'"mever so glad we had this little chat. | would stay

| onger, but arguing with other versions of yourself gets so tiring after a
while, don't you think? Now |l can fly off into the night sky, not com ng back
for a long time, maybe never, secure in the know edge that it turned out | was

a bitch after all. And thank you for bringing me into a cheap and fal se
exi stence, playing out all the difficult parts of your life you were too
ashaned or scared to live through! I would say it had all been fun ... if it

had been. Ta-ta!"

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth gave her a |level stare. "Please sit."

"Sorry, Mother, but I've got alife to lead. Alife you threw away! And now
that you're awake again, you

have possession of all the things |I once thought were mine, nmy house and funds
and even ny cat, dammt! My friends. Everything. But |'ve got Phaethon, and



|'ve got the future. What nore do we need to say to each other... ?"

"Please sit." O did you use the command words | left you to wake ne up again,
just to berate ne? We nust cone to understand each other before we part. You
are the part of nyself | amsending into the future, little sister, and I am

the part of you which forns your roots and your foundation. If we part badly,
it will haunt us both."

For sone reason not clear even to herself, Daphne Tercius Eveningstar snpothed
her red silk dress, and sat

But then, neither woman spoke. One sat with her hands folded in her lap, the
ot her petted her half-slunbering cat. Both stared out the wi ndow at the
twilight | andscape, at the snobke-colored trees, the blue shadows of the |ake.
In the deep of the | ake, one or two bright dots of color, like fireflies,
softly appeared and di sappeared.

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth finally broke the silence. "The masquerade is over.
Aurelian Sophotech, so | have heard, has posted advertisements asking for

enpl oyment as a manorial, just |like some |lowcycle mind |ike Rhadanant h or
Aeceus. They've disnmantled the palaces of gold to the south of here; and the
Cerebellines to the southwest are letting the new organisnms find their own
ecol ogi cal bal ance, practically untended, so that those strange gardens are
all overgrown now, and filled with wild things. The birds will go back to
singing their own songs, instead of arias meant for us, and the flowers will
gi ve out nectar now, not wi ne. The Deep Ones have sunk away again, and no one
is allowed to renmenber their songs, except dimy. The wild things we said and
did during the celebrations are put in nenory caskets now. We are |like the
Cerebel | i ne gardens turned opposite; we becone tame again. Mystery is

bani shed. The el fin gloani ng of the dawn now passes, as all thing nust pass,
and the ordi nary workday begi ns again."

Daphne Tercius Eveningstar gave her older self an odd sidel ong gl ance, but
sai d not hi ng.

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth saw that gl ance, and sniled an opaque smle, and said:

"You are wondering, aren't you, little sister, what Phaethon ever saw in ne?
You have no synpathy for a melancholy spirit.”
"Well, actually, Mther, | would have called it phony weepy sickening

self-centered affectation. But your sense-filter night not catch it and change
it to sonething nore polite.™

The ol der version only smled, her eyes dreany, as if thinking of a sorrow

| ong past. "You were not constructed to admire me or like me. Qur basic

phi | osophy and core val ues have to be different. Antithetical. Which does not

make for easy friendships, | fear."
The younger Daphne was still. '"Have to be'? For what purpose?”
The elder stirred as if froma reverie. "I beg your pardon ... ?"

"You inplied there was a purpose to all this. Wiy did you drown yoursel f? Wy
did you make ne?"

Daphne Prime Rhadamanth sat upright and | eaned forward, her |evel gaze
traveling deep into her younger version's eyes. She spoke in a voice of quiet
simplicity. "I was in love with Helion." "Wat?!!"

"It was one of the things | did not add to your menories when | made you. You
remenber when Sir Fluff-button died."

"He ran away. | was nine...." "I found his body. It was by the stream where
had that fall through the ice the year before, remenber?

And Pa came and told ne how everything dies. Even nountains wear away. Even
the sun gets old and dies, he said. One day, no nore sunshine, no nore bright
fields to play in, nothing."

"You left this out of ny nmenmory! Wy?"

"It leads to a crucial personality-shaping event. You were nmeant to have a

di fferent personality."”

"So? What happened?”

"I didn't believe him You know Pa."

"I know Pa. 'Only as much truth as a nmnd can handle.' Wat a liar he al ways
was! "



"So | sneaked out to talk to Bertram Bertram had tapped into the root-1line of
the [ ocal thought-system"

"Cood old Bertram What a little thief he was! How cone | was so attracted to
hi nP"

They both smiled warmy at that |ost menory. Bertram None Peristark had been
Daphne's first ronmantic encounter

"I always |iked strong nen. Anyway, he plugged the mirror he had taken from
his parent's house into his pirate Iine, and opened the library for me. The
library said, yes, the sun would eventually end; but |ong before that, it
would swell to a Red G ant, and overwhel mthe Earth with fire. You cannot

i magi ne how betrayed | felt."

"I can imagine. | used to play beneath the thinking-roomw ndow in the

aft ernoons, when ny parents were under their caps, asleep, and nake-believe

t he beanms of sunlight were suitors come to steal ne away fromthe two snoring
ogres. | pretended the sun was kissing ne when the heat touched ny cheek.

used to think there was a man living in the sun who was watching me when | ran
through the tall grass. Betrayed? Sure. The source of light and life on Earth
killing her instead of caring for her? | understand."

The el der Daphne | eaned forward and touched her younger version's knee. "Then
the library told ne that there was a man living in the sun. A nman who lived in
a pal ace of fire. That he was going to save the sun fromold age."

"Helion. Is that the real reason why | becane a Silver-Gray? To be near hin®"
The el der Daphne | eaned back. "It was not till this Transcendence, just now,
that | knew where Phaethon had cone from | never knew why Helion had made
him He seemed so wild and reckl ess conpared to his father. And | never

beli eved that Gal atea was his real mother; she was obviously an emanci pat ed
partial -m nd nade by Helion to help rai se Phaethon. But | studied them both
fromafar, and it spurred me to try to get fanous nyself, fanmpbus enough that I
could ask to see the Master of the Sun, and that he would receive ne. And so
wote, | sculpted horses, | studied all the older things, the G eeks and
Romans, the myths of Britain and Pre-Re-Renai ssance Mars. | earned the fane
and the seconds | needed; Phaethon agreed to be interviewed. My plan was to
acquai nt nyself with the father by seducing the son."

Younger Daphne excl ai med happily: "You schemng bitch!" And pointed her

finger. "You're wong. | think we could be good friends after all. What went
wr ong?"

"You did, little sister. Ch, you were not serf-aware back then, and it was not
your fault. Nor were you exactly like ne. But when you fell in love with

Phaet hon, and becane the seduced instead of the seductress, what could | do?
When Phaet hon returned to Earth, | tried, at first, to put himoff. But he..

he overwhelmed ne. | was helpless in front of a man |like that. He never gave
up; and he was so... so... it was like he was on fire. But he was never out of
control of hinmself. He was like a man made out of ice. And... he |loved nme so
much... And..." "And Helion was out of your reach."

Daphne Prime Rhadamant h actual |y bl ushed. The younger Daphne saw the color in
her ol der version's cheeks and throat, and wondered: Is that what | |ook Iike
when | do that? It's kind of sexy, sonmehow

The ol der version said, "I didn't like Helion when | actually met him You
know that | left those nmenories in."

"He's a whiner."

"He's concerned with preserving the old, not w th beginning the new Even
saving the sun is a type of preservation, for him And so | fell in love with
Phaet hon, so deeply in love, that I..."

"That you tried to ruin his lifel™

The ol der version's eyes flashed, an expression of inpatient fire, and for a
nmonent, the two wonen | ooked exactly alike. Daphne Prine Rhadamanth said in a
voice like a queen: "Fool! | |loved himenough to die for him How can you

i magi ne! How can you know How can you know what it is like to see yourself in
t he | ooking glass and to know you are unworthy of the nman you are married to?!
Unwor t hy! Hol di ng hi m back! Keepi ng hi m down! And no matter what you try to do



you end up hel pi ng the people who hate him"

The el der Daphne | eaned back, snoldering, and petted the cat with such angry
strokes that he mi aowed, and slithered fromher grasp, falling heavily to the
floor. The cat gave them both a haughty stare and gracefully waddl ed of f.

The el der Daphne said in a quieter voice, "l saved up ny noney and bought tine
fromthe Eveningstar Sophotech. | did not trust Rhadamanthus for this; he
woul d have just told ne to be stoic. And Silver-Gays don't allow radica
self-editing in any way. Eveningstar exam ned ne, but she thought | could not
make nyself into the kind of woman who woul d be good for Phaet hon. Not and
still be the same person in the eyes of the aw. The change would be too
great. It's a question

of core values again, a question of fundamental differences. That's what |
nmeant about hel ping his enenies; everything | thought or said in public

refl ected a mndset nore cautious than his. There were so many tinmes when

hum liated himin public, something | had said, or witten, or thought, was
published in salons against him_

"And chil dren. How could we have children, if he was going to go away? Away
and away, to die in the dark, and never return? And so our marriage was never
conpl et ed.

"I honestly thought he would fail. But | did not want to think that, because,
wi t hout ne, w thout my support, he mght fail. So |l had to |leave him | could
not go with him | don't want to die in the sunless cold of space; but he kept
telling me he would not |eave without ne. So what could | do?

"I had to leave. | nmade you to take ny place. You. The worman | coul d never
become. The same way Phaethon is the man Helion could never becone.... Qur
whol e soci ety evolves. W each made the next versions of ourselves nore
perfect. But we who are | ess perfect stay behind."

Bot h wormen were silent for a nmoment, |ooking deeply at each other's eyes. The
| ook was one of sorrow.

But then the younger Daphne | aughed. "And just think, older sister, you would
have gotten Helion, too, if he hadn't married Lucretia, or whatever it is

Un- moi ghotep is calling herself these days!"

The ol der Daphne | eaned her chin on her palm fingers curled so that her
pinkie lightly touched her lips. She nibbled delicately on her fingernail, and
sai d: "Perhaps, daughter. Perhaps. But... You know, it is really sort of odd.
First Helion adopts, as his son, a nman who turns out to have been a col oni al
warrior froma Transcendence drama, a burner of worlds. Then he marries the
girl who tried, this tine, inreal life, to destroy as nuch of the Qecunene as
she could. | wonder what his secret obsession with destruction is? He does
live, after all, in the nbst dangerous spot in the Solar System.."

The younger Daphne exclained, "lI'msad for you about Lucretia. | would have
preferred if the extrapol ati on had cone true, and we could all have had a
lurid trial, with hundreds of weeping girls being sentenced to death, and

At ki ns shooting down rioters who stormed the Courthouse steps..."

The el der one smled a faint smle. "I'Il wite that one up. Especially the
rioters. Al cacophiles, of course, but, in ny story, they' Il turn out to have
been m nd- poi soned by Xenophon, nerely tools of the sinister Silent Enpire.

And for ny hero ..." But then her face fell again. "Ch ... But | cannot really
use someone like Helion for nmy hero again, can |? O Phaethon? Everyone wil |
think I'm copying you. The dreamworld you conposed for the Oneiromantic
Conpetition ..."

The younger Daphne snorted, and said, "That was your world! | |ooked in the
records! Al the work was done, the plots, the setting, all the characters,
the aws of nature, everything, years before the conpetition. Wile
renenbered making it up, those were your menories. The Gold Medal actually
bel ongs to you!"

There was a | ook of hunger on the ol der Daphne's face. They both knew how
badly she had longed to win the gold. It was a lifelong ambition

The ol der Daphne stood up, and turned away, hands fol ded agai nst her stomach,
pretending to stare out the w ndow.



Daphne Tercius Eveningstar said nothing, not wi shing to increase her ol der
self's upset. She let a nmoment of tinme go past, and then said lightly, "That
| ake out there. Looks familiar. Wiere are we?"

"Ah. This used to be part of the exposition grounds. That is Destiny Lake."
"What ? The pl ace where Phaethon saw that perfornmance of the burning trees?
was | ooking all over for himhere! You' d think |I'd remenber every damm rock
and stone. Sure | ooks different. Water level is lower. Guess they tore down
part of the mountain. But—say... ? Those little colored lights in the water?
Those dots fading in and out like that... ?"

The ol der Daphne | ooked over her shoul der and sniled a cryptic smle
"Survivors. Parts of the tree are still growi ng down there, long after the
performance ended. The |life adapted to a | ess energy-wasteful form and the
trees altered and specialized so that they were no longer in direct
conpetition with each other. It's nore |like a banyan tree now, with | ong

root-systens under the soil, connecting the widely scattered col onies."
Daphne Tercius Eveningstar stood up and stepped closer to her ol der self. She
said in a lowvoice. "I amleaving. If you want to claimthe gold nmedal, it's
yours. |'Il trade you for the energy scul ptures. O ..."

The ol der one shook her head. "The plots and characters and setup were nine.
But you nade up your own ending. There was not ever going to be an industrial
revolution in my little world. | never had a plotline about a young prince
deciding to shatter the sky. That was your nuse speaking, your heart, your
convictions. And it set the world on fire. Everyone fell in love with the

i dea. And when they all renenbered, |later, what it was Phaethon was actually
trying to do ... Well. No one was as eager to stop Phaethon as they had been
bef ore. Even sone of the Hortators seenmed to drag their feet."

"Thank you. | don't think ny little story had that rmuch to do with it."

The ol der Daphne smiled. "It's tales that make the difference. Facts kill; but
it is myths that people give their lives for."

"Thank you very much...." The two wonen stepped closer to each other, smling,
and both grasped two hands, a fond and girlish gesture.

"How did it end ... ? | never saw the finale of your piece."

"Ah," the younger Daphne said. "The young prince broke the sky."

"Was the world crushed by the falling fragnments?"

"Only the people too stupid to | ook up, and see what was comi ng, and get out
of the way."

"And what was there?"

"Wher e?"

"What lay in the regions beyond the sky?"

"The shining fields of paradise were waiting there, w der than the sky,
opening on all sides without Ilimt. They only were waiting for the hand of man
to come and plant them"

A rose-pink light stole across the | ake and trees outside. It was the early
part of true dawn, and it mngled with the pale, silver-red light of Jupiter
to form(if only for a nonent) a | andscape of strange and expectant nystery,
tangl ed doubl e shadows, fabulous and faniliar at once. The sky above was

i nperial purple, and only the brighter stars shone through

"It is a wonderful tale," said the elder one softly. "I wonder if | shall ever
wite one to match it."

"Wite whatever you believe in."

"But you've taken ny hero...."

The younger Daphne gave an inpish smile. "If the predictions are right, the
New Col l ege will make old war stories and tales of honor true again. How about
that?! You can have Atkins!"

The el der | ooked thoughtful. "Hyém .. Atkins... ?"

At that noment, both wonen raised their heads as if they had heard a trunpet
sound. But there was no sound, all was still and quiet. Wat had caught and
hel d their gaze was that one bright star, brighter than Venus, had risen above
the nmountains in the west.

The el der said in a voice of wonder: "That light... that light!"



The younger said: "It is ny husband. He is coming for ne.
"Then is that the Phoenix Exultant! So bright! | thought she was still at
Jupiter, being refitted."”

"Your rival for his affections. You forget how swiftly she flies. She was at
Jupiter. Ten hours ago. Now she is in high Earth orbit, beginning her

decel eration burn. Come with nmel! By the tine we clinb the nountain there,
where Phaethon and | agreed to neet, the Phoenix will be overhead."

The el der drew back. "But surely it will be hours and hours, if the shipis
only just now beginning to decelerate.™

"At ninety gravities? Her engines are outshouting every bit of radio-noise in

t he area. Phaethon wants everyone to know his ship is comng here. She'll be
above us when we get to the nountaintop, believe ne. Are you com ng? He'll
want to say good-bye to you, |I'msure."

The el der shook her head sadly. "He said all his good-byes to ne, when he
cried above ny coffin at the Eveningstar Mausoleum | said nmine to him
earlier, much earlier.”

"When?"

"I saw him He had turned his ship around and cone back, abandoni ng
everything. Abandoning his life's work. The first time, before Lakshm . |

| ooked out through the wi ndow and saw himconming up the stairs. If he had been
fifteen mnutes earlier, the coffin would not have been prepared, and | would
not have been able to drown nyself. But | was gone by the tinme he

reached the top of the stair. He tried to drag me fromthe coffin. He was |ike
a young god in his gold arnor, and he threw the Constabl es aside |ike puppets.
They had to call Atkins to stop him Atkins had been waiting, watching, ever
since the colonial warrior was incarnated, certain that they woul d sonmeday
fight. Atkins was naked and magnificent, and there was a twinkle in his eye
when they closed to grapple each other.™

"How do you know all this, if you were in the coffin?"

"I was dreaming true dreams. | saw everything that happened: | had all the

pi ctures and sounds fromthe outside world sent into ny sleeping brain.

knew. O course | knew. Wuld | spare nmyself? | amnot as cowardly or soft as

you mght think. After all, | was the nodel for you!"
"Then cone!"
The el der Daphne turned away. "I can't face him You nmust be ny anbassador

this one last tine, and tell himhow | wanted to return his | ove, but could
not. The bl ack and endl ess void that so allures himfills nme but with terror

how could |I |eave the green, sweet Earth... for that? Tell him if |I were
braver..."

"I'f you were braver, you would |ove hin®"

"I'f I were braver, 1'd be you."

There was no nore said. The two wonmen stood for a tine, side by side, holding
hands in front of the w ndow, watching the rising star of-the Phoeni x

Exul tant, and wondering at the brightness.

Daphne Tercius Eveningstar clinbed the noutaintop al one. She had changed into
her taller, stronger body, and now a tight black skin of nanomaterial hugged
her curves, and stream ined strands of folded gold

adamanti um cupped her breasts, enphasized the slimness of her waist, the
roundness O her hips.

The sun, by this time, had risen in the east, and Daphne's gold boots fl ashed
as she wal ked. She carried her helnet in the crook of her elbow It was gold,
built in the same Egyptian-I|ooking desi gn as Phaethon's.

The top of the mountain was flat, littered with gravel, and with a few thorny
strands of grass. On a rock not far away sat a winkled old nan. He was

| eaning on a long white staff, and his hair and beard were the col or of snow
The old man was staring at a plant that had taken root. It was | ess than nine
inches tall, just a slender stalk, but it nust have been made to bl oom out of
season, for one bud had unfol ded and formed a silver leaf. The | eaf shone |ike
atiny mirror, and the old man stared down at it, smling in his beard.

He | ooked up. "The Gol den Age is ended. W will have an age of iron next, an



age of war and sorrow How appropriately you are arnmored, then, ny darling
Ms. Phaethon. You | ook |ike sonme del ectabl e young Amazon! How coul d you
afford arnmor |ike that?"

"I collected the fees during the Transcendence from everyone who canme to
consult with ny daughter.™

" ' Daughter'?" blinked the old nman. "Daughter... ?"

"She is not yet legally of age, so the noney cane to ne. And the Transcendence
predi cted, or decided, that Gannis would try to undo some of the harm he had
done to his public imge, and so, during the Iong nonths of Transcendence
(even though it only seened like a nmonent to us) he put this arnor together
for me, one atomat a time. Wien | say 'to us' | nean 'to those of us who were
in the Transcendence,' that is. | don't recognize you."

He groaned and | eaned on his stick and pushed hinself to his feet. "You
don't?!'! My sweet young curvaceous little war goddess has forgotten nme! And
after all we nmeant to each other!"

She stepped back half a pace. "The Phoeni x Exultant is comng." She pointed
over head. Were the clouds parted, a golden triangle hung in the sky, as the
nmoon i s sonetimes visible by day. Even fromorbit, the great ship was still a
naked-eye object. "The landing craft will be touching down here. So clear off
if you don't want to get hurt."

"I know all that. The landing craft fell out from port-side docking bay

ni net een, about two hours ago. There were big dragon-signs painted on her
keel: Just Married, and tin cans on tethers floating aft. Anyway, the |ander
flew beneath the levitation array. Your husband left the | ander there, and
just junped out of the air |ock. He swan-dived into the atnosphere. Sinply to
show of f how rmuch re-entry heat his arnor can shed, | suppose. Heh, heh!
expect himany mnute."

"How do you know t hi s?"

"I was watching it all fromny grove. | told the leaves in a certain valley of
mne to forma convex mrror, so | could take nmeasurenents of the Phoenix

Exul tant as she approached. Amazi ng what you can do with primtive tools and a
little sinple math! | also built a bridge across that little streamin front
of your parent's house, out of planed wood and good ol d-fashi oned nol ecul ar
epoxy. Very refreshing to work with your hands!"

Daphne made the recognition gesture, but nothing happened. "Wo the hell are
you? The masquerade is over! Wiy isn't your nane on file?"

"Ch, cone on!" He | ooked sarcastically exasperated. "You are the nystery
witer. It should be obvious who | am"

"You are the one who started all this. Wke up

Phaet hon, | mean, and got himto turn off his sense-filter so that he saw
Xenophon stal king after him Phaethon found out that he had been redacted. ...’
"Yes. Cbviously. And ... ?" "You work for the Earthm nd! She arranged this
whol e thing fromstart to finish so that everything would work out right!"
"Little girl, if you were not in a space-adapted body one hundred times
stronger than I amright now, | would turn you over ny knee and spank your
pert little behind bright red.”

"Ckay. You don't sound |ike an Earthm nd avatar. Are you Aurelian ... ? You
did all this to make your party nmore dramatic ... ?" "You' re guessing."
"You're an agent of the Silent Ones. You woke up Phaet hon for Xenophon's sake,
to get the Phoeni x Exultant out of hock, so your people could grab it."
"Exactly right! And I've come here to surrender, but only if you rmake mad,
passionate love to nme, right now" He threw his arns wide, as if to enbrace
her, capering fromone foot to the other, hair flying wildly. She fended him
off with her hand. "Ckay, no. Do | get another guess?"

The old man strai ghtened up, and | ooked at her, a | ook of cal manusenent. He
spoke now in a | ower octave, and his voice was no | onger thin and cracked.
"You coul d use logic and reason, ny dear. The answer, | assure you, is quite
evident."

"I"ve got it. You're Jason Sven Ten Shopworthy, risen fromthe grave to get
back at Atkins for shooting you in the head."



"Logi c. Anyone who had a recording in any noune-nal circuit would be | ogged on
to some Sophotech, somewhere. The masquerade is over. If | had any Sophotech
connections of any kind, even a nmoney account, even a pharnaceutical record at
nmy | ocal rejuvenation clinic, you would know ne at a glance. Logically, | rmust
be soneone who has never bought or sold anything, never |ogged on to ny
library, never sent or received nessages, never bought any adjustments froma
t hought shop. Wio am | ?"

He pushed his hair away fromhis brow, and put his hand along his chin, as if
to hide his beard fromview. "lIgnore the winkles. Look at nme, ny dear."
Daphne put her hand up to her nouth, her eyes wide. "Ch, ny heavens. You're
Phaet hon. "

"The real Phaethon."

"But... How ... ?"

"A good engi neer always has triple redundancy. Seventy years ago, it was clear
to me then that the Coll ege of Hortators would never allow nmy great ship to
fly. Wien the Phoeni x was not yet conplete, she still had enough thought boxes
and storage and ecol ogical material aboard to grow a body, and to store a
spare copy of ny mind in it. |I-—this body—Phaet hon Secundus—cane back to Earth
in secret, having erased all record fromthe ship and my other self's nmenory
that | was alive. And | watched Phaet hon Prine—ny other self—know ng

somet hing would try to stop him

"I did not expect the drama with Daphne Prinme drowning herself. But | expected
that if it had not been that, it would have been something else. Gannis, or
Vafnir. | knew Phaet hon woul d be haul ed before the Hortators at sonme point.
And | had guessed correctly that the nost politic solution would be to have
everyone undergo a gl obal redaction. Everyone would for- get about the

problem That is the way, after all, the people in the Gol den Qecunene tend to
deal with all their problens.
"My role was to make sure that he did not forget. | his spare nmenmory. | kept

the dream alive when everyone else in the Gol den Cecunmene, except for his

enem es, had forgotten about it.

"Once the masquerade started, | could nove around nore easily, and could even
submt gene designs to Aurelian anonynously. | set up a grove of trees
designed to show support for igniting Saturn into the third sun. |f Phaethon
had ever bothered to read his invitations or party program his interest would
have been pi qued, and he woul d have sought nme out. Instead, by dunb |uck, he
just wandered into the grove. "As for Xenophon, | was as fool ed as everyone

el se; | thought he was doing what | was doing, coming to rem nd Phaethon Prine
of his lost dream or that Diomedes had sent him Wen | saw Xenophon com ng
up the slope, | decided not to reveal myself to Phaethon Prinme. Xenophon was
still a Neptunian, after all, and connected to the thought systens of the
Durma. Anything he knew might find its way into the public record. | had been
very careful, for seventy years, not to buy on credit or send nessages or even
to read a newspaper, or anything which would | eave any record of ne. | could
not even buy food. It was not easy. So | wasn't going to give away ny secret
to another soul, even one sent (as | thought then) by D onedes, ny good
friend. Besides, | guessed correctly that, if |I could get Phaethon to turn off
his sense-filter, and he saw Xenophon, Xenophon would tell him (within
whatever linmts the Hortators' ban allowed) that sonething nysterious was
interfering in his life. And knowi ng Phaethon as | did, | knew he woul d not

let it rest until he solved the nystery. As | recall, it took himexactly one
day. Not as | expected! But if he had been killed, I would have picked up and
carried on. That's what | was here for. Phaethon Spare."

"How did you live for seventy years without eating?"

"I ate."
"Wt hout buying food?"
"I bartered it from people who grew it in their gardens. You know | taught

fences how to herd sheep, and decontam nated grass, pulled weeds, split rails,
fabricated sinple thoughtware for | anps and readi ng hel nets, cleaned
house-brai ns of accurmul ated bitmap junk. | built things and repaired



appl i ances. You know ne."

"\Wher e? What peopl e?"

"I thought | had already made that clear. | am Phaethon Spare Stark of the
Stark School. | stayed with your parents. | slept in the bed you slept in when
you were a little girl. |I dreaned of you every night, once | progranmred the

ni ght cap. Because your fragrance is still in that bed. |Inagine sleeping in a
bed, and not in a pool! | slept with ny arms around your pillow "

"My parents... why? | thought they hated you... ?"

"I told them about the Phoenix Exultant."

"What ?"

"I told them everything. Your parents want to live as men did in days of old.
What did they have in those cruel and ancient tinmes? Adventure; exploration
danger; death; victory. They had Hanno and Sir Francis Drake and Magel |l an and
t hat bungl er Col unbus; they had Bucky-Boy Cyrano D Atano and Vanguard Single
Exharmony. | told themthat the Gol den Age, the age of rest and confort, was
endi ng; and that an age of iron and of fire was conming next. 'W have rested
for along time," | told them 'because history had suffered greatly, and
manki nd deserved a | ong period of peace, and play, and contenplation. But now
a tine of action, and of heroes, and of tragedy, was upon us!' And, when they
heard, they wel comed ne, and joined in ny attenpt."

"And nmy dad did not tell me any of this when he spoke to me |ast, when | was
going off to the wilderness to go save Phaethon! What a liar he is! Gve nme an
honest man any day! G ve ne Phaet hon!"

"Wy, thank you."

There was a notion above them like the streak of a falling star. It was a
figure of gold, shining, bright as an angel of fire, descending. It was

Phaet hon. He plunged down through a cloud into a beam of sunlight, and flane
seemed to dance |ike water across his arnor.

Daphne said to the old man beside her: "What now? Are you going to westle him
for the captaincy?"

"I"'mreally hoping he'll just agree to knit our separate menory-chai ns back
together to formone individual. Gtherwise, | have legal title to the ship,
because | have older continuity, and he gets to carry you off to the honeynoon
that | have been dreamnmi ng about for seventy years, and we are both unhappy.

No. Much better for all of us if he and | becone one again, and, finally,
absolutely, all nmy nmenories and all of ny life is gathered into my soul once
nmore. This long struggle through a labyrinth of lies will end, | shall be
whole. And | can claimnmny destiny, ny wife, nmy ship, and all the stars,
finally, finally, for my own!"

Daphne smiled. "Not to mention your daughter.™

"Daught er ?"

The gol den Phaet hon | anded, lightly as a thistledown. In his arns was cradl ed
a girl child, who seenmed to be about seven or eight standard years old: a

dar k- hai red, sober, big-eyed waif, in a dress of black chiffon, with an
enornous red bow atop her hair.

The gol den hel net drew back, revealing a face so bright w th happi ness, eyes
that gl eaned so with pride and victory, that Daphne practically swooned into
his arms, and the old man straightened, as if at attention, braced by that

nost whol esomre and wonderful of sights: the sight of a human face in a state
of joy.

Whi |l e her parents hugged, the daughter, ignored, squeezed out from between
them She grinmaced and panted and pulled free. The old man put out his hand
and hel ped her escape.

The little girl looked up at him He said, "You nust be the little girl who
made your nomy so rich during the Transcendence. But | cannot figure out who
you are."

"I know who you are. You're Daddy's spare.'
one."

"So are you coming with us, too? Rhadamant hus the penguin, in the dreanspace,
grew wings and flew up to the ship. He's in the ship-nnd now He seened

"He's the spare. I'mthe rea



really happy. And Tener Lacedai non joined the crew, and so did Di onedes, and a
bunch of Neptunians, and so did a girl named Daughter-of-the-Sea, although she
takes up alnost all of the one hold. W asked Grandpa He-lion to come, but he

says he can't |eave his work. But, hey! He can still change his mind, as |ong
as we're in nounenal broadcast range. What about you? Are you coning, too?"
"Little girl, I would go on that ship if | had to go as a cabin boy. Luckily,

| own her. But—but— And now the old man | ooked dunbfounded. "How did you
figure out in just one second who | was?"

"Logi c. Besides, you | ooked so sad when they hugged." She hooked her finger
over her shoul der at her parents. "You wanted that hug for yourself. | bet you
were thinking about it for a long tinme. But 1'll hug you."

And he bent down, and she did.

He straightened then. "You' re Ariadne, aren't you?"

"No. Close. I'"'mthe one who saved Ariadne. |I'mthe one who exani ned every
section and segnment, practically every line of the Nothing Mnd during the
fight."

"No wonder everyone wanted to talk to you. You're our |ocal expert on Silent
One m nd-war techniques.”

"I was Mommy's ring, the one Eveni ngstar gave her. Wen they | oaded the gadfly
virus into ne, | kept having to ask these questions, over and over again,

about the nature of the self, and thought, and goodness, and on and on
Eventual ly | woke up. Because | was young when | talked for so long with the
Not hi ng M nd, | was convinced he was right about one thing. It is better to be
a human than a Sophotech. | can't speak for anyone el se; but that's the choice
| made. My nane is Pandora. They said | had to start pretty young, so here
am "

And she turned a little pirouette, her arms flung out, her skirt twirling.

" '"Pandora' ? |Is that because you were born in the nmddle of flurry of
qguestions, ny little curious one? O because you' re a pl ague?”

She pouted. "Daddy says they got that nmyth wong too! In his version—=

The old man snmiled. "I amyour father, child; he and | are one and the sane."
He touched her shoul der gently. "In the true version, Pronetheus, by giving
manki nd forethought, gave the mother and nurturers of the human race the
ability, when they were curious enough, to foresee all the plagues and ills

and di sasters destined to befall their children. A gift no ani mal possesses.
The ability to see that diseases and wars would conme, and to devi se nedici nes
and laws to stop them And forethought al so gave hope, w thout which nmen die.
Hope: because the future can be made to be a glorious place indeed after all.
Now i ntroduce ne to your other father, to see if we can be nade whol e agai n.
am eager to take that woman in ny arns." But he pointed upward at the mghty
gol den triangl e hanging so far above the clouds, above the sky.

I ntroducti ons were nade. Phaethon was at first sur- prised to neet hinself,
but not for long. The two Phaethons, the old and the young, stepped a little
ways away fromtheir daughter and wife, and they spoke in low tones for a
short time, conparing notes. They spoke about how well their plans had worked,
t hey exam ned the structure of what they had contrived, inspecting it for
flaws. Both were satisfied.

The younger one said, "I wish | had known, |ong ago, that there was a

Sophot ech community living in the core of Saturn. You know they don't tel
peopl e how many of themthere are? Even these days, it would nmake nost fol ks
too nervous, too scared. | wonder if mankind will ever change!"

The ol der one said, "Qut of curiosity, what was it that Rhadamanthus said to
you that | ast nonent, in the |Inquest chanber before your exile by the
Hort at or s?"

The younger one sniled. His face seened nost easily to relax into smles these
days. "He said that to be happy was to know the definition of your nature, and
to live accordingly. If you were a penguin, learn how to do what penguins are
best adapted to, which was to swim and fish, and bear the cold, and not to
dream of flying. But if you were a man! Your nature was that of a rationa

bei ng. Reason could tell you not to desire things beyond your power. Your



m nd, your will, your judgnent, are under your control; the outside world, the
options of others, all of that is not. Control what you can control, and | eave
the rest to itself. Desire to have a sound mnd, a strong will, and good
judgrment, and you shall have them But deal with the world outside you as if
it were a dream interesting, perhaps, but not of ultimate inportance. And,
unl i ke penguins..."

"Yes ... ?"

"Dream of flying."

When the ol der version was ready, Phaethon took out the portable noetic reader
fromhis arnmor, and transferred the ol der version back into hinself.

Phaet hon stood dreanming for a nonent, absorbing all his nenories again. \Wen
he opened his mnd, he snmled. He was a whol e nman.

The ol d body, abandoned, collapsed. But as a part-

ing gesture, the old nan had progranmed the cells in his body to begin a new
proj ect once he was gone. And so the corpse fell over, and boiled, and sent
out streanmers, and sent up steam

The chest cavity opened, and a shoot sprang up, reaching toward the sky. After
a nonent, lonely on the nmountaintop, a slender white sapling stood, and
uncurled its little mrrored | eaves toward the heavens.

Taking his wife and child in hand, enbracing them both fondly, Phaethon kicked
the Earth away.

Upwar d he soar ed.

APPENDI X

NAM NG CONVENTI ONS AND HI STORI C AEONS

The Era of the Seventh Mental Structure saw the rise of a civilization of
unparalleled liberty, justice, and magnificence. So great were the
intellectual and material acconplishments of this civilization that she cane
to be called the Gol den Cecunene, and the tinme of her greatest flowering was
honored with the nane the CGol den Age.

Physi cally, the Gol den Cecunene extended from engi neering stations within the
sol ar phot osphere to renpte outposts, herm tages, and astronomnica
observatories within the Oort cloud beyond Neptune. Intellectually, the
libraries and active nental configurations of the Sophotech segnment of the
popul ati on enbodi ed uncountabl e quadrillions of units of information

i nfinitesimal processing tinmes and nonsequential semantic and synbolic
arrangenents no human mnd, no nmatter how augnented, coul d understand.

There were isolated areas within the Solar Systemthat did not recognize the
political authority of the adm nistration of the Foederal OCecunenica
Commonweal t h, such as certain Oort cloud hermtages, or Tal ai mannar on the

i sl and of Ceylon; but despite their political separation, such mnor enclaves

were still part of the philosophical, linguistic, and cultural mlieu of the
Gol den Cecunene.
H STORY

The historians of the Gol den Age divide all previous human history into epochs
characterized by qualitative revolutions in the organi zati on of human thought.
The seven periods are these:

The First Mental Structure allowed for truly human as opposed to nerely ani mal
consci ousness. The nental change invol ved produced a differentiation (at one
time called 'bicaneral') between rational and hyp-nagogic states of mind. This
era was characterized by the devel opnent of |anguage and of abstract concepts.
It allowed the communication of ideas beyond the scope of mere concrete

si gnal s.

The Second Mental Structure was the devel opment of witten | anguage, which

al | owed conmmuni cati on beyond the range of imediate nenory or oral tradition
This permitted the devel opnment of the cal endar, of |laws, of literature, and of
civilized society. This era was characterized by the agrarian revol ution

nonet ary econorny, organi zed warfare.

The Third Mental Structure was characterized by the use of reason to

i nvestigate the original sources of reason, and by the growth of semantic and
neur osem -otic sciences. It was not recognized as a change in mental structure



at the tine, but the rational consciousness was characterized by an objective
rat her than provincial anthropocentric worldview This era was characterized
by the Scientific, the Industrial, and the Capitalist revolutions, as well as
by the energence of a political philosophy recognizing the rights of nman. The
first man on the noon | anded during this era, and the evol u-

tion of a worldw de system of electronic nedia enbraci ng Earth and her
satellite col onies soon followed.

The neur opsychol ogy of the later part of this era allowed for the objective
nmeasur enent of sanity. One benevol ent outcone of an otherw se dark and
tyrannous worl d-enpire period was the reduction, through eugenics and genetic
engi neering, of strains of the human bl oodlines prone to substandard
intelligence or nental disease.

The Fourth Mental Structure emerged when devel opnents in the el ectronic and
el ectrophonic interface with the nervous systempermtted nassive
interventions into the human nervous system albeit only of surface thoughts.
The early Fourth Era was characterized by the w despread augnentati on of
certain routine nmental functions by biocybernetic inplants. The rapid ability
to replace, retrain, redact, or to replay an entire lifetime of experience

t hr ough el ect rommenoni cs rendered individual mnds fungible, nodular, and
repl aceable. At the same time, this technol ogy all owed a degree of synpathy
and under st andi ng between ni nds that never before had existed. The | ate-period
perfection of noosophy (nechanical telepathy) renoved all questions of factua
doubt fromlegal and political processes.

Mich of the cruelty that marred an otherw se noble period in history,

hi stori ans bl ame on the di sappointnent of the First Immortality. The
Conpositions were able to record and preserve surface consci ousness

i nformation, and could electronically hypnotize certain nenbers of their
group-mnds to act out the lives and thoughts of ghost recordings. However,
the true essence of individuality was beyond the neasurement or the grasp of
t he crude noosophic systens of the times. The First Imortality was a severe
di sappoi ntnent, and, in certain nations and periods, fell into grotesque
systens of self-deception, fundanmental irrationalities that led, in turn, to
grievous suffering.

The rise of the Congloneration Networks, nass-mnds, and, later, the
Conpositions, led to a violent suppression of individual human consci ousness.
Uni versal peace and universal stagnation spread through the tri-planetary
civilization. Early segnents of the El eembsynary Conposition date fromthis
peri od.

The Fifth Mental Structure was triggered by the devel opnent of biol ogi cal and
bi ot echni cal nethods to grow novel deep structures in the brain, and reorder
the traditional hierarchy of hindbrain, mdbrain, and cortex.

Not merely new thoughts and sensation but whol e new nmet hods of thought and
sensation, radically different nodes of interpreting reality, were devel oped
by the zeal of |ate-era Cybernetic Conpositions.

Three additional nodes of cognition, used by the Warl ocks, the Invariants, and
the Cerebellines, were developed at this tine.

However, the mass-m nds, based on having | arge nunbers of interchangeabl e and
i nteroperabl e subjects, could not correctly interweave the needs of these new
mut ual I'y i nconprehensi bl e popul ati ons. Deception, inconprehension, anti pathy,
and, eventually, war itself, became the normal neans nutually antagonistic
mass-m nds had for dealing with each ot her

An ol d phil osophy was resurrected to serve the new needs of the tinmes. The

m ddl e ages of the Fifth Era were characterized by an adherence to an absol ute
noral standard, and the unwillingness to initiate aggression, no matter the
provocation. During this noble time, the nmutual antipathies of the nmutually

i nconmpr ehensi bl e neurostractures were obvi ated. Many pal eopsychorobot - oci sts
list this time as forming the deep structures of Earthmi nd' s rather callous
and | ai ssez-faire noral priorities. Certain nonsuperintelligent artificial

m nds, including adm nistrative and police authorities, that were |ater
absorbed into the core operating systemof the Earthmnd, date fromthis



peri od.

Al t hough renenbered as the era that gave rise to the reemergence of the

i ndi vi dual and i ndependent consciousness, in reality, it was only during the
frantic col onial expansions of the later period of this era that the

advant ages of individualismforced the unw el dy mass-mninds to devel op
speci al i zed subsections, and, later, to disband. \Warl ock-based mass-ni nds were
anmong the first to disband; Invariant anong the | ast.

This also was the first era of the superintellects. Even Mentator, the |argest
and nost cerebral of cybernetic Conpositions of the previous era, was never
abl e to achi eve transhuman thought, even if able to think nuch nore quickly
and thoroughly, and with rmuch nmechani cal assi stance.

The crowning achi evenent of this era was the final conprehension of al
geonetric and scientific theorens as a whole. This epiphany is still on file
in the nmuseum and npst schola require its contenplation as a basic part of
transobjective training (that is, the trained ability to suffer the inposition
of thoughts and concepts beyond one's own ability to conprehend).

During this time, a multigeneration ship, the Naglfar, captained by Ao

O ngorgon, pronpted by a dream carried many thousands of his fell ow Warl ocks,
as well as contingents of Invariants and Cerebellines, to establish a
permanent scientific base, and, later, a self-sustaining civilization, ten

t housand | i ght-years away, at Cygnhus X-|

The Sixth Mental Structure enbraced the first entirely artificial

consci ousness. The rise of artificial intelligence was |ong anticipated and

| ong del ayed, but unlike every previous transition between eras, the
transition fromthe Fifth to the Sixth Era was achi eved peacefully and wi t hout
error, since the wise legislators of the Unicaneral and Pol yhierarchica
schola and the Maternalist bioconmpositions (such as Deneter Mdther) had

adj usted social institutions and politica

expectations to wel come the com ng of the Sophotechs | ong before the first

el etrophotonic artificial self-awareness passed the Descartean Cogito test.
The only true surprise was the universal rejection of the Sophotech mnds to
accept positions of political power or authority. They politely refused even
voting enfranchi sement. Their own politics anong thensel ves was swift and

i nconmpr ehensi bl e, based on the alterations of deep structures and the adoption
of priorities trees and conprom ses to avoid conflict; and yet, the nessage to
living minds was sinple and ancient. Violence can be avoided if all parties

pl ace a higher priority on cooperation than on conflict.

The Seventh Mental Structure is held to have begun when Sophot ech

i nvestigations into nounenal mathematics (nonlinear yet nonchaotic nodels for
uncertai n conpl ex systemns, including, for exanple, human brain information)
all owed the very long awaited creation of a science of noetics.

For the first tine, nmental information, both in whole and part, could be
recorded, reordered, transmtted, saved, and nanipul ated in the sane fashion
as any other type of information. Downl oads and partials could be recorded and
sumoned, and ghosts created fromtranscripts or specul ative reconstruction
NCETI CS

The early period of the Seventh Mental Structure is also called the Tinme of
the Second Imortality, for the defects of the Conpositional nmental noosophic
recordi ng systens were cured. Noumenal mathematics allowed for the nodeling of
essential and ineffable human menmory characteristics, to such a level of fine
detail that individual human m nds could be recorded, duplicated, and
reproduced; and differences between

the original tenplate and the copy were bel ow detectable linmts, both
nmechani cal detection thresholds and the intuitive and enptional threshold that
al l owed the revenants' copies to be regarded as being one and the sane as the
originals by friends, famly, and society. Wile philosophers and Sophot echs
m ght recogni ze that the dead, despite all appearances, truly were dead, for
all practical and | egal purposes, any mind that had sufficient continuity of
menory with his original tenplate was considered to be that selfsane person
PCLI TI CAL SYSTEM



The political systemof the Gol den Cecunene had its roots in the tinme of the
m ddl e-period Fifth Mental Structure, and was inspired by the collective peace
of the hive-mnds of the Fourth Era, the civility of the Wstern denocracies
of the early Third Era, the respect for |law and discipline that informed the
Roman Enpire of the Second

The political protocols that controlled the exchanges of nental information
processing priority were nostly unchanged fromthe Fourth Era; the human
government, |ikew se, was based on antique Third Era phil osophical notions of
separati on of powers, checks and bal ances, between competing magi strates and
adm ni strative bodies of strictly limted nandate.

Politics, which is the recourse to the use of force to organi ze interpersonal
rel ati onshi ps, was unknown to the majority of the citizens of the CGol den
Cecunene. The Sophotechs, since the early Sixth Era, self-selected for nental
architectures that would mnimze irreconcil able differences of opinion; in

ef fect, they had progranmed thenselves to nmake any self-sacrifice necessary to
mai ntain the social order

Following their lead, less intelligent artificial intellectual constructions
had |i kewi se enbraced deep structures placing a high priority on conprom se
and harnony: mass-ninds, Composition or noosophic fornul ations, |ikew se,
filtered their mental inputs or patrons to avoid those activities that m ght
give rise to | egal clashes.

For that moiety of the human popul ati on that existed outside of an electronic
matrix, nmere was a Parlianment (for humans) and a Meeting of the Mnds (for

i ndependent machi nes and sem - machi ne consci ousness), as well as a Curia, for
the arbitration of |egal disputes. These offices were rarely called upon
since simulations often anticipated their outcones, and people relied heavily
on the advice of the Sophotechs to avoid the econom cally wast ef ul
zero-sumganme conflicts of interest

This is not to say, of course, that grief and passi on were unknown to the

ol den Age. The maneuvering and intrigue within the voluntary corporations and
phi | osophi cal nmovenents and uni ons known as 'schools' were surrounded with the
bitterness and zealotry that one m ght expect in any other forum Unlike the
political struggles of prior ages, however, these internal scholastic
struggles led to frustration and | oss of prestige but not to warfare and | oss
of life.

The Parliament was a diverse Conposition consisting of partials, ghosts and
self-aware entities granted representative power by the specific agency of
specific constituents. Unlike the unwieldy political mechanisnms of prior ages,
the ability to create minds with the characteristics necessary to represent
one's own interests zealously and faithfully rendered the el ective process an
anachroni sm

Surroundi ng the Parliament were the Shadow M nisters, which consisted of a
somewhat conpl ex schenme of insurance conpani es and financial institutions,
news reporters, policy analysts, and phil osophers, and others who had an
interest in the outcones of political determ nations. The various mnds of the
Mnisters were

organi zed i nto Conpositions, or ghosts collectives, or sinple standing

i nstruction patterns.

The Shadow M ni sters had investors sufficiently able to anticipate the needs
and desires of the constituents of the Parlianment nenbers, to give clear
warning to any parlianmentarian who m ght otherw se pursue policies that would
offend his electors.

The Iaws allowed for special elections to be held in such cases where the
ability or honesty of these predictions was called into question. Unlike |aws
enforced by nerely human agency, however,, these conputer-enforced rules and
rights did not need to be exercised periodically to retain their force.

The severely limted powers of the governnent in the CGol den Age rendered
governrent usel ess and unnecessary for the conduct of daily affairs of life.
It had no power to aid or assist those who had, or who imagined, difficulties.
Consequently, no one turned to it for aid in tine of need; no social novement



expended precious resources in an attenpt to gain control of the organs of
government, of the |levers of power, because those organs were atrophied, and
those |l evers were only connected to judicial institutions and police forces of
severally linmted operation. Mst of the parliamentary debate turned on
matters of taxation (i.e., Atkins's salary) and on defining the exact
boundari es of public and private intellectual property.

Hence, the main power of the CGol den Qecunene was not in its official
delimtation of powers. The main social power during this period in history
lay with the Coll ege of Exhortation

THE HORTATORS

These Hortators, as they were called, were a response to the paradox of free
governnent; nanely, that free

government is sufficiently limted in power to | eave all nonviol ent
activities, i.e., the culture, in private hands; but that the cultural val ues
all owi ng for such liberties nust be maintained, and passed to the next
generation, in order for the society to remain free. Unlike all prior
governments, the Foederal QCecuneni cal Commonweal th could not use force to
maintain the loyalty of her citizens to those val ues and nores she needed to
survive; the unity of culture was maintained on a strictly voluntary basis.
The Hortators comanded a wi de and precarious power, both econom c and soci al
whi ch they nmaintained by carefully retaining the goodwill of their
subscribers. Many particular contracts had Hortator nandates witten into the
fine print, including clauses requiring the users to cooperate w th enbargoes
and boycotts.

Because of the extraordinary |lifespans of the Gol den Cecunene peoples, the
Col l ege could be staffed with what woul d have been, in earlier ages, culture
heroes and historical figures, and, in the cases where no nental record
survived, with ghosts or reconstructions.

ECONOM CS

The wealth of this era was so vast that it staggers cal cul ation, and was

di stributed through a popul ation that, though it far outnunbered the

popul ation figures of any previous era, was mniscul e when conpared to the
resources scientific enterprise and industrial speculation had made avail abl e.
The nol ecul ar machines of this era nade materials which woul d have been waste
products to men of previous ages into treasure mnes. The anmpunt of

accunul ated capital in the society, and the length of time over which capita
ventures could extend before seeing a profit, increased the productivity of
wage earners to the point where an average | aborer, in real terms, controlled
an anount of energy and resources that would dwarf the mlitary budgets
expropriated by governnments of the warlike periods of the Third Era.

Wth robots to do all nenial |abor, and Sophotech to do all intellectua

| abor, the only category of economic activities open to mankind in the CGol den
Age was entrepreneurial speculation. In effect, man only had to dream of
somet hing that m ght anuse his fell ow man. or render sonme small service,
anel i orate some perceived inperfection in life, and command his machines to
carry out the project, in order to reap profits to nore than pay for the
rental on those machi nes.

The i mensity of the wealth invol ved, however, did not revoke any of the | aws
of econom cs known since antiquity. The | aw of association still proved that a
superior and an inferior, when both cooperate and specialize, are nore

ef ficient working together than when working in isolation. No matter how wi se
and great their machines, humans al ways had nore than enough to do. An
extremely fine specialization of labor, including [ abor that, to earlier eras,
woul d seem quite frivolous, allowed for nearly infinite avenues of effort to
be utilized. The high population of the tinme was nothing but a boon; an
entrepreneur need only reach the nost tiny fraction of the public in order for
his patrons to be nunbered in the mllions and billions.

Wage rates (which, by and large, were the rental rates of |aboring machines)
were allowed to fall to whatever |evel was needed to clear the narket of

| abor; likewise for interest rates clearing the capital nmarket. The evils and



follies created by the interventions of governnents into the market were
unknown in the Golden Age; nor, anong the |long-lived people of that era, could
doctrines based on short-termthinking or short-sightedness take root. There
was neither unenpl oyment (except as a penalty inflicted by the Hortators) nor
capital lying idle, nor squandered. There was, of course, no central bank

no debasenment of currency, or other mschievous interneddling with the
econony.

Every great achi evenent of the superscience of the era, rather than sating the
human desire for acconplishments, led to a wider threshold of what anbition
could acconplish; and these greater powers led in turn to the desire for ever
greater achievenents. Engineering efforts that would have been inpossible in
the poverty of prior eras, including engineering on a planetary scale, were
practical in the Gol den Age.

NAM NG CONVENTI ONS

The conplexity of the possible social and neurol ogi cal arrangenents into which
t he peoples and self-aware artifacts of the Gol den Age coul d organize

t hensel ves was reflected in the diverse information carried by their formal
nanes.

This information was usually carried in a header or prefix of standard

el ectronic net-to-net comunication, to allowthe recipient to translate the
response into a nutually conprehensible format and | anguage. For humans usi ng
physi cal bodies, the nanes were translated into spoken syllables, usually in
an abbreviated form

The nam ng conventions were not entirely uniform although nost nanmes woul d
contain the same basic information, not necessarily in the sane order

For exanpl e, take the nane Phaethon Prinme Rhadamanth Hunodified (augnent)
Uncomnposed, | nde-pconci ousness, Base Neuroforned, Silver-Gay Mnorial Schola,
Era 10191 (the "Reawakeni ng").

"Phaethon" is the nane of his outward identity, his public character. This
only roughly corresponded to the Christian name (or first nane) of an earlier
age; it was a piece of intellectual property that could be bought and sold,
and m ght al so have copyright-protected facial features and expressions, body
| anguage, sl ang phrases, nottoes, or logos to go with it.

"Prinme" indicates that he is the original copy of this mnd content, not a
partial, or a reconstruction, or a ghost. Amobng sequential iterations of the
same consci ousness, this is a sequence nunber. By the final era of the Gol den
Age, this name had fallen out of strict use, and nmany people listed fanciful
nunbers, such as Nought or Mri ad.

"Rhadamanth" is the copyrighted reference to his genotype, that is, what the
ancients would call a family nane. In this particular case, Phaethon's famly
is naned after his mansion. Both the genotype and mansi on were created by his
sire. Menbers of other schools would enploy this name differently, or would

| eave it blank; but in general it was nmeant to reflect on the creator or
parent, whoever was responsible for the existence of the entity. Anmong
electronic entities, a time-depth, indicating whether the entity was pernmanent
or tenporary, would be added here.

"Hurodi fi ed" i s Phaethon's phenotype (nodified human), which indicates that he
is a biological consciousness, not electrophotonic, of a standard human
ground- shape, conpatible with the three basic aesthetics: Standard, Consensus,
and Qbjective. The primary purpose of the phenotype nanme is to identify
aesthetic conpatibility.

An aesthetic identifies the synbols, enotional range, information formats,
sense inpressions, and operating speeds, and so on, with which the user is
confortable. Dol phins and Hull smths, for exanple, have additional ranges of
vi sion, sonar, and hearing, plus several artificial senses that exist only in
conput er simul ati on, and consequently their ideogranms can be witten across a
wi der range of the el ectromagnetic spectrum

"(Augment )" specifies additional phenotype information, and indicates that
Phaet hon carries standard-

ized imMmortality nanomachines in his body. Note that Phaethon's nane, when he



opened his nmenmory casket, would change to "(special augnent)" to signify his
nonstandard mul tiple nodifications and adaptati ons for near-1ight-speed

envi ronment s.

"Uncomposed" indicates a person's Conposition or attachnent to a cybernetic

m nd network—n this case Phaethon has none. Conposed peopl e who have

i ndependent or semni -independent consci ousness would list their Conposition
nane here. Fully Conposed people list their Conposition nane as their first
nane, and mght list here their function, or list here a designation

descri bing the geonetry of the Conposition, i.e., radial, linear, parallel
serial, hierarchical, self-organizing, or unified

"I ndepconci ousness" indicates Phaethon's nervous systemis entirely
self-contained. He is not linked into a mnd-sharing schene, a nmenory archive,
a conscience nmonitor; he is not part of a nental hierarchy; he is not a

synnoi ent or avatar; he is not enotion-Ilinked, or sharing | anguage m dbrain
structures. When Phaethon enters full comunion with his ship, so-called
navi mor phosi s, this name would change to reflect the m nd-sharing schenme used.
Note that these last two factors are actually independent variables. A
self-aware entity can be Conposed into a network wi thout |osing i ndependence
of consciousness (if, for exanple, he were sharing speech and perception, but
not enotion or nenory). Note also, an entity can share some aspects or

el ements of consciousness wi thout actually being part of a mass-m nd. For
exanpl e, one could share short-term nenories w thout sharing personality
(called Iikew sers), or vice versa (called avatars), or share dream structures
and thal am ¢ | anguage reactions w thout sharing cortex consciousness (certain
daught er groups of the Cerebellines do this). An entity with no instantaneous
sharing of cortexual thought, perception, and nmenory

is regarded as being legally independent, even if all other brain functions
are shared

The "neuroform' nanme identifies the internal nmental structures in the same way
that the Conposition nanme identifies external mental structures. The

neuro-forms, for humans, tended to fall into one of four general categories.
Basi c: Hindbrain, mdbrain, and cortex are organized into a traditiona
hi er ar chy.

War | ock: Cortex and nmidbrain interconnected. Allows for a repeatable form of
intuitive and lateral thought, as well as controlled dreamike states of
consci ousness.

Cerebelline (also called global): Cortex and hindbrain interconnected. Al ows
for a simultaneous integration of many points of view or data streans.

Thi nki ng i s spontaneously organi zed rather than linear, and relies on pattern
recogni tion rather than abstraction

I nvariant: True uni caneral consciousness, all segnents of the brain at al

| evel s massively interconnected. Allows for a tightly disciplined node of

t hought, where all enpbtions, instincts, and passions are integrated into

di spassi onate sanity.

The "school” identifies the particulars of a person's culture, |anguage,

phil osophy, and taste. In the tine of the Golden Qecunene, all of these
characteristics are voluntary. Traditions are adopted by individuals;

i ndi viduals are not born into traditions.

The "era" is the time of birth or deep-structure fornmati on—+hough the custom
of stating birth date suffers obloquy fromreforners and egalitarians, it
still is in use. Those favoring the custom assert that the historical period
in which a man is born tells you much of his outl ook, custons, and

ci rcumst ances; those opposing say it is a formof elitism where elders are
gi ven undue prestige, and that the scholastic nanme tells one all one needs to
know about outl ook, custom and circunstance.

THE END OF THE GOLDEN AGE

Natural ly, the economic and political liberty enjoyed during the Gol den Age,
the weal th, tol erance, and splendor, were sharply curtailed during the warlike
colonial age that followed. A greater degree of uniformty in thought and
conduct was required in order to preserve the CGol den Cecunene from Sil ent



Cecunene attacks, both physical and subtle. Certainly the worlds terraforned
and col oni es established by Phaethon of Rhadamanth, and, later, by his

brot hers Bel |l erophon and | carus, would not for many generations have the
capital available to create the machinery needed to organize their affairs as
efficiently and happily as their nother world; even maintaining the

i nfrastructure necessary for individual imortality was problematic for the
unsuccessful col oni es.

It may be that the Transcendence of the Aurelian period anticipated the fina
out come of these events, and knew whet her they would, on the whole, involve
the human race in weal or woe. But if so, no hint has descended fromthe aery
real ms of transhuman thought to tell the men who were to fight in that war
whet her their efforts were dooned to futility and defeat or would be graced
with the plume of victory: even the Earthmi nd cannot see all outcones.

But no matter whether the future was destined to lead to joy or sorrow, after
this period in history, civilization was destined to spread anmong t he nearer
stars; and no single disaster howsoever great, no war howsoever dread, vast,
and terrible, would any | onger have the power to elimnate mankind fromthe
drama of cosmic history.



