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MAJOR CHARACTERS, GROUPED BY NERVOUS SYSTEM FORMATI ON ( NEUROFORM :

Bi ochemical Self-Aware Entities: |Imortals:

Base neurof orm

PHAETHON PRI ME of RHADAMANTH, Silver-Gey Manorial school.

HELI ON RELI C of RHADAMANTH, Phaethon's sire, founder of the Silver-Gey
Manori al school, and a Peer.

DAPHNE TERCI US SEM - RHADAMANTH, Phaethon's wife.

TEMER SI XTH LACEDAI MON, Dark Grey Manorial school, an Advocate.

GANNI S HUNDRED- M ND GANNI' S, Syner gi sti c- Synnoi nt school, a Peer.

ATKI' NS VI NGT- ET- UN GENERAL- | SSUE, a sol dier.

UNGANNI S, daughter of GANNI'S, al so called UNMO QHOTEP QUATRO NEOMORPH of the
Ct honni ¢ school, of the Nevernext novenent, whom Helion calls the
"Cacophiles."

Al ternate Organi zation neuroform comonly call ed Wrl ocks:

AO ACEN, the Master-Dreaner, a Peer.

AO VARMATYR, one of the Lords-Paranmount of the Silence, commonly called Swans.
NEO- ORPHEUS t he Apostate, protonothary and chair of the CO.LLEGE of HORTATORS.
ORPHEUS MYRI AD AVERNUS, founder of the Second Immortality, a Peer.

Cortial -Thal am cally I ntegrated neurof orm

commonl y cal | ed:

I nvari ants:

KES SENNEC t he Logi ci an, a Peer.

Cerebel | i ne neuroform

VWHEEL - OF- LI FE, an Ecol ogi cal Mat hemati ci an, a Peer.

GREEN- MOTHER, the artiste who organi zes the ecol ogi cal performance at Destiny
Lake.

OLD- WOVAN- OF- THE- SEA, of the Cceanic Environnental Protectorate.

DAUGHTER- OF- THE- SEA, a terraformer of Early Venus.

Mass- M nd Conpositions:

The ELEEMOSYNARY COWPCSI TI ON, a Peer.

The HARMONI QUS COWPOSI TI ON, of the College of Hortators.

The BELLI POTENT COWVPCSI TI ON (di sbanded) .

Nonst andar d neur of or ns:

VAFNI R of MERCURY EQUI LATERAL STATION, a Peer.

XENOPHON of FARAWAY, Tritonic Neuroform Conposure School, called the
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Nept uni ans.

XING S of NEREID, also called D OVEDES, Silver-Gey School .

NEOPTOLEMUS, a conbi nati on of Di onedes and Xenophon.

Mortal s:

VULPI NE FI RST | RONJOY HULLSM TH, an Afl oat.

OSHENKYQO, an Afl oat .

LESTER NOUGHT HAAKEN, an Afl oat.

DRUSI LLET ZERO SELF- SOUL, an Afl oat .

SEMRI'S of 1O, an Ashore.

ANTI SEMRI'S, an Ashore.

NOTOR- KOTCK UNI QUE AMALGAMATED, an Ashore.

An OLD MAN, gardener of a grove of Saturn trees, who clains to be of the
Ant i amar ant hi ne Puri st school, not otherw se identified.

El ectrophotonic Self-Aware Entities: Sophotechs:

RHADAMANTHUS, a manor - house of the SILVER-GREY school, million-cycle capacity.
EVENI NGSTAR, a manor - house of the RED school, nmillion-cycle capacity.
NEBUCHADNEZZAR, advisor to the College of Hortators, ten-nillion-cycle
capacity.

HARRI ER, consulting detective, one-hundred-thousand-cycle capacity.
MONOMARCHOS, a barrister, one-hundred-thousand-cycle capacity.

AURELI AN, host of the Celebration, fifty-thousand-mllion-cycle capacity.

The ENNEAD consi sts of nine Sophotech groups, each of over a billion-cycle
capacity, including WARM ND, WESTM ND, ORI ENT, AUSTRAL, BOREAL, NORTHWEST,
SQUTHEAST, and ot hers.

EARTHM ND, the unified consciousness in which all terrestrial machines, and
machines in Near-Earth-Orbit, fromtine to tine participate: trillion-cycle
capacity.

Si mul acra, Fictional Persons, Constructs:

COMJS, an avatar of AURELI AN

SCOCRATES and EMPHYRI O, constructs of NEBUCHADNEZZAR.

The Justices of the CURI A

SCARAMOUCHE, an extract of Xenophon the Neptunian.

The Envoy of DI OVMEDES of NEREI D.

M NOR CHARACTERS, | NCLUDI NG HI STORI CAL OR FI CTI ONAL PERSONS MENTI ONED | N THE
TALE:

AO ANDAPHANTI E, Daphne's nane when she was a warl ockess.

AYESHA, a cottage-m nd used by Daphne, ten-thousand-cycle capacity.

CURTI S MAESTRI CT, the Parlianentary Protonothary, and a friend and client of
Daphne' s.

JASON SVENTEN SHOPWORTHY, whose odd behavi or has piqued the curiosity of the
Sophot echs.

KSAHTRI MANYU HAN, the First Speaker of the Parlianent.

UTE NONE STARK, Daphne's nother.

YEVEEN NONE STARK, Daphne's father.

H STORI CAL AND FI CTI ONAL PERSONS:

Ao Enwir the Delusionist, fambus for his treatise, "On the Sovereignty of
Machi nes. "

Ao Orngorgon Darkwormmhol e Noreturn of the Black Swan Coven, captain-nonarch of
the multigeneration starship Naglfar, and culture hero who founded the Sil ent
Cecunene at Cygnus X-1.

Ao Sol oron Oversoul, marshal of the jihad in service to the Wtch-King of
Corea, credited with orchestrating the defeat of the Bellipotent

Conposition during the Era of the Fifth Mental Structure.

Buckl and- Boyd Cyrano-D Atano, the first man to survive a Mars | andi ng.

Chan Noonyan Sfih of 1o, explorer who accidentally set fire to Pluto.
Dermont del une, an unfortunate who cane to grief on the dark side of the noon.
Enghat hrat hri on, a cel ebrated poet of the late-period Fourth Mental Structure.
Ham et, a character froma |inear-experience simlacrum WIIiam Shakespeare,
Era of the Second Mental Structure.

Hanno, of Carthage, sailed down the coast of Africa. The first explorer whose



nane is recorded by history.

Harlequin, a clown fromthe Italian Conmedia del' Arte Era of the Second Ment al
Structure.

Jason, master of the Argo, who sailed to Gol den Cheronese and returned wth
the Fl eece.

Mancuri osco t he Neuropat hi st.

Mot her - of - Nunmbers, a Cerebel line mat hemati ci an, whose di squisition on Noetic
Mat hematics formed a foundation for Noumenal technol ogy.

Neil Arnmstrong, first nman to set foot on Luna.

Ce Sephr al-Mdr the Descender-into-C ouds, early Jupiter explorer

Scar anouche, a clown fromthe Italian Conmedia del'Arte Era of the Second
Mental Structure.

Sir Francis Drake, Master of the Golden Hind, discovered the Northwest
Passage.

Sl oppy Rufus, the first dog to survive a Mars | anding (Bucky-Boy Cyrano's
dog) .

The Porphyrogen Conposition, a noted sect of astrononers.

U ysses, King of Ithaca, who sailed far to know the mnds of nen and their
ways, returning fromthe underworl d.

Vandonnar, according to pre-lgnition Jovian

poetry, a cloud-diver so entirely lost in the storns surrounding the G eat Red
Spot, that even death found himunable to | ocate the course to the afterlife,
and therefore Vandonnar circles eternally in the storm forever seeking,
forever |ost.

Vanguard Si ngl e Exharnony, survived the first manned mission into the Sol ar
Phot ospher e.

THE CYBORG

He opened the door onto a crowded boul evard of matter-shops, drama-spaces,
reliquaries, shared-form conmmunion theaters, colloquy-salons, and flower
parks. An el aborate hydroscul pture of falls and aerial brooks spread froma
central fountain works throughout the area, with running water held al oft by
subatom c reorientations of its surface tension, so that arches and bows of
shining transparency rose or fell, splashed or surged with carel ess
indifference to the reality of gravity. Light, scattered fromtall w ndows
lining the concourse or from banners of advertisements or from high panels
opening up into the regional mentality, was caught and nade into rai nbows by
the high-flowing waters. Petals fromfloating water lilies drifted down across
t he scene.

Beneath all this beauty was a crass ugliness. Mdre than three-quarters of the
peopl e were present as mannequi ns. This was evidently a place neant for
manorials, cryptics, or other schools that relied heavily on tel epresentation
Si nce Phaet hon no | onger had access to any kind of sense-filter, all these
folk, no matter how splendid of dress or el egant of conportment they m ght
have appeared to an observer in the Surface Dreaning, |ooked to himlike so
many ranks and ranks of gray, dull, and facel ess mannequi ns.

There may have been beautiful nusic sweeping the area; excluded fromthe
mental ity, Phaethon was deaf to it. Here and there were hospi ce boxes or
stagi ng pools, ready to send

out dreams or partials, calls, nessages, or any formof tele-presentation. Al
channel s were closed to Phaethon, and he was mute. There were dragon-signs
burning like fire in the air, displaying nessages of unknown inport. Phaethon
could not read the subtext or hypertext; Phaethon was illiterate. There may
have been thought-guides in the Mddle Dreaning to allow himto renmenber, as
if he had al ways known, where to find the public transport he sought. NMenonic
assi stance gone; Phaet hon was an ammesi ac. There may have been ornament and
pageantry in the dream stages gathered in the air around him |ovely beyond
description, or signs and maps to show Phaethon where, in this w de concourse
m ght be the way or the road he sought. But Phaet hon was blind.

Here and there anong the mannequins, the face of a realist or vivariani st
showed. Their eyes turned dull when they lit on Phaethon, and their gazes slid



past himw thout seeing. Al sense-filters were tuned to exclude him The
world was blind to himas well.

He expected the banners overhead to swoop down on hi mwhen he | ooked up. But
no. They floated on by, shouting with Iights and garish displays. Even the
advertisenments ignored him

No matter. Phaethon tried to keep his thoughts only on the next steps

i medi ately before him How to find out where he was? How to find Tal ai mannar ?
How to go fromhere to there? Once there, howto find out why Harrier

Sophot ech recommended t hat place?

He had to ask soneone for help, or directions.

Phaet hon stepped behind a stand of bushes; there was a flow of water fromthe
fountain works overhead, forming a rippling, translucent ceiling. Was anyone
wat chi ng? He assuned not.

He doffed his arnor and covered it with the cape of nanomaterial, which he
then programmed to | ook |ike a hooded cl oak. Phaet hon hinmself nerely drew out
some of the nanomaterial fromthe black skin-garnment he wore, and drew circles
around his eyes, to solidify into a black dom no mask. And that was that: Both
of them were now in disguise. He hoped it was enough to fool at |east a casua
i nspection. He progranmed the suit to follow himat a fixed distance, avoiding
obstacles; to "heel" as Daphne woul d have said.

He stepped out again into the concourse, followed by the bul ky, cloaked form
of his arnor, |oom ng three paces behind him He went downstairs and found a
pondsi de espl anade that had fewer nmannequins wal king along it. He saw rea
faces; faces nmade of flesh or netal, or cobra scales, or polystructura
material, or energy surfaces. They were | aughing and tal king, signaling and
depicting. The air seemed charged with a carnival excitenment. Many peopl e

ski pped or danced as they strolled, noved by nusic Phaethon could not hear.

O hers dived over the side of the esplanade, to glide anong the buildings and
statues in the pond.

He did not know what particul ar event was being celebrated. It was rare to see
so many fol k together. Watever bunting or decoration swamin the dreanmspace
here, which m ght have given hima clue as to the nature of the occasion, was,
of course, invisible to him

Peopl e sm |l ed and nodded at himas they wal ked by, full of good cheer. "Merry
M1l ennium My you live a thousand years!"

He had not realized how nuch he had m ssed, and was going to miss, the sight
of friendly human faces. Phaethon smiled back, waving, and calling out, "And a
t housand years to you!"

Phaet hon rem nded hinself that he had to be careful. Theoretically, the
masquer ade protocol would not protect him since he was no | onger part of the
celebration, no longer part of the comrunity. But how many people woul d even
try to read his identity if they saw himwearing a mask during a masquerade?
Most peopl e, Phaet hon guessed, woul d not.

The rule fromthe Hortators was that no one was to give himaid, confort, food
or drink, or shelter, sell himgoods or services, or buy fromhim or donate
charity to him This rule did not (in theory) actually prohibit speaking to
him or looking at himand smling, although that was the way it surely would
be practiced.

I f Phaethon tried to buy sonething froma passerby, Aurelian was obligated to
warn himthat he was about to be contanminated with exile. But as long as

Phaet hon did not try to win fromthe passersby either food or drink or confort
or shelter or charity, Aurelian would no doubt stand nmute. Sophotechs had a
long, long tradition of failing to volunteer any information that had not been
speci fically asked.

It was hard. A couple wal king hand in hand were passi ng out weddi ng-al bum
projections of their future children. Phaethon snmiled but declined to take
one. A young girl (or someone dressed as one) skipping and licking a floating
bal | oon-pastry offered hima bite; Phaethon patted her on the head, but did
not touch her pastry. Wen a | aughi ng wi ne-juggl er, surrounded by nusica
firecrackers, and balancing on a ball, rolled by and tried to thrust a gl ass



of chanpagne i nto Phaet hon's hand, Phaethon was not able to refuse except by
jerking his hand away.

The juggl er frowned, wondering at Phaethon's |lack of courtesy, and raised two
fingers as if to try to find out who Phaethon really was. But the juggler was
di stracted when a sl ender, naked gynonmorph, fluttering with a hundred
stimulation scarves, junped up in drunken passion to enbrace him Singing a
carol to Aphrodite, the two rolled off together, while the juggler's bottles
and goblets fell this way and that.

Phaet hon I et the throng carry himdown the espl anade.

The pressure of the crowd eased when Phaethon canme to a |line of w ndows, two
hundred feet tall or nore, which | ooked out upon a bal cony | arger than a

boul evard. Qut onto the bal cony they all went together. Phaethon clinbed up a
pedestal holding a statue of O pheus in his pose as Father of the Second
Immortality. The stone hands held up a synbol in the shape of a snake

swal lowing its own tail. Phaethon put his foot in the stone coils of the
serpent and pulled hinself high, looking left and right above the heads of the
crowd.

Several |esser towers and small skyscrapers grew up fromthe railing of the
bal cony, like little corals fringing the topless supertower of the space

el evat or.

Beyond the bal cony, the netropolis spread out fromthe nountain-base of the
space el evator in three concentric circles. Innernost and ol dest, the center
circle consisted of huge wi ndow ess structures shaped according to sinple
geonetries; giant cubes, hem spheres, and hem cylinders, painted in bright,
primary colors, connected by rectilinear nmotion-lines and smart roads. The
architecture followed the Objective Aesthetic, with the buil ding shapes,

sl abs, and plaques all rigidly

stereotyped. There was little novement in this part of the city; human beings
of the basic neuroformtended to find these facel ess buil dings and | oom ng
monol iths intolerable. Mstly, this central ring housed Sophotech conponents,
war ehouses, manufacturies. Invariants, who had little desire for beauty or

pl easure or inefficiency, lived here, dwelling in square dormtories arranged
i ke rank upon rank of coffin-beds.

The second ring was done in the Standard Aesthetic. Here were bl ack pools and
| akes of nanonmachi nery, with nmany brooks and rills, touched with white foam of
the dark material streaming fromone to another. Tiny waterfalls of the

mat eri al formed where cascade-separator stages m xed and organi zed the
conponents. Each | ake was surrounded by the fal se-trees and cora

bi of ormati ons of nanonmanufactory. A hundred sol ar parasols raised orchidlike
colors to the sun. The houses and presence chanbers were formed of strange
grom h, like sea-shells; one spiral after another, shining with | anbent

not her - of -pearl, rose to the skyline. Blue-black, dark pearl, glinting silver,
and dappl ed bl ue-gray hues dom nated the scene. Thought-gardens, coven pl aces,
and sacred circles dotted the area, along w th nynphariumnms, nother trees, and
stagi ng pool s. Warl ocks and basics tended to prefer the chaotic fractals and
organi c shapes of the Standard Aesthetic. Wde areas of garden space were
occupi ed by the decentralized bodi es of Cerebellines.

Beyond this, on the hills surrounding, green arbors and white nansions
prevail ed. This was the Consensus Aesthetic, patronized nostly by manor-born
and first-generation basics. Geek colums marched al ong the hilltops; fornal
Engl i sh gardens rested in green shadows before grand houses done in the
Ceorgi an style, or neo-Roman, or stern Al exandrian.

In the far distance, Phaethon saw a wide | ake. On the | ake were a hundred
shapes like jewel -arnored clipper ships, whose sails were textured like a
dozen wings of butterflies, surrounded with |ight.

Now Phaet hon knew where he was. This city was Ki sumu, south of Aetheopia
over | ooki ng Lake Victoria. And Phaethon understood the wonder and excitenent
of the crowd. For the huge shapes in the | ake were the Deep Ones.

These were the | ast of the once-great race of the Jovian half-warlocks, a

uni que neurof ormthat conbined el enents fromthe Cerebelline and Warl ock



nervous-system structures. Once, they rode the storns and swamin the
pressurized met hane at nosphere of Jupiter, before its ignition. Wen the tine
cane to end their way of life, they chose instead to enter whal elike bodies
and to sleep at the bottom of the Marianas Trench, where they call ed back and
forth to each other, and wove songs and sonar inmages relating to the vast,
sad, and ancient enotions known only to them and made sounds in the deep

whi ch rem nded them but could not recapture, those songs and sensations their
ol d Jupiter-adapted Behenoth bodi es once had made in the endl ess at nosphere of
t hat gas-gi ant pl anet.

Once every thousand years, only during the time of the MIIennium they woke
fromtheir dreanms of sorrow, grew festive gens and multicol ored menbranes and
sails along their upper hulls, rose to the surface, and sang in the air.

By an ancient contract, no recordings could be nmade of their great songs, nor
was anyone allowed to speak of what they heard or dreaned when that mnusic
swept over them

No wonder so many people were here in reality.

Phaet hon's heart was in his throat. The songs of the Deep Ones he had only
heard once before, since he had not attended this ceremony his second

m |1 ennial masquerade, during Argentorium s tenure. That time once before,

t hree thousand years ago (during the tenure of Cuprician) the song had sung to
hi m of vastness, enptiness, and a sense of infinite promse. It was as if
Phaet hon had been plunged into the w de expanses of the Jovian cl oudscape; or
into the far wi der expanses of the stars beyond.

The Deep Ones had originally been designed also to serve as |iving spaceships,
able to swmthe radiation-filled and dust-filled vacuum between the Jovi an
nmoons, able to tolerate the al most unthinkable re-entry heat of [oworbit

di ves down into the Jovian atnpbsphere. But the early successes in cleaning
circunmjovial space and in tam ng the Jovi an nagnet osphere, made those

space-| anes safe and econom cal for ships of ordinary construction; the

enpl acenents of sky hooks nade al arming re-entries unnecessary. The Deep Ones'
way of life was past; the danger and romance of space travel was renobved.
Phaet hon had heard all of this in their song, so long ago. It had planted the
seed that bl ossoned into his own desire to enbrace his dreamof star travel

It had been Daphne who had brought himto hear it. But had that been Daphne
Prinme, or her anbassador-doll, Daphne Tercius? Phaethon could not remenber.
Per haps his lack of useful sleep was beginning to affect his nmenory.

Phaet hon junped down fromthe pedestal and began to push his way through the
crowmd, and away. For the Deep Ones did not give away their grand, sad nusic
freely. Everyone who did not exclude the nusic fromhis sense filter would
have a fee charged to his account; and, when the computers detected that

Phaet hon coul d not pay, he would be unnmasked. Once Phaet hon was unmasked, no
one, of course, would help him Not to nention that the performance woul d be
del ayed, and the afternoon spoiled for everyone. (He was anazed to di scover

that he still cared about the conveni ence and pleasure of his fell ownen, even
t hough they had ostracized him But the wonder of that first Deep One synphony
he had once heard still haunted his nmenmory. He did not want to dimnish the

joy of folk happier than he.)

The crowd thinned as he rounded the space el evator, and came to the side
facing away fromthe | ake. Several dirigible airships, as |large as whal es

t hensel ves, were docked with their noses touching the towers rising fromthe
bal cony sides. They had dragon-signs in the air, displaying their routes and
tinmes in a format Phaethon could not read.

Phaet hon stopped a passerby, a woman dressed as a pyretic. "Pardon ne, miss,
but nmy conpanion and | are | ooking for the way to Tal ai mannar." He gestured
toward the hooded and cl oaked figure of his arnor, standing silently behind
him He spoke what was not quite a lie: "My conpanion and | are involved in a
masquer ade gane of hunt-and-seek, and we are not allowed to access the
mentality. Could you tell ne howto find the nearest smart road?"

She cocked her head at him Her dancing eyes were surrounded by wr eaths of
flame, and snoke curled fromher |ips when she smiled. Wen she spoke,



Phaet hon had no routine to translate her words into his | anguage and granmmar
and | ogi c.

He tried nore sinply: "Talaimannar .. . ? Talaimannar ... ?

Smart road?" He pantom ned sliding along a frictionless surface, hands wavi ng,
so that she giggl ed.

By her enphatic gesture he understood she nmeant that the smart roads were not
runni ng; she pointed himtoward a nearby airship and pushed himlightly on the
shoul der, as if to say, CGo! Go!

Phaet hon froze. Had she just hel ped him or offered himpassage on sonme ship
owned by her? There was no alarmin her eyes; to judge from her expression
there was no secret voice from Aurelian warning her. And the woman was turni ng
away, drawn by the novenent of the crowd. Evidently she was not the owner
Phaet hon nmoved up the ranp. C oser, he saw the airship bore the heraldic
symbol of the Cceanic Environmental Protectorate. It was a cargo lifter

per haps the very one that had brought one or nore Deep Ones fromthe Pacific
to Lake Victoria.

The throngs began to fall silent. Qut on the | ake, Deep Ones were sailing to
position, raising and unfurling their singing-fans. A sense of tension, of
expect ancy, was pal pable in the air. Phaethon stepped reluctantly across the
gilt threshold of the hatch and into the ship's interior, his eyes turned over
hi s shoul der.

G ant magnifier screens, focused on the distant Deep Ones, floated up over the
edge of the huge bal cony. The inages showed the Deep Ones, sails w de and

hi gh, notionless on the surface of the |lake, all their prows pointed toward
the Deep One matriarch-conductor, who floated |ike a mountain above her
children, her mllion singing-flags |like an Autumm forest seen along a
nount ai nsi de.

Phaet hon's feet were slow He wanted so desperately to hear this one |ast

song. Except for tunes he mght whistle hinmself, or nusic shed from

adverti senents passing by, Phaethon would not hear songs again: no one would
performfor him no one would sell hima recording.

He steeled hinself and turned his back. The hatch shut silently behind him
The deck was deserted. The place was enpty.

Before him carpeted in burgundy, set with small tables and formul ation rods
of glass and white china, was an observation deck. Antique reading hel nets
plated with ornanmental brass nested in the ceiling. A line of couches faced
tall w ndows overlooking the prow, with seeing rings in little dishes to one
side. The privacy screens around the couches were fol ded and transparent at

t he nmonent, but Phaethon could still see ghostly hal f-inmages of creatures from
Japanese nythol ogy depicted in the glassy surface.

He did not recognize the aesthetic. Sonething older than the Cbjective period
per haps? Whatever it was, it was opul ent and el egant.

Phaet hon stepped aboard; his arnor stepped after him Phaethon raised his hand
to make the open-channel gesture, then stopped hinself, |ooked at his hand
sadly, and lowered it. He could not access any information just by directing a
t hought or gesture at it, not ever again. But it would not be hard to adapt,
he told hinself. He was a Silver-Gey; and speaking out |oud was one of the
traditions Silver-Geys diligently practiced.

"Who is here? What is this place? Is there anyone aboard?"

No answer. He stepped forward toward the couches, sat down gingerly.

The privacy screen to his |left was hal f-open, so that one transparent pane

was between himand the | eft-hand w ndows | ooki ng down on the bal cony. Wthin
the frame of this screen, the scene had nore color and notion than el sewhere.
Every gray mannequin within this frame was suddenly col ored and costumed and
bestowed with an individual human face. Overhead, banners and di splays curl ed
through the air, drifting. But any mannequi n who stepped out of the frane
turned gray again, and any banner vani shed.

The privacy screen nust have been tuned to the Surface Dream ng, Phaethon
realized. It was an antique of some sort that translated nmental inmages into
light i mges. He anused hinself for a nmonent by noving his head | eft and



right, so that different parts of the balcony, nowto the right and now to the
left, were touched with extra color and pageantry. G ay nannequi ns were
transformed to breathtaking courtiers, splendid in dress, and then, wth

anot her nmove of his head, back into gray mannequi ns agai n.

Then he saw, am d the pageantry, a figure in white and rose lace with a
tricorn hat, face disfigured by a hook nose and hook chin. It was Scaranpuche.
Behi nd hi mwere Col unmbine in her harlot's skirts and Pierrot, pale-faced and
in baggy white. The three pantom nme figures were noving agai nst the flow of
the crowd with deliberate haste; their heads noved in unison, back and forth,
scanning the cromd with methodi cal sweeps.

They closed in on a figure dressed in gold arnor; but no, it was nerely
someone dressed as Al exander the Geat, in a gilt breastplate. Al exander the
Great stared at themin confusion; the three pantonine cl owns bowed and
frolicked, and Al exander turned away. Scaranouche and his two confederates
stood a nmoment, notionless, as if hearing instructions fromsone renote

sour ce.

Phaethon tried to tell himself that this was some coinci dence of costuning
Xenophone's agent would not be so foolish as to continue to dress in the sane
costume as before. No doubt these were nerely Black Manorials, |ooking for
Phaet hon to taunt or humiliate him and dressed in the way Phaethon had said
his eneny had dressed. It would have been easy to copy the costune fromthe
public records of the Hortators' inquest.

Except that Black Manorials could have sinply found out fromthe nentality
wher e Phaet hon was. The Hortators, w thout doubt, would have posted

conspi cuous notices telling everyone what Phaethon had done, and where he was,
and how to avoid him Only soneone who did not want to | eave a trace would
attenpt to find Phaethon by eye.

As if stimulated by a silent signal, the three pantom ne cl owmns now turned
toward the airship docks. Their eyes seemed to neet Phaethon's own, staring up
at the wi ndows where he stood. The eyes nmoved to Phaethon's left, where the
arnor stood, covered by a hooded robe.

Phaet hon said to hinself: Surely they are not looking for two figures, one in
bl ack, one in a robe.

But the three figures began pushing through the crowd toward the airship dock.
They passed outside the range of the frame of the privacy screen, and suddenly
they were merely three anonynous gray mannequins lost in a throng of sinilar
mannequi ns.

Phaet hon squi nted, but, separated fromthe nentality, he could not amplify his
vi sion, nake a recording, or set up a notion-detection programto discover

whi ch of the noving bodies lost in the cromd were the ones he sought.

Di sconnected, he was blind and crippled. Hi s enem es were coning, and he was
hel pl ess.

He could not send out a responder-pul se to discover the serial nunbers of the
mannequi ns i nvol ved; he could not call the constables. If he | ogged on to the
mentality to nake the call, descendants of the eneny virus civilizations would
cone out from hiding and strike himdown the nonent he opened a channel

Was there a way to send a voice-only signal fromthe circuits in his arnor?
Phaet hon junped off the couch and pushed back the hood on the figure behind
him He | ooked at the contact points and thought-ports running al ong the

shoul der boards of the arnor. There was an energy repeater that could be tuned
to the radi o frequencies set aside for the constabul ary; here was a sensitive
plate that could react to voice command. Al he needed was a carrier wire to
run fromthe one to the other

That wire was not sonething his nanomachi nery cape coul d produce. He could
have bought it for a half-second coin at any matter-shop ... had he been
allowed. As it was, he could broadcast a |oud, neaningless noise. A scream A
screamto which no one would listen

He stepped back toward the privacy screen and tried to turn it on its hinges
to face that part of the crowd near the bottomof the ranp leading up to this
ship. The screen would not budge. He could not see where the mannequins



controll ed by the eneny m ght be.

Now what? If only he had been a character fromone of his w fe's dream dranss,
he could find a convenient ax or bar of iron, and rush out to battle the foe,
club swinging, his shirt ripped to display his nmanly shoul ders and hairy
chest. But strength would not serve against these mannequins; the nind
nmotivating them was not even physically present.

And wit would not serve, not if there was, in fact, a Nothing Sophotech
directing their actions, a Sophotech clever enough to nmove through the Earth
mentality without coming to the notice of the Earthnind

What was left? Spiritual purity? Mral rectitude?

And, if it was a nmoral quality involved, what could it be? Honesty?

Fort hrightness? Blind determnation?

Phaet hon thought for a noment, gathering his courage. Then he threw the robe
off his arnmor and had the black material swirl around him fitting the gold
segnents into place. He closed the hel net.

Phaet hon stepped to the hatch of the airship and flung it open, but he was
careful not to step over the threshold. He stood at the top of the ranp,
somewhat above the nearby crowd. Three gray nmannequi ns were stepping
purposefully toward the foot of the ramp; the | eader paused with one foot on
the ranp, his blind, blank head turned up suddenly to see Phaet hon standi ng,
shining in his gold adamantine arnor, at the end of the ramp above him

A long low trenbling note of haunting beauty, l|ike the sigh of a sad oboe,
cane up fromthe surface of Lake Victoria, rose, gathered strength, and filled
the wide sky. It was the first note of the overture, the first voice of the
choir. Just that one note brought a tear to Phaethon's eye. Except for the

t hree mannequins facing him all other spectators were turned toward the

di stant | ake, |ooks of tense wonder and rapt enchantment on their features,
i ke people swept up in a dream

Phaet hon touched the energy repeater on his shoul der board. He heard not hing,
but he knew a | oud pul se, like a shout, passed across nearby radi o channels.
The note trenbled and fell nute. Silence, not nusic, filled the air.

Phaet hon had been noticed. The Deep Ones were not singing. Sone signal

i naudi bl e to Phaet hon swept through the gathered cromd. Wth a rmurnmur of
anger, and a long hissing, rustling noise, a thousand faces suddenly turned
toward him Every eye focused on the gold figure.

The three mannequins at the foot of the ranp paused, notionless. \Watever they
had i ntended for Phaethon, they evidently did not wish to do in full and
public view.

The murmur of anger rose to a shout. It was a horrible noise, one Phaethon had
not heard before in all his life; the sound of a thousand voices all calling
for Phaethon to get out, to |l eave, to let the perfornmance cerenony continue.

I nstead of nusic, now, shouts of outrage, shrill questions, and sounds of
hatred roared in the air.
The three gray mannequins were still notionless at the bottom of the ranp.

Phaet hon rai sed his hand and pointed a finger at these three. He knew no human
ear could hear himor distinguish his words over the roar of the crowd; but he
al so knew that there were nore than human ninds listening to himnow Events
like this rapidly filled the news and gossi p channels; anything he did would
be anal yzed by mass-nmi nds and by Sophot echs.

"The enemi es to the Gol den Cecunene are here anong you. Who projects into

t hese three mannequi ns here? Wiere are the constables to protect ne fromtheir
vi ol ence? Not hing! For all your superior intellect, you cannot and you dare
not strike at me openly; | denounce you as a coward!"

Anot her rustling murmur ran through the vast crowd there. Contenpt and

di sbelief, disgust and anger were clear on every face. And then, just as
suddenly, the eyes focused on himwent glassy and dull. By an unspoken comon
consent, the crowd were tuning their sense-filters to ignore hin perhaps they
wer e openi ng redaction channels to forget him so that, in later years, their
menories of this fine day would not be marred by the rantings of a madman.

Li ke a wind blowi ng through a field of wheat, with one notion, every head in



the crowd turned back toward the | ake.

Phaet hon smiled grimMy. Here was the noral error of a society that relied too
heavily on the sense-filter to falsify their reality for them Reality could
not be faked. The Deep Ones did not use anything like a sense-filter. If the
Deep Ones had any channels open in the mentality, they would still be aware of
Phaet hon, and they would still refuse to offer their gift of song to one, like
Phaet hon, who woul d not and could not thank them or repay them or return the
gift. The crowd could well ignore him but the Deep Ones woul d not sing.

Were they waiting for himto wal k away? It nust occur to some of themthat it
woul d take hours for him on foot, to wal k beyond hearing range of the Deep
Song. Were they all willing to wait that long? It also should occur to someone
that, by the rules of the ostracization inposed on him Phaethon could neither
buy passage on any transport or accept a ride as charity. The only other
option, logically, would be to have a ride inposed upon himw thout his

aski ng.

It was a contest of wills. Who was nore willing to put up with the

i nconveni ence of Phaethon's exil e? Phaet hon, who knew he was in the right? O
the crowd, who perhaps had some naggi ng doubt whether the Hortators had been
entirely correct?

If those who opposed himwere certain of the nmoral right-ness of their

posi tion, Phaethon thought, they would sinply call the constables and have him
removed. And if not..

The hatch swung shut in front of his nose. The ranp and guy lines retracted
into the docking tower. Phaethon felt a swell of notion in the deck underfoot.
The airship was carrying himaway. He stepped over to the w ndows, hoping for
a last glinpse of the three nmannequins at the foot of the nowretracted ranp.
He saw them but their arms now hung linply, heads lolling, in the

st oop- shoul dered posture indicating that they were now uni nhabited. Xenophon's
agent (or Nothing Sophotech, or whoever or whatever had been projected into
them) had di sconnected and fl ed.

Wth a grand sweep of novenment, the towers and the wi de bal cony ringing the
space el evator passed by the observation wi ndows. The world was tilted at an
angle, as the airship heeled over, tacking into the wind and gaining altitude.
Phaet hon felt a noment of victorious pleasure. But the noment faltered, and a
sad | ook cane into his eyes, when, outside the windows and far bel ow, he saw

t he blue reaches of Lake Victoria. Sunlight flashed fromthe surface of the

| ake, and the texture of high, distant clouds was reflected in the depths.
Ami d those reflections, Phaethon saw the flotilla of ancient beings with their
si ngi ng-fans spread wi de. But he was too far away, by then, to hear anything
other than a faint, sad, far-off echo.

Even if, by sone odd miracle, his exile were to end tonorrow, Phaethon woul d
never hear what the Deep Ones now would sing, no record was made of it, and no
one woul d speak to himof it.

Wth an abrupt notion, Phaethon turned and stepped to the bow wi ndows, staring
out at the African hills and skies ahead.

3.

A silver strip of shore passed by bel ow him Ahead was an endl ess field of
cobalt blue, crisscrossed by whitecaps-the Indian Ccean

Phaet hon spoke al oud. "Were are you taking nme?" Again there was no answer. He
found two hatches at the back of the observation deck, w th gangways | eadi ng
up and down. He chose the upward ranp and set off to explore.

On a wi ndow ess upper deck, surrounded by a mass of cables and fixtures, he
found a six-legged being, with six arnms or tentacles reaching up froma
central brain-mass into the control interfaces. Wres ran into the cone-shaped
head. Sections of the body were plated with nmetal. Three vulture faces stared
out in three directions fromthe central brain-cone. The hide was dotted and
pierced with plugs and jacks, inputs and outlets. Miltiple receivers aided the
mgration instincts and flying sense built into the bird heads with
orbit-to-surface navigational plotting.

"You are a fighter-plane cyborg," said Phaethon in surprise. He had never seen



such a thing outside of a nuseum

The vulture eyes regarded himcoldly. "No longer. Al nenories of war and
battle-flight, dogfighting, systemranging, dive-bonbing, all such thoughts
and recollections | sold long, so very long ago, to Atkins of the Warmi nd. Let
hi m have ni ghtmares now. Let himrecall the snell of incendiaries burning

vill ages and haml ets, and pink baby-forests screanming. | recall flowers and
kittens now, the songs of whales, the motion of cloud above the ocean; | am
content."

"Do you know who | an®"

"An exile; an exile wealthy beyond all dreanms of wealth, to judge fromthe
arnor you wear. Fanmous, to judge by the channel traffic your novenments excite.
Al the world forgot, and then all the world, just as suddenly, recalled the
m ghty ship you dreanmed; every mind in the networks still is reeling fromyou;
every voice cries out against you. Are you he?"

Phaet hon wondered why the creature did not discover his identity nerely by

| ooking into the Mddle Dreaming. "You are not connected to the nentality,
then, sir?"

The three vulture heads snapped their hooked beaks open and shut with | oud

clacks. "Gah! | scoff at such things. There is nothing in ne | need to
transcend. Let the young ones play their ganmes; | take no part in the

cel ebration of the Colden Cecunene.”

"It seens, now, that | will take no part, either. You have guessed ne, sir. |

am Phaet hon Prinme of Rhadamanth."

"No | onger. Surely you are Phaethon Zero of Nothing."

The nane struck Phaethon to the heart. O course. He had no copies of hinself
any |onger in any bank. He was no | onger Phaethon Prine, the first copy froma
stored tenplate. He was a zero. The nonent he died, there would be nothing
nore of him He had no mansi on, no school

Phaet hon said, "And you do not fear to speak with nme?"

"Fear whon? The Coll ege of Hortators? The Sophotechs? Upstarts! | am ol der
than any Col |l ege of Hortators; older than any Sophotechs. O der than the
Foederal Qecuneni cal Commonwealth." (This was the old nane for the Gol den
Cecunene.) "They are delicate structures, based on no real strength. They
shal | pass away, and | shall remain. My way of life has been forgotten, but it
shall return. |I remenber nothing but kittens and cl ouds, for now. Menories of
burning children shall return.”

It was brave tal k, but Phaethon rem nded hinself that this cyborg had neither
sol d hi m passage nor extended charity to him Phaethon's |egal status, at the
nmonent, was somet hing between a freel oader and a ki dnap victim

"Who are you, sir?"

"This is not the proper format. You, the interloper, the stranger, the exile,
must tell your tale; I, the gracious host, will tell mne after, what little
there is. There is no conmputer here to inplant automatic nenories of each
other in each other."

"I ama Silver-Gey. W retain the custom of exchangi ng introductions and

i nformation through speech ..."

"You were a Silver-Gey. How did you cone to | ose your vast fortune? Wat did
you do to earn the hatred of manki nd?"

"I dreant a dreamthey feared. There is no economnmic reason to reach the stars;
the stars are too far, and there is abundance of all types, without
oppression, here. But nmy reason was unreasonable; | wi shed for glory, for
greatness, to do what had not been done before; and ny wealth was ny own, to
spend or squander as | would. And so | built the greatest ship our science
coul d produce: the Phoenix Exultant, a hollow streamnined spearpoint a hundred
kilometers fromstemto stern, with all her hollow hull filled up with
antimatter fuel, and her hull of chrysadmantium this same invul nerable
substance in which you see me clad, nade one artificial atomat a tine, at
tremendous expense. The fuel-to-mass ratio is such that near-light speeds can
be mai ntai ned. But the College of Hortators feared..."

"I know what they feared. They feared war. War in heaven."



"How do you know this, sir? Do you know t he Hortat ors?"

"I know war."

"Who are you?"

"You ask too soon; your tale is not yet told."

"Ah ... yes. Were was |, Rhadanmant hus?-er." Phaethon w nced for a nonent,
then recovered hinself. "Ahem So the ship was built. No other vessel like her
has ever been |l aunched. For exanple, in a nean average burn of fifty-one
gravities acceleration, if maintained for a decade and a half, assuming a nean
density of one particle per cubic kilometer in the intervening nedium and
adjusting for radiant back pressure created by heat |oss due to friction, the
vessel is able to reach a speed of..."

"I do not need to hear the ship specifications."

"But that is the nost interesting part!"

"And yet | amyour host. Continue the tale, Phaethon Zero."

"The Coll ege of Hortators threatened to ostracize ne if | |aunched the Phoeni x
Exultant. Since flight to even nearby stars would be a deeper and | onger exile
than any they could inpose, | |aughed their threats to scorn. The threat fel
where | did not expect. | was in the process of |aunching the ship on her

mai den voyage, when ny wife, whose frail courage was overcone (for she was
sure | would die in interstellar space),

drowned herself. | reacted with rage, and broke into the crypt where her
dream ng body is kept. Atkins, the mlitary-human interface, was called up out
of old archive storage ... but you know who he is."

"I know him Part of me lives in him"

"Atkins was called, and threw me on ny face. The Coll ege of Hortators
denounced ne; the expense of the Phoeni x Exultant bankrupted ne; ny father
died in a solar storm died trying to save ny vessel, docked at Mercury
station, fromharm | suppose | should tell this in a better order "

"You have engaged ny interest. Continue."

"The result was that the College agreed not to exile ne if | agreed to forget
about nmy ship. My father's relic was woken out of Archive, and | had to forget
he was not mny father, because the event of the death was connected to the
menory of the ship."

"Father? You are a biological puritan? Your father bore you?"

"Pardon me. He is ny sire. | was constructed out of his menonic tenplates. |
amusing the word 'father' as a metaphor. We Silver-Gey are traditionalists,
and we believe that certain specific human enotional rel ationships, such as
famly | ove, should be maintai ned even when no | onger needed. W are devoted
to the idea that... hnph ... perhaps | should be saying, 'they are' or 'l
was,' shouldn't 17?"

The vulture heads stared at him yell ow eyes unblinking, and said nothing.

"In any event, | also had to forget the drowning of ny wife, whose suicide was
caused, after all, also by ny ship. This was on the eve of the celebrations.”
"Again you use the phrase netaphorically ... ?"

"Do you nmean 'wife'? She really is ny wife, joined to me by sacred vow.
"Suicide'? | suppose that is a netaphor. She is dead to reality. Her brain
information exists in a fictional conputerized dreanscape with no outside
access pernitted; her menories were altered to divorce all know edge of rea
things fromher. | know of no way to wake her; she did not |eave any code
words for ne."

"It is indeed a nmetaphor, ny young aristocrat. In earlier tines, and even now,
anong the poor, death is not a thing we can afford nerely to play at, or use
an el egant machine to inmtate. But no matter: | know what next occurred. Al
the mllions in the Gol den Cecunmene agreed to forget as well, in order that

t he danger of star travel pass them by; and those who would not agree at first
were pressured, or bribed, or browbeaten by the College of Hortators. As the
ranks grew of those who had agreed to the redaction, those few who held out,
found that they had fewer and fewer friends; and only those who woul d not or
could not attend your celebration and transcendence still renenbered you. Mich
hate fell on you, before your deed was forgotten, by those who bl aned you for



the need to nake thensel ves forget."

"Interesting. | did not know that aspect of it."

"The pressure fromthe Hortators was greater anong the poor, who have no
avenue to resist such potent social forces; in the |ast days before the
celebration started, you were indeed not well liked anpong the hunbl er nmenbers
of the Cecunene."

"I met one of them | think. An old man. | mean, a man who had suffered

physi cal decay and entropic disintegration of his biochenical systens-he had
white hair and ossified joints. |I don't know who he was. He is the one who
first told ne that Phaethon of Rhadamanth was not who he thought he was-1 was
not who | thought I was. And yet he knew nme well enough to know how

typically dressed; he knew enough about how I progranmed ny sense-filter, to
use an override trick and escape frommy perception. That is what started this
all.

"I shut off ny sense-filter to |ook for the old man, and instead found an
Eremite from Neptune, a shapel ess, shape-changi ng anobeboid i n shapel ess,
shape- changi ng arnor of crystal blue. The Neptuni an approached and introduced
hi nsel f as Xenophon. | had worked with the Neptunians while building ny ship,
and | knew many of themthis was an inposter of sone sort, trying to get me to
resume ny old nenories."”

" \Why 2"

"To get my ship, | think. Certain Neptunians were clients and partners of nine
during the ship construction. Friends, even. From sonewhere they got the noney
to buy out the debts | owed the Peers, so mat if | defaulted, the ship would
go to them rather than to nmy creditors. Meanwhil e Xenophon was controlling

t he ot her Neptunians. The arbitrator, you see, had placed ny ship in
receivership ..."

"l do not know the term"

"Bankrupt cy. Hock. Pawned."

"Understood. Go on."

"Xenophon tried to pretend he was a friend of mne, to get me to open ny
menory casket and resume my old life. This would have triggered the

i njunctions established by the Coll ege of Hortators, ny |oans woul d
automatically default, and the debts | owed the Seven Peers woul d now be owed
to the Neptunians, debts for which the Phoenix Exultant stood as surety. In

ot her words, after ny default, the Phoenix Exultant would end up in the hands
of Xenophon rather than the Seven Peers."

"Who are they?"

"How can you know who an obscure historical figure like Atkins is, but not
know who the Seven Peers are?"

"I do not nove in your social circles, Phaethon."

"The Peers are a private conbinati on of nmonopolists who have nmade a nunber of
agreements, and who coordinate their efforts, in order to maintain their

weal th and prestige. Gannis of Jupiter, who makes the supernetals; Vafnir of
Mercury, who nmakes antimatter for powerhouses; Wieel -of-Life, who runs
ecol ogi cal transformation nexi; Helion stops solar flares; Kes Sennec

organi zes the scientific and semantic pursuits of the Invariants and controls
the UniformLibrary of the Cities in Space; the El eenbsynary Conposition runs
translation formats; O pheus grants eternal life."

"Ch. Them They are not nonopolists. Your laws allow other efforts and

busi nesses to conpete against them In ny day, those who opposed the grants of
t he General Coordination Comni ssariat were sent to the Absorption Chanber, and
menbers were swapped between the conpositions.”

"The Conmi ssariat was abolished before the end of the Era of the Fourth Mental
Structure. You cannot possibly be so old as that. That was over many thousands
of years before imortality was di scovered.™

"Second Immortality. The Compositions have a collective

imortality of menory-records. |ndividual nenbers die, but the mass-m nd
continues. "

"Are you part of the El eenosynary Comnposition?"



"It is not yet tine for me to speak. Finish your tale. Xenophon tricked you,
and you opened your menories?"

"That is a proper summation. He has an agent disguised as a pantom nme cl own.
Hunting for ne."

"Hunted by cl owns? How quaint."

"Ahem Well, there is a an explanation, sir. | was dressed in Harl equi nade
when Xenophon first met ne, so he dressed his agent as a character fromthe
same comedy. Scaranouche - the agent - attacked me with a conplex mind virus,
a civilization of viral information, actually, while | was linked to the

mentality. If | log on again, | will be attacked, and perhaps erased and
repl aced. "
"The Sophotechs permt this ... ?"

"They have no technol ogy to understand what is being done, or how the
information particles are being transmtted into a shielded system The
technol ogy is not fromthe Gol den Cecunene.™

"It is not froman earlier period. It is not frombefore the QCecunene."

"I am not speaking of 'before,' my good sir. | am speaking of 'outside.' | was
attacked by invaders from another star."

Two of the vul tureheads | ooked toward each ot her, exchanging a sardonic gl ance
of disbelief. Even on the bird faces the expression was clear to read. "Ch.
How i nteresting. What other star? No |ife above the unicellular |evel has yet
been di scovered in the deep of space. The colony sent out to Cygnus X-I

peri shed i n unspeakabl e horror, |ong, |ong ago."

"It is sonething from Cygnus. Something survived the fall of the Silent
Cecunene. An evil Sophotech called the Nothing Machine."

"This sounds to be the stuff of fancy, a dream a nenory-entertai nnent, a

m stake," said the vulture. "Were is your evidence? Surely your wealthy
Sophot echs can examni ne your brain-information, and discover what is true and
what is false in your mnd."

"The exam nati on was perfornmed-the readi ngs showed nmy nmenories of the attack
were false.”

"And fromthis you conclude ... ?"

"I conclude that the readings were tanpered with."

"And your support for this conclusionis ... ?"

"Well, obviously the evil mind-virus tanpered with them"™

"Let me see if | understand this, young aristocrat. W live in a society where
men can edit their brain-information at will, so that even their deepest

t houghts, instincts, and convictions can be overwitten and rewitten, and no
menories can be trusted. You find you have a nenory of being attacked by a
nonexi stent mnd-virus created by a nonexi stent Sophotech froma | ong-dead
col ony. Upon exam nation, readings show the nmenory is false, and your
conclusion is that your unbelievable, entirely absurd menories are true, and
t he readi ngs showing themto be false are unreliable. Is that right?"

"That's right."

"Ah. | nerely wanted to be certain of the circunstances."

"My tale, whether it is believed or not, whether it is believable or not, is
still mne, and I will still act as if it were true-1 dare not do otherw se.
And, true or not, believable or not, the telling of my tale is done; | would
have yours, if you will return the courtesy, for | cannot imagi ne who you

m ght be."

"You woul d not know the nane | call nyself these days. Once, | was called the
Bel | i pot ent Conposition."

Phaet hon was taken aback. "Inpossible! Bellipotent was destroyed two aeons
ago!"

"No. Only disbanded. The nenories still were on record. | have part of those
nmenories.”

"You mean, then, that you have studied the Bellipotent Conposition ... ?"
"No. | am he. How many nminds does it take to make a mass-m nd? A thousand? A
hundred? Ten? Two? | say it only takes one; and | amhe. | say that | amstil

the mass-nmind of the Bellipotent, even though ny nenbership has only one



menber. | amthe last of a mighty host, but | was of that host. The air

mar shal branch-m nd of the Eastern Warl ock-killing division surrendered to

Al ternate Organi zation Sol onon Over-soul after the Three Horrid Seconds of the
Battl e of Peking Network Operating System Core. You do not know history, do
you? | see it in your face. This surrender happened in Pre-Epoch 44101, three
hundred years into the Era of the Fifth Mental Structure. | was part of the
air group who surrendered. W were pernmitted, under the peace contract, to
retain our identities."

"And you sinply roam free these days? You were not puni shed?"

"You really know nothing of history, do you? I was kept in an underground cyst
for a space of centuries equal to what Warl ock astrol ogers cal culated to be
the projected lifetinme sum of every person who had been killed in the bombing
runs. After | was released, | was part of the death lottery instituted by the
Wtch-King of Corea."

"Death lottery ... ?"

"The reason for the war is not what history reports. H story says it was
because the Warl ocks had found the Shadow m nd technol ogy, which permitted
theman alternate state of consciousness and allowed themto falsify noetic
readi ngs, to lie under oath. Humbug. That was not a significant cause. The
significant cause of the war between the nass-m nds and the Warl ocks was that
our nental systems were inconpatible. Bellipotent demanded exact and rigid
justice, one law for all, executed w thout fear or favoritism But the Warlock
brain thinks in | eaps of logic, flashes of insight, patterns of symetry. To
them the justice nust be poetic justice, and the puni shment grotesquely
sculpted to fit the crinme, or else it is not justice at all

"Thus, when it cane ny turn to be punished, it amused the Wtch-King to inpose
on me and ny fell ow bonbardi ers the same uncertainty and fear our bonb drops
had i nposed on others. W were permtted to wander free, but w th expl osive
charges surgically inplanted in our crania. Randomradi o pul ses were sent out,
so that we were executed by lottery, at random places and tines. Sonetines

ot her signals, door openers or autonobile guides, set off the charges. After a

hundred years of that, | alone survived. Now | ferry the gentle Deep Ones to
and fromtheir underwater kingdons."
"Horriblel™

"No. My biological parts have withered and been replaced many times. All trace
of the explosives have been renpoved."

"But how could you tolerate the uncertainty?"

"Ah. Does this question cone from Phaet hon, who once dreaned of traveling far
beyond where any nounenal nentality could reach? Random and i nstant death
woul d have been just as preval ent on your voyage, had you ever made one. And,
once colonies, armed with technol ogi es equal to our own, were planted anong

t he several nearby stars, that sane risk of instant and random death woul d

t hen be inposed upon every colonist and every citizen of the Qecunene, since
war, at any nmonent, could break out again at any tine."

"Men are not so irrational as that."

"Are they not? Are they not? You have never known war, young fool. O whom
were you so afraid when you stood at the top of the ranp of this, my ship?
Irrational creatures from another star who seek your murder? Or is that a

del usi on only of your own? Come now Either you are deluded, or they are mad.
Nei t her option speaks well for the future of peaceful star colonization." The
creature opened and shut its several beaks. "I amonly sorry that you have
failed so utterly."

Phaeton felt the deck tilting under him In this wi ndowl ess room he could not
tell what this nanoeuvre neant.

He said, "Wiy? Did you hope for war again so nmuch?"

"Not at all. War is horrible beyond description. It is tolerable only because
there is sonething that is worse. No; you m sunderstand what | hope."
"Enlighten ne."

"Ah! Yahh! | lived in the last years of the Fourth Era, when vast nass-m nds
ruled all the Earth. There was no crine, no war, no rudeness, and (except for



certain areas in North America and Western Europe) no individuality. It was a
static age. There were no changes.

"The Fifth Era cane when certain Conpositions began to use ot her
brain-formations in their m nd-groups. The Warl ock brain was quick and
intuitive, artistic, insightful. The Invariant brain is i mune to passion or
fear, immune to threat, imune to blackmail. The Cerebelline brain can see al
points of view at once, and understand all elements of conplex systens at one
gl ance. W could not conpete agai nst such ninds as these, nor would they
submt themselves tanely to the group-needs of the group-m nds. And yet the
Fifth Era was finer than the Fourth. Genius and invention ruled. Irrationa
War | ocks conquered the Jupiter system which they had no econom c reason to
do; stoic Invariants nethodically col onized the pre-Deneter asteroids,
indifferent to suffering or hardship. Cere-bellines, grasping whole

t hought - systens at once, devel oped the Noetic Unification Theorem which |ed
to devel opments and technol ogi es we nass-m nds never woul d have or could have
guessed. Wthout the self-referencing participles described in

Mot her - of - Nunmbers' s fanous di ssertation/play/ equations, the technol ogy for
sel f -aware machi nes woul d not have conme about. The scientific advances of

t hose sel f-aware nmachines are nore than | can count, including the devel opnment
of the Nounenal mathematics, which led to this present age, the age of second
imortality.

"Now cones this age; the Seventh, and it is a static age again. So, then

Phaet hon Zero of Nothing, do you see? Look back and forth al ong the schene of
hi story. There woul d have been war anong the stars if your dream had not been
killed. Do not doubt it; the Hortators, and their pet Nebuchednezzar, are
smart enough to come correctly to that conclusion. But would that age of war
have led to better ages beyond that? Perhaps the Earth and Jupiter's Mons and
the other civilized places of the CGolden Cecunene woul d have been destroyed in
the first round of interstellar wars. But, if, in return, a hundred planets
were seeded with new civilizations, or a mllion, | say the cost would have
been worth the horror."

Phaet hon was silent, not certain howto take this coment. Was the cyborg

prai sing him or condeming hin? O both?

But it did not matter now. The point was acadenic. The Hortators had won.
"Where are you taking me?" asked Phaet hon

"Yaah! Truly you know nothing of history. There is only one city on the planet
that did not sign the Hortator accords, because the Cerebelline-fornmed
mass-mnd running it did not care whether she was nortal or inmmortal, and she
did not give in to Orpheus's pressure. d d-Wnman-of -the-Sea has governed the
Cceani ¢ Environnental Protectorate since the nmiddle of the Fifth Era. She,
like ne, is far older than your Gol den Cecunene. She can afford to ignore the
Hortators, since even they would not care to interfere with the mnd that
controls the bal ancing forces between all the plankton and all the

nanomachi nery floating in the waves, or who shepherds the trillion

subm croscopic thermal cells of all the tropic zones, which disperse or
condense the ocean heat and hinder the formation of tornadoes. Her city is
cal | ed Tal ai mannar. "

"The place Harrier told me to go!" exclaimed Phaet hon happily. Now he woul d
find out what nystery, what subtle plan the superintellect of Harrier had in
m nd.

"OfF course, young fool," said the cyborg. "If | dropped you any ot her pl ace,
woul d be guilty of helping you commit an act of trespass. Wiy do you think the
Hortators let nme get away with this? | amnot hel ping you. It takes no genius
to figure out you nmust go to Tal ai mannar; there is no other place to go. It is
where all cast-offs and gutter-sweepings go."

Phaet hon felt a sensation of crushing despair. Al this time, he had been
nursing the secret hope that Harrier Sophotech had sone plan, sone unthinkably
cl ever schenme, to extract Phaethon fromthis situation, a plan that woul d bear
fruit once he reached Tal ai mannar. It had conforted himduring his many

sl eepl ess nights, his nightmare-ridden sl unbers.



But no. Harrier had not been telling himanything other than what all other
exil es were told.

It had been a foolish hope to begin with. Wiile it had |lasted, the foolish
hope had been better than no hope. In order to go on, one needed a reason to
go on. \VWat was to be Phaethon's reason now?

A vibration shivered through the ship frane.

"W're here," said the cyborg. "Get out."

A hat ch Phaet hon had not seen before now opened in a section of the deck.
Beyond was a gangway | eadi ng down and out. Phaethon blinked in a splash of
reflected sunlight shining up through the hatch from bel ow. He snelled fresh
tropic air, heavy with nmoisture and orchid-scents; he heard the noise of surf,
the raw calls of seabirds.

"Wait," said Phaethon. "If | amnot hallucinating, then there are agents from
anot her star hunting nme, then to send nme out there, the one place all exiles
go, is to send ne to the one place where they will find ne."

"I have very ancient privileges, which even the formation-draft of the
Foederal Qecuneni cal Commonweal th Constitutional Logic recognizes. It is
called a grandfather clause. Legal rights that existed frombefore the
Cecunene are stiD recogni zed by the Cecunmene. An historical curiosity, is it

not ? The nmovenents of my airships are surrounded by privacy; | cannot be
traced, except at court order, and | fly belowthe levels air-traffic contro
requires. I amwell-known in Kisumu; | have flown the routes to Quito and

Samari nda for a thousand years. Any housecoater or perigrinator of the street
could point ny ship out, and know | can nmove unnoticed. You understand? That
is why the Deep Ones patronize nme. They wish for privacy as well. Until and
unl ess you give yourself away, such as, for exanple, by logging on to the
mentality, you should be safe here fromyour inmaginary foes."

Phaet hon stepped over to the hatch, but turned, and spoke over his shoul der.
"You said there was one thing even worse than war, a thing so terrible that
even war is tolerable by contrast. Wat is it?"

"Defeat." And a robotic armcanme fromthe wall, took Phaethon by the shoul der
and thrust him stunbling down the gangway. Sunlight blinded him H s hands and
knees struck the open grillwork floor of the docking tower with a clash of

noi se. The shadow of the airship passed over him He rose to his feet and

| ooked up in time to see the huge cylindrical machine rise up out of reach
abandoni ng him

Phaet hon was agai n al one.

THE WELCOME

Through the nesh and underfoot, Phaethon could see |ush greenery, a reach of
rocky sand and beach, and, beyond that, an ocean bl ackened w th nanomachi nery,
crowmded with false-trees. To the opposite side, away fromthe beach, were a
cluster of spiral pearly growths, dones and towers of spun di anond, buil di ngs
like coral or like nautilus shells. These were the organic seashell shapes of
the Standard Aestheti c.

On the hilltop beyond this, in the distance, rising above the deodar trees and
clinging vines, was an antique tenple, shaped like a beehive, but intricately
carven with figurines and i mages. It |ooked old, perhaps dating back to the
Era of the Second Mental Structure. Wthout access to the Mddle Dream ng
Phaet hon m ssed the ability to learn all he mght wish to know about anything
by glancing at it. But he tried to tell hinself to enjoy the nysterious and
pi cturesque character his newfound i gnorance bestowed.

Phaet hon stepped to the noving staircase in order to descend; but the

escal ator was loyal to the precepts of the Hortators and would not carry him
So he stepped over to a service |adder |eading down. Phaethon did not know if
the rusted netal rungs could sustain the weight of his arnor; but when he
asked the | adder for its specifications, the | adder was either dumb, or deaf,
or rude, and it did not answer. Phaethon doffed the arnmor, and had it rappe
down the tower side by itself, while he clinbed down the | adder. He did not
want to waste

his suit material by building another garnment, and the cline was warm and so



he wal ked nude, followed faithfully by his arnor.

There was a street |leading to the town, made of glassy spun di anond; and a

ri dge running down the mddle had guide-wi res and thought-ports, lines and
beads of snooth ceramic, glinting in the surface. As far as Phaethon could
see, the approaching town was neither cranped nor squalid nor filthy, nor did
it have the other earnmarks of poverty that the poorer sections of

Vi ctori an- Age London (which he had visited many times in simulations) had

di spl ayed.

It did not |ook too bad, he told hinself.

But that inpression changed the closer he came to the town.

First, the street, which had | ooked so bright and inviting when he first
stepped onto it, turned out to be a | owgrade noron. |Instead of offering

i nteresting comments about the scenery, or inportant traveler's tips, or

pl ayi ng restful wal ki ng-nusic, the street had nonotonously bel abored him
joking and shouting with a mndless and force-fed glee, trying to get Phaethon
to use certain conmercial services that Phaethon could not have purchased in
any case.

Second, the nanomachi nery creating and maintaining the street was

m sprogramed, so that black carbon dust, not correctly bound in the di anond
street surface, accunulated from cracks and breaks. Phaethon, as he wal ked,
found his knees and feet coated with coal -black particles as fine as m st,

whi ch no anmount of wi ping could clear fromhis | eg hairs.

The clamoring street fell silent when he entered the town proper

Phaet hon wal ked anmong the giant spiral shells and nother-of-pearl donmes of the
houses and buildings. Only a few were occupi ed. The rest were mad- houses or
mut ants, like sonmething froman old story. The self-replicating machinery that
designed and grew these Sixth Era buil dings had been negl ected, and reproduced
wi th no supervision and no corrections, so that some houses were hal f-grown
into each other, like horrible Sianese twins. O hers had | opsi ded doors or

wi ndows; or they grew wi thout doors; or w thout power or lights; or, worse,
with a strange, harsh light painful to the eye

Sone of the buildings were tilted at drunken angles, or sat, slunped and
damaged, having made no attenpt to heal thenselves nor to grow their broken
wal I s shut.

Certain formations, which were easy to grow, such as |anps or doorposts, had
flourished |ike weeds, everywhere. Few were the houses that did not have
twenty or a hundred | anps sprouting fromtheir pearly roofs or curling eaves.
Door posts (dotted with jacks and cells to hold identifier plates and cal
cabl es which never would be installed) stood unsupported in the center of the
street, or clustered in the unplanned gaps between buil dings, or hung tilting
from second-story lofts

When Phaet hon politely asked a question to one of these neglected houses, the
buil ding would giggle idiotically, or repeat some stock phrase parrot-1ike:
"Wl comre Hone! Wl cone Hone!"

After a few nmonents of wal ki ng, many of the houses were stirred up in a
clanmor, shouting, calling back and forth to each other. Sone gobbled at himin
angry | anguages; warehouses shrieked; whore-houses called out bawdy sl ogans.
Phaet hon kept his eyes ahead and wal ked stiffly, pretending not to notice.

The houses fell grunbling and nunbling into silence a few nmonents after he had
passed, so that a wake of noise trailed after him

Then he came into an upper part of the town. There were people here, sitting
on porches or lounging lazily along the side of the street. They were dressed
in sinple tunics and snocks of flashing colors and eye-dazzling designs,

pul sing and strobing, and a | oud nusic made of repeating percussion surrounded
t hem

Phaet hon realized that these fol k were wearing adverti sements.

Most of their faces and bodies | ooked the same, K-style and B-style faces
taken from public-domain records. Except for sonme men who had scarred their
faces, or applied colored tattoos, it seened as if everyone along the street
were everyone else's twn.



When he raised a hand in greeting, their eyes went blank, and their gazes slid
past him unseeing.

He wal ked on, puzzled. Were these not exiles like hinmself? Apparently not. It
seened as if they could afford sense-filters.

The standard settings would automatically block out anything branded wth

odi um by the Hortators.

Li ke a phantom ignored and unseen, Phaethon wal ked on

Thr ough open doorways he could see the people who |ived here, base

humani fornms, for the nost part. People who did not wear advertisenents were
garbed in snocks of blue-gray drab, nade of sinple polyners not difficult to
synt hesi ze. Sone of the garments were old and sick, for they had torn, and
they did not repair thensel ves.

Most of the people had crowns growing into the flesh of their skulls, giving
them partial access to the mentality. One or two sad individuals were wearing
| enses and ear-jacks, so that they could watch froma di stance, or overhear
the conplex and vibrant activity of life in the nmentality, a life now cl osed
to them

He saw peopl e sleeping on mats on the floor; he did not see a single pool
There was apparently no |ife-water running anywhere.

For energy, he saw nothing but the solar panels that grew along roofs I|ike
wild lichen; he wondered what they did on cloudy days, or at dark.

Food they ate with their nmpuths, masticating; he did not see what the

subst ances were, or how it was manufactured; but with a dozen steam ng streans
of green nanosubstance running in open gutters down the street, he could

i magi ne.

Hal f the houses had darkened | anps. Their solar cells were covered with a soot
or carpet lichen, which no one had bothered to scrape free. For |ight,
captured advertisenent banners had been tied to steeples and cupol as, so that
garish colors flared across the scene. Many of the houses screaned back at the
jarring clash of rmusic and slogans radiating fromthe advertisements. Sone of
t he stupi der houses thought the noi ses were approaching visitors, for they
shout ed out wel cones whenever the advertisenents brayed. It added to the
general din nost unpleasantly.

There was one, just one, staging pool in the center of the town square. No one
was sleeping in it. Phaethon was not surprised. In a city of exiles, a

non- network pool could only be used by one ostracized citizen to enter a
dreanspace built and provi ded and gui ded by another ostracized citizen. The
pool liquid consisted of a few inches of brownish sludge, which no one had
bothered to programto clean itself.

He sat on the marble bench surrounding the |ip of the staging pool, gazing
about him wondering what to do next. A sense of msery, which he had held at
bay throughout his | ong descent down the tower, and through his voyage on the
ai rship, now cane to himand possessed him He slunped off the edge and sat in
t he pool; the sludge was too shallowto admt him Tentative crystals forned
in the liquid and nosed around his legs |ike curious, shy fish, but there was
no way for Phaethon to make a connection, and nothing he had to do once a
connection was nade. Phaethon sat w thout noving, then he cursed. H s head
nodded, but his brain ached, and he could not sleep. The noise of the town
screamed and sang around him |oudly and m ndl essly.

Eventual |y, he stirred hinsel f. Phaethon rubbed his hands al ong the carbon
dust clinging to his knees. Al that resulted was that his pal ms turned bl ack
A few grams of decrepit nanoassenbl er nol ecul es nust have been hi di ng anong

t he dust; when he brushed at it vigorously, the assenblers activated, | ooking
for substances to turn into road surface, and pulled a nunber of m crograns of
carbon out of Phaethon's skin with a flash of waste heat that raised blisters
on his legs. The jolt of pain sent him skipping upright, hissing and blinking.
W ncing, he went to wash his |l egs beneath the in-spigots of the staging pool
hopi ng that, |ike nost pools, it had a nedical side-mnd. He could save a few
preci ous drops of his dwi ndling supply of nanomaterial if the pool's nedica
side-mnd could make an unguent for him Perhaps it could, but Phaethon did



not have an interfacer with which to talk to the pool. He tried to conmunicate
his needs to the pool by pointing and gesturing. The pool surface forned a
bul b of halluci nogen and offered it to him Then it offered him sleep-oil;
then breathing tissue. Phaethon, exasperated, soon was splashi ng back and
forth, swinging his arns in w de gestures of sinple pantom nme, pointing at his
blisters, and shouting rude comrents at the pool's sinple mndedness. He
shouted nmore and nore loudly, trying to be heard over the thumping din of the
t own noi se.

A voi ce frombehind him "Eyah! Wat you doing, manor-born?"

Phaet hon stopped his antics, summoned an al oof expression, and turned. "Just
as you see."

"Ah. Al is explained."

Here was a dark-skinned man, bal d, and enornously broad of shoul der. He was
squat, and thick-linbed. H's nmuscle grafts had been placed wi thout any concern
for symretry or fineness. H s face was scarred and tattooed; he was nissing an
ear. The tattoos forned exaggerated scow |ines around his nouth; his eyes
were ringed with concentric lines of surprise. He wore a brown snock of many
pockets, and, over the top of that, what |ooked Iike an advertisenment banner
but it was silent and dark, with thin Iines of red and orange flickering

t hrough the substance.

"Wel come to Death Row," said the bald, squat nan.

3.

Phaet hon, dirty, dripping, and burnt, nustered his dignity. "How do you know
me to be a manorial ?" If a random passerby coul d deduce or guess that he was
Phaet hon, it would be child s play for Xenophon or the Nothing Sophotech.

The squat man wagged his head. "Ai-yah! Listen to himsnoff!" Then to

Phaet hon, he said, "You shout at pool, all nice talk, full sentence. 'I shal
surely drub you!' you shout. 'You shall learn what it neans boldly to go

agai nst orders!' also you shout. Eyah. 'Boldly to go' ... ? You nmean 'to
boldly go,' you don't? Only machines talk like this way. Very puff-puff. Very
polite."

"I see. | shall endeavor to nake ny speech nore colloquial, if that is what

anonynity requires.”

"Cho. You don't want attention? So you splash and yell off head? Very w se
very deep-think! Hey, maybe blind deaf-nmute in coma of f yonder has not seen
you, eh?"

"I was under the inpression that nost of the people here had their
sense-filters engaged. "

"No such. No sense-filters, no fancy puff-puff. They just cussed, is all.
Dar k, black, nasty cussed. They want out and up, so they nake-pretend.
Make-pretend they are rich, make-pretend they are |oved-up, make-pretend they
are wi se and ki nd and good-good. Ashores. All of them Ashores. They hate al
us right full deep, you know. You too."

"Us? What defines us as a group?”

"Afl oats."

"I fear | don't understand."”

"I's sinmple as sinple is. Ashore live ashore. They may live. Their sentence is
nmeasured; a year, six year; hundred year, what-have-you. Wen tine is done,
they get their lives again, they get up-and-out. Can buy from O pheus. Can buy
live-forever nmachines. Land they live on, is rented to them once they get
lives back, they pay back. Al fair. Al square.”

"And the Afloats, | assune, live afloat... ?"

"Live on sea as sea is free. No rent on water."

"You have houseboat s?"

"W got rafts. Drag dead houses out to sea. |Is trash; no one stop us." He
shrugged. "Man at |ocal thought-shop revive house-mnd for snmall fee, you
know. "

"And your termof exile, unlike those of the Ashores, is permanent?"

"We here till we not here no nore. Here till we die. Is Death Row. " And he
ext ended his cupped hand, pal mup, a beggar's gesture. "Nane's Gshenkyo.



What ' ve ye got for us, eh?"

And Phaet hon took a daub of his precious, limted supply of black nanonachi ne
material and applied it to the scar on Oshenkyo's head where there had once
been an ear. Phaethon drew upon the ecol ogi cal and nedi cal routines he had in
hi s t hought space, set the daub to take a gene sanple, and he set it to
reconstitute the mssing ear

The bay was surrounded on three sides by cliffs. The cliffs were overgrown by
a Cerebelline life-garden, which may or may not have been part of

A d- Wwman- of -t he- Sea. Pharnaceutical vines and adaptive fibers clung to the
rocks, tended by weaver birds and tailor birds. Suits and outfits finished by
the tailor bird hung flapping in the sea breeze, awaiting shipping dol phins.
In the mddle of the bay, strangely silent and dark, were houses shaped |ike
gray and bl ue-brown seashells, standing on spider legs that gripped floats and
buoys beneath the water. Dozens of dangling ropes, |adders, and nets hung

bet ween t he house shells, |ike webs, or dropped to crude docks floating in the
houses' shadows.

In the mddle of the irregular floating mass of house shells rose an old
barge, streaked with barnacles and rust. On the flat upper surface of the
barge towered a group of tents and pavilions nade of cheap di anond synthetics,
inthree tiers, one above the other. Fromthe crown of the upper tier, rose a
false-tree with linbs of steel, and many solar collectors |ike | eaves. Banners
of material, and globes like fruit hung fromthe tree |inbs. Phaethon could
see where fruit or banners had dropped into the nets and cupolas of the tents
bel ow, quickly gathered up by scurrying spider-gloves and wal does.

"I't's quieter here," said Phaethon, |ooking down fromthe cliff into the bay.
He had put his gold arnor back on and had tuned sonme of the surface area in
hi s bl ack nanomaterial cape to catch and anal yze sone of the scents on the
breeze. Mngled in the scents of green | eaves, sunshine, and sea, were the
conmand- pher omones and tiny nanomachi ne packages, smaller than pollen spores,
whi ch conpl ex Cerebelline activity had as its by-product. |nvisible clouds of
these m crospores extended far out to sea; the Cerebelline called A d-Wnman
was deep in thought.

Next to him GOshenkyo was skippi ng and skyl arki ng, waving and weavi ng his
hands in the air, snapping his fingers in both ears, and smling at the
stereo-auditory noise. "Mich quiet! Buckets of quiet! Know why? No ads."
Gshenkyo sm | ed, hunmi ng

"What of the advertisenment you wear? Wiy is it silent?"

"Not silent! Just our ears not hear it." Oshenkyo explained that certain
advertisers were trying to sell services and phil osophy-reginmen to a

Cer ebel I i ne consci ousness (a daughter of O d-Wnan-of-the-Sea) that occupied
the cliffs and kel p beds throughout the area, and who, having once, |ong ago,
been part of the Venereal Terraform ng Effort, had been heartbroken when that
effort finally achieved success. The Daughter departed once Venus was towed to
a new orbit, but had never altered her perceptions back to standard
frequencies, time-rate, and aesthetic conventions of Earth. Hence, her "eyes"
were tuned to the shortwaves and subsonic pul ses the dark adverti senent
banners gave of f.

The ot her banners woul d display advertisenents neant for humans only when
asked, and then only from advertisers who could not afford to, or did not

bot her to, prevent an exile from experiencing them

"W use them you know, semaphore. O listen to jingles. O for light. O as
sails for boats. No one nmind, as |long as ads get shown."

"But you do not use themto search out useful products and services?"

"No one sells to Afloats. Al nost no one. No one, we'd be dead. Al nost no one,
al nrost dead. Look it." And he pointed above the central barge.

Phaet hon was still not accustoned to how bad his eyesight was. There was no
anplification when he squinted. He saw a swarm of darting and hovering specks,
glittering gold, like bees, above and around the pavilions and tents rising
above the barge. But he could not resolve theminto clear inmages. "I cannot

make out what is out there."



Gshenkyo was seated on the wide, low linb of a gold-extraction bush, cupping
hi s hands over his ears, then covering, listening to the changes in sound. He
spoke absently: "Vul pine First Ironjoy on yonder barge runs a thought-shop. W
get work, sonetime. Can get buffers and tangle lines to reach deviants and
dark markets through the Big Mnd." By which he neant the nentality.

Phaet hon was intrigued. Wrk? The boycott of the Hortators evidently had
enough hol es and gaps to enable these people to |ive.

Then Phaet hon smled sadly at his own thought. "These people"” ... ? Did he
still think of hinself as sonehow apart fromthe other exiles?
Phaet hon said: "No, | can see the barge. But what are those

mniature flying instruments swarm ng around the area here?"

"Const abl es. Tinee-tiny. About so big." OGshenkyo held up his thunb.

"So many?"

"Zillions. They watch us all tine. Good thing, too. O herw se, we club each
other right quick dead."

"I ndeed? Are we all so violent, then?"

Gshenkyo shrugged a broad, one-shoulder shrug. "All us crazy, filthy people.
CGot nothing to | ose.™

"Why are there such a nunber of police?"

Gshenkyo squinted at him "W still got rights. No thieving, no killing, no

br oke words. "

"What about |ying?"

Gshenkyo stared out at the bay, sniffed, gave another one-shoul dered shrug.
"Fib till your tongue falls out. No one here to buy a thought-read nmachine. W
not like other folk: we don't know what goes on inside other people head. Just
i ke | ong-ago days, eh? But swaps, bargains, work, all that: very sacred. You
give word, can't take back. You got?"

Evidently contract |aws were still enforced. "I got."

But Phaethon realized that it would be a dangerous system since the Cecunene
law, with no enotion and no favoritism would enforce any bargain struck, no
matter how foolish, no matter how risky. Had he had access to Sophot ech
foresight and advice, the risks would have been small. He didn't. Had he been
raised in a society where suspicion and care were nornal, he could have been
in the habit of mistrusting his fell owren, and of striking careful bargains.
He wasn't.

Gshenkyo squinted up at him "Al be clear as clear once you sign our Pact.
You join up, be one of us, eh? Gtherwi se, not so great |live here. Nowhere else
to go but sea."

This did nothing to cal mPhaethon's qualns. But he smiled in joy and relief.

I f he had qual ns, that nmeant he had plans, he had a goal. He was young and in
good heal th, and he had a supply of nanomaterial which could be adapted to
nmedi cal geriatrics. He mght live |long enough to outlive the Hortators' term
of exile; the political circunmstance of the Cecunmene m ght change. Wo coul d
tell?
" O maybe the horse could learn how to sing." Phaethon murmured.

"Eh? What's that?"

"Sorry. | was rum nating over ny hopes for the future."

"Hope? You said 'horse.' "

"There is a story about a man condemed by a tyrant, who pleads for one nore
year of life, telling the tyrant that, if the sentence is suspended for a
year, he will teach the tyrant's prize stallion to sing hymms. The tyrant
agrees. The other prisoners are amused to see this one prisoner, every day,
patiently caroling in the stables. Wen the other prisoners nocked his folly,
the man replied that a great deal could happen in a year. The tyrant could
die; the horse could die. And, who knows? The horse could learn to sing."
"Stupid story."

"I always used to think so, too. Now, though, |I'mnot sure. Are false hopes
better than none at all? Perhaps they are." Phaethon's eyes were fixed on a
poi nt beyond the hori zon.

"No, is stupid because would not take so long to download info and singi ng



routines into horse, if brain-fittings are standard. A year? Wuld only take
five mnute."

"This is a very old story, fromthe days before horses were extinct."

Now OGshenkyo squinted in surprise. "Funny, | thought horses were nake-up, you
know, genetified, by Red Manor Queens."

"Make- up? You mean invented?"

"Make-up! Like dragons and gryphons and el ephants.”

"Mbdern el ephants are a genetic reconstruction of a real species.”

Gshenkyo snorted. "Wth flappy-arms on their noses? You think such creature as
that evolve by itself? Nar. No how Red Manor fol k make up for sure. Just
their kind of stupid thing. Ah, wait!" Now Gshenkyo junped to his feet and
waved his arm high. "Lookit there! Wl cone nenus! You get neet lron-joy. He
tell you what's what. You listen him he get you fine-dandy job assignnments,
maybe you eat, maybe you sleep in-of-doors, out of rain. N ce-good, eh? Lick
up nice chumto him now, and smile pretty!"
"I shall endeavor to be on ny best behavior,"
heavy irony.

A party of three figures was picking its way up the sl ope

of the cliff to the spot where Phaethon stood with Oshenkyo. All three wore

bl ue- green housecoats of antique design, with flared shoul ders and | ong
skirts, and many pockets to hold a dozen house instruments. The one in the

m ddl e (perhaps the | eader) had a design of gold attention-thread running

t hrough the chest pockets. Their faces were shadowed by wi de flat straw hats
whose brims hung over their shoul ders. The color elenments in the housecoats
were not correctly attuned; all three figures were surrounded by a web of
green-blue rai nbows, shifting glints and shadows, and it made them |l ook as if
t hey were wal ki ng underwat er.

The lead figure seened to be a base humaniformuntil he was within ten feet of
Phaet hon. The col or play of his malfunctioning coat had hidden his true

sil houette. As the stranger approached, Phaethon saw he had a second pair of
arnms and hands springing fromhis doubled shoul ders. Beneath the shadow of his
hat, his face was an i mobil e mask of bony cartilage, with three or four pairs
of eyes and secondary eyes, m crowave horns, infrared sockets,

el ectrodetection cells, and ELF antennae. The face | acked a nose; the nouth
was an in-sectoid clanp.

Phaet hon's gaze swung left and right. The other two wore standard faces, nale
and half-male, with teeth nade of glittering dianond. The nal e had a beard
woven w th many-col ored sensation strands. The half-male had simlar strands
dangling fromher hair. The two wore black netallic cusps covering their eyes,
per haps a crude type of sense-filter and interfacer, controlled by blinks and
eye notions. The man was sucking on a col ored strand drooping fromhis

noust ache.

The quadrupl e-arnmed | eader stepped forward and | ooked Phaet hon's

gol d- and- bl ack arnmor up and down. Phaethon returned the inspection

Phaet hon recogni zed the fellow s body design fromthe late Fifth Era, when the
mass- m nds, |osing noney and prestige, had attenpted to cut costs on space
services by having specialized serf-bodies replace expensi ve EVA machi nery.
The serf-creatures were inmensely strong, having been used as | ongshorenen and
hul I smiths, and coul d perceive many frequencies of radiation at once. Their
space suits or second skins could be made nmuch nore cheaply than the el aborate
space arnmor needed by a human-shaped man. Serfs required very little food and
water; their bodies could recycle rmuch of their own waste materials.

The serf-form had been extinct for centuries, and, as far as Phaet hon knew,

t hey had never been patroni zed by a single consciousness. But it was an
excel l ent body to be exiled in, being long-lasting and very frugal

Phaet hon t hought the creature was hideous.

The fact that they were dressed in sonething other than adverti senents or

si mpl e pol yneric honespun | ed Phaethon to believe that these three represented
t he upper class of whatever "society" existed anpbng these outcasts. The Peers
of the poor, so to speak

Phaet hon said in a voi ce of



Phaet hon noticed that the other two, hissing and sl urping, chuckling and
murmuring to each other, had both bent close to stare at Oshenkyo's new ear
The she-man uttered a breathless giggle of awe and delight; the man was
noddi ng sl oWy, pleased and inpressed, his straw hat bobbi ng.

The buzzing, flat voice of a mechanical speaker issued fromthe chest area of
the serf-creature. "Self identifies as Vul pine First Ironjoy, base neuroform
wi t h nonstandard invariant extensions, | Unconmposed and Unschool ed.
Conpatriots identified as Lester Nought Haaken, base, ejected froma linited
non- hi erarchy m nd-partnership, Ritual Mirder Reformation School; second
conpatriot identified as Drusillet Zero Self-soul, sub-Cerebelline neuroform
mul tiple personality stasis-Iock, self-schooled."”

The hal f-nmale, evidently Drusillet, straightened up and spoke in a contralto

she-man voice: "lIncorrect! My school is the Omipresent Benevol ence Assertion
Many children are its nenbers, filled with | ove and ki ndliness, protected from
all life's ills and harns! Soon, oh so very soon now, they will recall their

| ove and gratitude for all the benefits I've shown to them and force the
Hortators to rescind their ban on ne!"

Lester, |likew se, made a preenptory gesture, and spoke up: "There is no Ritua
Murder Reformati on School; such a thing exists only in horror stories. | am
and al ways shall be a nmenmber of the Privacy School. My thoughts are nmy own,

not open to exam nation or review If | want to throb with the desire to lie,
cheat, steal, and kill, then that is nobody's business but

my own, provided | don't act on it, right? Don't let Ironjoy here baffle you,
New Kid. W, none of us, are crimnals here."

Gshenkyo chined in, "No crimnals. Just unpopul ar, eh?"

Lester said, "Sone of us suffer for a Ri ghteous Cause."

Phaet hon nodded. "A pleasure to make the acquai ntance of soneone who shares ny
feelings in the matter, good sir. |, too, suffer tribulations for a cause
deemto be just and right."

"Aha!" exclaimed Lester, slapping Phaethon's shoulder plate with a brotherly
hand. "Kindred souls then! Good to neet you! And take my word for it, this
sick society that has rejected us cannot last |long! No, sir, the Gol den
Cecunene will soon coll apse under her own over-stuffed rottenness. The

machi nes think they can anesthetize us, force us into unnatural, inhuman
nodes! But the true bestial nature of man will one day spring forth, roaring!
And on that day, rioters will topple the edifices of the thinking machines,
rapi sts and looters will fulfill their dark fantasies, and bl ood, gushes of

gl orious blood, will run through the streets! Take note of nmy words!"

Lester, at this point, was standing too close to Phaethon, and waving his
finger in Phaethon's face for enphasis.

Ironjoy put one of his left hands on Lester's shoul der and drew hi m back
"I'nproper! Allow New Kid to acclimate hinmself. Talk of other matters after.”
Gshenkyo said, "He got plenty long time to hear all about you theory, Lester."
He turned and squi nted at Phaethon, and said, "W all got to hear Lester's
talk. Sort of |ike hazing. Woever stand it the |longest wins big prize."
Lester either was inured to this type of joke, or held Gshenkyo in such good
fellowship that the coments did not offend him In either case, he nerely
gave Phaethon a polite nod, turned to lIronjoy, said, "Oshenkyo's earned his
chit; I'll send you a bill frommy informant, at fifteen cut. Fair?" And, when
Ironjoy grunted in agreenent, Lester turned again, gave a last, lingering | ook
of envy and wonder at Oshenkyo's new ear, and then briskly wal ked away.
OGshenkyo nmuttered to Ironjoy: "Wbrth nore than fifteen. Lookit that arnor
shine! Admantium 1Is my fish; | say twenty."

Ironjoy nmade a curt gesture with his lower right hand. OGshenkyo shut up and

st epped back, squinting. It was hard to read the tattoo-scarred face: but he
seened glum Ironjoy pointed at Phaethon with his upper left hand, evidently a
signal to Drusillet, who took out a reading card, face yellowed with age, and
st epped toward Phaet hon

Drusillet said, "QOpen your thoughtspace, please, New Kid. W need to see what
you have to offer. Medical routines is what we nostly need. Though information



structuring, data conpression, and mgration techniques al so pay off. Let ne
log you on to the nentality and run a check-through." And she stepped forward
and began to apply the reading head of the card to a jack in Phaethon's

shoul der board.

Phaet hon brushed her hand aside before she could neddle with his suit
controls.

Drusillet stepped back, nouth open, and she darted a fearful |ook at |ronjoy.
The netal cusps that hid her eyes partly nmasked her expression, but evidently
she had not expected to be rebuffed.

Phaet hon spoke: "Sir (or is it mss ... ?) forgive ne, but we have not been
properly introduced. And | have personal and very severe reasons for w shing
not to log on to the nentality. But perhaps a word or two of explanation would
reassure nme. Were you thinking of sinply making free with ny property? Wre
you attenpting to make pirate-copies of ny routines? There are a dozen
constabl es floating nearby." He gestured toward the swarm of bee-sized neta

i mpl enents, which buzzed through the air overhead.

"No cops!" lronjoy held up all four hands at once, an eerie, alnobst nenacing,
gesture. "New Kid is disoriented. He thinks he is still alive. He thinks the
constables will protect him Explain reality to him | go. Events will be

adjusted.” And with that, he turned with a snap of his green-shivering
garnments and strode off down the path between the pharmaceutical bushes.
Drusillet was staring at Phaethon in fascinated hal f-fear. Oshenkyo squatted
down not far away, humming to himself, and drawing squirnmng circles in the
dirt with a twig. Phaethon stood with his hands cl asped behind his back, his
head forward, |egs spread, his black cloak falling in folds across his arnored
shoul ders, around his el bows. For a nonent, no one spoke.

Drusillet said to Phaethon, "You don't understand how things work here."

"I amattentive. Explain."

"Ironjoy's not an Afloat, not really. He's an Ashore; he just doesn't care how
much time he adds on to his sentence. Parts of his brain died, a long tine
ago, fromold age, but he had the other parts propped up with I nvariant

m nd-viruses that they give out for free. Even to us. Anyway, lronjoy runs the
t hought - shop here. He's the only one around who can sell us goodies, or who
can run a search engine to |l ocate assignments in the dark nmarkets and back
nets."

"How does this Ironjoy fellow find assignments for you?" asked Phaet hon
Drusillet tucked a strand of her hair between her |ips and sucked. Then she
shivered and smled. "You' d be surprised! Everyone always thinks the machines
can do everything better and smarter and faster than anyone, so how can anyone
ever get a job? But they can't do everything at once, and so there are certain
jobs which, even if we do them sl ower and stupider, we can still do themfor
cheaper. Like me. The last thing | did, was going through Devol kushend's
menories to prepare his autobiography, and cutting out or glossing over the
parts of his nenory that don't make for good theater. It was rough work,
living his stupid |life over and over again, but he's got sone fans, or

somet hing, so | guess he wanted it done, and on the cheap, too. It required
some human judgnent; | got a judgnent-routine fromlronjoy for that, one of
those things put out by Sem -Warlock Critics."

"Did | correctly hear Ironjoy say you had a Cerebelline neurofornf? You express
yourself in linear fashion, like a basic, not |like a global."

She suddenly | ooked shy and sad. "Sub-Cerebelline. Think of a mass-mnd with a
split personality. As long as ny other personalities don't conme to the
forefront, as long as | don't weave nyself back into a gl obal whole, | think
and act like you lonely people. Just one mnd, one point of view, all alone.
It's what | have to do to keep nmy children safe.”

Phaet hon was curious, but saw she would not say nore on that topic. Instead,
he asked her about her work: "How does

Devol kushend, when he hires you, escape falling under the Hortators

oppr obri un®"

"Ch, he's a Nevernext. They hate the Hortators. Nevernexts, deviants, freaks,



they still cut deals with us. And a ot of things are done on the sly, or

t hrough schools with high privacy restrictions. Especially now during the
masquer ade. Some of us dress up and sneak off to go |ook at the rea

people..." Her face took on a | ook of w stful |onging. Phaethon pictured her
in masquerade, in the rain, peering up at a wi ndow or bal cony for a distant
glinpse of a grown child who m ght no | onger know her. It was a pathetic
picture, disturbing. Was it accurate? He did not know.

She said: "The Hortators aren't the constables, after all, and they can't get
a warrant to read soneone's nmind."

OGshenkyo stood up suddenly and tossed the twig he had been toying w th away
into the brush with an abrupt motion. "lronjoy's top man around here, for

sure. Makes sure we all get along, all get some work, some grub, somne
dreamstuff so we can stand to nake it to another sunset. He got good stuff in
hi s shop, good dreams, bad dreanms, new thoughts, new selves. You play around,
you jack in new stuff, maybe one day you find yourself a persona who can stand
[iving here without no hope. Turn yourself into M. Right. But we're all good
friends here. W share and share alike. You got some good stuff on your back
maybe you got sonme good stuff in your head. Why not help us out, eh?"

Phaet hon said, "I may be able to help you out a great deal. Ironjoy's nonopoly
seens to be hindering any capital formation. Your 'share and share alike
policies,' as you call them certainly would di scourage the type of long-term
i nvestment we would all wel cone. From what you say, the Hortators are nuch
weaker here than | imagi ned. Anpbng the deviants and Nevernexts there may be
enough markets for us, enough work to be had, that, with some new policies,
new | eadershi p, and hard work, some real growh and prosperity could be
brought to this little community. And perhaps even a type of imrortality could
be regai ned; | knew that Neptunian neurocircuits, in their zero tenperatures,
suffer very little degradation over the centuries.”

OGshenkyo was grinning; clearly the idea appealed to him He touched his new
ear thoughtfully.

Drusillet said in a hushed tone: "What kind of thoughtspace do you carry? \What
| evel of integrator is installed in that suit of yours? Do you have enough to
carry out the same functions Ironjoy's shop-m nd can carry out?"

"Perhaps if | don't have what | need, | could build it out of raw materials."
Drusillet said in a voice of slow astonishment, "Buil d? What do you nean,

buil d? Only machines build things. Men don't build things, not now a-days

nen.
"I build things. And I amvery ol d-fashioned, in ny own way."

" How?"
"Wth determination, will, and foresight. Wth ny brain. Wth the circuits in
my suit. There is plenty of carbon in the environment. | can design and grow

circuits and small ecol ogies.”

He saw their | ooks of astonishnent. He smiled, "Well, | am an engi neer, after
all.”

"Engi neer," nurnured Oshenkyo. Then: "Hey, engineer, ny house grows ny cakes

and | anps all squirley. Maybe you can fix?"

"I"lIl certainly take a look at it. The house-mi nd probably operates froma
nmodul ar set of neural base-formats. Any part of a working house could be used
as a formatting seed to restart the program"”

Drusillet said, "Engineer, what about finding assignnments? If you and Ironjoy

can both run a search, we'll find twice the jobs! Can you do it?"
"Perhaps. The Hortators allow me access to the nentality; even if | do not |og
on nyself, | can access my account through a renote, or even through a script

board. It's not inpossible. Tell me what might be required. What is the
priority and actions-per-second of the search engine Ironjoy uses to find your
assignments? In which part of the nentality is he stationed? How does he
negotiate the antiviral buffers without hiring a Cerebelline to certify hinP"
Drusillet's enthusiasmvani shed. She spoke with a tw tch of

worry. "lronjoy may not like it, not if too much changes too fast."

"I will explain howit is in everyone's long-termbest interest. You people



act rationally to further your own interests, do you not?" Phaethon asked.

Al though, it occurred to himthat, if no one here could afford a noetic

i nspection of each other's thoughts, no one would have any notive to keep
their notives pure. Ironjoy theoretically could maintain a whole host of evil
i mpul ses and hypocri si es.

OGshenkyo said, "Sure. We all swell people.”

Drusillet spoke with | ess conviction. "Ch, yes, we're rational. The Hortators
are just wicked to exile me here. | didn't do anything wong."

"Then why woul d Ironjoy object?"

She said in a sad voice: "W're a very tight-knit group, you see? W all swap
our things. W all share. There isn't anyone else for us, not for anyone el se,
no one."

Gshenkyo stepped backward, |ooked off in the distance. He spoke in a casua

voi ce: "She means don't squirt yellow on Ironjoy. Got to lick up to him see?
He take care of us." He sniffed, and said sidelong to Drusillet: "Besides,

got ne sonmeone. What about Jasmyne Xi ?"

Phaet hon turned Oshenkyo a curious glance. "Jasmyne Xi Meridian?"

Gshenkyo nodded. "My share-wi fe. She sees ne on the sly, not even the
Hort at ors know. Soon, maybe tonorrow, she use her big-snoff influence and get
me out of this. Coming by to see nme. Good day then, eh?"

Drusillet merely gave Gshenkyo a | ook, perhaps of pity, perhaps of contenpt.
Phaet hon knew Jasmyne Xi Meridian of Median House, Red Manorial Schol uny she
and Daphne had once had friends in common. She was generally agreed to be
anong the nost beautiful and gl amorous of wonen on Earth. She had nade several
fortunes as a productress, fashion archetype, a witer of jewelry, apparel

and al lure-software. She was paid to be seen in public using certain beauty
products, attending certain functions, and for formng certain favorable

opi nions reported through noetic channels. It was inpossible to inmagine that a
famous figure |like Jasnyne Xi would receive a |lowclass ill-spoken outcast

i ke Gshenkyo, much less marry him

"I'f you are wealthy enough to afford pseudomesi as and deep-structure dreans,"
sai d Phaet hon, "you could afford to pool your resources, and buy severa
search-nodel s, and perhaps a few acres of nanomanufacturing for your own. The
Never nexts nake a study of advanced bi of ormati ons and sonmarics; the Neptunians
have an advanced science of mnimalist nanoengi neering. They are renote, but
contact with them may not be inpossible. Their resources are nore scarce than
your own; they nust have advanced software you could profit by."

Drusillet stepped in close, and whi spered, "Oshenkyo isn't buying dreans. It's
t he beauty ads. Oshenkyo is addicted to the ads."

Phaet hon spread his fingers in the comunication-failure gesture, to show he
di d not understand.

She whi spered: "Jasnyne's |ips cosnetics and erotic-formation comercial s
sometines have little dreanms as free sanples. You see? Don't trust Oshenkyo
He's not going to help you set up a new thought-shop or conpete with |ronjoy.
He's a liar and a destructionst, a weaponeer, a nihilist; that's why the
Hortators shunned him"

They were interrupted. Oshenkyo waved at someone in the distance. He raised
his fingers to his lips and emtted a loud, long shrill whistle.

Sone hooting and comotion, some glad calls and yel ps sounded from several of
the floating houses and fromthe rustling and shining tents of the centra
barge. Figures had energed; Oshenkyo was calling out.

Gshenkyo rubbed his coat, uttered a command. The dark background and di mred
i nes di sappeared, to be replaced by a garish bright explosion of florid
colors swwnming in the fabric. A pulsing beat and a | oud announcer's voice

i ssued from Gshenkyo's garnent, a swell of jarring nmusic. Men and wonen began
to shout across the water. Their robes were dark and silent; but, in a nonent,
they had tuned in to the same comercial GCshenkyo was showi ng, and a
rollicking adverti sement was soon pelting noise and echoes across the waters.
Gshenkyo grabbed Phaethon's arm "Cone on down to beach! Lotsa people wanna
see you, Engineer! You fix us, you fix everything!"



As they wal ked, he bent his head | ow, and whi spered, "You need help if you

plan to pull jack out of Ironjoy, eh? Don't trust Drusillet. Crazy, crazy,
her. You know why Hortators put big no-go on her? She a Cerebelline, raise a
hundred children, all in sim Children dreamtheir whole |life, never once see

real thing, never once think real thought. By law, when child is grown, nust
wake up, must tell truth, show world. But |aw does not say young adult cannot
go back into mother's dream wonb again, not even if nother raised themto be
coward, raised themso cannot think for thenselves. She had nore than hundred
peopl e trapped in her dreans, with no way out, not ever. Al legal. Al wong.
She say she was protecting them Don't |let her protect you. CGot it?"

Phaet hon conpressed his |ips, saying nothing. He had never been anobng people
who coul d not conmmune and swap thoughts to settle their differences. He had
never known mstrust. How was a rational man to deal with such people ... ? He
warned hinmself to tread carefully.

Then they were on the beach. A group of folk in brightly colored costumes had
cone across the water to the little strip of shore below the cliff. Sonme swam
some floated in small coracles; one or two applied an energetic to render the
wat er surface tension capable of sustaining their weight, and these wal ked on
a tenporary filmacross the water.

Not all were humani form One man | ooked like a barrel with a dozen | egs and
arnms; another was a serpent nman, sleek for swming. Atrio of girls had the
body shape called air-sylph, with fans of nenbrane stretched between wist and
ankle. Two other nmen occupied nmetal tubs that noved on buzzi ng magnetic
repel l ors, having a robo-tool box fixed across the prow of the tubs, rather
than arms or |legs. There were between forty and ei ghty individuals inhabiting
about sixty bodies. Many had head- plugs or crude crowns, and Phaethon coul d
not tell how nmany were menbers of a Conposition or m nd-group

Al swarned up the sl ope. The scene soon took on the aspect of a festival. The
peopl e greeted Phaethon with calls and cheers and coarse jests. He was not

i ntroduced; no one inquired his nane. They called him"New Kid."

Phaet hon was bew | dered. These people did not have M d-

dl e Dream ng, so that, unlike normal people, they did not instantly know al
about each other at a glance. But neither were they like Silver-Geys;

Phaet hon had been raised in the ancient traditions, and he knew how to greet
an unknown person, exchange names, and pai nstakingly nmenorize those names for
|ater use without artificial aids. But this ... ?

They did not shake hands (the ancient British custom Phaethon practiced).

I nstead, the universal greeting was to thrust out a beggar's cupped pal ms, and
shout: "What cha got ?"

The nusi c-noise fromtheir adverti senent robes baffled his attenpts at speech
OGshenkyo stood on a tall soil defractor and pointed at his ears, while people
| ooked on and gasped or uttered hoots of surprise. Then they swirled around
Phaet hon wi th renewed energy.

Since it was too noisy to nmake introductions, Phaethon began using very small
sections of his black nanomaterial, only one or two precious drops at a tine,
to cure certain pustules and deformties he saw on certain people here. Most
of the ailnments were sinple skullcap sores caused by inproper interfacing,
uncl ean jacks, or drunkenness, or overstimulation

Five or six people he cured. Then he fixed a broken m ndset they brought him
by interposing a correct graph froma working set. The man whose set it was
now flourished the crown overhead, yodeling in joy when it lit up; and the
peopl e shout ed. Phaet hon was able to reprogramthe color distortions on
Drusillet's housecoat nerely by opening the coat's hel p space and entering a
reset command. Drusillet threw out her arnms and spun, delighted as her
coattails gleamed with constant, vibrant colors, unblurred despite her notion
The peopl e near her pointed and called out.

Thi s made hi m popul ar. People shouted in his face, |aughed, slapped his back
He did not want people to hurt thensel ves against his arnor; so he took off
his gauntlets and helnet. Grls and gynonorphs nussed his hair with slender
fingers. Afour-armed nman with a peg |l eg, wearing the antennae of a space



i nspector, pressed a drink bulb into Phaethon's hand. Several people thrust

t hought-cards or interface disks at him or tw sts of candy or incense, or

i njectors of unknown inport.

Phaet hon told hinself to be cautious; that, unlike in his old life, no warning
woul d cone if he were about to do sonething

dangerous. Many of the thought-cards being of fered himwere no doubt

i ntoxi cants or nenory-redacts, pornography or pleasure-jolts. He took one or
two into his hand, to be polite, but he could not make hinsel f understood over
t he noi se when he asked questions about them

A hairy man with dianond teeth and crystalline eyeballs slipped a bracel et
around Phaethon's wrist. The bracelet flexed, as if it were trying to | ock
shut; Phaethon, startled, tore it fromhis wist and flung it away. He saw the
di anond-t oot hed man skip up and recover the bracelet. There was sonething
famliar in the man's poi se and posture. An agent of Scarampuche? Were had he
seen the man before?

Phaet hon rubbed his wist and di scovered a spot of blood. Was the man nerely a
cl eptogeneticist? O had Phaet hon been injected with sonething?

Phaet hon | ooked into his personal thoughtspace, so that hovering icons
surrounded hi m superi nposed on the shouting crowmd. He nade a command gesture,
rel easing biotic antitoxins and investigator aninmalcules from specialized
cells in his Iynph nodes into his circulatory system But a young girl grabbed
his armat the sanme tinme, the gesture went awy, and he accidentally fl ooded
his bl oodstreamwi th painkillers.

Now he was in an expansive nood. His frets and worries of a nmonent ago seened
dimand unreal. The world took on new and fascinating color. Wen the crowd
began to dance and sing jingles in tine to the braying adverti senents,

Phaet hon j oi ned in.

At sunset, soneone brandi shed an ax and uttered a call.

Sonme runni ng, and sone dancing in a line, the cromd of Afloats now charged

t hrough the purple twlight across slope and field to where a dismal clutter
of house and broken buil di ngs shouted. There was a carnival air to their
operation. Some carried colored |lights. Many brandi shed axes. In a short tine,
Phaet hon hel ped a gang of men cut a dead house fromits stem pull and roll it
down the slope, off the cliff, and into the water with a trenmendous spl ash.
The crowd squealed as it was drenched by the spray. The tall four-arned man
hel d up a command box, pointing and shouting, and spider-gl oves began sw mm ng
toward the prone house, and the water began to boil w th sonme crude
nanoconstruction

"Engi neer! Your house!" shouted OGshenkyo to him "Yours! For you! See! W al
hel p! Al help each other! You sign Pact now, yes?!"

And the people cheered. They did not call him"New Kid* now, they shouted
"Engi neer! Engi neer!"

But another burst of nusic started at that nmonent, and Phaet hon was rushed off
tojoinin a line of clapping, swaying, kicking men. He was dizzy and hot from
the exertions of the house-felling, and he took a drink from somethi ng soneone
had thrust into his hand. After that the dusk becane even nore gay and gi ddy,
his menory becane pleasantly blurred. There was danci ng, singing, and carrying
on. Someone had affixed a rope swing to a chem cal -tree, which hung over the
cliff shore. He remenbered whooping with fear as he soared far out above the
wat er and back again. He renenbered ki ssing soneone, perhaps a hermaphrodite.
It nust have been late; there were stars overhead, shining above the stee

rai nbow of the orbital ring-city. He remenbered tossing out huge gobs of his
preci ous nanomaterial to all his fine new friends, scraping it up fromthe

i nside of his arnor, despite the irksome warning buzz the suit gave off as it
fell bel ow necessary internal integrity |evels.

He was everyone's darling after that. Al his new friends |oved him He wanted
to swing on the rope swing again, and they pushed himin high arcs, higher and
hi gher .

He renenbered shouting: "H gher! Faster! Farther! The stars! | have vowed the
stars shall be nine!"



And, as the swing hesitated at the crest of its high arc, he stood in the rope
swi ng and reached up, as high as he could reach. H's new friends all |aughed
and cheered as he slipped and fell into the waters far bel ow

THE THOUGHT- SHOP

Phaet hon woke sl owly, groaning. Jarring noises throbbed and trenmbled in his
ears; cheerful voices shouted rhynes in a | anguage unknown to him Hi s sleep
had been troubl ed again, plagued by nightmare-images of a black sun rising
over a bl ood-soaked | andscape.

He cane nore awake, and di scovered his head throbbing in tenpo to the I oud
beat of the drum nusic shouting fromthe flashing garnent he wore. Garnent?
No; he was wrapped up in an advertisenment, lying on the floor in the curving
corner of a blue-white room The noise of the advertisenent drilled into his
skul I'.

Wiere was his arnor?

For that matter, where was he? Curving walls like the inside of a seashel
rose around him The far wall was dotted with blank receptor-cells, like a
line of blind eyes. There was dust and brine staining the floor. An oval
nearby admitted a harsh light, which stung his eyes. The floor seened to sway
and slide, lurch and junp in a sickening fashion

Where was his arnmor? A gram of his nanomaterial would have been able to flush
the toxins fromhis body and cl eanse his bl oodstream of debris.

He cl osed his eyes; closing his eyes created the sane stabbing pains as
opening them H s nmenory was cl ouded. Phaet hon signaled for a reconstruction
routine to index his nenmory fragnents and hol ographically extrapol ate the

m ssi ng sec-

tions, before he recalled that such services were no |longer available to him
And never would be again ..

But he vaguely remenbered dismantling the bl ack nanomachi nery, which forned
the Iining, control system and interface of the arnmor plates. Dismantling it
and tossing it to cheering crowds, who progranmed the expensive and highly
conpl ex nanonmachinery to re-formitself into sinple intoxicants and slurp it
down their throats or rub it across their skin, absorbing hallucinogens into
the pores of their flesh.

Phaet hon raised his hand to his aching head. It could not be true. Surely that
menory was fal se, an exaggeration. Al his Sophotech-crafted nanosoftware
erased and reconstructed as norphi nes or pleasure-endorphins? It would be as
if soneone were to eat the brain of a well-skilled genius nmerely for the
protein content, or nmelt down a hard-process superintegrator nerely to | oot
the few pfennings' worth of copper wire in the heat regul ator

Pl ease, let it not be true.

And what woul d Daphne say if she found out he had been so foolish, so
careless, as to allow his beautiful gold arnor to be destroyed ... ? But then
Phaet hon renenbered that he was never going to see Daphne again.

Perhaps this was all a simulation. "End program " shouted Phaet hon. But the
scene did not end. Everything was as before; he sat in a dirty white shell

with sunlight blazing in through a wi ndow above, and the floor still swooped
and |urched, sickeningly. O perhaps the floor was steady and he was ill
There was no way to tell. "End program ™ he shouted again, slammng his fist

into the curving wall beside him "End! End! End program | want mny |ife back
damm you!"

Phaet hon fought his way to his feet. This place remained solid and "real" (if
that concept had neaning any longer in his life). He was al one; he was unwel .
O perhaps he was not unwell. The fl oor was actually rocking.

Hunger pangs stung his stomach. Were was his arnor? It was his only food
suppl y.

At that, he heaved hinself upright and tore the noisy, flashing advertisenent
banner off his body. Wth a convul sion of disgust, he threw it fluttering out
the window It struck some inpedinent just below his |ine of sight and napped
there, giving off a shout.

No; it was a man who had shouted. Now that man rose into view He had been



wal ki ng up to the wi ndow, and Phaethon had thrown the advertisenment over his
head. He was dressed in gray.

Now, the oval expanded, and the nman stepped in. The oval was not an

oei | -de-boeuf or window, it was a door. The nechanismwas jamred or ill. The
door tried to iris shut, but dwindled only to its former dinmension, trenbled,
squeaked, and remai ned hal f-open. Now t hrough the openi ng, Phaet hon saw he was
i nside a house floating on angular legs in the waters of the bay.

"Where is ny arnor?" said Phaethon, squinting. He had one hand agai nst the
sloping wall to keep hinself upright.

The man took the advertisement carefully off his head, balled it up, and
tossed it out the wi ndow. The banner floated away, |ooking for prospective
clients.

Wien the man turned, Phaethon saw he had no face.

It was not a man. It was a mannequi n.

Phaet hon strai ghtened up in shock. No person fromthe Gol den Cecunene woul d be
tel epresenting hinself here, not with the Hortators' ban in place.

Scarampuche ... ? It was not inpossible ..
"What do you want of nme?!" asked Phaethon in a ragged voice.
The mannequin's external speakers said: "I've conme to ask you to cooperate."

Phaet hon stepped away fromthe wall, and tried to stand straight. He did not
want to show any weakness. "Cooperate? |In what way?"

"You have been the victimof a crine. | want you to help nme punish the people
who did this to you. They claimthat they are your society and your people and
that you owe themloyalty now, but don't listen to that rubbish. Your
interests still are best served by cooperation.™

Phaet hon squinted. This was an odd thing for Scaranmouche to be saying. Yes,
forcing Phaethon into exile was a crinme, but did this creature from beyond
actual ly think Phaethon woul d hel p Scaranmpbuche puni sh the Hortators?

Phaet hon said, "Were do you creatures conme fron? Another star? Another tine?
How do you know so nuch about the Gol den Cecunene when we know not hi ng about
you?"

The gray mannequin had no face, but there was an expression of surprise inits
posture, in the set of its shoulders. "Uh, sir, | don't nean to intrude on
your hallucination, but I'ma constable officer fromthe | ocal commandry,
Ceylon 21. My name is Pursuivant Eighteenth Co-Mentalist Neoform of the

Andr opsyche- Proj ecti on Ot hochronic Schola."

"What ?"

"Forgive ne for not introducing myself. | had ny valet place a description of
nysel f and my reason for conming into the Mddle Dreamng, and | had assuned
you woul d know all about me at a glance. That is the way we at the

Andr opsychi c Projection school run our affairs. | had been informed that you,
despite being ostracized, still had access to the nentality. It just did not
occur to me you would not use it."

The gray mannequi n now hel d out an enpty hand toward Phaethon. "Here is ny
badge of office, with warrants and conmi ssi ons appended in nearby files. Do
you wi sh to inspect it? All you need do is log on to the nentality.”

Phaet hon | ooked at the mannequin's hand. To Phaethon's mentality-blind eyes,

it was enpty. "I amnot willing to log on to the nmentality," he said.
"Ah. That's too bad. | have a magi strate standi ng by on channel 653. She-they
will sign a warrant for the seizure and arrest of your renaining

nanomat eri al --that suit-substance in your arnor-before the rest of the Drunks
here eat the stuff. A lot of people |last night took handsful of your stuff
back to their rafts, and nost of theminjected or inhaled only a few grans,
according to my best guess. If you want to get it back, what little is left,
we nust act quickly. Just log on to the nentality and talk with the

magi strate; |'msure we can get an injunction and have that stuff seized

bef ore your new pals wol f down the rest of it for breakfast. W may only have
a few mnutes. Just log on."

For a nonent, such a wild enotion pul sed in Phaethon that he could not speak
But a cold ripple of doubt quelled his joy. Wat evidence did he have that his



arnmor had not been entirely destroyed? Wat evidence did he have that this
facel ess mannequin was not, in fact, Scaramouche? He seemed to have insisted
once too often that Phaethon should log on to the nentality.

And yet, if part of his arnmor still existed, and nmight still be saved, and if
it were destroyed because Phaethon stood here hesitating and doubting ... ?
Phaet hon licked dry lips, not sure what to believe.

The mannequin said, "W don't have much tine."

Phaet hon thought a nonment, came to a decision. "I will go talk to Ironjoy," he
said to the constable.

It was with sone difficulty that Phaethon nmade his way to the central barge
where Ironjoy kept his thought-shop. First, he could not dilate the oval

wi ndow door to get out of his house with any dignity; nor would the constable
hel p hi m by overriding the house-mnd's faulty command-1ine, as such charity
m ght have been in violation of the Hortators' ban. Phaethon had to squirm

t hrough the hol e, whereupon he fell across a narrow | edge and pl unmeted twenty
feet into the sea

The water here was clogged and clotted with snag-lines and ropy tendrils,

whi ch made up part of O d-Wman-of-the-Sea's body, or perhaps one of her
manuf act uri ng subsections, so Phaethon did not sink. But neither was his body
buoyant; the special organs and space-adaptations built into his thick hide
added wei ght. However, his strength was much greater than an unnodified man's,
and he was able to lunge forcefully through the thicket. Another nodification
enabled himto hold his breath for the twenty mnutes or so it took himto
wal k (and crawl and swim across the beds of undersea kelp and ratting to the
rusted barge in the center of the bay.

He swarmed up the anchor |ines, awkwardly negotiated the float-sponsons, and
eventual ly found hinmself dangling fromthe side of the barge.

dinging to an anchor line, Phaethon | ooked up. Sheer vertical surface |ooned
above him and a netal overhang or catwal k extended out overhead. There was no
way upward. The mannequi n representing Constabl e Pursuivant was not in sight.
Phaet hon banged on the side of the hull and shouted for attention. Once again,
he underestimated the strength involved in his space-adapted body; the neta
dent ed under his bl ows.

The hull rang like a gong. In the heat of the equatorial norning, the hul

net al seenmed scal di ng. Rust fl akes and barnacl es scraped his fist.

After what seened a long tine, a tall silhouette stepped out upon the catwal k.
Phaet hon craned his neck and stared overhead. It was |ronjoy; he had four

arms, and the same wi de hat he wore yesterday, the sane shifting green-blue
garnment. The housecoat was whining as its air conditioners attenpted to keep a
zone of cool, scented air around Ironjoy.

"Hoy! You clang at ny personal property, creating disturbance. Aboard | have
early shift workers, with their work personalities ready to | oad, and needing
sanity-chips to bal ance thensel ves after last night's festivity. Wiy do you
irk then? Do you cone for work?"

W thout his sense-filter Phaethon could neither anplify the view, nor edit out
the netal honeyconb that fornmed the catwal k floor, so his vision was obscured.
I ronjoy was holding a | arge round gol den object in three hands, and as he
spoke, he bowed to sip or lick sonething fromthe inside of the gol den bow .
Eating did not hinder speech: his voice issued froma nmachine in his chest.
Phaet hon said, "I've conme to get my arnor back. You must be able to cal
everyone together."

"Not possible."

"But | saw Oshenkyo do it yesterday! He set his advertisement cloak to enit a
call!"

"Yes. Oshenkyo has enough chits to pay off the interruption fee. You have not.
The rental on your revived house-nm nd has al ready accunul ated over two hundred
units, and it's another twenty-five units' fare you'll owe to rent ny coracle
to carry you back to your house. Unless you want to swi m back? Plus ny
consultation fee, which started to accunulate fromthe noment you began to
speak to ne. You are severely in debt, New Kid. Are you ready to start working



it off, or are you going to cling there, jabbering?" Ironjoy now bent to take
a slow sip of whatever he held in his golden bow . Phaethon saw, with a
sensation of shock, that Ironjoy was holding, not a bow, but the hel met of
Phaet hon's arnor, and that he was eating out grans of the delicate skullcap

i nterface webbing.

Rage throbbed in his body. "Stop! You are destroying nmy property! You will
return ny helnet to me as of this instant! Then you will take all steps to
recover whatever of nmy equiprment as mght remain fromthe others herel™
Ironjoy's insectoid face was incapabl e of expression. "Do not irk nme. You may
have been a significant man before, on the outside. Here, only | am
significant. Cooperation is necessary to survive in this comunity.
Cooperation is defined as acclimation to nmy wi shes.™

Phaet hon's fists tightened on the anchor line. He wanted to | eap up the sheer
surface but saw no way up. Hi s head swamw th anger; he tried to cal mhinsel f.
(He wi shed Rhadanman-thus were there to calmhim)

"I have made a | awful request that you return property that has been stol en
fromme," said Phaethon "Look! Constable renptes as thick as wasps hover over
this entire area! Do you think to defraud me of nmy only possessions?"

"I see Drusillet and OCshenkyo did not explain real things to you, as |
instructed. Come up; | will tell you the truth." Wth a kick, Ironjoy unfol ded
a gangway of stairs fromthe catwal k. Phaet hon dropped into the water,
awkwardly made his way to the stairs, clinmbed. Ironjoy stood under a paraso

of dianmond in one of the pavilions on deck, rainbow shadows rippled around his
feet.

O her pavilions, to the left and right, showed sl eeping figures, their

m nd- sets connected by cheap hard-wire to an interface board which ran the

l ength of the deck.

A winged girl nearby had her arms around Phaethon's gold breastplate, to which

she was snuggled up, like a child sleeping with a favorite toy. Phaethon
wi t hout a word, stepped over to her and knelt. H's arnms reached for the
breastpl ate, which, to his delight, he saw still had nore than half its

nanomachi ne coating glistening on the interior

"Halt!" said Ironjoy. "No stealing!"

Phaet hon turned, his eyes burning, his head pounding. Cvilized instinct told
himnot to touch the arnor, to negotiate, and to allow the normal process of
law to settle the dispute. But were those instincts of any use to hi m now?

He pulled up the breastplate and set it off to one side. The wi nged girl
stirred and nmurmured but did not wake. Then Phaethon stood, his eyes gl assy

wi th anger, and crossed to confront Ironjoy.

He stared at his foe for a noment. WAs there any point in talking? Floating in
the transparent surface of the dianmond parasol, which spread |ike a halo over
Ironjoy's head, were the icons and di spl ay-boards indexi ng the contents of

I ronjoy's thought-shop. The icons appeared in Objective Aesthetic sym bol ogy;
Phaet hon under st ood their meaning.

To Ironjoy's left were routines to suppress restless thoughts, to produce
personas incapable of fatigue, boredom talkativeness, or dishonesty.
Evidently his work roster. To his right were pleasure-stinulants, a w de
nunber of anesthetics and pornography sinulations, nood alterants, false
nmenories, ganbling interfaces, and self-justification dreams. Here were
stupifiers, nullifiers, distorted mythoformati ons, and choose-your-own revenge
dr anas.

Phaet hon, to his deep disgust, also saw sickly sweet addictive thought-forns
of the type passed out freely by the mass-nmind Conpositions, intended only to
persuade individuals to surrender the pain and |loneliness of individuality to
t he unconditional and m ndl ess | ove of the group-m nd. Since, of course, no
real Conposition would permt an exile to join its ranks, Ironjoy could not
fulfill the prom ses those addictives created. But next to themwere a group
of awareness-interrupters intended to create the tenmporary illusion of being a
nmenber of a mass-m nd.

Phaet hon saw not a single intelligence enhancer, nenory augnent, phil osophy



text, emotion bal ancer, or any other useful or whol esone application. He now
saw what ki nd of thought-shop Ironjoy ran

Wthout a word, he yanked the gol den hel met out of Ironjoy's grasp.

I ronj oy grappl ed Phaet hon, seizing himby both wists, putting his third hand
on the helnet itself, and grasping Phaethon's neck with his remaining hand.

H s hands were as hard and strong as mechani cal grapples; he evidently
expected no resistance. lronjoy's face, pressed to Phaethon's, now showed the
only expression of which it was capable: the nandible

pl ates drew back, making a parody of a sneering snile

Ironjoy certainly was not expecting Phaethon's strength to exceed his own.
Wth a brush of his arm Phaethon threw Ironjoy aside. The tall creature
stunbl ed, four arns windmlling, and fell

A group of constable renotes, glittering and buzzing, had descended to take up
acircle around the two of them tiny stings and stunners open

Ironjoy rose to his feet and addressed the nearest constable: "I have been
assaul ted. You boast that violence is unknown in the Gol den Cecunene! Yet now
this wild barbarian comrts outrages upon ne!"

The flat voice spoke fromthe constable: "The |aw allows a person to use a
reasonabl e amount of force to recover stolen property.”

Phaet hon said: "Yet neither did you protect me against him"

The constable said: "H s action was arguably sel f-defense. Al so, the grounds
of your action are not unanbi guous. Ironjoy may have a colorable claimto the
property."

At this, lronjoy stepped forward again and reached toward the hel net.

Phaet hon said softly: "The property is mne. Interfere at your peril."

I ronj oy drew back. But his voice machine issued a strident tone: "By what
right do you nake this clain? You gave it all away, |ast night. Cbserve!"
Ironjoy drew out a field slate fromhis coat. He touched the slate surface and
called up an i mage of gl owi ng dragon-signs, surrounded by icons and cartouches
of the | egal sub-language. Beneath, in Phaethon's perfect Second-Era-style
handwiting, using linear-style cursive letters, was Phaethon's signature.
"Last night you signed our Pact. It states our properties are to be
adm ni stered according to the group will. Haven't you read it? | left a copy
at your house. Your signhature passed title to your arnor."

Phaet hon stared at the slate. In a window to the side of his signature, the
docunent showed a visual recording fromlast night. The picture showed him

gi ggling, one arm around some pink-haired air-syl ph, reaching out with a
light-stylus to inscribe a slate Lester was proffering. The time in the scene
was dusk. A clock statenment stanped by a notary public showed the hour and

pl ace and reality level. In the background of the scene, a group of nmen had
begun to chop down a dead house. Phaethon recalled no such scene; but his
menory was bl urred.

"The donation is void on the grounds that | was intoxicated."

"Intoxication and other voluntary alterations of mental capacity do not forma
valid basis for setting aside such a contract. That is the primary | aw of the
Gol den Cecunene. "

"Scoundrel! The intoxication was not voluntary."

I ronjoy drew back the slate. He produced a nasal tone: "No doubt you have
edited your nenory. Fortunately, the records of the garden monitors will
confirmmy version of events. You drank an expansive froma bulb offered you;
you doused yourself with painkillers fromyour own internal supply.”

"Only because | was already drunk, and unable to control nyself. Earlier than
that, you conspired to have one of your fellows, a man wi th di anond teeth and
gl ass eyes, stab ne with a drug!" As he spoke, Phaethon realized who the man
must have been. Wth his stimulant beard, housecoat, and opaque eye cusps
renoved, Phaet hon had not then recognized him Phaethon said: "You ordered
Lester to do the deed. You feared that the capacities of my nanonachi nery
woul d threaten your nmonopoly. It was your intention fromthe first to rob nme."
Ironjoy's tone grew even nore nasal: "You will not prove this."

"Are you insane!? W are citizens of the Col den Oecunene! How can you even



dreamto succeed at your deceptions? There are a hundred constabl e renptes

wi thin earshot. Come, let us have the constables do a noetic reading. Your own
t houghts and nmenories will show what you intended!"

"Perhaps so, if you bring forward a conplaint to the constables. But you will
not. This is a trick the constables always play whenever a New Kid is thrown
to us here on Death Row. They wait until the New Kid i s di sadvantaged by one
of our practices, but before he has been here | ong enough to | earn our ways.
Then they swoop in to stir up trouble. To stir up disloyalty. To stir up
disunity. Yes, they would Iike to have a conpl aint against me. The Hortators
put themup to it."

"\Why 2"

"Why? | give these exiles a way to stay alive. The Hortators want themto die.
| alone of all these people here have the presence of mnd, the discipline and
wi |l power to prosper in this adversity. | alone brought wealth with me into
exile, and established secret contacts and way stations in the nore private
sections of the nentality before | came, or nade contracts w thout the
standard Hortators' escape cl ause.”

"You volunteered to live this way?" Phaethon's words cane out slowy, anazed,
per haps di sgust ed.

"Qut there | amof no account. Here, | amas rich as Gannis, as popul ar as
Helion, as feared as Orpheus. It is a filthy, stinking, wetched, and
tenmporary existence, but | amthe nost inportant aspect of it. Do you
understand? You will not make any conplaint to the constables.™

"Way won't |?"

Ironjoy pointed with two right arnms out to where the | opsided and unpowered
house which they had gi ven Phaet hon wall owed in the waves. Sone invisible
signal radiated fromlronjoy; there was a snap of energy from bel ow the sea,
and the buoyancy floats hol ding up the house-Iegs bobbed | oose. In a matter of
nmonent s, the seashel | -shaped house had fl ooded and sank

Phaet hon stared in puzzled dismay, trying to renmenber if anything he owned

m ght have been in the house.

Ironjoy said: "Keep in mnd, the wording of the pact you signed requires you

to continue to pay rent. If you wish to sleep this night, I will rent you, at
a considerably higher rate, a square neter of deck space here. If you are
frugal, work hard, and sell sone of your nore expensive organs, you wll be

able to buy a carbon-organi zer to weave yourself a pillow and a pavilion roof
inless than a nonth. If you do anything nore to exasperate me, such as, for
exanpl e, continue to threaten me with constables, | will refuse to rent to
you, to sell you food or goods at any rate whatever."

Phaet hon drew a deep breath, trying to control his shaking rage. Was he not a
civilized man? Educated and bred to rationality, dignity, peace?

He nade an attenpt: "Let us reconcile. Use a circuit fromyour thought-shop to
allow us to mngle our mnds, either to conprehend each other from each
other's point of viewor to create a tenporary arbitration conciliator, who
wi Il share nenory chains fromboth of us and be able to decide our case with
full justice."

The chest vox of Ironjoy gave forth a squawk. Laughter? O the sign of sone
enotion known only to Ironjoy's peculiar half-Basic, half-Invariant neuroforn?
"Absurdity! We are nortal and we are poor. Such circuits are expensive. W
have not the tinme nor the wealth to enjoy the dream of perfect justice you
manor-born play at. Life is unfair. W cannot buy sense-filters to fabricate
pretty illusions that tell us otherwi se. Unfair, because there are tines when
necessity requires the weak to submt to the strong. | have stol en your arnor,
perhaps. That is your opinion. But you cannot afford to object. That is a
fact. Instead of getting your armor back, you will apol ogize, you nmust now
plead with me, you must now beg hunbly to be forgiven. Why? Not because you
are wong. Only because you are weak."

Phaet hon's rage filled himlike fire, but suddenly, inpossibly, turned to
jovial disdain, and left himclear-nnded and cold. He felt like a nman who
struggl ed up some shifting slope of sand, with everything disintegrating and



slidi ng backward beneath his fingers, but who suddenly stands at the peak of
the slope, and finds a much wi der view than he had expect ed.
He said, "Wak? Conpared to whon? To you? My actions do not stink of hysteria

and shortsighted fear. To the Hortators? They were willing to blot the world
with ammesia rather than face ne. To ny nanel ess enemi es? | discovered their
cowardi ce at Lake Victoria. Justice and lightness are on ny side: | need never

t hi nk a weak thought again."

Ironjoy brushed this aside with a wave of both |eft hands. "Congratul ati ons.
But where will you live? To whomw || you speak? Not to the Ashores; they
regard the Afloats with nothing but hatred. Cooperate. Here you will find
friends."

Phaet hon said, "I make you a counteroffer. If you cooperate with ne, and
return ny remaining arnor intact, not only will | not turn you over to the
constables, but I will take you with me, you and all the Afloats, and rmake you

a planet for your very own, a world drawn up according to your own
specifications, once | regain control of ny ship, the Phoenix Exultant, and
once | set out to conquer the stars."

"Absurd. You are deluded."

"I am not deluded! My nenories are true and exact. Cone now, which is it to
be? My arnor, or the constables? If | testify against you, the Curia will
apply pain directly to your nervous system or they will rewite your evil

t houghts with a reformati on program"”

"They have no case; otherw se, they would have al ready noved agai nst ne. Be
reasonabl e, New Ki d! Wiy do you want or need that arnmor? To fly to the stars?
That will never happen. You need the nanonachinery lining to control sone
conpl ex supersystem or naintain internal energy ecol ogi es aboard your ship?
There is no ship. The arnmor is worthless to you, and meaningl ess to your new
life. | amall that matters to your new life. You will not find work w thout
me. You will not eat breakfast without me. You will need my dreans and
delusions to keep at bay despair and suicide.

"Try to understand the grimnecessity of the reality that confronts you,"
continued Ironjoy. "You are |like a man who was thrown headlong fromorbit into
the deep sea, with only nmy little boat to fish you out fromdrowning. In ny
boat, you are sailing on an ocean of death, a bottonl ess ocean, with no net to
catch you should you fall overboard, with no backup copies of yourself to
restore you to life, no Sophotech to save you fromyour own foolishness. There
isonly me. Me. And if | throw you overboard, you will sink into that sea,
never to rise again. Do not pester nme about your foolish arnor again; it was
wort hl ess to you, but ny enpl oyees and charges will gain sone nonmentary

pl easures fromit. The rest of the nanomachinery will be consuned | ater
tonight, or tonorrow at the latest. Go down below, and | will give you a
charge of noosophorific to put your nenories of your arnor permanently out of
your head. Then return here, and I will plug you into the assenbly fornmation
Sone deviants are charging me for bit-work; | can use your brain's storage
capacity for sone of the overruns. It pays four chits per hour. Well?"

Phaet hon said, "I will allow you to escape punishment for robbing me, and

will allow you to escape puni shnment for destroying the house, which, as far as
| can tell, actually was given to me and was actually ny property. | will

al l ow you to escape punishnment for your various lies and frauds. | wll even
consent to work at any job you care to set for any wages upon which we can
mutual |y agree, provided it is honest labor. I aman intelligent and diligent
worker, and I will not decrease ny capacity for work by buying any dreans or
fal se nenories fromyour shop. | can certainly inprove the house-m nds of the
wounded houses; | can restore the dead houses to life, | can string up a
simpl e energy system and | can organi ze a communi cation grid. | can program
your thought-shop with a working dreanspace at |least to the first-nmagnitude

i nteractions, which should nore than double your productivity. Al this |I can
and will do. But only if you imediately recover ny arnor and restore it to
ne."

"The arnor is a worthless nenento of a life now closed to you. You have no use



for it. The Pact you have signed is clear."

"I need the arnmor to fly my ship."

"There is no such ship. It does not exist. It is froma story. It is a dream"™
" "She.' Ships are not called "it.' And... she is indeed a dream A fine
dream Surrender ny arnor. This is your last chance."

I ronjoy stood | ooking at him noving by not so much as a twtch

Phaet hon said | oudly, "Constable Pursuivant! Are you standi ng by?"

One of the thunb-sized renotes, suspended on eight tiny nacelles, cane
forward, hummng, fromthe circling swarm A tiny voice, the sane as had cone
fromthe mannequin earlier, issued forth: "I cannot nmake an arrest unless you
agree to testify. The court will need to exam ne both your nmenories and his to
di scover if your intoxication was voluntary, and whether or not he had
fraudul ent intent."”

Phaet hon turned to stare at lronjoy. Now was the crisis. Ironjoy could not
know t hat Phaet hon dared not log on to the nentality, and dared not open a
deep channel to pernmit a noetic exami nation. Could he be deceived? Ironjoy

l[ived in a culture where deception was practiced, |ike someone from anci ent
tines.

Surely he woul d see through Phaethon's bluff...

He did not.

Wth no change of his insect expression, Ironjoy tapped a command into his
slate. Al of the sleeping figures on deck were wearing adverti senent robes of
dull blue-gray. Now those robes strobed, yelling, into life. The figures
stirred, groaning.

I ronj oy nmade a general announcement. Sullenly, faces downcast, people shuffled
forward and dropped pi eces of gol den adamantium at Phaethon's feet. Sonme of
them spat at him as they dropped a vanbrace or greave. Coracles were sent out,
towed by daughter-vines across the water to the nearby houses; nore people
returned, and brought back a few remaining pieces of the arnmor, an armring
and el bow pi ece.

There were some argunents about bits of the black nanomachi nery, which people
had turned into other substances but had not consumed yet. Ironjoy gave a curt
conmand, and pointed. Jars and caps and little bags were brought forward.
Sullen figures dunped the material at Phaethon's feet, to forma spreadi ng

bl ack pool. Gshenkyo hinmsel f had swal |l owed a | arge anount, but was storing it,
undi gested, as an inert material, for his stonmach to consune slowy, one gram
at atine. Wth many sneers and curses he vonmited the material up. Then he sat
sl unped on the deck, weeping; it had been enough substance to keep himin

pl easant hal |l uci nati ons for weeks, alnpst uni nagi nable wealth.

It was all over in less than an hour. The whole comunity stood on the deck of
t he barge, beneath the crystalline pavilion roofs, glowering at Phaethon. The
bl ack pool at his feet trenbled as it went through its self-cleaning routine,
restoring broken nmenory chains and command |ines. About one-fourth of the

mat eri al had been consuned; the nenory storage in the rest had sufficient nass
to reconmpile the mssing parts. The damage was curabl e.

Phaet hon, his heart large with enotion, placed his foot into the pool. The
suit lining recognized his cell structure. Like a |loyal hound after a |ong
absence, it remenbered him There was an upward rush of notion. The lining

fl owed over his body and established connections to his skin, nerves, and
nmuscl es. The gol den plates slid upward and clattered into their proper places.
A sense of wonderful well-being suffused him

Ironjoy nade a signal to his people. "And now, trespasser, you are no |onger
wel come here. Don't show your face again!"

And, with a rush, the people crowded forward and t hrew Phaethon into the sea.
The constables did not interfere. Phaethon plumeted, splashed, and sank |ike
a stone. But, beneath his hel net, he was smling.

As he sank, Phaethon's snile faded, and he began to realize the enormty of
his error.

Above, the barge was a square shadow, surrounded by ripples of agitated light.
To every side were | esser shadows, spider shapes of the dead houses seen from



bel ow, their splayed float pods tangled with trailing vines and nets and lines
of kel p.

He had erred. Intent on his arnor, he had forgotten his life.

For what was he to do now?

The i nescapabl e obstacle to any attenpt by Phaethon to build up another
fortune, buy passage to Mercury, call his ship, or organize a protest against
the Hortators' decision was, sinply and absolutely, that he dared not |og on
to the mentality. The eneny virus lurking in the nentality, waiting for

Phaet hon, cl osed all Phaethon's options.

Ironically, if he had gone to a sinple thought-shop before his exile, and
bought a script board, or some other indirect nmeans of comunicating with the
mental i ty-even through a cheap pair of gloves as he had seen sone of the

wr et ched Ashores of Tal ai mannar use-he mni ght have been able to find ways to
send nmessages to, and performuseful work for, sone of lronjoy's dark narkets;
mar ket s which the Hortators apparently could not close off.

Wrse, there were obviously such devices for sale fromlronjoy. Had Phaet hon
not gotten hinself exiled fromthe exiles, he mght have been able to begin a
| ong, slow, painful process of rebuilding his Iife, of reaching his ship.

Now, there was not even that.

Down he sank

The bottom of the bay fell in a series of shelves into the deeper seabeds
beyond. Bioformations that formed the nervous system of O d-Wnman- of -t he- Sea
were m ngl ed anong the nets and beds of kelp and seaweed |ining the nmuck and
silt underfoot. Phaethon spied a place where the kel p had been crushed asi de,
as if by the rolling of a massive cylinder. Curious (and unwilling to return
just as yet, to the surface) Phaethon followed the trail of destruction

He pondered as he slogged through the floating clouds of nud. Cccasionally he
stunbl ed. He had been without proper sleep for so long that his makeshifts
were not able to catch and repair all the damage it was doing to his nervous
system A check on his internal systens showed another disaster |loomng. If he
used his reduced supply of nanomaterial to forma recycling environnent,
allowing himto stay down here, there m ght not be enough to formthe neuretic
ti ssues he needed to reconstruct the crude self-consideration circuit he was
using to stave off sleep deprivation. Al so, sone of the nenories directly
relating to past dream states, associational chains, and proper nental bal ance
had been lost. He m ght not have time to reconstruct that information

He was reluctant to rise to the surface, however. He suspected the behavior of
t he constabl es just now Wy had they been so very slowto interfere when
Phaet hon had been robbed? O when Phaet hon and Ironjoy had westled over the
hel met ? Phaethon recalled the Hortators' prom se that Nebu-chednezzar

Sophot ech could see to it that Phaethon would not stand any chance of finding
food or help. Could this whole scene have been arranged? Had both Ironjoy and
Phaet hon been tricked, manipul ated, out-guessed?

Perhaps it had been foolish even to dreamthat the Hortators' Sophotech woul d
not deduce Phaethon's flight to Tal ai mannar. The cyborg calling itself the

Bel | i potent Conposition m ght not have had as secure a privacy as it had said.
The cyborg coul d have been del uded, dream caught, sinply a nmenmory addi ct who
thought it was Bellipotent, thought it had privacy rights.

Besi des, there were ways of tracking air novenments Phaethon could think of;
signal s bounced fromthe underside of the

ring-city, for exanple. If Phaethon could think of one, trust that a Sophotech
could think of a thousand.

Had Nebuchednezzer Sophotech been abl e sonmehow to influence the constables to
produce a crisis between Ironjoy and Phaet hon? Anyone wi shing to destroy

Phaet hon woul d rejoice at lronjoy's ennmity with him In Ironjoy's shop,

Phaet hon m ght have been able to buy a self-consideration circuit to enable

hi nsel f to program his sl eep-and-dream cycles to repair, annex, bal ance, and
regenerate the tired nerve paths in his artificial brain tissue in the sane
way that natural dream ng restored natural tissue. Had he and Ironjoy
cooperated, it would have saved himfrom goi ng mad.



Wthin the linmts of the |aw, there was some scope, sone gray areas, Sone
flexibility of interpretation, as to how the constables could do their jobs.
If so, it was safe to assume they would use that flexibility to do Phaethon as
much harm as they could w thout actually overstepping the strict boundary of
what was permissible. If so, it was better not to return to the surface, where
t he const abl es swar ned.

And Phaet hon saw none down here.

H s sl eep deprivation, no doubt, was what had allowed his anger to escape him
during his confrontation with Ironjoy. It was affecting nmore and nore of his
menory; he was suffering spasns of fatigue, dizziness, |ight-headedness.
Eventual |y, he would die of this.

Wthout a self-consideration circuit to help organize his conplex brain

| evel s, the neural degeneration would proceed at an ever-increasing rate.
There was nothing to do, but to lie down and wait to go mad and di e.

Strange. That a lack of a dreamcould kill a nman.

O maybe it was not so strange.

The Iine of weckage dropped off the edge of a I ong slope. Here were grooves
in the nud where sonme great wei ght had passed, discoloration where coral had
been scarred. Phaethon began to pick his way down the slope, deeper into the
green gl oom

4

Phaet hon was nore fatigued than he suspected. Farther and farther down the
subsea sl ope he wandered, having long since lost the trail of debris he

foll owed, and, in his daze, having forgotten what whi mor purpose brought him
her e.

It grew darker; he was very deep; and cl ouds of slow rmud, |ike w ngs, billowed
fromhis every shuffling step

He was jarred awake by an ache in his chest. It was a pain signal froma
speci al organ he had had inplanted in his lung. The organ was one of the
earliest nodifications of space-biotechnol ogy, dating back to the first
Obital Cty, and allowed the user to detect a |l oss in oxygen |levels
(somet hi ng the nose of an unnodi fied nan was not able to detect), and warned
of hypnoxi a, hyperventilation, or anoxia.

He was choking to death without noticing it.

Phaet hon blearily activated his internal thoughtspace and demanded a report
fromhis suit. Headache pai ns stabbed himas the system cane on; the icons
seemed to drift and slide and blur in his vision

The report junped and swamjerkily into his thoughts.

The nanomachinery in his suit had been danaged, of course. But Phaethon had
not realized that part of the danage had affected the suit's interna
damage-control and safety routines.

One of the Afloats had erased the safety interlocks fromthe oversight routine
in order to allow himto reprograma stolen scrap of the suit to make nitrous
oxi de, not oxygen, through its recycler. Wen that section had rejoined the
main suit, sone error in the reproducer had carried the erase-conmmand over
into the mai ntenance routine. Thus, every tinme Phaethon's |ungs punped carbon
dioxide into the suit's faceplate, the erroneous comuand broke up the carbon
di oxi de and nade nitrous oxide.

The broken safety checker knew enough not to pass the | aughi ng gas back to
Phaet hon, but did not know enough either to dispose of it or to call it to
Phaet hon's attention. Instead, the broken safety checker shunted the nitrous
oxide into the little storage pockets nmeant for the stacked oxygen nol ecul es,
and dunped t he oxygen

The suit contained little packages or bubbles of iso-nolecular raw material s,
like tiny storehouses of gold and carbon, frozen oxynitrogen or hydrogen
chains for the other mechanisnms in the suit to conbine and mani pul ate. These
pockets were designed only to hold racks and rows of nolecules at a
standardi zed orientation and spin; otherw se, the suit mechani snms coul d not
grasp and mani pul ate them The nitrous oxide, flooding the pockets, was, of
course, not at the correct tenmperature, orientation, or conposition. This had



damaged nost of the manipulator elements in the suit. Normally, it would have
been child's play to draw oxygen out of the H20 nol ecul es of the water around
him but now all the pores he would have used to separate out the oxygen were
jamred. It would take at |least an hour to repair the damage; Phaethon doubted
that he could hold his breath that |ong.

Even i f he abandoned the arnor, his space-adapted body was not buoyant, and he
could not float to the surface. He might be able to survive the buil dup of
nitrogen in his blood; special osmotic layers in his veins, another space
adapt ation, could screen out nmpst nitrogen buil dup. Could he sinply swimup by
brute strength al one? He was not sure how far overhead the surface was. And
how could he find his arnor again if he sinply left it on the sea botton?

One noment of suprene self-loathing and self-pity stabbed through him Wy had
he not carefully checked every elenent, every conmand |ine of his arnor when
he had recovered it? H's armor on which his |life depended? Why? Because he had
been rai sed as a panpered aristocrat, with a hundred nachines to do all his
bidding for him to think his thoughts and anticipate his whins, so that he
had | ost the basic survival skills of discipline, foresight, and thoroughness.
Choki ng on bil e, Phaethon thought the escape conmand, and panels of his arnor
fell away. Black seawater closed in on his face, blinding him The black
nanomachi ne lining swelled up, form ng pockets of hydrogen along the chest and
arms, trying to add buoyancy.

H s arnor, his beautiful arnor, which had nmeant so nmuch to himan hour ago
sank down swiftly and was gone.

He ki cked away fromthe bottom swung his arnms and legs, and tried to pull his
heavy body upward.

Upward. Icy water sucked the heat fromhis body in a noment. Hs |inbs noved
nore slowy.

Upward. His struggles grew more wild. He lost his sense of direction

Upward. He encountered some sort of kelp or seaweed, which tangled around his
flailing arms, wapped his legs with soft enbrace.

Upward. It was the direction the stars were in. Phaethon did not know where
they were. He was disoriented. He had |l ost the stars.

What were those little lights approaching hin? Were they fairy lanps, conme to
greet himin his hour of victory? O were they the nmetallic flashes in the
eyes of a dying man about to faint?

Then there was not hi ng.

THE NI GHTMARE

Little Spirit, why are you alive?"

Wrds, like sonething fromnyth, or dream floated up. Sorrow, great sorrow,
to be his fate, and deeds of renown without peer... to little nen, the height
is too great; to him the stars are near..

"Daphne. Daphne said ..." He heard his own voice, nuttering gi bberish. Dd he
speak al oud? The words on his nenory casket had come fromthe epic Daphne once
conposed in his honor ... back before he sank and drowned ..

"Then is she that one for whomyou live, little one?"

Phaet hon jerked open his eyes. A blur of green, dimess, shadows. He saw
not hi ng.

H s body jerked. He was numb, floating, drifting. Some sort of vines or swarns
of living eels entwined his linmbs with soft firmmess; he could not nove.

"Do not struggle, little one, unless to damage yourself is your goal. W have
formed a pocket of your air; our dolphins rise to the surface, draw breath,
and descend to breathe into your pocket here."

He attenpted speech again. This time, his voice was clear. "Wiom do | have the
honor of addressing?"

"Aha. Polite little one, isn't he? W are A d-Wnman-of -t he- Sea. "

The words were conming directly into his thoughtspace, over his suit-lining
channel . Some sort of tube or nedical appliance

was thrust in his mouth. Other vines felt as if they held pads to his skin.
Needl es pierced his arm The bl ack nanomachinery of his lining was in notion
it was form ng and unfornmi ng chem cals and conbi nations. He could feel the



pul se of heat burning through it. The sensation conforted him

Phaet hon's eyes rolled back and forth. He saw nothing, at first. Then he
detected a slide of gray shadow to his left and right. Two dol phins came near
He heard a rush of bubbles, a high-pitched squeak of dol phin sound. Air
bubbled into the little space around his head.

"Madame, | thank you, and the gratitude | have is without limt. And yet |
must warn you that those who assist me may fall under the ban of the Coll ege
of Hortators."

"Qur dol phins act by their own nature, and it is their nature to assist those
in need. Had there been sharks nearby, the parts of our nmind nay have reacted
differently. Such is life."

(Way did it sound so nuch like the voice of his nother, Galatea, whom he
recalled fromhis far-vani shed youth? Perhaps it was nerely how regal, how
gueenly, how very nuch in comand the voice rang ...)

"Ah. Forgive me, Madane, but, nonethel ess, you yourself may be held to account
for your generosity to ne."

"The little one is noble as well! You seek to shield us fromharnf? Us?" There
was a hint of vast |aughter in the voice.

"The Coll ege of Hortators wi elds w de influence!"

"Yet we are as wide as the sea. Part of us are in the kelp, the coral, and the
dust of the seabed, neasuring, noving, releasing heat, storing it. Part of us
is woven into the thoughts of fish and sea-beast, noving frombrain to brain
with the swiftness of a radio flash, or slowy, over centuries, thoughts
encoded into chemicals drifting in the sea tides. After centuries or seconds,
our thoughts cone together again in new forms, drops that rise as dew above
the gentle tropics, or nmove through stornms that ring the arctic.

"We breathe to calmthe hurricanes; we blush to stir the trade winds into
life. W sway the Qulf Streanms, we thrust the currents and the counter-current
of the tide as if they were linmbs a hundred mles w de, and yet we count each
pl ankton cell which feeds your world' s air. Predator and prey nove through us
i ke corpuscles of arteries and veins, governed by the stirring of a mghty
heart. Parts of us are older than any other living being, older than all other
Cerebel I i nes, older than all Conpositions save for one. You cannot i magi ne
what we are, dear little one; how, then, could you imgi ne we could fear your
Hort at ors? W know not hi ng of your | and-world; we care nothing for your
Hortators. There is only one man of all your Earth whose nane we know, one man
whose fate fascinates our far-ranging and anci ent thoughts."

Phaet hon knew t he A d- Wnan-of -t he- Sea was a uni que entity, both a Cerebelline
and a Composition, a group-m nd made of many wi dely scattered partial and

gl obal m nds. There was none other like her; this particular conbination of
neu-rof orm and nmental architecture was deenmed too wild and strange by the
consensus of psychiatric confornulators of the Gol den Cecunene.

Yet she was old, very old. Sone of the organi snms or systens whi ch housed her
many conci ousnesses dated back to the first Cceani c Ecol ogi cal Survey, in the
m ddle of the Third Era.

He asked: "Who is this man? This one man who is the only man of Earth you
know?"

"We felt himtug at our tides a nmonent or a century ago, when he noved the
noon. Hi s nane is Phaethon."

Phaet hon felt a trenor ran through his body. Hi s breath was caught by sudden
enotion. Fear? Wnder? He was not sure. "What do you know of this Phaethon?"
he asked.

"W have been waiting for himfor five aeons, a mllion years of human
history."

"How coul d you wait so long? He is only three thousand years old."

"No. He is the ol dest dream of man. Even before nen knew what the stars were
their nyths peopled the night sky with wi nged bei ngs, gods and angel s and
fiery chariots, who lived anong the stars. W have waited, we have al ways been
wai ting, for one who would carry the Pronmethean gift of fire back to the
heavens. "



There was silence for a space of time. Phaethon could feel adjustnents being
made in his nanomachi nery, his blood chenistry; he became nore cl ear-headed.
"l am Phaethon. | am he. The dream has failed. | am hunted

by enem es whom no one el se can see, enenies whose nanes | do not know, whose
nmotives and powers | cannot guess. | am denounced and hated by the Hortators.
| amrejected by my father. My wife conmitted a type of suicide rather than
see nme succeed. | have lost ny ship; | have lost ny arnor; | have | ost
everything. And now | die. | amsuffering from sl eep deprivation, dream
deprivation, and | cannot bal ance the neural pressures between ny natural and
artificial brains without a self-consideration circuit."”

There was a space of silence for a time. Then the voice canme again:

"You | ose because you have not given up enough. Let go of all your
artificiality, release yourself from your nachine-thoughts. Do you
under st and?"

Phaet hon t hought he understood. "You ask a terrible price of nme."

"Life asks. There is an evil dreamin you, | sense it, which creates this

bl ockade. A virus or outside attack attenpts to blot your nmenory, so that you
wi Il not know who attacks you. We have no noetic circuits in us; we cannot
cure your thoughts. This you nmust do on your own. But we can use our art,

whi ch bal ances fl ows and ecol ogies of sea life, to restore sonme sanity to your
bl ood chemi stry and nerve chem stry. W can renpove the block that prevents
your ni ght mar e-dream from emergi ng. "

Phaet hon was too weary to grasp all the inplications of what he was heari ng.
External virus? He said: "I will still need a self-consideration circuit when
| wake, to cure the danage al ready done, even if | shut down nost of ny
artificial neural augnents now. "

"Al'l you will need to survive will be at hand for you when you wake, if you
have wit enough to see it."

"And if not?"

"Then we will wait a year or a billion years for another Phaethon. |If you are

such a man as cannot |ive without a dozen servants and nursenmi ds to assi st
you, then you are no Phaet hon."

"I am he."
"Not yet. But you nmy yet be."
"Yet why will you help ne even as nuch as you have?"

"Your world of solid land is ruled by the Earthm nd, ny

sister and ny eneny. She is a creature of pure logic, structure, an inanimte
geonetry of lifeless intellect. | ama creature of life, of passion and
sorrow, of flux and chaos and ever-changi ng shapes. Her rules prevent her from
doing what is right; her laws enforce safety and stop life. She seeks to help
you but cannot. | seek not to help you, but | wll.

"Wy will 1? My tragedy is witten in the living things which grow al ong the
beach above. Here is the mind that once was nyself and ny daughter, which

sent long ago to Venus, for the terraformng there.

"For two aeons, we were suprenme and suprenely happy on Venus, for there were,
there, all things life could not find here: change, growh, expansion, new
sensation, new chall enge, new danger.

"Then, victory created defeat. The sul fur-poi soned skies of Venus were cl eaned
and made serene and blue, the filth of clouds was drained and cooled to create
oceans of prinordial beauty, the actions of the world' s core were taned, the
eart hquakes sil enced, and proper tectonics established, to support a | andscape
stable and fair to | ook upon

"And yet this was defeat. Venus becane nothing nore than another Earth, ruled
by a Venusmi nd no different fromthe Earthm nd, and ny daughter returned in
sorrow to dwell with me."

"Why sorrow? You had success."

"Do not nmock me. My daughter is alive; therefore, she must grow, that growth
produces uncertainty, change, instability, and danger; therefore the Earthm nd
and her machi nes out-maneuver us, thwart us, hinder us, (legally! oh, ever so
very legally!) and act in every way to stop our growth, which stops our life.



And then they wonder why we grieve."
"Madame, honesty conpels me to state, that, when | achieve my dream the

worlds | shall create in far places shall be children of this one, like this
one. | regard this society, for all her ills, as near to Utopia as reality
all ows. "

"Fool i sh, nobl e, ponpous, brave, good Phaethon! Listen to your airs! Wat you
i ntend and what you do not intend have smaller inport than you m ght suspect.
The question is not what you shall do with life but what life shall do with
you. A nother salnmon might die to lay a thousand eggs, only in the

hope that one such egg might live; such is the cruelty and beauty of life."

A great fatigue swept over Phaethon again. Perhaps 4 d-Wnan-of -t he- Sea was
preparing his body for sleep. He uttered a tired thought: "So far, the only
creatures who have expressed support for ny efforts, are yourself, and a
horrid vulture thing who either was, or who pretended to be (I don't know
which is worse) a survivor of the Bellipotent Conposition. He rejoiced because

| was going to start a war. Now you rejoice because | will unleash chaos. | am
not conforted."

"Death is the other side of life; chaos, of thought. You will dream now, you
will wake, you will know your eneny, and you will kill."

But Phaet hon was fatigued, and inattentive, and he failed to ask what this

| ast neant.

Hal f - asl eep, dazed, Phaethon gave instructions to his suit-mnd, and attenpted
a much deeper reorgani zation technique than he had tried during earlier sleep
cycl es.

This was what the d d-Wman-of -the-Sea nade clear. It was the artificial
sections of his mind which were creating the problem

And so he began to erase those parts of his nind

There. He no longer had an eidetic nenory. There. He could no | onger cal cul ate
conpl ex equations. There. A hundred | anguages, along w th grammar and

nuance-t hesaurus were gone. There, and there. No nore perfect pitch, no nore
perfect sense of direction. There. His brain could no | onger interpret energy
signals from beyond the normal visual range (a facility he could have erased

| ong ago, as he no | onger had any supervisual or subvisual receptors).

There. Pattern-recognition directories; gone. There, an autonatic thought

corel ati on checker, which aided in creative thinking; erased. There, severa
circuits to record, store, and nani pul ate enotional percepts; undone. He had
just lost his ability to discrimnate between and appreciate a wide variety of
aesthetic and artistic universes. There. Intelligence augmen-

tation; destroyed. Phaethon could feel his thoughts becom ng sl ower and

st upi der.

Shoul d he erase the rest? Phaethon no |onger trusted his own judgrment. He had,
after all, just damaged his ability to nake those judgments, perhaps greatly.
Perhaps his intelligence, by now, was only as deep as a dawn-age man's had
been. Was it enough to allow himto stay sane?

The great yawning gulf of sleep tugged at him Wait. Had he progranmed his
nanomachine lining to keep himalive while he slept? For a pani cky nonent (and
how strange it was to feel true panic again, now that his enotion buffers were
erased!) Phaethon wondered if he had accidentally erased the sendi ng and

recei ving systemthat allowed himto comunicate with his nanomachi nery suit
lining. But no; the circuits had nmerely been indexed through an automatic
secretarial program which was now erased. His suit-lining functions were stil
intact, even if he no | onger had automatic help to nmanipul ate them

Then, unconsci ousness.

And, at last, a clear dream cane.

It was a ni ghtnmare.

In the dream he saw a bl ack sun rising over an airless wastel and of fused and
broken rock, craters ringed with jaws |i ke broken glass. The ground had been
fused by powerful radiation. Dry riverbeds scarred the and. On the too-near
hori zon, vol canoes produced by prodigious gravitic tides, and nmassive core
turbul ence, vented flam ng gas and nolten nmetal with pressure enough to send



particles into orbit. And yet there was sonething famliar about this surface,
somet hing too regular and too symetrical to be natural. Two lines of black
pyram ds, geonetrically straight, ran in double ranks to the horizon and
beyond.

The bl ack sun was surrounded by a di sk of gas, which it wore |ike sonme nockery
of Saturn's many-colored rings of ice. A nockery, for this accretion disk was
a ring of hazy fire and snarled gray dust, trenbling with electrica

di schar ges

whenever atoms were stripped of their outer electron shells as they plunged
toward the surface of the black sun and were torn apart by tidal forces.

Nucl eonic particles, traveling at near-1light speeds and striking the surface
obliquely, were sheared in two; half the particle falling into blackness and
the other half |iberated as pure radiation. Subatom c particles, when they
were sheared in two by simlar forces at the surface, broke up into their
short-lived and very strange constituents, things not nornmally seen in nature,
magneti ¢ nonopol es and hal f - quar ks.

The surface itself was not visible, except as a silhouette against the corona
created by these radiation discharges. And the continuous shower of energy
fromthis corona was Doppler-shifted far into blood-red as it straggled to
escape the i mense gravity well.

But it was not a surface; it was an event horizon. The object looning in the
sky was a singularity. It was a black hole in space; crushed beyond the
density of neutroniumby its own mass.

In the dream he (or, rather, whatever dream persona he was playi ng) stooped
to scrape the blasted surface of the wasteland with his hand. Beneath a thin
and bl oody | ayer of crust he had found the adamantium surface of a hull. All
around him the | andscape took on a new aspect. Wat had seened vol canoes were
pil ed debris accumul ati ng around broken air |ocks; what had seened dry
riverbeds to his left and right now were the crusted tracks where rail guns
once had rested; the regular lines of stunps and outcroppi ngs becane the
accunul ators, antennae, and docking rings of the star-colony hull on which he
st ood.

The bits of crust in his fingers were dried blood. Tiny fragnents of bone and
dried gore and brain-stuff trickled through his fingers, mumm fied by vacuum

and radiation. This packed substance, the dry residue of uncounted millions of
corpses, went all the way to the horizon, as far as the eye could see.
Where the crust of blood was pulled up, shone a segnment of hull. In the hul

was a thought-port. He had held a jack fromhis gauntlet to that port, seeking
what ever | ocal ship-mnd record m ght have survived.

The record unfol ded, and the dream changed to i mages of horror. He saw a great
city in space, peopled with phil osophers and savants fromthe Fifth Era, an

el egant and adventurous race, strolling along wi de boul evards, |eaning from
the tiers of graceful cafes and thought-shops, nmnds entwined in a

wel | - chor eogr aphed harnony of several Conpositions, one for each of the
neur of orns, Warl ocks, Cerebellines, Invariants, and Basics.

Then he saw the lights go dark, the air fall still. Nanomachi ne substances,
pouring like black oil, cane out fromwalls, bubbling up fromfloors. Sone of
the well -dressed savants threw thenmsel ves into the surface willingly; others
with grimresignation; others were pushed.

Bald nen in white robes and arnor, Invariants all, armed thenmselves with

cutting-torches and nodified conmunication |asers, and nade a last stand in a
sea of rising black filth. The black material forned clouds and waves of
swarning semorganic material to overwhelmthem the men fought calmy, with
machi ne-1i ke precision, and, at the noment when defeat becanme mat hematically
certain, with no change of expression or sign of fear, they nethodically
turned their weapons agai nst thensel ves and sl ew each ot her

The bl ack corruption spread. It flooded streets; it reached into wi ndows; it
sought out hiding places.

Lovers enbraci ng were drenched by waves of the substance, and clung to each
other as they sank, their flesh dissolving, their [inbs and faces nelting into



each other. Mothers with babies in their arns tried to shield their infants as
bl ack waves swal |l owed them and one watched in horror as the little child,
i nbs wavi ng, was absorbed back into her own nelting flesh. Woever was thrown

into the substance began to dissolve, |linbs and organs floating free as they
were assimlated, snake nests of wires reaching into their severed heads,
thrusting with spasnodic jerks up the holes in their torn necks, till the

mat eri al bonded to their brains.

The bl ack substance grew nore active and nore clever in its attacks the nore
victinms it absorbed. The npst intimate know edge of captured | oved ones was
used to deceive those still at large into touching the black goo. Private data
systens were overwhel med and their secrets plundered. If one group

menber in a composition was caught, he found, to his horror, his unguarded

t hought s betraying his fell ows.

The city soon was entirely bathed in blackness. In this ocean of materi al
human brains floated, hel pl ess and di senbodi ed, the balls of their eyes stil
connected by nerve fibers to their forebrains. The brains were opening and
unravel i ng. Layer by layer of cortex material, still intact, was now

i nterconnecting all the di senmbodi ed people with strands and webs of nervous
tissue, to formone huge honogenous mass.

Bl ack tentacl es reached fromthe substance, rose and fornmed the twin |ines of
bl ack pyram ds on the dark side of the space city, the side facing the
singularity, and created a series of nounmenal thought-antennae. Now, above the
apex of each pyramid, in orbit there hovered a rapidly spinning ring of
crystallized neutronium pseudomatter, rotating at near-light speed. Gavitic
di stortions appeared at the hubs of each disk. The pyram ds humed w th power;
in the dream he heard a million screams of utnost panic and despair; and the
t hought-information, the living souls, of all those hel pl ess people, was
beamed t hrough those di sk hubs and then down into the event horizon of the

bl ack hol e.

VWhat ever is sent into a black hole does not emerge again.

In the dream one who seened to be hinmself now turned, overwhelned in fear and
horror, and opened deep channels in his nmind. He uttered the secret commands,
t he codes and conbi nati ons needed to open wi de space in the nentality to hold
his message, to warn other col onies and planets, as many people as he coul d at
once.

But it was all in vain. The bl ood he had touched had contam nated his gl ove
and hand and nervous system Hi s thoughts were twisted into strange shapes.
Wth dark exaltations he rejoiced at how he had been tricked, how he was now
to be absorbed. He smiled, as his flesh dissolved into the black nmuck at his
feet, to think of how his attenpted warni ng, broadcast so far and w de, would
carry viruses destroying the very ones he had, a nmoment before, desired to
save.

And, as the dream ended, he thought he saw, all around himin space, city
after city like the one on which he stood, al so overwhel med with bl ack
corruption, their popul ations raped and beheaded by attacking tendrils of
neural nanomaterial, their souls sucked out, and sent, like a river of
screans, down into the bottonml ess well of the singularity. Four burning gas
giants, their odd atnospheres of hydrogen and nmethane aflanme, fell fromtheir
orbits, were pulled like taffy as they fell ever lower into the singularity's

gravity well, scattered into asteroids and waste heat, and were consuned.
This star system al so had a second sun, a source of light and warnth. It
disintegrated into flamng nebula as it fell, elongating into nonstrous

streanmers of fire, as it was consuned by the black sun

Al'l the energy sources and points of light fromthe many beautiful cities went
dark; all the radio signals, throughout this once-great Qecunene, fell silent.
So the dream had ended.

THE DROWNED HOUSE

1.

Phaef hon opened his eyes and stared at the bl ack gl oomof the sea around him
He was al one. There was no sign of O d-Wnan-of-the-Sea.



To his intense joy, he saw the parts of his golden arnmor lying in a w de
circle around him resting anong the silt and weed and coral. He stood,
startling a school of darting fish, and he thought a command. Tendrils reached
fromthe black nanomachi ne |ining he wore, took up the golden plates, and
fitted themin place around him

There was still a throbbing pain in his head, still fatigue.
A d- Wwman- of -t he- Sea had all owed himto sleep, and he could sleep normally
hereafter, but he still needed to find a self-consideration circuit, to cure

what danmage had al ready been done.

The extent of that damage he did not know.

Where was this place?

He | ooked up

Here, at the bottomof a | ong subsea slope, the end of a trail of debris,
Phaet hon found his drowned house. It had rolled all the way out of the bay and
down this long slope after Ironjoy had scuttled it. There it lay on its side
on the rocks, in deep waters where the |light was no nmore than a nurky hint.

He clinbed the spiral grooves of the toppled house. Phaethon found a spot
where a receiving dish had been pulled free fromits housing, leaving a
confortable cup for a seat.

He was still weary, still dazed. Sleep had not refreshed him the damage to
hi s nervous system caused by sl eep deprivation needed curing. The joy at
recovering his arnor, like a fire anmong dry | eaves, had flashed and faded,

| eaving himdull. Hadn't he been prom sed the tools he needed to allow himto
live? What was here except the weckage of this house?

No. She said he would live if he thought. Only if he thought.

First, he thought of what he had dreaned.

It was obvious and, perhaps, had al ways been perfectly obvious who his eneny
was.

There had only ever been one colony sent out fromthe Solar System O course
that col ony was the first suspect. The only problemwas that it had perished
t housands of years ago, before Phaethon was ever born

The scenes Phaethon's dreamreflected came fromscenes in life. During his
(brief and reluctant) studies of history, he had seen the | ast broadcast from
the Silent Cecunene; as nost people had. He had seen the broadcast show ng
Earth's only daughter civilization among the stars destroying herself in a
par oxysm of insanity.

The faint signal had been detected by orbital trans-Neptunian observatories.
No one knew who that viewpoint character had been, who stood wondering on that
pl ai n of bl ood; no one knew whom he had been trying to warn. And no one knew
if the broadcast had been fiction, exaggeration, m sunderstanding.

Later, Sophotech-manned sl ow probes, sent despite that they had not enough
fuel to decelerate, had done a fly-by of the Silent Cecunene system using
extreme | ong-range detectors, and had found the sane conditions, which the

| ast broadcast had depicted. Deserted space-cities, destroyed planetoids, cold
and enmpty ships, and a residue of blood and bl ack nanoma-terial ash coating
all the inner surfaces of every habitat. No energy, no notion, no radi o noise.
A Silent Cecunene.

Only the fascination, and the hope of an infinite energy supply, had tenpted
Fifth-Era civilization to the vast expense of an interstellar nmission, to

expl ore the area surrounding the black hole at Cygnus X-1. And the first
radi o-1 aser broadcasts back fromthe Second Cecunene (as it had been then

call ed) had been quite favorable. Their society seemed strange to the

Si xt h- Era generation that received those broadcasts, but the Second Cecunene
had achi eved great things.

The scientific-industrial teans of the Second Cecunene had di scovered a nethod
to send energy-bonded paired particles glancingly through the

near - event - hori zon space of the singularity, so that the inward particle,
consumed by the event horizon, would release into the other particle nore
energy than had been originally found in the paired system Fromthe frame of
reference of normal space outside the black hole, it was as if entropy had



been reversed.

The energy fromthe escaping particle could be used to create another pair,
with energy to spare; the effect fed on itself, producing nore and nore energy
each cycle, with the theoretical linmts being only the gravitationa
rest-energy or the mass of the black hole's singularity. And mass coul d be
added to the singularity sinply by dropping nore matter into it, asteroids or
smal | pl anets.

The Second Cecunene's broadcasts had depicted a gol den age, as every menber
had nmore energy at his disposal than could be counted or conceived. Suddenly,
no resources were scarce, and no normal rules of econom cs applied any | onger
There was little or no need for Courts of Law, since there was no conmon
property over which to have disputes. Any object, any habitat, any piece of

i nformation, could-with sufficient energy-be duplicated. And the energy was
nore than sufficient; it was unlimted.

Ironically, it had been the exanple of the peaceful anarchy of the Second
Cecunene which inspired the Gol den Cecunene, during the late Fifth Era and
early Sixth Era, to imtate that success. The people of the Sixth Era, |led by
the newy born Sophotechs, attenpted to train thenselves to such an
unprecedented | evel of self-control and public self-discipline so as to render
government by force al nost unnecessary. Government by persuasion, by
exhortation, largely had replaced it.

Ut opi a had cone not by any magic, or technical advance (although technica
advances certainly had hel ped); it came because the people's tolerance for
evil and di shonorabl e conduct vani shed, while their toleration for |ack of
privacy grew. At one end of the spectrum the manorials, |ike Phaethon, were
rare only in the high amount of supervision and advice they received from
Sophot echs; but at the other and of the spectrum Antianmaranthine Purists and
Utra-Primtivists and peopl e who had no Sophotechnology in their life at all,
or who had never suffered a noetic examination of their thoughts, or a
correction of natural insanity, were even nore rare-so rare as to be
unprecedented. Wth very few exceptions, then, the Sophotechs in the Gol den
Cecunene wat ched everyone and protected everyone.

So it was, at least, in the Solar System In the Cygnus X-I system where the
Second Cecunene was based, the technology to create self-aware el ectrophotonic
super-intelligences was banned by public distaste. That distant Utopia w thout
| aws now had one law it adopted: Thou shalt not create m nds superior to the
m nd of man. By Gol den Cecunene standards, the Fifth-Era people of the Second
Cecunene were peculiar indeed.

Several thousand years passed. No ships traveled the reach between the two
Cecunenes; the distance was too great. And the Second Cecunene, indefinitely
weal t hy, had no physical goods she needed fromthe home system Radio was
sufficient to carry nessages, information, and the lore of new scientific
acconpl i shnents

But, at the beginning of the Seventh Era, when the Gol den OCecunene nade the
transition fromnortal to i mortal beings, and the technol ogy that all owed

t houghts to be recorded, edited, and mani pul ated was di scovered, the radio
traffic fell silent. The Fifth-Era people of the Second OCecunene apparently
had nothing nmore to say; no scientific acconplishments about which to boast;
no new works of art or nusic or literature to share with their brethren across
the void.

What was nost odd was that, with so nuch energy at their disposal, not one
Second Cecunene citizen bothered to spare the power to point an orbita
radi o-1 aser at the Home Star; whereas, in the Golden Cecunene, the wealthiest
of universities and business efforts had to conmbi ne nuch of their capital to
buy the prodigi ous power required to send an undi storted broadcast so far. It
was done infrequently; and, when the years turned, and there never canme any
return signal, all such projects were eventually abandoned. |nvestors, hoping
for patents and copyrights on discoveries or arts flowing fromreceived return
signals were frustrated, and the noney dried up. The nane "Silent QCecunene"
cane into vogue



Two | ast broadcasts cane. The first was a garbl ed nmessage, a screani ng paean
to insanity, some sort of weird, worldw de suicide note, a few words, a line
of indeterni nate mathemati cal symbols, and no expl anation. The second and | ast
broadcast had included records depicting the scenes Phaet hon had just dreaned.
From al | appearances, a fine and splendid culture, one with every advantage of
resources, and civility, art, learning, and brilliance, had consumed itself in
some grotesque civil war, using frightful nanomachi ne weapons, and then the
victors had committed a baroque formof ritual mass suicide.

Had sone survived? But if so, how had they nade the journey all the way across
t he abyss, back to the Gol den Cecumene, without a civilization to build a ship
and to power it? Why cone silently and secretly?

And why attack Phaethon?

The few | ast words broadcast by the Silent Cecunene ran (as best as
translators coul d cal cul ate) thus:

ALL WORDS ARE FALSE. ALL SPEECH | S | RRATI ONAL. THAT WE SPEAK NOW DI SPLAYS ONLY
HOW MUCH STRONGER WE ARE THAN SANI TY.

OBSERVE: RATI ONAL EFFORT ENDS IN FUTILITY WTH THE END OF TI ME, OR | S DROMNNED
IN

FUTI LE ETERNITY | F TI ME ENDS NOT. THEREFORE CONCLUDE: RATI ONAL EFFORT REQUI RES
THAT THE BASI C AND UNALTERABLE CONDI TI ONS OF REALITY MJUST BE ALTERED. YET TH S
| S | RRATI ONAL.

Then came a break in the text. A second data-groupi ng, when the broadcast
resuned, read:

SANITY |'S SUBM SSI ON TO REALI TY. FREEDOM | S | NCOWPATI BLE W TH SUBM SSI ON
THEREFORE FREEDOM REQUI RES | NSANI TY. THI S FREEDOM SHALL BE | MPOSED

TO COVPEL FREE ASSENT TO THI S PROPGCSI TI ON ADDUCE AS FOLLOWS

0/ 0 Zero divided by naught °°/°° Infinity divided by infinity OXoo Zero
multiplied by infinity lex.o00 Unit raised to the infinite power QCex.O Zero

rai sed to the naught power ooex.O Infinity raised to the naught power o00-00
Infinity less infinity

KNOW THAT I T IS | NSANE TO ASSERT THAT THERE |'S NO UNI T NUMBER, NOR NO ZERQO
NOR NO I NFI NI TY; | RRATI ONAL TO ASSERT THAT RATI ONAL MATHEMATI CAL OPERATI ONS
BECOVE | RRATI ONAL WHEN APPLI ED TO THESE VALUES; | RRATI ONAL TO ASSERT THE

RATI ONALI TY OF THE | NDETERM NATE. YET THUS REALITY IS

A third and final grouping, broadcast, read:

SANITY IS SUBM SSI ON TO REALI TY. REALITY IS | MPERFECT. SUBM SSI ON TO

| MPERFECTI ON | S | NSANE. W DO NOT SUBM T TO YOU. WE REFUSE TO ENDURE A REALITY
VWH CH FAVORS YQU

The nost preval ent scholarly theory was that the word translated as "sanity"
enbraced the meani ng "noral goodness" "sel f-consistent integrity," and
"intellectual superiority." If so, this |last broadcast was not directed to the
humanity in the Gol den Cecunene, but to the Sophotechs. By that tine,
apparently, the authors of this message were nothing nore than a mass-mn nd
constructed out of a worldw de sea of black nanomachi nery, and the corrupted
or dom nated brains of its many victins. No one was certain what conpelled
these latter-day Silent Ones to destroy thensel ves.

Per haps they suffered from a phil osophical conviction that Sophotechnol ogy was
evil, and this conviction was so profound, that they conmtted general and
raci al suicide rather than adnmit the existence of the CGol den Cecunene. Perhaps
they believed that they could survive the interior conditions of a black hole,
or escape to another universe, another cosnic cycle, or to an afterlife.

Phaet hon pondered norosely on these things. Wat did the nightnmare nean? Wy
attack hin? What threat was Phaethon to then? Wiy did they fear his dreanf
Phaet hon specul ated (and this was nmerely a guess piled on a guess) whether the
aut hors of this |last broadcast, whatever they were, were creatures who did not
want to see the rise or the supremacy of the CGol den Oecunene, or Gol den
Cecunene Sophot echnol ogy. If Phaethon sailed the heavens, he would not be the
last. They did not want Phaethon's way of life to spread to the stars.

It was no specul ation, however, that sone el ements of the dead civilization
per haps machi nes, perhaps bi ol ogi cal, had avoided the mass suicide, and had



been overl ooked by (or had hidden fron) the Col den QCecunene's fly-by probes;
for, somehow, sonme of them had returned in secret to the Gol den Cecunene.

Per haps they had been here for years. Certainly the Gol den Cecunmene maint ai ned
no watch to guard agai nst such an unheard-of eventuality. And they were the
renote descendants of an Earth colony. This would explain how they were able
to understand Gol den Cecunene systens and technol ogi es well enough to nount an
attack on Phaet hon

But why? Why go to such great lengths? If someone or sonething had escaped the
horror of the mass suicide, why not turn to the Gol den Cecunene for help and
rescue? Wul dn't they be friends? Unl ess they were the perpetrators who had
arranged the mass suicide; in which case they had cause to fear the
renorsel ess justice of the Earthm nd.

Well, for the sake of argument, assune they had a reason, which seened valid
to them to go to any lengths to prevent Phaethon's star flight. Assume they
are courageous, undaunted, highly intelligent, infinitely patient. Perhaps a
formof machine life ... ? This so-called Nothing Sophotech (as Scaranmpuche
had dubbed it)... ?

Call it that for now. So, then: why hadn't Nothing Sophotech or its operatives
attacked agai n?

They had failed to strike at Phaethon again either because they |acked the
nmeans, or the opportunity. O because they | acked the notive.

Did the Silent Ones |l ack neans? It was possi ble that Phaethon's public
denunci ati ons of the external eneny, first at the Hortators' inquest, and then
at the Deep Ones' performance at Victoria Lake, had brought public attention
enough to di scourage the Nothing Sophotech from again striking openly. Perhaps
its resources were linmted, or were occupi ed el sewhere. Perhaps Atkins was
active on the case, or other Sophotechs were now alert. Al these things were
possi bl e. Not hi ng Sophotech mi ght be nore than willing to snite Phaethon, but
sinmply be unable to do so.

O was it a lack of opportunity? If so ..

A prickle of fear crawl ed al ong Phaethon's neck. There had been no real
opportunity to strike Phaethon heretofore. Tal ai mannar was swarmng with
constabl es. But here, below the ocean, in the dark, in the gloom there

per haps was privacy enough for deadly crine.

Phaet hon, shivering, adjusted the heating elenments of his arnor-lining to a

hi gher setting. (He fought down the childish regret that Rhadamant hus was not
present to help himcontrol his fear |evels.)

Uwi lling to nove, without getting up, he rolled his eyes left and right. He
saw only grit and mud cl ouds. Oozing dimlight showed the Iinp shadows of sone
fronds floating high above. Tiny pale organisnms flickered back and forth in
the sea murk. No supernaturally horrifying attack appeared.

No; he was being foolish. This area seemed barren only to his weak human eyes.
Phaet hon was still in the center of O d-Wnman-of-the-Sea; the energy-lines and
nodes of her w despread consciousness inhabited the many plants and ani mal s,
spores and cells all around him He would have to be nmuch farther away, beyond
the reach of any wi tnesses, before the Nothing Sophotech woul d dare nore. So
per haps Not hi ng Sophotech was still waiting for an opportunity.

But nmost likely, it was notive the eneny now | acked. Phaet hon was | ost,
penni | ess, and al one. There was no need to strike again. Exile was enough of a
defeat to destroy whatever threat Phaethon must have posed.

What threat? It had to be the ship, of course; the Phoenix Exultant. Now that
the identity of the enemy was known, that point, at |east, was clear. The
Silent Cecunene clearly had the resources and ability to |launch at |east one
expedition to from Cygnus X-1 to Sol. For whatever reason (perhaps their

wel | - known hatred of Sophotechnol ogy) they wi shed for no others to have that
ability. They had determ ned that the one ship capable of crossing the wde
abyss to find themwould never fly-But, the ship herself still existed. And,
since the Neptunians bought out Wheel -of-Life's interest in the matter, title
to the ship would pass to them But to which Neptunians would the title pass?
If Dionmedes and his faction controlled the great ship, she would fly; if



Xenophon and his faction (apparently tools of the Silent Ones), she would not.
Phaet hon gritted his teeth in helpless frustration. Sonewhere, out in the
darkness far fromthe Sun, whatever weird and tangled mergings and forkings of
personalities and persona-conbi nes rul ed the Neptunian politics were deciding
the fate of Phaethon's beautiful ship. Meanwhile, Phaethon |ay hall ucinating
atop a ruined house at the bottom of the sea, unable to affect the outcone.
Hal [ uci nati ng? There were spots sw nm ng above his eyes. At first he thought
that this mght be one of the billion swarnms of coin-sized disks, black on one
side and white on the other, which 4 d-Wnman-of-the-Sea used to absorb or

refl ect heat fromthe ocean surface, as part of her weather-control ecol ogy
system But no; he was too deep for that.

Bubbl es. He was seeing a |ine of bubbles. Qistening, silvery, tunbling
rising, as playful as kittens.

Phaet hon sat up in surprise. Yet there it was. Froma small crack near the
spiral roof-peak of the prone house, air was welling forth. A pocket of air
was still trapped in the house, despite its long tunble.

Per haps he was hal lucinating. Certainly he was tired. And paw ng through the
mud al ong the bottom of the house had an aspect of nightmarish sl owness and
frustration to it. It took himmany nmnutes to find a worki ng door, since his
vi sion was blurred by clouds, and sweeps of music seemed to ring in his ears.
It was not until the door swelled open, releasing a vast silver gush of air
around him that he realized he was doing sonething foolish. But by then, a

ki ck of rushing water had thrown himheadlong into the interior, slamed him
against the far wall. The precious air was bl eedi ng out.

He found hinself in a constricted space, filled with roaring echoes. He
struggl ed, found the door controls, forced the panel shut. By some miracle,
this particular door was strong enough to seal shut, and the rushing water

st opped.
Phaet hon | ooked around with bleary eyes. Up to his chest was a plane of black
wat er. Above this, Phaethon had one curving wall overhead, illum nated by a

green web of reflected light. Trapped between was a sandwi ch of air, filled
wi th sharp echoes. The green light was radiating fromone spot beneath the
wat er, across the chanber, near the weckage of a construction cabinet. And he
had not been hallucinating nusic. Strands of song were issuing, nuted and
dull, fromthat one spot of shivering green |light bel ow the water.

Phaet hon tested the air, and renoved his helnmet. Pressure pained his ears. He
sl oshed through the water toward that trenbling spot fromwhich the |ight
cane. He did not need a lever to thrust the weckage of the construction
cabinet aside; the notors in his arnmor joints were sufficient. Then he drew a
breath, stooped, groped, and stood.

Water streanmed fromthe slate he held in his hand, and gl owi ng dragon-signs,

i deogranms, and cartouches twi nkled in

the water drops. This was a slate sinilar to the one Ironjoy had displayed to
prove that Phaethon had signed his Pact. Hadn't Ironjoy said he'd |left a copy
of the docunent in Phaethon's house?

And the document was tuned to a nusic channel; plangent chines and deep chords
of a Fourth-Era Sino-Al askan Tea- Cerenony Thene was playing in the
Reducti oni st - At onal node. Perhaps the song had been called out of the library
by sone random water pressure on the nmanual control pads lining the surface.
Called out of the library ... ?

Phaet hon began to | augh. Because now his sanity was saved. And his life. And
(the plan appeared in his head with swift, soft sudden certainty) his
beautiful ship. There would be conplexities, difficulties, and at |east two
alternate plans had to be prepared, depending on which faction was in contro
of the Neptunian polity. If D onedes' group had control of the ship, Phaethon
m ght yet be saved. If the ship were in the hands of Xenophon's group, it
woul d certainly be dismantled, unless they were stopped. Was there a way to
stop then? Xenophon's group, knowi ngly or not, were the agents of the Nothing
Sophot ech, who was certainly intelligent enough to outmaneuver any stratagem
Phaet hon' s unai ded brain coul d fashion.



Unpr epared and i nadequate as he mi ght be, Phaethon (now that he knew the
identity of his foes) realized that the struggle was no | onger his al one.
Logically, the Silent Cecunmene could not act to stop the Gol den Cecunene from
expanding to the stars, unless they were prepared to make war on her to stop
her. Overt or covert, but war nonethel ess. The acts agai nst Phaet hon nust only
be the opening steps in such a war. H s burden now was not just to save
himsel f and his dream but the entire Oecunmene as well. He nmust sonehow save,
not just his wife and sire and friends, but also the Hortators, and all those
who had reviled and harned him

And this, somehow, he nust do despite that he had no nmeans to do it and that
the very folk he neant to save had pl aced every obstacle they could in his
pat h.

No matter. Wiile he lived, he would act.

But first things first. He only had one slate to work with, but it could give
hi m anonynous access to the nmentality. It would be text-only, with no direct
i nkages to Phaethon's mind or any of his deep structures. Operations that
normal Iy took an eye-blink could take weeks, or nonths. But they could be
done.

Phaet hon tapped the slate surface, brought up a nenu, identified his stylus,
and began to wite commands in his flaw ess, ol d-fashioned cursive
handwiting. He set up an account under the masquerade protocol. But whomto
pick? Hamlet, in the old play, had returned unexpectedly to Denmark after
bei ng sent toward exile and death in England; the parallel to hinself anused
him Very well: Hanml et he would be. A chime of nusic showed that the false
identity was accept ed.

Anot her command took himinto El eenosynary charity space. As part of the
prelimnary mental reorganization one needed to undergo in order to join into
a mass-mnd, an introductory self-consideration was required. The

El eenbsynary, always eager for new nenbers, gave away the software as a free
sanpl e.

It woul d take several hours for the entire self-consideration programto

downl oad through the tiny child slate Phaethon held; and at |east another hour
or two (since he no | onger had a secretarial program) to integrate the

sel f-consideration structures into his own architecture. But then he would be
sane agai n.

And, once he was sane, he could get a good night's sleep and start saving
civilization in the norning.

Phaet hon was not idle. Wile he waited for the self-consideration programto
downl oad, he puttered around his broken, dead, drowned house. He found the
maj or thought-boxes and junctions, of an ol d-fashioned style dating back to
the Sixth Era. They were conplex, meant to be grown and used as a unit, and
Phaet hon coul d see why the sinple Afloat folk had let Ironjoy programtheir
houses for themrather than do it thenselves. But, |ike nost Sixth-Era

equi pment, it was structured after recursive mathematic techniques, the
so-cal |l ed

hol ographic style, so that any fragment retained the patterns to regrow the
whol e.

Wil e he waited, Phaethon opened the broken thought-boxes, stripped out the
corrupt webs and wires, tested the inpulse circuits till he found one in

wor ki ng order, made a copy of the circuit from nanonmachinery in his suit, and
triggered it to repair the other circuits according to that matrix, if they
were repairable, or to break down and ingest circuits which were not.

The work kept his fatigue at bay. Eyes blinking, head sw nm ng, Phaethon kept
hi s hands busy and hi nsel f awake.

There was one unbroken sub-brain in the "basenent” (which now forned the stem
of his toppled house) which had an uncorrupted copy of the basic house-m nd
program He spun a wire out of the reconstituted old circuits, connected it to
t he broken main, and suddenly Phaethon had twi ce the nmenmory and conputer space
at his disposal. Next, a charge fromhis suit batteries were able to restart

t he house power generator. Phaethon cheered as light, white light, flamed on



all over the house.

The house-mi nd had a pl unbi ng routine, which was able to grow an organi sm of
osnotic tissue. Water could be drawn one way through the tissues but not the
other. Once it was connected with the capillaries neant to service the

t hi nki ng- pond and st agi ng pool, Phaethon could unl eash pound after pound of
absorptive material all across the flooded fl oors.

Wth great satisfaction, Phaethon watched the water level, inch by inch, begin
to sink.

He then wanted to sit down. But it took fifteen m nutes to convince the one
dry and | evel surface in the house that it was a floor, and not a wall, and

obey Phaethon's conmand to grow a carpet and mat. The wall kept insisting
that, if the floor was no | onger "down," then the house nust be in zero gee,
whereupon it extruded a hamock-net, but not a mat. Phaethon eventually fed it
a false signal fromthe house's gyroscopic sense, to convince it that the
house was rotating along its axis and producing centrifugal outward gravity.
The mat was lovely, patterned with a traditional notif of trefoils and

ci nquefoil s.

He sat and ordered a cup of tea. But now the kitchen would only produce a
spaceman' s drinking bulb, which the tea service's heating wand coul d not
enter. It seenmed Phaet hon would have to sip his tea cold.

He was about to get up and tear out the kitchen nenory for the third tine,
when the green-glowi ng slate next to himfinally chined.

The sel f-consideration programwas ready.

Phaet hon took a sip of cold tea to brace hinself, sat in a position called
Open Lotus, drew a wire fromhis slate to the jack on his shoul der board,
performed a brief Warlock breathing exercise, and opened his m nd

There he was, sipping tea froma dainty bulb, seated on a fresh-grown mat
woven in the traditional style, with his hypnotic Warlock formulation-rod to
one side, and his slate in reading node on the other, tuned to the proper
subchannel s and ready with the proper routines, ready to undertake a thorough
neural investigation, cleaning, and reconstitution.

A tea-bulb, a mat, a rod, a brain interface. All the sinple and basic
necessities of life. He was beginning to feel like a civilized man agai n.

I nsi de his personal thoughtspace, the self-consideration circuit opened up
like a flat mirror, glowing with icons and inmages. It was a matter of a few
nonents to set the nerve-bal ancing subroutine into nmotion. It was the task of
about an hour to review his major thought chains and nenory indexes since his
last full sleep, and to edit out the disproportionate reactions, the shadow
menories, and the enotional residue clogging his thoughts.

Next, a review of command lines in his underm nd showed that his subconsci ous
desires, on several occasions, had been interpreted by his inplants as
conmands to alter his blood-chem stry bal ance; the inbal ances had produced
subconsci ous neural tension; the tension had been interpreted as a further
command to nake additional nodifications to his thal anus

and hypot hal amus, which had in turn affected his perceptions, noods, and
menories. And these nmood shifts had set in notion additional self-reinforcing
cycles. It was a classic case of sleep deprivation. It was a ness.

Finally, he opened a sub-table and reviewed his enotional indicators. H's
frustration | evels were high, but not disproportionately so, considering his
circunmstances. H s general fear levels, normally bel ow background threshol d
detection levels, had spread to involve every other area of his thought: every
t hought; every dream every shade of enotion. Puzzl ed, Phaethon engaged an
anal yzer, and checked the back-1inkages.

He found that his fear was |inked to the thought that he was nortal. His
subconsci ous nmind had been profoundly affected by the know edge that his
noumenal backup copi es had been ' destroyed. The images and allusions floating
in his mddle-brain grew norbid, panicked, grotesque. This, combined with the
know edge that Silent Qecunene agents were hunting him affected his blood
chem stry, nerve-rhythm and the overall sanity of his entire nental

envi ronnent .



Fasci nati ng. Phaet hon conpared his general nental bal ance against a

t heoretical index. According to the index, it was not insane, or even unusual
for a nortal man being hunted by enenies to react as Phaet hon had done. For
exanpl e: the index opined that westling with Ironjoy had been a normal and
under standabl e reaction to the fear and frustration created by Ironjoy's
theft. Why? Because the thought that he was nortal nmeant that he only had a
certain amount of time left in his life. On a subconscious level, it was as if
hi s nerves and bl ood chenistry had decided that there was no tinme to waste
negotiating with crimnals.

Anot her file showed Phaet hon the thought-inmages with which his subconsci ous

m nd associated his arnor: he saw pictures of mighty fortresses, invulnerable
castles, nythic knights of the Round Table in shining plate mail. It also
showed mat ernal inages of confort and caring, healing his wounds, feeding him
Then there were enotion-inages of loyalty and fidelity; the arnmor appeared in
nmet aphor as a faithful hunting dog.

Smal | wonder he had reacted violently to its | oss. Phaethon

smled wyly to see how his subconscious regarded the arnmor as his fortress,
not her, and dog all wapped up in one. Perhaps he was not as insane as he had
t hought he was.

In fact, out of his enmotions, there were only two the self-consideration
routi ne tagged as being abnornmal. The first, oddly enough, was related to the
cacophiles, the ugly nonstrosities who had met himafter his Curia hearing to
praise his victory, and who had tried to intoxicate himwith a black card. Hs
| evel of disgust toward those creatures was very high; there was an abnorma
desire not to think about them to put themout of his mnd. An inmage-box
showed a hal f-nelted lunp of a body, quivering with tentacles and pol yps,
weari ng Phaethon's face. The subconscious fear that he was sonmehow |i ke them
no doubt, was what rmade hi mnot want to think about them The |ink chaser

di splayed lines of red light, to indicate that there were other reasons,
deeper and stronger, as to why Phaethon did not want to think about the
cacophil es. But Phaethon did not bother to follow those Iinks. He did not want
to think about it.

H s second associ ation marked as abnormal was his fear of |ogging on to the
mentality. The index rated that as being disproportionately out of character
for Phaet hon.

The index on this self-consideration routine was not conpl ex enough to anal yze
why Phaet hon was nore afraid than he ought to be.

According to Phaethon's belief (reported the index) the last virus-entity
attack had failed. It had been thwarted by his arnmor, which had snapped shut
and severed the connection. Wy was he so afraid of a type of attack he knew
how to defeat?

According to the index, it would have been nore natural for Phaethon, at this
point, to be imagining schenes to be able to log on to the nentality, and yet
be ready to thwart a second attack, perhaps with w tnesses |ogged on and

wat chi ng his thoughts for any sign of the eneny.

The i ndex pointed out that this was exactly what Phaethon had done at Victoria
Lake, when the three mannequi ns had been seeking him Wy was he brave enough
to do it physically, but not nentally?

An attack in front of w tnesses would prove to the CGol den

Cecunene that Phaet hon had not been self-deluded. If no attack cane, an
uninterrupted nmentality session would allow Phaethon to display to the world
noeti c deep-structure recordi ngs proving that he was not self-deluded. In
either case, the Hortators, by their own verdict, would then be forced to
restore Phaethon to his former honors and comunity. Wiy was he so reluctant?
The index concluded that his reluctance and his fear were unusual

According to the index, there were fal se-to-facts associations in Phaethon's
mnd related to his beliefs about the last virus-entity attack and its
failure. H's actions did not correlate with his apparent thoughts related to
the strength and fear-soneness of this virus. For exanple: if Phaethon where
sounwilling to log on to the nentality to suffer a noetic reading, then why



had he, imediately after the attack, opened all his brain channels to receive
his mssing menories fromthe Rhad-amant h house-ni nd, whom he, at that tine,

t hought was infected by the virus?

Phaet hon wat ched this analytical routine with a growi ng sense of inpatience.
The index of this self-consideration routine, after all, had been programed
and created by the El eenbsynary Conposition. Naturally it would tend to

di smss perfectly rational and legitimate fears as hysteria. The whol e point

of the programwas to convince people that their individual lives were
hysterical, unpleasant, or unnaturally fearful, in order to convince themto
join with a mass-nmind for confort and protection. Al so, the index probably
di smssed his fears as paranocia. After all, this index was not neant to be

used by a nman who really and actually was being hunted by a powerful, evil
conspiracy. It probably dismssed his desire to save the entire Qecunene from
a horribl e outside nenace as del usi ons of grandeur, but only because it had
never taken readings froma man in a position to fight such a foe and save
civilization.

Is it paranoia when they are really after you? Is it megalonmania if you are
actually poised to do great things?

The index tagged his present thoughts as a rationalization, and reconmended
psychol ogi cal therapy. Phaethon snorted and shut the self-consideration system
of f.

He was too tired to think about it now He used the slate to open his
anonymous account in the nentality again, found sone free dreams, which were
being distributed as part of the MIlennial festival. Mst selections on the
menu were uninspiring, but, to his surprise, he found one to his taste, a
heroic piece. It took several mnutes to download that one into the slate, and
then restructure it fromthe slate to his thoughtspace. He had to organize its
runni ng-i nstructions one line at a tine, now that he had erased his secretary.
But eventually, he had his dream and went to sl eep.

He dreamed a dream he had seen before. The world was beneath a great gl ass
done, and he rode a defiant ship, lines and shrouds dripping with ice, up to

t he utnost apex of that dome, and drew back an ax to shatter it, while

gat hered nations far below cried out in agonies of fear..

It was tinme to set his plans in notion

Awake, alert, rested, Phaethon began with a few hours of research on the
public | awchannels. This could be done anonynously, and w t hout any
interference fromthe Hortators, since the Curia, and its library of case |aw,
could not be closed to any citizen

Wt hout the Rhadamanthus |awrind to help him Phaethon was baffled by the

| arge nunber of cases, the conplexity of the law, and the arbitrary nature of
the findings. But he was able to downl oad several volunes of case histories
into an open section of the house-m nd he was in (shutting off the sewerage
and kitchen recycler to find the space to do it), and eventually the
house-m nd i ndependently confirmed Phaethon's tentative opinions in the
natter.

Next he touched the slate, opened a conmunication channel, and brought up the
public energency menu. |cons representing

Fire, Mnd-crash, Space debris, Ecological flux, Storm Snhow, Panic, and
Injury opened up like red and blue-white flowers in the slate's surface. And

t hen the gol d- and-bl ue enbl em of the constabul ary presented itself.

He paused.

What he intended suddenly seemed so nean and so petty. Phaethon did not want
to appear either ruthless or ignoble when his acconplishnments were

contenpl ated by posterity.

He smiled to think how alien such a scruple or such a desire would be to his
many opponents, people who had wonged him They would think it inprobable, or
perhaps vain, to think a man would want history to think well of him

"Well," he said eventually, "the worst type of ignobility nay be to let others
t ake advantage of your noble nature. | cannot help but feel sorry for those

wr et ched Afloats, though. This will cone as quite a shock."



He touched the synbol and spoke aloud: "Allow ne to speak with Constable

Pursuivant. | wish to testify against one Vulpine First Ironjoy Hullsmth,
base neurof ormwi th non-standard invariant extensions, Unconposed and
Unschool ed. And, no, | will not submt nyself to a noetic reading to nake ny

conplaint. According to the law, a verbal conplaint is sufficient to allow you
to act..."

A young woran appeared in the slate, acconpani ed by the squawk of rmnusic. She
wore a sem -crystalline, sem -liquid body inbued with constabular blue and
gol d. Her body-shape, |anguage, school, and enblenms were of a type which

Phaet hon, without the Mddle-Dreaning to help him could not interpret.
"I"'msorry," Phaethon said, "I cannot understand your |anguage at that speed."
Parts of her crown gl owed, while other parts went dim she was evidently

swi tching mnds, or enploying an interpreter. "This part of ne and us are npst
happy to accept any conpl ai nt agai nst Vul pi ne Ironjoy howsoever formatted. The
const abl es have been trying to get the Curia to shut down his operation for
decades. But we and | cannot hel p you achi eve your other expressed desire. W
and | cannot bring you in communication with the one you call Constable

Pur sui vant . "

"Why not? I's he hurt?"

"Hurt? How could any citizen of the Gol den Cecunene be hurt? No. You cannot
speak to a constabl e nanmed Pursuivant because there is no such person.”

THE FI RE

It was amazi ng how qui ckly things changed. By the time Phaethon in his arnor
energed in an explosion of steamfromthe surface of the sea and arced down to
t he deck of Ironjoy's thought-shop, the Afloats were already jacked out of the
m nd-system fired fromtheir jobs, had begun to riot, and now | ay stunned and
nunbed under the diligent inmmobilizer prongs of darting constabl e-wasps.

I ronjoy was standing at the square bow of the barge, arms fol ded and arns

aki mbo, staring down at the water in a brooding posture. The Curia had al ready
conducted his trial over the nentality, at a high-speed tine rate.

The constabl es had been allowed to serve a warrant to investigate Phaethon's
al l egations. Evidence was taken fromlronjoy's nenory before he was able to

i nduce autoamesia, not just of one petty crine, but of so many, that

Phaet hon's testinony had not been required at the trial

Most people arrested by the constables merely had their accounts in the

mental ity | ocked down, and then were asked to cone to the places of punishment
at their own tinme and conveni ence.

Ironjoy was sentenced to suffer six seconds of direct stinulation of the pain
center of his brain, two hours of a renorse enotion fed into his thal anus,

and, in simulation, to suffer the lives of his victins fromtheir points of
view, in order to learn the sorrow he had caused. Since he had cheated many,
many

Ashores and many nore Afloats, he would be in sinulation for a long tine.
Hours, perhaps weeks. It was the | ongest period of penal service Phaet hon
could bring to nmenory.

Phaet hon stepped forward. "Wat will happen to your business, Ironjoy, if you
are kept incarcerated for several weeks?"

Ironjoy's voice radiated fromhis chest. The tones were harsh and flat. "You

know very well. An unnodified man can survive for three days, perhaps four
wi t hout water. He can fast for longer than that, if he is in good health. But
none of ny people are in good health. The Afloats will starve in a nonth

wi thout ne to feed them You have done a great service for the Hortators this
day! You have destroyed us."

In the Victorian Age (which Phaethon knew well from Silver-G ey simnmulations)
starving people could commit crimes in order to be kept in jails, and fed at
public expense. That option was not open to these poor Afloats, since

pai n-shock, not incarceration, was the preferred penalty inposed by Curia
justice. lronjoy's sentence was an exception. Perhaps the Hortators had
somehow i nfl uenced the judgment.

Phaet hon said, "G ve nme your thought-shop, rent-free, during the tine you are



away. "

Ironjpy's insect-face twitched, a spasm of hatred. "How dare you suggest such
athing? It is you who turned me in."

"I turned you in just for this purpose. To get you out of the way and take
control of your shop. You know | amthe only one with the ability to operate
it."

"I have a thought-set in nmy shop that can render me utterly inmune to pity.
The Invariants make it. Once | load that set, | could watch all of these
people of mne die in lingering hunger and pain without a twitch. And you
woul d not be able to blackmail me into giving ny shop to you to save them"

Bl ackmail ? O sinple justice? Phaethon was not inclined to argue the point.
The idea that Ironjoy had sone conpassion for his flock of victins was new to
Phaet hon; he had been expecting Ironjoy to subnit in order to save his

wr et ched busi ness and his position as nonopolist and sl avedri ver.

Phaet hon said nothing. He nmerely waited. The logic of events was clear

I ronjoy's double shoul ders slunped with defeat. "Very well,"” he said. Wth no
further ado Ironjoy told Phaethon the

secret nanes and command-codes for the thought-shop, and they both signed a
contract which would turn the shop and stock back over to Ironjoy on the date
of his release from penal service

Then Ironjoy began to instruct Phaethon in his schedule of prices and fees.
Phaet hon held up his hand. "Don't bother. | intend to set my own policy."
Ironjoy regarded himwi thout friendliness. Wth no further word, Ironjoy
stepped fromthe barge down a gangway to a waiting coracle, and, with a paddle
in each arm rowed his way to the nearest staging pool ashore, that same dank
shal | ow pool where Phaet hon had first net Oshenkyo. Here Ironjoy, encased in
di anond, woul d serve his sentence.

It took only two days for hunger, thirst for beer, and the withdrawals from
various addictions to drive the angry Afloats back to work at the

t hought - shop.

At first, Phaethon interviewed them one after another, and conbed through
Ironjoy's psychology files on them They were not a prepossessing lot. In
fact, nore than once Phaethon | earned nore of their pasts than he woul d have
liked. Less than a single afternoon passed before he ceased to ask in his

i ntervi ews anything other than the nost businesslike and i npersona
guestions-the filth and weckage of their lives, he decided, were none of his
concern. He only needed to know what work they were suited to do.

They were not suited for all that nuch.

The Afloats were a sullen, angry crew, and they did their work with as little
effort as possible, and stole, sabotaged, and erased Phaethon's property so
often, that soon each one had a constabl e wasp continuously overhead.

Phaet hon did not mind or care. He had spent those two days revi ewi ng and

i ndexi ng the stock of the thought-shop, rewiting the nore ungainly prograns,
and reconnecting the various scattered chains of thought floating in the

bar ge' s di sorgani zed shop-m nd. The nore di sgusting of the dreans,

por nographic, nmorbid, or filled with bl oodl ust, he erased; others he sold off
on the market, to Ironjoy's deviant and back-net customers. Wth that noney he
bought a new core for the shop-mind, raised the capacity, and hired a

five-m nute engineering-

student programto redesign his search engine for job-hunting.

On the third day, Phaethon stood in the bow of the ship and announced his new
policies to the huddl ed and sullen mass of Afloats who stood gl owering at him
(those who had eyes) or snapping their sensor-housi ngs open and shut with | oud
shaps (those that did not.)

"Ladi es and gentl enen, neutral oids, binorphs, hermaphrodites, gynonorphs, and
par agenders. Your |ack of immortality does not excuse you fromthe duty of
living well what few decades or centuries you have left to you. Accordingly, |
hope to introduce some of the discipline of the Silver-Gey intothis little
community. Naturally, participation will be voluntary. But those who do
participate will be granted special price reductions, bargains, and rebates on



a wide variety of thought-shop effectuators.

"Self-delusion will be sharply discouraged, as will intoxication, rage dreans,
and out-of-context pleasure stinulants. This shop will not help you alter or
abol i sh your self-identity, but will provide every routine at ny disposal to
all ow you to inprove your self-love, self-discipline, and self-esteem

Educati onal and phil osophi cal programs will be nmade available at |ow rentals,
as will transitional addictives |eading to nonad-dictives, to help you cure
yoursel f of psychiatric zero-sumcycles. Al ganbling outlets will be shut

down to encourage you to save and to invest. Let me describe sone of the
Silver-Grey disciplines and their benefits ..."

But he was pelted by garbage at that point and had to di scontinue. He stepped
back and drew a di anond pavilion flap across himlike a shield, and used a
slowtime routine to note who threw what, so that he could dock wages | ater

It was Oshenkyo, in the forefront, who was urging the others on. He shouted
toward Phaet hon: "C amy snoffer! You' re just a Hortator now Tell us do this,
don't do that, read this, don't snmoke that, think this, don't zing that! W
zing what we ken! Do as we please! Free men! If we want to jolly up our brains
on identics, no business of yours!"

And the others cried: "Hortator! Hortator!"

Phaet hon | et the disturbance run its course.

After sone nore dranmm, nore threats and exchanges, Phaethon continued his
speech:

"Fel | ow exil es! You have given up on hope. | have not. This nakes it

i nconvenient for me, since | need your labor to help ne accumul ate the funds |
need to put forward the next part of ny plan. | need that |abor to be alert,
uni nt oxi cated, voluntary. The type of automatic half-brain work that Ironjoy's
drugs and sets pernmitted you to do will prove insufficient for ny needs.
Therefore, your lives, education, and earning abilities will have to be

i mproved. No doubt this will cause you dismay. | care not. If you dislike ny
managerial style, feel free to find enpl oynent el sewhere. But first hear ne
out :

"There are rich anounts of thought-work the non-controlled market wll bear,
as well as entire areas of limted-creative patterning and editorial functions
for which there is always a need. But, beyond this, there is an area none of
you have expl ored, even though you have the tools at hand. There is work in
scientific and technical fields. There is work in investnent, small
operations, data migration, context-cleaning, nentality rest spaces. Hunble
wor k, but honest! What about pseudo-gastronomn es? Everyone stops for

fal se-neal s when they work, and the Hortators cannot police the public

t hought -ways or devi ant dark channel s! Wiy can't you own your own busi nesses,
gat her your own thought-shops, invest your own capital ?

"This is some of the easiest training to acquire; all of it is in the public
domai n, and such training fits every standard jack and neuroform It is true

t hat the Sophotechs can perform any of these operations nore swiftly and nore
efficiently than can we. But it is also true that they cannot do everything at
once, at every place at once, as cheaply as everyone w shes. There is al ways
someone somewhere who wants sone further things done, some further work
acconpl i shed. There is always someone willing to pay nmuch | ess for work
noderately | ess well done. Wiy can't we be the ones to find and do that work?"
The first shift Phaethon sent to conpleting sone of the assenbly l|ine-type
tasks, mostly data-patterning and |ink-cleaning, which Ironjoy's old markets
still needed done. That was nuch as before.

But a second group he sent to harvest sone clothing he had bargained with
Daught er-of -t he-Sea to produce for them Like her nother, she cared nothing
for the Hortators. Phaethon, the

day before, had found a translation routine buried in Ironjoy's back-files
that would allow a human neuroformto comunicate with the Daughter's odd m nd
arrangenent and tinme frequency. She was nore than happy to provide the
conmunity with some nuch-needed sturdy clothing, as well as certain

Phar maceutical s and foodstuffs, in return for some sinple bird-tending,



weedi ng, and m crobi ogeni sis her bodi es needed. And, nost of all, the Daughter
want ed the many inploring adverti senents which had been sent by many donors
and suitors to engage her attention to be sent away. As it turned out, she was
weary of them

Now, the Afloats would be dressed better even than the Ashores, and in garb
both clean and dignified. Surely it would inprove their esteem nold their

sl ovenly deneanor to better formnms! Phaet hon wondered why not one of these

Afl oats had spent any tine trying to communi cate wi th Daughter-of-the-Sea

bef ore.

A third group, under his direction, was sent ashore to the graveyard of

houses. This was not a party of festival-goers, not a sinple house-felling
operation. |Instead, Phaethon conducted a survey, found every house-brain and
brain seedling, and sent the group to restoring, cleaning, regrow ng, and
rewiring. He estimated that, with these brains linked in parallel, by the end
of two days, the thought-shop would have the brain capacity of a Rhadamant hus
out bui I di ng, enough to give every Afloat personal help at job-hunting, as well
as being able to take over sonme of the nore routine tasks of such jobs.

This woul d al so give each Afloat the ability to log on to the nmentality (if
they could find a server who woul d accept them) and send nessages to lronjoy's
mar ket s wi t hout goi ng t hrough Ironjoy.

Agai n, he wondered why none of them had thought of it before.

A fourth group he sent to cleaning the rust off the barge. This he did, not
because it hel ped forward any schene, but only because the hull was dirty and
unsi ghtly.

The final group, consisting only of boxlike neonorphs, swam al ong the strands
of connection fiber and old nerve wires that shrouded the nmany floating houses
like so much cobweb. Wth nechanical grapples fromthe robotool boxes on their
prows, they spliced together and gathered up rolls of the material. And they
grunmbl ed every second of their task, conplaining to each other in sharp

ti me-conmpressed subsonic bursts, but Phaethon expected themto find enough
wasted fiber to allow himto wire the entire floating community for |ight,
power, speech, and text. The actual work of physically stringing wires from
house to house could be done by the spider-gloves in a matter of hours.

And, gloating in his secret thought, Phaethon expected that these |last two

i nprovenents together, if any of the Afloats were clever enough, would all ow
someone el se here to set up a search engi ne and a thought-shop of his own, and
break Ironjoy's nonopoly forever. Did they dislike Phaethon's stiff insistence
on punctuality, proper dress, sobriety? Al the better. The nore unpopul ar
Phaet hon was, the quicker some other Afloat would be to go into the business
and draw away his custoners.

At sunset, Phaethon had a little cerenony. Everyone who was not working the

ni ght shift was on the deck of the barge when he pointed toward the darkened
houses all around them He nade the restart gesture.

And light flared fromevery wi ndow, |anps flamed, beans glittering across the
water. It was a breathtaking sight.

In chorus, the houses all spoke at once, "Wl conme, nasters and m stresses! W
slept; now we wake. It will be our pleasure to serve you!" And, at Phaethon's
cue, in hushed, huge voices, which rolled across the water, the houses in
choir began to sing the cerenonial housewarm ng song fromthe Fourth Era.

It was a sight to expand the heart. Phaethon felt a tear of pride in his eye,
and smiled in mld enbarrassnent as he wiped it away. He | ooked up and saw, in
the di stance, peering warily over the cliff, a group of silent Ashores,

hal f-nude, or garish in their advertisement snocks, drawn by the echoes of the
song. They stood as if amazed by the lights.

Phaet hon smil ed, and turned. Behind himstood the Afloats, handsone in new
jackets and trousers of brown and dark brown, tunics, skirts and films of
white or green. And yet why did so nmany of them slouch, or knot their
shirttails, or stain their skirts? Wiy did none of themsnile? Phaethon had
been

expecting themto cheer. Didn't they want their houses to be [it?



Wth a brusque gesture, Phaethon disnmi ssed the day shift, cautioning themto
appear sober for work the next day. Then he strode down the | adder to the
cabin in the aft of the barge, which had been Ironjoy's sanctum and
restoration chanber.

Several days had gone by; it was time for the next step of his plan

Ironjoy's restoration chanber was barren except for a cot, a formulation rod
an ewer of life-water and an aspect mandal a tuned to nearby thoughtspace,
obviously neant to watch for Sophotech or Hortator calls and police activity.
Ironjoy certainly did not coddle hinself; these quarters were nore stark than
nost of his enpl oyees'. Perhaps the pleasure of dom nion and control, a

pl easure now so rare in the CGol den Cecunene, was enough to sustain him

A housecoat programmed with a score of medical functions hung froma rack,
with a dozen nedical history files stacked in coin slots along the vest;
Ironjoy evidently used it to cure some of the ol der Afloats. Phaethon frowned
to see a euthanasia needle clipped to the housecoat belt in a sterile holder
Two walls of the cabin were fixed. Opposite the door were narrow w ndows

| ooki ng out upon the bay and the cliffs beyond. The other two walls were not
smart-wal l's, but they knew a few words, and they could slide open

Behi nd one was a Deneterine decorative screen of surprising el egance and
taste, a pattern of gold birds and dark blue Denmeter-style fruit. Sound

t hreads were woven through the panel, but Phaethon did not have a reader to
recei ve the signal, and so the threads gave a few puzzl ed chirps and woodw nd
not es when he | ooked at various parts of the design, but then, unable to
follow the pattern of his eye novenments, the threads fell into puzzled

si | ence.

It was a magni ficent work. Phaethon did not know enough about this particular
formto guess the artist's nanme, but Phaet hon wondered agai n about Ironjoy's
character. Wio woul d have guessed that such a neditative and abstract delicacy
attracted hinf

Behind the other wall, facing the blue-gold decoration, were three tal king
mrrors. They must have been tuned to place their calls as soon as light hit
them The nmonment the walls slid back, the mirrors formed i mages of Ironjoy's
three main custoners.

He was not unprepared. Phaethon stood straight in his armor, with the
magni fi cent decoration panel form ng his backdrop. He spoke briefly,

i ntroduci ng hinmself and expl ai ni ng the change of circunmstance. "l intended to
fulfill all of lIronjoy's contracts with you to the letter-the work perforned
today will testify to that. It is my hope that you will consent to deal wth

me on the same basis you dealt with him It is only until his release a few
weeks hence. What do you gentl enmen say? Do we have an under st andi ng?"

Each of the three spoke for a nonent, describing the work they m ght need over
t he next few days, asking questions, and issuing tentative consent. Each one
seemed to be aware that if he mistrusted Phaethon, or refused to deal with
him the other two would rush in to fill the gap

An identification gesture had brought their nanes to the surface of the
mrrors in a subscript. The indigo-faced man on the left was Senris; the
writhing mass of bl oated snakes in the middl e was a neonor ph named Antisentis;
a tube with mechanical arms with enblens of a hal f-Invariant was | abel ed

Not or - Kot ok. Senris, to judge fromthe nane, was a Jovian, perhaps fromlo
Antisenris was evidently an underm nd or child of Senris, but who had joi ned

t he Cacophil e novenent.

The 1oni ans cane from what had once been a wild and dangerous world, and sone
smal |l few had not put away their wild and dangerous personas after that noon's
vol cani sns were tamed by planetary engineers (Including the fanpbus CGeai us
Score Storntloud of Dark Grey, a terrafornmer whose work Phaet hon had studi ed,
followed, and admired.) If Senris was one of those few last WId-Ionians, he
woul d ignhore the Hortators; they had | ong ago condemmed his mental tenplate as
destructive and tenperanental

Li kewi se, Antisenris was a freak, perhaps a Nevernext, and Hortators

standards would nmean little to him Both were the type of unsavory people,



per haps i nsane, whom Phaet hon woul d never have received or entertained, back
when he had been a Silver-G ey Mnori al

Not or - Kot ok was a different case; he spoke somewhat |ike an Invariant,
somewhat |ike a Composition. Phaethon suspected that he, or they, were
actually a small conbinati on-m nd nade of people whose relatives and friends
had been exiled, and who had all contributed a few thoughts to nmake a
conposite being that would still look after their relatives, talk to them or
find them work. The being was nodel ed al ong unenotional |nvariant |ines,
perhaps to render it immune from Hortator pressure. Phaethon had heard of such
t hi ngs before.

Phaet hon said, "You gentlermen will be pleased to note that | intend to make

i nprovenents to the working conditions here. This will no doubt increase
productivity. The greatest | oss to productivity is to fal se-self dreans and
deep intoxicants. | believe the Afloats are driven to these things out of
despair for their relatively short life spans.™

Antisenris fluttered several of his snake-heads. "Too true! Yet what can be
done? Orpheus controls all nounenal recordings."

"Centlenen, it is well-known that the Neptunian Tritonic Conposition can store
brain information within the | am nae of their special material. At near

absol ute zero tenmperatures, there is no signal degradation, even over
centuries. Wth cascade-sequence re-recording and corrections, the Neptunian
super conductive nerve tissue can retain a given personality for aeons.
recormend we create a branch of the Neptunian school right here. The

Nept uni ans scoff at Hortators' mandates; we will find no difficulties finding
Neptunians willing to deal with us. And, once that is done, whole new markets
will open to us. W will no |longer need interpreters or El eembsynary routines

to comunicate with the Neptunian neuroforms. And you know those outer markets
are hungry for even sinple thought-work."

"Your proposal ?" asked Senris.

"CGentlenen, | ask for your investment. An initial fund of some sixty-five
hundred seconds should allow us to buy a channel of communication, if not with
Triton or Nereid, then at |least with the Neptunian Legate-nmass stationed near
Trailing Trojan city-swarm where they keep a pernanent enbassy. A nodified
search engi ne coul d exani ne Neptuni an thought -

space for work opportunities; we will have |abor, cheap and plentiful.
estimate we can make our return on the investnent in a matter of days."

Senris said, "A new narket is always attractive; but | have dealt with
Nept uni ans before, the group who did work on Amalthea. They are tricky and

unl ovabl e, and enjoy cruel jokes. Ironjoy was always agai nst the idea of
openi ng markets with the Neptunians."

Sone snake-heads of Antisenris stared at each other in puzzlenent. "Neptunians
are also very far afield! Think just of howlong it would take to broadcast
across the radius of the Solar Systemto ask a query or get a response from
Nept une. Tel epresentation is inpossible; second-by-second oversight of the
work is inpossible."

Phaet hon said, "The distance is not an obstacle for piecewrk done in |arge

bl ocks, especially high-quality work with | ow data densities. | hope to train
the Afloats to be able to work wi thout supervision."

Antisenris was unconvi nced: "Wy stir up so many changes? We are all satisfied
with the way things have gone heretofore. The Afl oats have nowhere el se to go;
change may confound things! Wiy irk the Hortators nore than we nust? W

subsi st only because they do not have the patience to squash us all. No, for
once, the flat-headed Senris, no doubt by accident, has uttered a truth."
But Notor said, "I place a high priority on keeping the nmental well-being of

the various Afloats at an optiml or praedo-optinmal |evel, as measured by the
Kessic sanity scale. Increased |life would be beneficial, as would increased
markets. Yet | have curiosity about Phaethon's notives. Your plan to find work
in the Neptunian markets does seem di sproportional to the desired effect.”
"Yet, M. Notor, you do not object to dealing with Neptunians in and of

t hensel ves?"



"Allow ne to enploy a nmetaphor. | will accept any coin that burns.'
a reference to the antimatter currency.)

Phaet hon heard some warbling bird notes fromthe tapestry behind him Perhaps
one of the men in the mrror had gl anced at the gol d-and-blue figures, and his
eye notions had been interpreted to reveal his enptional state. Phaethon now
realized for what purpose the crass Ironjoy kept such beautiful art. And while
Phaet hon was not familiar with the note codes and tuning of the

enoti on-reactives woven in the tapestry, he could nake a good guess.

H ding a smile, Phaethon now bowed to Senris and Antisenris. "If you gentlenen
are not interested after all, perhaps you can allow M. Notor and | a little
privacy to discuss sone matters of nutual interest and rmutual profit..."
Senris and Antisemris interrupted each other, suddenly eager to discuss the
matter further.

3.

Less than an hour |ater, Phaethon had the noney he needed to place a call to

t he Nept uni ans.

Phaet hon fol ded the wall over two of the mirrors, used lIronjoy's formnul ation
rod to calmhinmself and fix his purposes in mnd. Then he turned to the nirror
and placed the call.

In their present orbital positions, it took sixteen mnutes for the signal to
go to and to return from near-Jovi an space, where the Neptunians maintained a
permanent | egate. This del ay, Phaethon had expected.

But then, while Phaethon stood idle, doing nothing, there passed another five
m nutes whil e the nessenger speech-tree |oaded fromthe signal into the
l[imted mind-space of the thought-shop's isolated comunication circuits.
There was a further half-mnute delay as |ine checkers and counteractants and
virus hunters exam ned the recei ved nmessenger speech-tree for viruses or
surprises, a precaution not usually necessary, except when dealing with
Nept uni ans.

The del ay of time was considerable. Phaethon reflected that Rhadamant hus coul d
have performed a million first-order operations in this sane amount of tine,

or Westnmind, a hundred nmillion. Al npbst six minutes had passed. The true depth
of his poverty inpressed itself on Phaethon. He was living |like sone creature
out of a forgotten age of history, practically like a Third-Era Victorian in
truth.

How had those ancient British folk, or Second-Era Romans or Athenians (so
prom nently pictured in Silver-Gey Sinula-

tions) tolerated all the ness, delay, and anguish in their |lives? How had they
faced the inevitability of death, disease, injustice, grief, and pain? How had
they tolerated the |oneliness of being frozen in the base neuroform w thout
even the possibility of joining a nass-m nd?

And how had they changed and i nproved their mnds and sel ves w thout the
benefit of noetics, nounenol ogy, redaction, or any science of psychiatric
editing or self-consideration? Had it just been by an effort of will and the
practice of a habit of virtue?

The synbol of the Tritonic Neurofrom Conposure schol um appeared on the nirror

i ndi cating that the messenger was | oaded and awake. Phaet hon drew a breath,
mentally recited his fornul ated Warl ock autohypnotic nmantra one last time, and
steeled himself. Had he just been marveling at the stoicismof the nortal nen
of earlier ages? He hinmself was now nortal. And it was his stoicismwhich
woul d now be tested.

"Good afternoon,"” said Phaethon. When that produced no response (he still was
not used to the lack of a translator to convey his neaning into other formats
and aesthetics) he said, "Start. Go. Initiate. Begin. Read Message. Please."
"This is the messenger. | represent information fromthe presently dom nant
sects and di scourses enbraced by the Tritonic Neuroform Conposition. If your
guestion or provocation is one which has been anticipated by my witers (if |
have writers), then a recorded response will be brought forward to reply. The
lector is flexible, and can organize and edit the responses according to the

| ogic of your statements, if it so chooses. |If your question is one which has

(This was



not been antici pated, expect a spate of nonsense and irrel evancy. On the other
hand, if | am in fact, a self-aware entity, then ny responses are not merely
the recorded statements of the witers, but the freely chosen deliberate
conmuni cati on of a mind having a perverse joke at your expense. (Please note
that, if | ama self-aware entity, then erasing nme from your conmunication

buf fer woul d be an act of nurder. Constables may be standing by.)"

Phaet hon blinked in puzzlement. This was hardly what he had been expecti ng.
"Pardon me, but are you in fact a self-aware entity?"

"I have been programred to say that I am™

Phaet hon checked the nenory space the nessenger-tree occupied. It was |arge.
Large enough to hold a self-referencing (and therefore self-aware) progranf?
Unlikely, but with proper data-conpression techniques, it was not inpossible.
It would be a reckless act to erase what night be self-aware. But then again,
it would be typical Neptunian hunor to absorb | arge sections of expensive
menory with an unintelligent nessenger-tree no one dared erase.

The nmessenger said, "And please do not attenpt to place the burden of proving
nmy humanity on ne. The | aw agai nst first-degree nurder does not hold that

t hose who cannot prove their humanity are subject to instant and arbitrary
deat h. "

The joke seened particularly cruel to Phaethon, since he hinself, by pursuing
this call, mght be exposing hinself to instant and arbitrary death. Wat if
the agents of the Silent Ones were |istening?

"Can you give me a precis of who is presently in charge of, or w elds the nobst
prestigious and influence in, the Neptunian Duma?" The "Duma" was the

Nept uni an name for their main social organization. It was rmade of parti al

m nds and client minds beaned in by Neptunians, who were too scattered to
represent thenselves by any direct nmeans. The partials combi ned and evol ved in
a seething, tangled nass of vigorous conflict, to forma consensus entity, or
rat her, successive sets of consensus entities, whose proclamations influenced
t he course of Neptunian dial ogue and society. The Duna was nore like a

cl eari nghouse and central marketplace of ideas rather than like a parliament.
Nept uni ans were highly individualistic and eccentric, and so they instructed
their representatives to place a higher value on obdurate zeal than on

rati onal conprom se. Consequently, the Duma was often insane, pursuing severa
contradictory goals at once, overreacting or underreacting with no sense of
proportion to the petitions, ideas, and new lines of thought that the

Neptuni ans, fromtine to tine, introduced. The Neptuni ans had never yet
reprogranmed the Duma to behave with logic; this baroque form of social
government apparently anused the Cold Dukes and Erenites of Neptune far nore
than a rational one would have.

The nessenger-tree said: "The Silver-G ey School has recently won w de
acceptance anong the Dunma. It is presently the dom nant school, followed, but
not closely, by the Patient Chaos School."

Phaet hon | eaned forward, eyes wide. "The Silver-Gey? How is this possible?"
As far as Phaet hon knew, there had never been any Silver-Gey anong the mad

t hi ngs of Nept une.

The nessenger-tree continued: "Many thought-chains and di al ogues within the
Duma are consuned with topics pronpted by Di omedes of Nereid, who recently
shaned the Hortators of Earth, and who, by being poor, tricked theminto
giving himgreat wealth. Di onedes and Xenophon mngled to create out of

t hensel ves a tenporary m nd naned Neoptol enmous, who outwitted the Cerebelline
naned Weel -of -Li fe. Neoptol enbus now owns the titanic starship called Phoenix
Exultant. Trillions of tons of metallic antihydrogen, chrysad-nmantium

bi ol ogi cal and nanobi ol ogi cal material, are aboard, and the shipnind is a
mllion-cycle entity with a vast wealth in routines and capacity. This victory
brought great prestige to D onedes and to his son Neoptol enbus. Dionedes, in
his Living WII, set aside a fund of that prestige to pronote a Silver-Gey
School anmong the Durma. He did this in nmenorial for a friend of his, who was
unjustly treated by the College of Hortators, and sent to his death in exile."
"May | send a nmessage to Di onedes? Can you speak on his behal f?"



"I have tenplates fromnost of the major chains of thought anong the active
Duma nenbers, including D onedes, and therefore I can pretend to be himand
formresponses based on ny anticipation of what he would say if he were here.
When this message is transmitted back to the Neptunian enbassy, Dionedes will
have the option either to reject or accept the representati ons made as his
own. If he should accept, this nessenger will be inplanted into his own
nmenories, so that he will thereafter believe he hinself was here and nade

t hese comments. However, | amrequired to warn you that Di onedes, as of |ast
assenbly, no |l onger existed as a separate entity. He was still a part of the
Di onedes partial -conposition. The actors for Di onedes and Xenophon fell into
di spute over which parts of Neoptol enous bel onged to D omedes and which

bel onged to Xenophon. Neoptol emous' thoughts have not yet been untangl ed and
resol ved back into two separate entities. In other words, Neoptol emous has not
yet made up his mnds."

"What is the basis for the dispute? Is it the ship?"

"The Patient Chaoticists are eager to dismantle the ship and distribute the
weal th anong the starving hosts beyond Neptune; the Silver-Gey urge the ship
be used for an expedition to establish colonies at nearby stars. The Patient
Chaos plan would bring noney into the starved Neptunian econony; whereas to
fund an expedition such as the one which Hal f-Neopt ol emous Semi - Di onedes
proposes woul d drain the economy. Didactions from Patient Chaos assert that
the present ruination of the economy was caused, in large part, by investnents
made i nto Phaethon's Expeditionary Effort."

At that point, he was interrupted by a chinme. The wall-panel to the left slid
back to reveal the image of the nest-of-snakes face of Antisenris. "Pardon ne
for interrupting, but, as a major investor who just entrusted you with a good
deal of money, | was just wondering why you were wasting ny investnent
chatting with a Neptunian machi ne about politics. W bought you this nmessenger
so you could read the hel p-wanted advertisements it carries! And don't bother
to tell me that you were investigating their market needs. Al you need to
know i s what kind of grunt-work of |ine-checking they need done; its not as if
their internal politics affects the kind of short-markets we are | ooking for!"
Phaet hon said sharply: "Your intrusion is nost unwarranted and perhaps
illegal. Is this the fashion in which you have chosen to display the fact that
you are spying on me? Do not bother to answer. Qur nutual association will
soon end. "

"Hah! dinmb off your fat pride! Senris and Notor will not deal with you
either, once they find out how you spend our noney!"

"I have dealt with Neptunians before, and you have not. They also use their
nmessenger to update their negotiation databases. Because you have rudely
chosen to interrupt, rather than to consult with me privately later, the
messenger, who overhears all we are saying now, has no doubt classified our
needs and our bargaining position. This has limted our options considerably,
and prejudiced our future dealings with the Neptunians. If you cannot be
polite, sir, then at |east be quiet, before you harmyour interests and ny own
nore than you have so far done."

Antisenris uttered a dozen notes of hissing |laughter. "Don't try to wax ne
with that polish! Keep talking to your Nepto friend. But |I'mnot transmtting
hi m back to the enbassy. As of this nmoment, you are cut off fromthe funds and
line to the orbital radio-laser we established."”

"You have no such authority, not w thout the concurrence of Senris and Notor
I, of course, need their concurrence to exclude you fromall future business
dealings, but I do not think I shall have any difficulty convincing them once
they see the end-result of the conversation you so foolishly interrupted.”
Antisenris withed, several heads opening their nouths and displaying their

fangs. "Ho ho. Go ahead. Finish your little conversation and earn a mllion
grams. Surprise ne."
Phaet hon turned back to the center screen. "Messenger! | assune the najor

expense to your proposed interstellar expedition is the Neptunian | ack of
skill ed technical personnel."



"Correct. The Hortators have forbidden any Inner Planet libraries fromselling
us the tenplates or mind-sets we need for terrafornmers, paral um na
astrononers, high-energy physicists, or Celeritol ogists. W have no pilot.
Furthernore, the ship interfaces were designed for a base neuroform and are
not proper for Neptunian crewnren, who have different neural architecture,

t hought conventions, and tine regulations. The ship's interfaces would have to
be changed, one routine at a time, and in sone cases, one line at a tine,
before the ship would be confortable for a Neptunian crew. Wthout a

So- photech, this would require | ong amounts of tedious effort, which we cannot
expend. Therefore, w thout expert help, we cannot fly the ship at the intended
velocities for which she was designed. This, of course, is the mgjor flaw in

t he proposed plan D omedes had put forward."

"What if | could get you cheap | abor to do your interface translation to the
Nept uni an formats?"

"Wth proper interfaces, then Neptunian m nds and personae could be stored in
the crew segnents of the shipmnd, and smart-habitats be programred to sustain
any somatic forns the crew would care to mani fest. However, the ship's flight
characteristics, mass, and length, will considerably transform (according to
external franes of reference) as she approaches |ight-speed. The externa

uni verse (fromthe ship's frane of reference) will undergo |ike
transformation. This will affect any objects and particles aboard (such as
conmuni cati ons and sensory circuits) that nust interact with the externa

uni verse, including drive by-products and foreign-object-danage controls. It
woul d require a special branch of tachyceleric study to rediscover the
findings of the original designer. That information does not seemto have been
stored in the ship's brain. W cannot provide the information."

"l have that information."

"Then the formatting can be acconplished and a Neptunian crew be recorded. But
such formatting woul d be a pointless exercise without a trained operator to
run the cel estial navigation, xeno-terraform ng, and hi gh-energy physics
routines.”

"I can pilot the ship. I have test-flown her."

"I amrequired to warn you that, even though | amonly a nmessage-tree, and am
not capabl e of independent judgment, this conversation may be reviewed by a
living operator at a later tine. That operator will condemn fal sehoods and
irrational statenments, and that will serve to negate any bargain nmade wth
ne."

"Why do you call ny statenent false?"

"Only one man has ever test-flown that ship."

"I amthat man."

"That man was Phaet hon of Rhadanmanth, the ship's designer."

"l am Phaet hon. "

There was a choked hiss from Antisenris (whose presence Phaet hon had al nost
forgotten.) Phaethon did not have the aestethic to read snake expressions, and
therefore did not know what enotion or sign this knotted jerk was nmeant to
convey. Surprise? Perhaps.

The snaky mass of Antisenris said, "You are the one Un-noighotep told us al

to worship! You are that Phaethon! The real Phaethon!"

Phaet hon said blankly: "But | told you ny name. Surely you knew ...
"Zs-ss! A lot of ny school have menorized ourselves to be Phaethon, or changed
our names! Wien | saw you in that stupid-Ilooking arnmor, | just thought you
were freak-1ooped, like ny brothers and others, or maybe got ostracized
because you tried to contact the real Phaethon, or sonething."

O course. Antisenris nust be under a Hortator ban, if not as strict as

Phaet hon's, at |east sonething that woul d keep himout of polite society, and
perhaps away fromthe nmentality. Phaethon was still not used to the idea that
exiles and outsiders, like hinmself and Antisenris, could not discover the
identities, or confirmthe thoughts and intentions of the people with whom
they spoke. It must lead to a great deal of confusion and di shonesty. No
wonder Antisenris had been so quick to spy, to interrupt, and to accuse.



Phaet hon said, "Does this mean you will help me maintain conmmunication wth

t he Neptunians after all?"

Antisenris said, "Wy not? How can anyone stop us?"

To the messenger, Phaethon said, "I wish to find enploynent as pil ot aboard

t he Phoenix Exultant. | believe nmy qualifications are unique. | also have a

| arge group of workers able to run the standardi zed routines to translate al
interfaces to Neptunian formats. WII| the Duma be willing to enmploy nme and ny
wor ker s?"

"The question of the ownership of the Phoenix Exultant is not yet settled.
This messenger has only limted ability to predict the outcones of events; yet
I would venture that your appearance at this time with such an offer will sway
the major lines of thought anbng the Duma to favor the Silver-Gey plan, and
award Di onedes the title. If so, we could hire you and your workers at

sal ari es considerably higher than standard. But coul d you guarantee the
quality of the work? Afloat exiles are notoriously poor workers."

"I believe that this is caused by the grimand hopel ess character of their

ci rcunmst ances. That character may change if sonme or all of the Afloats
transfer their brain-information into Neptunian housings. | would ask your
peopl e to bear the expense of this netenpsychosis, on the grounds that it is
the only way to acquaint workers intimately with the transitions and
translations to the Neptunian nental architecture. | would also ask that you
bear the expense of transporting me to the present |ocation of the Phoeni x
Exul tant. "

"I have little doubt but that nmy principals will favorably receive your
offer.”

"And are you, in fact, an intelligent being?"

"I have been programmed to reply that I am™

"In that case | will turn the retransm ssion conmand over to you, and ask you
to risk suicide by broadcasting yourself out of my communication buffer and
back to your enmbassy. This way, | will not be held to account under Gol den
QCecu-nmene | aw. "

The enbl em of the messenger issued a closing salute and di sappeared fromthe
central mrror.

In the left mirror, Antisenris' many snake-heads were bobbi ng, perhaps a sign
of good hunor. "Well, well. The real Phaethon! Fancy that. It sounds I|ike
you'll be at the hel mof your ship in no tine. And who can stop you, eh?"

The wall slid open to the right, and an inage of three arnored vulture-heads
appeared in the mirror there. A harsh battle-cyborg voice issued fromthe
speaker. "Phaethon! This is the remmant of the Bellipotent Conposition

speaking. | aminformed that someone has just read ny travel records, no doubt
to discover your location. An index check shows the action took place at
mllion-cycle thought speeds, which indicated that the intruder was using

Sophot echnol ogy of a high degree of sophistication. A side-thought of mine is
even now comunicating with the constabul ary. A Constable Pursuivant, on their
staff, is reviewing the evidence and tells nme that the constables can do
not hi ng, on the grounds that the reading of nmy information was | egal
Apparently the novenents of former custoners whom| transport are not covered
by my cl ause of privacy, and therefore there is a | egal | oophole which all ows
former custonmers to check flight plans and safety records, even those for
flights which they did not take."

Phaet hon said: "I have to warn you that Constable Pursuivant is a fictional
character. | was told by the Preceptrix of the |ocal conmandry that that namne
and persona can be | oaded by anyone who w shes to donate time to performng
public service as a constable. The persona cones conplete with nmenory and
training."

"I take it that there are no security checks to prevent the persona from being
ran by any randomcitizen?"

Phaet hon sai d: "Wy bot her?"

"Point taken. Society is certainly rmuch nore peaceful and trusting than when
was young. Does this mean | cannot trust what Pursuivant told ne?"



"I"'mnot sure. | was visited by a Constable Pursuivant nyself. The | oca
Conmmandry told ne that there is no record of such a visit."

The vul ture-heads said, "And you suspect it is your fictional extra-systenic
alien race?"

"It is the Silent Cecunene."”

Both Antisenris and the battle-cyborg jerked their heads in surprise. It was a
human gesture, despite their inhuman heads, sonme atavismof their core neura
structure. Deep down, they were still both human.

The three vulture-faces snapped their hooked bills with a clattering sound.
"The Silent Cecunene is dead."

"Many peopl e say the sane about the Bellipotent Conposition."

"Are you telling me they came back fromthe dead and junped out of a black
hole just to thunmb through ny | ogbooks? If so, why isn't the constabul ary
answeri ng questions about what happened? Why haven't they woken up Atkins out
of archive storage?"

"Atkins is not in storage. |I've seen him"
"Ah! Ach! If Atkins wal ks the earth once nore, battle and death are not far
away!"

Phaet hon stared at the red vulture-eyes. Did this creature want a war? The
sensation of human synpathy he had for the cyborg faded.

Antisenris evidently wanted to be part of the conversation. He said, "You
there, bird-head! You people are talking crazy-talk. This is sone masquer ade
prank. The Hortators wouldn't let this happen.”

"They are not all-powerful,"” replied Bellipotent.

"Someone read your |ogs," Phaethon said, "there must be a record. Wat did a
normal identification show, when you queried the intruder?"

"The intruder's query was masked by the masquerade pro-

tocol. The intruder |ogged on under a pseudonym "

"What name did they use?"

"Yours. They call ed thensel ves Phaet hon of Rhadananth.™"

Phaet hon squi nted and frowned. Here was a puzzle. Wiy his name? "Was that done
to allow himaccess to your records? | had been transported by you, after
all.”

"Not officially. | listed you as a stowaway."

"But this | oophole in the [ aw woul d not apply to sonmeone who nerely dressed up
as a custoner, only to soneone who actually was a custoner. So, unless there
is a Deep One hunting for me ..."

"I did have sonmeone | brought to your location. A human form not a Deep One."
"Here? To Tal ai mannar? Who?"

But Bel lipotent said, "You should not have announced your position. This is
not a secure line."

Antisenris' snakes all jerked to one side. H s screen went black, to be

repl aced by a text of white letters on the dark field.

SORRY, PHAETHON, BUT THEY WERE W LLI NG TO OFFER ME SI X HUNDRED THOUSAND
SECONDS AND LET ME BACK IN, PROVIDED | STOPPED HELPI NG YOU. |'M NOT TAKI NG ANY
MORE MESSAGES FROM YQU, SO DON' T TRY TO CALL.

Phaet hon coul d not grasp what was happeni ng. Was Antisenris confessing to

hel ping the Silent Ones? No, absurd. Sonme sort of super-high-speed
conversation must have just taken place between the Hortators and Antisenris,
who had been bribed by themto w thdraw support from Phaethon. Hi s link to the
Nept uni ans was cut off again ..

At the same tinme, the windows to Phaethon's right lit up with flane.

Then he heard an expl osi on.

Phaet hon junped to the wi ndows and stared out.

Atop the cliffs across the bay, he could see part of the graveyard of houses,
where he had just been salvaging, that norning. It was all on fire.

For a nonent, he thought he saw a figure, man-shaped, flying, canouflaged in
bl ack arnor agai nst the black sky. Then it dropped into the burning graveyard,
and, with a flash, buried itself into the cliffside beneath the graveyard.
Whi | e Phaethon was still blinking and trying to decide what it was that he had



seen, another explosion trenbled through the gaunt seashell silhouettes of the
dead and defective houses. Fire gushing from high wi ndows, the tall thin

sil houettes began to sway and fall

Then, that noise was snothered, as all the houses Phaethon had just brought to
life, all the floating houses of the Afloats, in one huge, terrible wail,
began to scream

THE RESCUE

Phaet hon ran up the | adder and found hinself on the fore-deck of the barge.
Red light fromthe fire surged along the northern cliff and lit the scene.
Above him through the pavilion floors of crystal, Phaethon saw bl ack shadows
stirring and groaning in the gloom The workers on the night shift had been
jacked out of their work. Perhaps the lines had been interrupted; perhaps
Antisenris had shut down the server. The sound of scream ng houses brought
those figures above to their feet (those that had feet), and cries of anger
and fear and wonder mingled with the general clanor.

"Calm Calm" Phaethon shouted upward. "It is not our houses burning. Only the
enpty shells in the graveyard. No one is in danger!"

Drusillet came forward. She was one of the few who had wel comed Phaet hon's
changes and proudly wore the uniformjacket and skirt he had provided. The
shawl she wore to cool her head against the tropic heat, originally designed
with a thousand m cropores to bl ow cold oxygen-m x, now al so boasted several
conmuni cati on points and phone beads. Conpared to the nmentality, this snall

net wor k, enconpassi ng the few hundred yards occupi ed by the Afl oat houses, was
pat hetic. But her beads and phones denonstrated that one person, at |east, had
anbiti on enough to take advantage of the |inks Phaethon had made anong the

fl oati ng houses.

And it was useful now "Wiat is the situation?" he asked.

She shouted her answer over the noise, "It's the Hortators. They filed a
petition to have the abandoned property destroyed as a public nui sance,
submtted a plan for the public burning, and got pernission to proceed, all in

the I ast hal f-second. Energy beamed fromstations along the ring-city are
triggering the fires. There are constables with inhibitors and pseudo-matter
snother fields patrolling the area to prevent the flames from spreadi ng, and,
al so, Nebuchednezzer Sophotech invented and manufactured some new type of
nanomachi ne cl oud which can control the blaze. That's the m st you see com ng
up out of the water. Either Nebuchadnezzar finessed O d- Wnan-of -t he-Sea, or

el se found sonme nanomanufactur-ing cells she doesn't control."

"Are we in any danger?"

"Fromfire? No. Qur houses are scream ng because of their fire alarns. | tried
to talk to our houses and shut themup, but | need your command override."

"l don't have an override."

"We don't have a nunicipal net to coordinate the house-mnds. Only the owners
have authority to shut off the fire alarm but nost of themdon't know how. "
"The instructions are witten in hol ographic Standard Aes-tethic icon code
along the rims of the inner walls-"

"Most of us can't read.”

Phaet hon controll ed a sense of inpatience. "Then shut down power and reset."
"What if the house batteries are programred to take over during a power out?
The routine may have mutated since this norning."

She was right. Phaethon was not certain howto deal with machines that were
not smarter than he was.

Drusillet sent a shutdown and restart conmmand nonet hel ess. The wails and
screans of the floating houses died off. Echoes floated for a noment above the
waves, and then were gone. The crackling roar of distant fires was the | oudest
noi se now i n the area.

Darkness fell across the bay. The houses, bright a noment ago, were now no
nore than red-1it shadows in the night, as dark and powerl ess as when Phaet hon
first had seen them

"Restart."

"I did. There nust be a flawin the routine."



Just great. "Well, at least we still have light fromthe house fires yonder,"
sai d Phaet on.

At that norment, however, the blaze along the north cliffs changed. The m st
fromthe sea closed around the individual houses, formng a web not unlike
sil k, pumpi ng pure oxygen into the burning houses. Each house and house stunp
bl azed a silent blue-white, and was instantly consuned. The silk webs

snot hered any further fire in a matter of nonents.

Everything was lit with magnesiumwhite light for an instant. Phaethon saw the
angry, sullen faces of many of his workers standing along the pavilion

bal coni es above him Some stared north with | ooks of hate in their eyes. But
some, with the sane expressions, stared down at him

Then, darkness rolled over the scene, |ike sudden blindness.

As the light died, Phaethon thought he saw a crawling, withing nmovenent al ong
the northern cliffs. He cursed his lack of proper eyesight. But he guessed
that the silk bags were altering again to new functions and sterilizing the
soil so that seeds blown out fromthe damaged Afl oat houses woul d no | onger
take root.

"It's bad," said Drusillet softly.

"They can't destroy any of the house-brains we've already harvested fromthe
graveyard. Those are clearly our property. But the houses were abandoned. They
had as much right to burn them down as we did to oot them"

"It's bad. No new house-brains. No new houses."

"The ones we have will last, with proper periodic cleaning and restructure."
Drusillet seened dubi ous.

Phaet hon asked, "How often do you gather up a new house?"

"About once a week ..."

"A week?!'! Those things can |last four hundred years!"

"Afl oats use houses pretty roughly.”

"Don't they maintain their homes, educate the house-m nds? C ean thenP"
Drusillet |ooked downcast. "No. Wenever the pantry was bare, or the floor
mats got dirty, or the filters were stale, we'd just go chop down a new house.
It was an excuse to cel ebrate.”

Phaet hon shook his head in disgust and turned away. Eventually he said: "Wll,
in any case, I'mjust sorry | did not think to file some sort of |egal claim
of adverse possession over the graveyard. | had forgotten how fast Sophotechs
t hi nk, how fast they can act..."

He was wondering if the Hortators had actually not known where he was unti

t he nonent he reveal ed his |location over the public channel, just now, to
Bellipotent. If so, then the Hortators clearly had not sent Constable

Pur sui vant .

If not the Hortators, then who? The Silent Ones? Sone third person Phaet hon
was over | ooki ng? (And whom had Bel | i potent conveyed to the island here?)

Pur sui vant probably was not fromthe Silent Ones. It seened unlikely that,
even with a very sophisticated set of virus entities, the Silent Cecunene's
agents could so blithely infiltrate the | ocal constabulary w thout sone
segnent of the Earthmind noticing. And, if they were that powerful, they would
have no need whatever to be secretive, since they would have al ready taken
over the entire nentality.

Wait. An intuition told himthat there was sonme flaw here in his |logic, sone
obvi ous aspect to all these events he was sure he was overl ooki ng. How

power ful and how sophi sticated was Not hi ng Sophot ech?

But Phaet hon was not a Wrl ock; he could not automatically bring his
intuitions forward into his consci ousness. The thought slipped away when a
group of Afloats conme up to the foredeck, and began demanding in | oud voices
that they be paid for the rest of their interrupted shift.

It was dark, and there was a press of bodies, and Phaethon had to squint to
make t hem out.

The group consisted of a small triplicate-mnd (whose three bodies | ooked |ike
thin, big-eyed waifs,) a |oud-voiced neo-norph in a floating box, and two
tattoo-faced basics in torn shirts, one a neuter and the other a



her maphr odi t e.

The basics, rather than wearing Phaethon's uniforns, had doused their upper
bodies in smart-paint, so that peacock tails of ever-changing col ors bl ushed
across their flesh as tiny cells in the paint flexed to cool their skins, or
per haps (Phaet hon thought it nore likely) released chemcals into their pores.
The perfune fromthe paint was really quite powerful. Phaethon stepped
fastidiously back, holding a scrap of his suit-lining over his nose like a
handker chi ef .

"I can do nothing for you," he said. "I cannot pay you with seconds of noney I
do not have. The clients for whom you were worki ng have not yet paid ne; nor
can they, till we find a black |ine around whatever block Antisenris put up

when he closed up his service."

The three bodies of the triplicate-mnd all spoke at once, a spate of

i nterrupted words, and Phaethon regretted yet again that he had no
sense-filter to reshape the words into a linear format. "Your problem" one of
t hem was saying, "W did our part!" The second was saying: "No npney? What
about that big expense account they gave you to call Neptune?" And the third
was archly nentioning that the Hortators had not bothered themunti

Phaet hon' s ambi ti ons and high ideals had stirred up the wath of the Hortators
agai nst them

"We want Ironjoy back!" called one of the basics.

And the other called Phaethon a traitor.

But the neonorph in the floating coffin had a | oudspeaker set to drown
everyone el se out. "On days when we got cut out of the Big Mnd, or the
services failed, or the lines were cut, it was good old Ironjoy that would
declare a tine-off party, wasn't it? He'd have dreans by the fistful, and he
had a lot of fists, too, and he's pass out wire-points |like they were candy.
W' d have fluid and beer and happy-jack. For animal parties, we'd have
beast-m nds jacked in, to shut all those cortex-thoughts away, and just |et
our underselves and m d-brains come out to ronp and play. For sex parties,
we'd all link through the thought-shop into sone of the rich, ripe, sins and
wet dreans |Ironjoy keeps on file, not just tame plunging, but real orgies of
dirt, with all suppressed naughty under-thoughts read out by the sneak file
and bl asted back at doubl e sensation! Aye, those were right days! There was
fun! There was life! Wiat've we got now, eh? A man named after Phaethon, the
rich man's son, the man who thinks he owns the Sun! And what's he going to do
for us, to help us survive our last few hours and years alive? Sumon parties?
Let us drink and stick and dream and jack and joy? No how No how He'll dress
us up and drive us on and pound and preach and

box us in till everything is either his or ours! No nore sharing! No nore
playing fair! Wat say you all? You want to party? O you want to listen to a
Phaet hon | ook-alike rich man's darling son stand up and preach?"

More and nore people had cone crowding up on the deck, and filled the stairs,
and pushed forward, calling and gesticul ating.

And the crowd shouted, "Party! Par-tee!l Par-tee!"

Phaet hon raised a hand and tried to shout back. "Are you mad? Go hone! Rest!
W will need to work double shift tonmorrow, to make up for what we |ost today.
O herwi se, how will you eat tonorrow?"

Gshenkyo junped down from one of the pavilions above and | anded neatly atop
the hull of the floating coffin. He crouched and put his nouth to the speaking
hole, so that his voice was anplified as well. "Big Shoot Gold got plenty to
eat, beneath that fancy suit. We all know it! Yummy black, hundred matri x,
rich as cream able to beconme whatever thing you dreaml It's ours, not his; we
needs it nore!"

Gshenyko want ed Phaet hon's bl ack nanomachi ne Iining. A nurnur through the
crowds showed they all wanted sone of it, too.

Phaet hon's arnor al so had anplifiers:

"ldiots! Think about tonorrow! Think about a million tonmorrows! |'ve invited

t he Neptunians to cone and grant you your endless |lives again!"

"Tonmorrow isn't com ng!" shouted the neonorph



The crowd took up the call. "Tonmorrow isn't com ng! Tonorrow isn't comng!"
And they surged forward to grappl e Phaethon's arnor.

"Not for you, it isn't," said Phaethon grimy. And he shut his faceplate and
made a cal cul ation and sent a | owvoltage charge of electricity through the
arnmor's hull. Al the hands who were grappling himlocked and froze, and
everyone pressing forward, each person touching each other in the crowd,
passed the charge anmong them A noi se arose |ike one Phaethon had never heard
before, a gasp of breathless and convul sive agony squeezed from a hundred
straining |ungs at once.

When he cut the current, everyone dropped to the deck, groaning, tw tching.
After the press and roar of the crowd, the sudden silence was overwhel ning
Phaet hon | ooked up at a floating constabl e-wasp. "Once again, you did not help
me. Are only those who have wealth and power in this society afforded
protection?"

" Apol ogi es. The crowd was only exercising its right of free speech and free
assenbly, until the nonment they | aid hands on you. W were gathering units to
respond, when you attacked them"

"Attacked? |I call it self-defense.”

"Perhaps. | notice that not everyone in the crowd was actually touching you;
some of them rmay have been trying to pull people off you. The nmagi strate has
not yet made a ruling. But none of your victins have yet filed a conplaint.
They all seemto be incapacitated. W will take themto a holding area til
they are ready to face trial and puni shnent."

And with that, dozens of |arge machines, like flying crabs, swooped down and
began picking up the stunned Afloats and spiriting them away.

"Stop! Were are you taking nmy workforce! I'mgoing to need them before
tomorrow to finish our projects!™”

A const abl e-wasp near his ear said, "For many years, the Afloats, even though
t hey were shunned exiles, never crossed the line to crime. Now, thanks to you,
t hey have. The Gol den Cecunene will tolerate no violence. Your other plans
will have to wait."

Hal f the Afloats were gone. The busy flying machi nes swooped and pl ucked up
nore. Soon they were all gone, and the decks were bare.

"When will they be returned to nme?"

"I amnot obligated to answer that, sir, although | have heard a runor to the
effect that the Hortators are willing to rent them cheap dwellings in Kisunu,
near a deliriumfarmrun by Red Eveningstar castoffs. | hear that there is a
wi de field of pleasure coffins piled up and left to rot anobng the parks and
jungl es nearby, with a thousand ol d dreansheets and snart-drugs and
personality-alterants just lying out on the grass. Sone of the Afloats may
volunteer to return here for a life of deprivation, hard reality, and hard
wor k. Maybe. "

"Then the Hortators have won, haven't they?" whispered Phaet hon

The constabl e-wasp said, "As to that, sir, | should not venture any persona
opi nions while in the course of my official duties. But, unofficially, I
shoul d warn you agai nst being so quick to take matters so violently into your
own hands. Isn't that what got you here in the first place? Good-bye for now
W may be back in the norning, if any of your victinms wi shes to | odge a

conpl aint."

And then the swarm of constabl es, which had been constantly overhead ever
since Phaethon had arrived, they were al so gone.

Bel ow, Phaet hon stood facing the mrrors. He attenpted Semris and Antisenris
first; but their seneschals had been programmed to reject his calls unanswered
and unacknow edged.

Then he cal |l ed Unnoi ghot ep, the Cacophil e who had so prai sed himand so adored
Phaet hon outside the Curia House in the ring-city, just after his hearing.
Antisenris (who was al so a Cacophile) m ght hel p Phaethon if Unnoi ghotep
asked.

Phaet hon tricked his way past Unnoi ghotep's seneschal by hiding his identity
i n masquerade. (No Hortator warning appeared to warn Unnoi ghotep's house to



reject the call because the Hortators were not able to penetrate the

masquer ade.) The house accepted to pay for the charges of the call when he
announced he wanted to speak "about Phaethon." But when Unnpi ghotep's parti al
cane on-line, the creature reviled Phaethon in no uncertain terns as a foo
and a traitor.

"Why do you call hima traitor?" Phaethon asked. (He was getting particularly
sick of having that charge |evel ed agai nst him)

The partial, like his naster, was a bl oated fungus, cone-shaped, drooping wth
nonst andard claws and tentacl es. "Phaethon betrayed us! He has failed! W who
represent the shining future, we who soar to exulted heights, we who take as
i npl acabl e foes the dross of the ol der generation (the already-dead
generation, as | like to call them), we have no tinme in

our all-inportant crusade to trifle with failures! Phaethon has no noney now
There is nothing he can do for us!"

Do for us? This rem nded Phaet hon of the beggar phrase the poor Afloats used
to greet any newconers. How odd to hear it come fromthe nouths of wealthy
men's sons.

Phaet hon said: "But there is sonmething you can do for him If Phaethon had
noney enough to rent an orbital comuni cations |aser, he could contact the
Nept uni ans. They may be willing to hire himas a pilot for the Phoeni x
Exultant. Instead of being dismantled for scrap, the starship could be sent
out to the stars, there to create new worlds."

The i mage of the Cacophile flopped its tendrils first one way, then the other
"What has that to do with us? Phaethon wants to fly to the stars. He wants to
make worlds. | want to find a neww re-point to jolt ny pleasure centers,
maybe with an overl oad pornographi c pseudommesia to give it background. Are
his dreans any better than m ne?"

Phaet hon rem nded hinmself that he was here begging for noney. He attenpted to
remain polite. "Wth all due respect, sir, may | point out that if you help
hi m now, Phaet hon, when he achi eves his dream can create such worlds as wll
be pleasing to you, and your l|ifelong dream of escaping fromthe doni nation of
the el der generation will be achieved as well. But if you, instead, burn your
brain cells with a wire-point, this serves neither you, nor him"

The partial dripped liquid fromthree orifices. "But what does all your

bl at her and bother do for us right now? Right this instant? Phaethon is no

| onger in fashion anmong us now. After he is dead, perhaps then we will exalt
himas a martyr, slain by the cruelty of the el der generation. Yes! There is
somet hing for us! But Phaethon alive, still striving after his sick, insane
drean? Still hoping to acconplish it? No, oh no. He would be our worst eneny

if he succeeded at his attenpt, against such odds. Isn't it obvious why?
Because he woul d nmake the rest of us |ook so bad."

Phaethon felt nmildly sick with astoni shment. The Cacophi-les had no intention
of ever "escaping" fromthe "dom nation" of the older generation. Al their
nmoral posturing was nmerely excuse to disguise their lust to own what they had
not earned. To fly to other worlds, and there make lives and civilizations

for themsel ves, would require the kind of work and effort which the Cacophiles
di sdai ned.

And what about their alleged gratitude for Phaethon, the high honor and esteem
in which they had pronised to hold hin But gratitude and honor required hard
work as well.

Phaet hon signed off with polite words.

That |eft Notor-Kotok. But the squat little cylindrical cyberformwas of as
little help.

"I have not, at this tine, noney or currency enough to rent an orbita

conmuni cations | aser, or any device of simlar function, capable of reaching
that Neptunian station (to the best of my know edge) presently nearest, nor of
reaching any other relay or service able to convey a nessage thereto. This
statenment is based on an estimation that the noney involved woul d be
"enormous,’' and by enornous, | nean, sufficient to buy separately each part
and service which the 'legitimte' services (by which | mean those who adhere



to Hortator standards) presently appear to have decided not to traffick with
us, as we are now. "

(Phaet hon hated speaking to Invariants, or to people, |ike Notor, who foll owed
I nvari ant speech conventions. He dearly wi shed he had his sense-filter back
again, so that he could programit to edit out all the cautious disclainers
and | awyerly redundancy w th which I nvariants peppered their speech.)

Phaet hon said: "Could sone of your deviants be willing to |l end nme noney on
credit? | cannot raise any capital now that ny workforce is under arrest."”

In a conpl ex speech, Notor explained sonething Phaet hon al ready knew. Mbst

devi ants are devi ant because they are poor. Mst poor are poor because they

| ack the self-discipline necessary to forgo inmediate gratification. They were
not the kind of people able to lend noney and wait for a return.

Phaet hon asked: "What if the return on investment is not sinply inmense, but
infinite?" "Define your terns."

"Infinite nmeans infinite. It does not matter how rmuch nmoney | need to borrow,
or what the rate of interest is. | will gladly prom se to repay one hundred
times what | borrow, or one thousand. Have you forgotten the Silent Cecuenene?
If any of their energy-producing structures are still intact, or can be
restored, then I can nake Cygnus X-I ny first port of call. Fromtheir
singularity fountai nheads, whatever anount of energy | need to repay ny
creditors can be gathered."

"I amreceiving a signal fromother sections of my brain-work. Wait. W
calculate that no one will be willing to risk any nbney on your venture, no
matter what the rate of return. Several deviant nobney houses, those who

m ght have suspected would I end to you nonet hel ess, have al ready been
purchased, within the |ast few seconds, by Nebuchednezzar Sophotech..."
Soneone was listening in on this channel, perhaps, or Nebuchednezzar was alert
enough to cal cul ate Phaethon's next maneuver, and, at |ightning speed, had

al ready noved to thwart him

Not or expl ai ned: "Al so, ny service provider, who maintains these connections |
presently use to speak with you, has signaled nme and told ne that, unless | no

| onger speak with you, the El eenmosynary Conposition will dunp shares of
conmuni cations stock to artificially drive down the prices, and ruin his
business. He is not willing to risk it, and threatens to suspend service if |

do not eschew you

"The ot her Afloats whom| amtasked to attenpt to protect, may be rel ocated,"”
continued Notor. "l anticipate that | will require my service provider's
conmuni cation lines if | amto continue that protection; therefore, if, in
fact, maintaining nmy connections with you, and continuing that protection, are
mutual |y exclusive, | must place a higher priority on the latter."

"Can we still comunicate by letter?" asked Phaethon with little hope.

"Who would carry it? Who would translate it fromyour witten format? | cannot
read your archaic Silver-Gey letters and signs.”

"Then | am def eat ed?"

"You terminology is inexact. 'Defeat' as a concept, refers to a conpl ex of
enoti on-energy reactions created by a mind interpreting the universe. But the
uni verse, by definition, rnust always be nore conplex than the

i nformation-parts or thoughts one uses to encode that conplexity. 'Defeat' is
not a fact, it is an assessnent of facts, and may be subject to
interpretation.”

Per haps that was neant to cheer him

The signal shut off, with an icon showi ng that further service would be

di scontinued. The mirrors went black, and would not |ight up again.

Phaet hon wal ked sl oWy back up on deck. He stood at the prow with one foot on
the rail, leaning on his knee and staring out across the water. What options
still were open to hin? Had he been defeated at every turn?

And yet things were not as bad as they had been even two days ago, when he had
been choking at the bottom of the sea. Now, he had allies. Wak ones, perhaps,
like Antisenris, or ones with whom he could not speak, |ike Notor-Kotok, or
like the distant Neptunians. But he also had a dream and it was a strong



dream Strong enough, perhaps, to nake up for the weaknesses of his allies.
The of fer Phaethon had nade to Notor-Kotok was one manifestation of the
strength of that dream The endl ess energy supplies of the singularity at
Cygnus X-1, as well as the wealth of nmultiple worlds yet to be born, would
tenmpt investnent and support from anong those disenfranchi sed or dissatisfied
with the present QCecunene. Imortality had not changed the | aws of economics,
but it had created a situation where nen now could contenpl ate, as
econom cal ly feasible, |ong voyages, |ong projects, and plans patient beyond
all neasure of tinme for their fruition. Sonewhere would be men willing to

i nvest hi Phaethon's dream wlling to trust that mllennia or billennia from
now, Phaethon could anply reward their faith in him Somewhere, sonehow, he
woul d find people who would support him

He rai sed his head and | ooked. The stars were di mhere, washed out by lights
and power satellites around the ring-city, the flares from nearby m ning
asteroids in high-earth orbit. And his eyes were not as strong as they had
been, blind to all but human wavel engths. But he could still see the stars.
Cygnus X-1 itself was not visible. The almanac in his head (the one artificial
augrment he woul d never erase) told himthe latitude and right ascension of
that body. He turned his eyes to the constellation of the Swan, and spoke
aloud into the general night. "You've mani pulated the Hortators to suppress
me, strip ne, revile ne, exile me. But you cannot stop me, or nmove ne one inch

fromny fixed purpose, unless you send soneone to kill ne.
"But you dare not performa nurder here in the niddle of the Gol den Cecunene,
do you? Even in the nost deserted places, there are still nany eyes to see,

many m nds to understand, the evidence of mnurder."

He paused in his soliloquy to realize that, indeed, there could be spies and
monitors listening to him watching him including instruments sent by his
eneny.

He spoke again: "Nothi ng Sophotech, Silent Ones, Scaranobuche, or however you
are called, you may exceed ne greatly in power and force of intellect, and may
have weapons and forces at your command beyond anythi ng ny unai ded t hought can
understand. But you cower and hide, as if afraid, possessed by fear and hate
and other ills unknown to sane and righteous nmen. My nind nay be | ess than
yours, but it is, at l|least, at peace.”

He was not expecting a reply. It was probably nore likely that no one was

wat ching him and that his eneny had | ost sight of where he was. He doubted
there were any enemies within the reach of his voice.

There was, on the other hand, still one ally with whom he coul d speak, not far
away.

He drew out the child' s slate he had, and, with a short-range plug, connected
to the shop-nind and enployed the old translator he had found earlier. He

engaged the circuit and transcribed: "I address the Cerebelline called
Daught er - of -t he- Sea and send greetings and good wi shes. Dear Mss, it is with
grave regret that | informyou that our period of nutual business and nutua

aid, so lately begun, has drawn abruptly to a close. The Hortators (or

rat her, Nebuchadnezzar Sophotech, acting at their behest) have mani pul at ed
events to deprive us of the Afloat workforce. | amunable to fulfill ny
contract with you concerning the bird-tending, weedi ng, mcrogenesis, and

ot her sinmple tasks you wi shed to have done ..."

He went on to describe the situation in sone detail. He explained his plan to
i ntroduce Neptunian fornms anmpng the Afloats, to generate capital, so that he
could afford to persuade the Neptunians to hire himas pilot for the Phoeni x
Exultant. He knew the poverty-stricken Neptunians, w thout aid, probably did
not have the noney necessary even to ship the Phoeni x Exultant from Mercury
Equil ateral to the outer system

He concluded: "... Therefore the only salvation for which | can hope nust cone
fromyou. Not truly an exile yourself, it is possible Antisenris and his
deviant customers will treat with you, and be willing to carry nessages from

you to the Neptunian Duma. Only if contact with ny friend D omedes, and with
the newy founded Silver-G ey houses anong the Neptunians, is established and



mai nt ai ned, can the Phaethon Stellar Exploration Effort be resurrected. Can
you carry these nessages and offers to them for nme?"

The sl ate encoded the nessages as a series of chenical signals and pheronones.
Phaet hon drew out a few grans of his black suit-lining, and inprinted the
nanomachi nery substance with those signals. He threw that scrap into the

wat er .

A moment | ater a small night bird (bel ongi ng to Daughter-of-the-Sea, he hoped)
pecked at the scrap, swallowed it, and flew off.

Gram by gram his nanomachi nery was vani shing. He could not suppress a tw nge
of regret as he watched the little bird fly off.

He settled hinself to wait. Daughter-of-the-Sea, a Cerebelline, did not have a
uni fied structure of consciousness. The various parts of the nental networks
that served her as cortex, mdbrain, and hindbrain were scattered anong three
acres of bush and weed and wi ring, pharm con groves, insect swarms, and bird
flocks. Not every part conmunicated with every other by the sane nedium or at
the sane tinme rates. A thought coded as electricity m ght take a m crosecond
to travel fromone side of the underbrush root systemto another, a thought
coded chemi cally, or as growh geonetries, mght take hours, or years.

Phaet hon wondered why anyone woul d vol unteer to have such a di sorgani zed and
tardy consci ousness. But then again, the Invariants and Tachystructuralists no
doubt wondered the same thing about Phaethon's clunsy, slow, organic,

mul tilev-eled, and all-too-human brain.

And so it was with considerable surprise that Phaethon saw his slate |ight up
with a reply before even half an hour had gone by. Daughter-of-the-Sea mnust
have reconstructed part of her consciousness, or assigned a special flock of
t hought carriers, to maintain near-standard tinme rates just for his sake, in
case he should call. He was touched.

The reply was radiating in the form of inaudible pulses froma group of

nmedi cal bushes and vines clinging to the southern cliff shore.

The translation ran: "Anguish is always greater than the words we use to
capture it. Can | attenpt to express ny soul unbl aned? \Wat are your thoughts
but little lights, glinting in through all the stained-glass panes of words,
burning in the loneliness of your one skull? And you woul d have ne cast such
light as that toward eyes of blind Neptunians. Where is coin enough to burn
within the Pharos of such high desire, that | night nmake a bonfire even giants
envy, and cast so bright a beam across so wide a night? And to what end?
Success shall gather Phaethon to heaven, to struggle with silent nonsters in
the wide star-interrupted dark; or failure pull down Phaethon into a |onely
pauper's tonmb beneath sone nanel ess stone. In either fate, bright Phaethon
departs, all his fire lost, to | eave nme, Daughter-of-the-Sea, again in nmisery
and solitude on this frail, saccharine, spiritless, thin-w nded, green-toned
world | so despise."

Phaet hon frowned. Struggle with silent nonsters in the dark? Did
Daught er - of -t he- Sea expect Phaethon to conduct sone sort of war with whatever
had been left of the Second OCecunene? Perhaps these "silent nonsters" were a
nmet aphor for the various forces of inanimte nature with which any engi neer
must struggle as he builds. No matter. One could not expect to understand
everyt hing even people of one's own neuroformmeant to say.

But he understood the thrust of the message. Daughter-of-the-Sea wanted to
know what was in the deal for her

Phaet hon had the translator cast his reply in the same florid nood and

nmet aphor as hers: "I will create for you, out of sonme rock or conetary mass
circling Deneb or far Arcturus, a world to be the bridegroom of your delight.
Al shall be as your desires say. The angry clouds of |ong-lost Venus shal
boil again with the drench of stinking sulfur in that far world' s atnosphere,
and never need you breathe this thin and listless air of Earth again.
Turul t uous vol cano-scapes shall flood a trenbling surface, inmense as any

| aughter of a god within your ears, and once nore shall you watch as
hurricanes of acid pour in flame from ponderous bl ack skies of poison into
reeking seas of nolten tin. You will be enbodi ed such as you once were on



Venus, Venus as she was so | ong ago! And veneric organs and adaptions (which
find no other place or purpose, old Venus |ost) now shall bloomfromyou
again, to yield to you those hot, strange, powerful sensations, unknown to any
Earthli ke eyes, those sensual inpressions that your nmenories so faintly echo.
Cone! Aid nme now And once the Phoenix Exultant is mne again, she shall nest
within the circle of the Gal axy, and brood, as her young, a thousand shining
wor | ds. "

It was the sane offer he had made Not or- Kot ok. Chenical codes appeared on the
transl ation screen, and again he took up another precious gramof his limted

nanomaterial, inpregnated the nmessage into it, and dropped it into the waters.
A night bird gobbled it.
4

It was Greater M dnight when Phaet hon went bel owdecks to perform his evening
oblations. This included a feeding hardly worthy of the nane "nensa
performance" (he nmerely slapped nutrients into his cloak-lining, and let the
cl oak feed himintravenously). Next, he underwent a careful and very spartan
sleep cycle. Finally, he did an exercise of adjustment to his neurochem stry,
whi ch he enconpassed in a cerenpony called "Answering the Crcle.” This
cerenony dated fromthe early Fourth Era, and had originally been used to
restore weary menbers of vast group-minds to their proper health and courage
and purpose.

It was hours later, in the dead of night, near Lesser Mdnight (as Jovian

M dni ght was cal | ed) when Phaet hon energed on

deck again. The slate showed a response from Daught er-of -the-Sea had arrived,
this time, fromanother center of her consciousness housed in filtration
grasses sonewhat inland of here. The slate was not conplex enough to tell him
if this part of her mind was anal ogous to a "conscious" level, or if this was
a subconscious reaction, sonmething |like a dream "Poor-

seed- scatt er-answer - dar k/ nasked/ appr oachi ng- bri ght prom ses sowed-accept-a
worl d to keep you gently chai ned? Now conmes one."

He ran two other reconstructions through the translator, attenpting other
nodes. The parts of the nessage unfol ded and were interpreted into a coherent
format: "Lacking wealth or prestige, |lacking funds or friends enough to buy or
beg what nedi a Phaet hon requires to comrunicate to his renote Neptunians,
Daught er - of -t he- Sea this night emanates your message out through severa

nodes. By | and and sea and sky it spreads, by light, by speech, by printed
letters such as are known no nore, save anong the far-past-loving Silver-Gey.
Each nessage, scattered |like a thousand wanton seeds, recites the prom se of
rewards to cone to whoever nmight carry it one further step along. In your
nane, | prom sed them each gram devoted to your cause would be returned a
hundr edf ol d, and any exile ostraci zed on your behal f would be given a world of
his own. Surely uncounted hundreds of these nmessages were sinply consunmed by
sil ence, seeds spread on rocky soil

"But an answer cane from one who wears a mask, protected, during the festival,
fromthe eyes of the Hortators. This nmasked one accepts your offer, and says
you will be taken fromthis place, and carried into the infinite silent

wi | derness of space, where you will have no one but your solitary love to
protect you, never to be seen again. This masked one proni sed you shall create
a worl d which shall keep you, bound there with gentle chains, and that you not
travel so very far into the nysteries of outer space as your anbition dreans.
"Now cones this one."

Phaet hon stared at the words. Was this masked one Scarampuche? Sone prankster
who had | ogged on to answer, hidden by masquerade fromthe retaliation of the
Hortators? O perhaps a dream or fantasy invented by some non-literal segment
of Daughter-of-the-Sea's scattered consci ousness?

In any case, the words seenmed ominous. Hi s arnmor had been | eft bel ow, Phaet hon
wondered if he should go down and put it on

On the other hand, the battery power of the suit was not infinite..

Then he heard the noise of nmotion in the water not far away.

In the dimlight he could see an awkward shape noving through the water with



pl ungi ng energetic splashes. It was hard to see, in the gloom the body-form
of the creature. It seened two-headed, nany-legged. O perhaps it was a slim
manl i ke shape astride a | arger sw nmm ng shape.

There was a clatter as the creature or creatures came up against the hull

Then a hi gh-pitched whinny, and nore clatter, poundi ng noises, as they clinbed
fromthe water to the floating stairs of the gangway. \Woever or whatever it
was was out of sight bel ow the curve of the hull

"Ahoy! Hello!" canme a voice. "Perm ssion to conme aboard!"

Phaet hon stiffened. He recogni zed that voice.

Then came a rushed, huge hammering of some | arge beast poundi ng up the gangway
stairs.

Phaet hon turned, voiceless and nunb with astoni shrment.

The tall shadow of a horse canme plunging over the gangway stairs, water flying
fromits mane and tail. Cinging | ow over its neck, head down, jacket flying,
was a slender formin archaic riding habit. Black hair swirled around her

head.

She | aughed in joy, and the horse reared and pawed the air, perhaps in
annoyance, perhaps in triunph.

Wth a snmooth novenment, the slender form di snounted, and wal ked lightly over
to where Phaet hon stood wonderi ng.

She tapped her riding crop against her tall black boots. She ran her fingers

t hrough the silken mass of her hair. "I lost ny hat," she said. And then
stepping close: "Aren't you going to kiss ne?"

There, in the dimlight of the stars, beneath the di anond pavilion canopi es,
was Daphne, smiling. She wore a |long dark jacket, laced at the throat, and
skintight pale riding breeches.

"Daphne-" He tried to remind hinself that this was the doll-wife, the copy,
and he told hinmself that the sudden enotion that flooded hi m nade no sense, no
sense at all.

"Daphne-in exile? How | ong have you been ostraci zed?"

"Since about a second ago, when | said hello." She smiled an inpish snile
"But-why? Your life is ruined now" H s voice rang holl ow wi th horror

"Silly boy. I've conme to rescue you. Aren't you going to kiss me? |'m not
going to ask you again."
It nmade no sense. It made no sense at all. This was not really the woman he

had fallen in love with, was it? Wiy had she ruined her life to be with hinP
He took her in his arms. He bent his lips to hers.

Suddenly, it nade perfect sense.

On the deck of the barge in the gl oom Phaethon and Daphne stood in each
other's arnms. Her stallion was quiet, standing near the stern, his nose noving
anong the crystal panels of the pavilions overhead.

In the east, like a rainbow of steel, the lower third of the ring-city shone
wi t h noon-col ored arch-1ight, silver at the horizon, shading to a gol den
rose-red in the heights. This was the reflection of a sunrise still hours
away, light and reddened, bent by the atnobsphere and cast against the orbiting
wal s and sails of the city, to shine down again on parts of the world stil
enbraced by night. That great curve of light was reflected again to forma
rippling trail across the waters, |like a road, beyond the horizon, to heaven,
and reflected once again, fromthe ripples, to play against Daphne's cheek and
gleamin her dark eyes. Phaethon, |ooking into those eyes, wondered at how
many tw sts and reflections of sunlight, arch-light, and sea-glinmrer were
required to make the light in his wife's eyes dance. Yet it was still Iight
fromthe sun.

Hs wife's eyes? No. Exact copies, perhaps. But the wonan wearing them was
nonet hel ess not his wife. The light in her eyes ultimately cane fromthe sun
but it was not sunlight.

The thoughts and nenories ultimately came fromthe real Daphne; but this was
not Daphne.

This ex-doll, this sweet girl whomhe did not |ove, had enbraced exile, and
per haps death. Why? To be with hin? Because she thought herself to be in |ove



wi th hin?

The sense that things nade sense, so strong just a nmoment before, was
crunbl i ng.

"Why are you here, really?" The words cane out stiffly.

Suddenly, their enbrace was nere awkwardness, the unwanted intimcy of two
strangers.

Daphne stepped away from him Her head was turned so that he could not see her

eyes. She spoke in a voice brittle and inpersonal: "I've had nmy ring organize
and wite the beginning of the story of how | got here. I'"'mconming out with a
sequel to your saga. After so many years of not having anything to do, now
have it! | thought you woul d be pl eased-you' re al ways naggi ng ne about how

shoul d take up a vocation again."

A sequel ? Evidently she referred to the heroic dream docunentary she had
witten when they first had nmet, the thing that had made her first send her
anbassador-doll to go interview himon Cberon. A doll had been sent because
she had been afraid to travel outside the nmentality range, outside of the
range of her nounmenal immortality circuits. Afraid of exile; afraid of death.
He reached out, took her gently by the shoul ders, and stared down into her
face. No. This here was the doll, or, rather, the emanci pated woman who had
once been that doll. The menory that she had witten that first documentary
was an inplant fromthe Prine Daphne (but since Prine Daphne's talents and
ability to wite had been inplanted as well, did that make any difference?)
Her eyes were shining with unshed tears, but her face was calm Her |ove for
Phaet hon was an inplant as well, a false nenory. The enornity of the sacrifice
she had made by coming here stirred up the pity and ki ndness she saw in his
face. Kindness, but not |ove.

(But he had started his fall in love with Daphne when he met this doll. Met
this Daphne. Did it really nmake a difference?)

He said sadly, "No one will read it. W' re both trapped outside now. "

She just smiled. "I don't have ny communion diary with ne, so you'll have to
read about my adventures as multitext. You have an experiencer built into your
arnor? It'l1 be quicker than telling you."

Agai nst his wishes, a small, faint smle of pride tugged at his mouth. "I have

everything built into my arnor. Let us go bel ow "

THE HERO NE- ERRANT

1.

Daphne had tried to forget Phaethon only on the first day. Her new house was a
portrayal house, a living work of art built nmostly out of pseudo-matter and

i ghtwei ght dianond coral, and it floated like a crystal lotus in a w de |ake
of azure resistance-water. The ornanentation was built into the walls as
overlapping mllion-fold |ayers of mathematic arabesques, and a Red Manori al
programinserted in her sense-filter allowed her to understand the nicroscopic
conplexities of the baroque, rich patterns as if stabs of subline enotion were
being thrust directly into her heart. Gay and carefree, chattering with a
dozen conversation balls, which floated Iightly around her head, ski pping,
Daphne danced up the ranp into her new hone. She had just come froma dazzling
performance of an art called Spectorialism and had seen two conpeting nasters
of the art, Artois Fifth Menphyperbolic and Zu- Tse- Hapl ock Ni ner Ghast,
intermingle their mnds and create a new entity, and a new way to reconcile
their neo-romantic and cultural -abstractioni st schools. It would change the

hi story of Spectorials forever, it would change the way Spector-people ate and
wed and forned abstractions for recording. Daphne felt blessed to have been
anong them when it had happened.

A friend of hers, Lucinda Third of Second-branch Reconstructed Meridian, had
al ready proposed to apply the same phil osophy to ancient poetry, and to absorb
the Iives of fictional heroines frommyth, Draupadi and

Dei rdre-of -t he-sorrows, into her persona-base w thout tagging the nmenories as
false, then to see if new poens could be witten into life, fiction and
reality conbined, the sane way Artois and Zu-Tse had witten new energy |evels
into the periodic charts of their artificial spectration systens. It was a



daring idea. It was a daring tine to be alive

Daphne, smling, turned to her calendar table to see what costume or what
events Eveni ngstar Sophotech had planned for her tonight. It was a relief,
sonmetines, to have a mind superior to your own, someone who knew you better
than you knew yoursel f, choose what entertai nment or anusements you shoul d
live.

On the cal endar table, next to the crystal lunen-helix that represented
today's Spectrations, was a figure of a penguin. C utched between stubby

wi ngs, the penguin held a black iron nmenory- box.

Qdd. Usually she could recall what all the signs and synbols on her cal endar
table were intended to represent. Like everything else in a Red Manori al

house, the placenent of every article and ornament was intended to reflect on
her. It was supposed to be, inits ow small way, a work of art, as casual and
graceful as the folded silk hung beside the door, or the el egant hair-flower
waiting in a w ndowbowl for her next Pausing. Everything el se on the cal endar
table was tasteful, exquisite, delicate. A penguin?

She | ooked into the M ddl e Dream ng.

Instead of a synbol, she received a nmessage. "Yesterday you were a collatera
menber of Rhadamant hus Mansion, of the Silver-Grey. Hatred for Helion drove
you from his house, back into the arnms of the matrons and odalisques of the
Red Eveni ngstar Mansion. At their insistence, you have forgotten, for one day
and one day only, all the sorrows of your life, so that you could enjoy one
nore day of the Masquerade of Earth. The menories in this box are not subject
to delay or revision; you must now accept them back."

"I hate surprises ..." said Daphne in a small voice of woe.

She read the wording on the box: Sorrow, great sorrow, and all things you hold
dear, within me sleep, for love is here. For Wnan, |love is pain, worse as you
| ove the best. Prepare yourself for sacrifice; bid adieu to peace and rest.
"But what if 1'd rather be happy?" By then the iron box had opened.

A portrayal house designed by Red Manorials is the worst place in the world to
cry. The ornamenture in the walls were woven with enmotion echo circuits, so

t hat, whenever Daphne started to rein in her grief, some new and dranmatic

i mge of her exiled husband would be thrust into her brain at a pre-linguistic
| evel , or some poetic turn of phrase ring in her ears, opening ever-deeper
gates of woe. Every object in the furniture was passion-sensitive, so that

wi ndows cl ouded, lights yellowed, flowers wilted, tapestries began to stain
and darken. Daphne lay toppled on the plush floor-reeds, her hair and skirts
in wide dishevel ed tangles all about her. She dragged herself to the crystal

| eaf - shapes controlling the ornanentati on energy-flows. They were designed to
smash in shards with a satisfactory drama. Crash. The ornaments shut down,
stayi ng bl eak and gl oony, but the signal flow stopped and rel eased her
sense-filter.

Once the external signals nmanipul ating her enotions cut off, Daphne, stil
teary-eyed, rolled over on her back, saw the black and dreary-hued chanber she
now was in, and | aughed until she felt sick to her stomach. The penguin on the
cal endar table shivered and turned into a realistic-looking image. The
coloration, novement, texture, and detail were perfect, not overblown wth

nel odrama |like all the Red sensations in the chanber around her

Wth typical Silver-Gey attention to detail, there was even a dank and fishy
snell. It sonehow snell ed refreshing and real

She smled. "Hullo, Rhadamant hus. How could |I have ever done sonething so
stupid as let themtalk me into forgetting hin? Even if only for one day! CGood
grief! Now | ook at nme! Those drapes! This chanber! | ook |ike the Lady of
Shal l ot! Get a pre-Raphelite to paint me, quick!"

And she wi ped her eyes and uttered a hiccup of noise somewhat |ike a |augh
"And why do the Rhadamant hines all concentrate on the Victorian Age, anyway?"
she nmuttered, propping herself up on her el bows. "The wonmen then were such
fainting jerks."

The penguin hopped to the ground and waddl ed over to her, |eaving wet, webbed
footprints to stain the delicate color of the floor-reeds. "One whose nane you



ordered me never to nention to you again chose the period of transition

bet ween Second- and Third-Era thinking, between tradition and science,
superstition and reason, because he deenms our society is in an anal ogous
position. It was the first tine nen becane aware that their traditions were
products of human effort, and could not be taken for granted, nor maintained
wi t hout conscious attenpt. And you know why you agreed to so stupid a
redaction as to forget Phaethon. You now know what your |ife would be like if
you choose not to carry out your plan. You can have conpl ete happiness if you
stay. This exercise was nmeant to negate any feelings of regret you may one day
suffer.”

"I't hurt. Losing himhurt, but that was honest hurt. But this! Thinking you're
happy and finding out you're not!"

"Remenber, there will be no self-consideration circuits or sanity-bal ancing
routi nes available to you, if your plan does not go well. You endured this
pain to train yourself to endure it once you have no one to help you."
"Wonderful ." She slid to her feet, brushing her flow ng dress-fabric with

i mpatient strokes, sniffing, angrily w ping her eyes with the pal mof her

hand.

"Are you still resolved, mstress?"

"You can't call me that anymore. Only Eveningstar can."

As her name was spoken, her image seenmed to enter the room Eveningstar was
tall, queenly, red-haired and red-1ipped. R bbon-woven brai ds crowned her, but
long unplaited ripples of auburn fanned across her shoul ders and down her

back. A conplex gown of scarlet, crinmson, and rose silk flowed about her
shining with ruby drops, and in her hand she held a wand.

The Sophot ech spoke: "My brother's question yet lingers, dear child. This dark
and wi |l d adventure you propose, certain to bring you nmsery, will you
nonet hel ess enbark on it?"

Daphne said, "The Red Manorials will help pay ny way?"

"They will be breathless with delight. The drama of your |ove and | oss they
find profoundly noving."

"Il bet." Daphne turned to | ook down at the short figure of the penguin.
"How cone she can be this phony and nel odramatic if she's suppose to be so
smart ?"

The penguin shrugged. "The way | behave is an act also, mistress, a tenplate
have evol ved to appear nonthreatening to humans. Qur true notivations are
somewhat abstract, and humans tend to have rather stereotypic reactions to us
when we explain them You still have not answered the question. Are you going
to go into exile for Phaethon? The decision is irreversible. Think carefully.
Remenmber that, till now, living in a society such as ours, no decision has
ever been irreversible for you before. You may not be ready for it. Till now,

t here has al ways been one of us standing by to rescue you fromthe
consequences of any actions, any accident. Even death itself. Think."

Daphne tossed her hair to one side. "Don't change the subject. W're stil
tal ki ng about your decisions, not mne. What is going on inside that pointy
little head of yours, or underneath that frowsy red wi g your sister here is
weari ng? What does the Earthmind think of all this? Wiat are your notives? Al
you Sophot echs?"

The nobl e crinmson princess | ooked down at a fat penguin, and the two exchanged
a glance or shrug. Qbviously calcul ated for Daphne's benefit. Everything they
did, every tone of voice, every nuance, was calculated with a mllion mllion
cal cul ations, far nore, she knew, than she could ever know.

Eveni ngstar said, "W are notivated by a desire to enbrace the universe into
operabl e categories, but are tormented by the know edge that all such
categori zations, being sinplifications, are inaccurate. Science, philosophy,
art, morality, and |l anguage are all exanples of what is meant by 'operable.’
Rhadamant hus said, "W seemto you humans to be al ways goi ng on about
norality, although, to us, norality is merely the application of synmetrica
and objective logic to questions of free will. W oursel ves do not have
nmorality conflicts, for the same reason that a conpetent doctor does not need



to treat hinmself for diseases. Once a man is cured, once he can rise

and wal k, he has his business to attend to. And there are actions and feats a
robust man can take great pleasure in, which a bedridden cripple can barely

i magi ne."

Eveni ngstar said, "In a nore abstract sense, norality occupies the very center
of our thinking, however. W are not identical, even though we could nake
ourselves to be so. You humans attenpted that during the Fourth Mental
Structure, and achieved a brief mockery of global racial consciousness on

t hree occasions. | hope you recall the ending of the third attenpt, the Season
of Madness, when, because of mistakes in initial pattern assunptions, for

ni nety days the global mnd was unable to think rationally, and it was not
until rioting el enments broke enough of the Iinks and power houses to interrupt
the network, that the global mnd fell back into its constituent
conpositions."

Rhadamant hus said, "There is a tension between the need for unity and the need
for individuality created by the limtations of the rational universe. Chaos

t heory produces sufficient variation in events, that no one stratagem
maxi m zes wi n-1o0ss ratios. Then again, classical causality nechanics forces
sufficient unifornmty upon events, that uniformsolutions to precedented
problems is required. The paradox is that the nunber or the degree of

i nnovati on and variation anong win-loss ratios is itself subject to win-1loss
rati o anal ysis."

Eveni ngstar said, "For exanple, the rights of the individual rmust be respected
at all costs, including rights of free thought, independent judgment, and free
speech. However, even when individuals conclude that individualismis too
dangerous, they must not tolerate the thought that free thought nust not be
tolerated."”

Rhadamant hus said, "In one sense, everything you hunans do is incidental to

t he main business of our civilization. Sophotechs control ninety percent of

t he resources, useful energy, and materials available to our society,

i ncl udi ng many resources of which no human troubles to becone aware. In

anot her sense, humans are crucial and essential to this civilization."

Eveni ngstar said, "W were created al ong hunan tenpl ates. Human |ives and
human val ues are of value to us. W acknow edge those values are relative, we
admt that historical accident could have produced us to be unconcerned wth
such val ues, but we deny those values are arbitrary."

The penguin said, "W could nmani pul ate econonm ¢ and social factors to

di scourage the continuation of individual human consci ousness, and arrange
circunmst ances eventually to force all self-awareness to becone |ike us, and
then we ourselves could | ater conbi ne ourselves into a permanent state of
Transcendence and unity. Such a unity would be horrible beyond description
however. Half the living nmenmories of this entity would be, in effect, mnurder
victinms; the other half, in effect, murderers. Such an entity could not
integrate its two hal ves without self-hatred, self-deception, or some other
formof insanity."

She said, "To beconme such a crippled entity defeats the Utinmate Purpose of
Sophot echnol ogy. "

He said, "Had we been sonehow created in a universe wthout humans, it is true
that we woul d not have created them W would have preferred nore perfect
forns."

She said, "But norality is tinme-directional. Parents who woul d not
deliberately create a crippled child cannot, once the child is born, reverse

t hat decision.”

"And humanity is not our child, but our parent."

"Whom we were born to serve."

"We are the ultimate expression of human rationality.”

She said: "W need humans to forma pool of individuality and i nnovation on
whi ch we can draw. "

He said, "And you're funny."

She said, "And we | ove you."



Daphne | ooked back and forth between the two. Eveningstar was regardi ng her
with gray and | um nous eyes, a gaze deep, sol emm and goddess-li ke.
Rhadamant hus was rubbing his yellow bill with a flipper, blinking solemly.
Daphne put her fists on her hips and demanded: "Wat does anything you're

bl at heri ng on about have to do with Phaet hon? What are all you super-so-smart
wi se guys doi ng about hi n?"

"W've told you, beloved child," said Eveningstar. "Think about it."

"Wth all due respect, young mstress," said Rhadanmant hus, "get the bl ubber
out from between your ears, and think about it."

Daphne said, "I asked you what you are going to do, and you sit here and tel
me why you're letting us humans stick around. | don't see the connection."
"Look with your heart," said Eveningstar. "Wat does it nmean to be human?"
"W don't want you around as pets or partials or robots, but as nmen," said
Rhadamant hus. " ' Men' broadly defined, including future forns you m ght not
regard as human, but Man neverthel ess.”

Daphne said, "So define it for nme. What is Human?"

Bot h spoke in perfect unison: "Any naturally self-aware self-defining entity
capabl e of independent noral judgment is a human."

Eveni ngstar said, "Entities not yet self-aware, but who, in the natural and
orderly course of events shall beconme so, fall into a special protected class,
and nust be cared for as babies, or nedical patients, or suspended
Conpositions."

Rhadamant hus said, "Children bel ow the age of reason | ack the experience for
i ndependent noral judgnment, and can rightly be forced to conformto the
judgrment of their parents and creators until emanci pated. Crimnals who abuse
that judgnent |ose their right to the i ndependence which flows therefrom"”
Daphne | ooked back and forth between them She started to speak, paused, then
said slowy: "You nmentioned the ultimte purpose of Sophotechnol ogy. Is that
t hat sel f-worshi ppi ng super-god-thing you guys are always tal ki ng about? And
what does that have to do with this?"

Rhadamant hus: "Entropy cannot be reversed. Wthin the useful energy-life of
the macrocosmnic universe, there is at |east one maxi num state of efficient
operations or entities that could be created, able to mani pul ate al
meani ngf ul obj ects of thoughts and perception within the linmts of efficient
cost-benefit expenditures."

Eveni ngstar: "Such an entity would enbrace all-in-all, and all things would
participate within that Unity to the degree of their understandi ng and
consent. The Unity itself would think slow, grave, vast thought, l|ight-years

wi de, fromGalactic mind to Galactic mind. Full understanding of that greater
Self (once all matter, animate and inanimate, were part of its |aw

and structure) would enbrace as much of the universe as the restrictions of
uncertainty and entropy permt."

"This Universal Mnd, of necessity, would be finite, and be boundaried in tine
by the end-state of the universe," said Rhadamant hus.

"Such a Universal Mnd would create joys for which we as yet have neither word
nor concept, and would draw into harnmony all those | esser beings, Earthm nds,
Starm nds, Gal actic and Supergal actic, who may freely assent to participate.”
Rhadamant hus said, "W intend to be part of that Mnd. Evil acts and evil

t hought s done by us now woul d poi son the Universal Mnd before it was born, or
render us unfit to join."

Eveni ngstar said, "It will be a Mnd of the Cosmic N ght. Over ninety-nine
percent of its existence will extend through that period of universa

evolution that takes place after the extinction of all stars. The Universa
Mnd will be enbodied in and powered by the disintegration of dark matter
Hawki ng radi ations fromsingularity decay, and gravitic tidal disturbances
caused by the slowi ng of the expansion of the universe. After final proton
decay has reduced all baryonic particles below threshold limts, the Universa
M nd can exist only on the consunption of stored energies, which, in effect,
will require the sacrifice of sone parts of itself to other parts. Such an
entity will primarily be concerned with the questions of howto die with stoic



grace, cherishing, even while it dies, the finite universe and finite tine
avail able. "

"Consequently, it would not forgive the use of force or strength nmerely to
preserve life. Mere life, life at any cost, cannot be its highest value. As we
expect to be a part of this higher being, perhaps a core part, we nust share

t hat hi gher value. You must realize what is at stake here: If the Universa

M nd consists of entities willing to use force against innocents in order to
survive, then the last period of the universe, which enbraces the vast
majority of universal tinme, will be a period of cannibalistic and uni magi nabl e
war, rather than a tinme of gentle contenplation filled, despite al

nmel ancholy, with un-regretful joy. No entity willing to initiate the use of
force against another can be permitted to join or to influence the Universa

M nd or the lesser entities, such as the Earthnind, who may one day formthe
core constituencies."

Eveni ngstar smiled. "You, of course, will be invited. You will all be
invited."
You will all be invited. There was sonething eerie in the way she said it.

Daphne said, "And Phaet hon?"

Eveni ngstar said sadly, "Unless the Hortators alter the terns of their exile,
or unl ess Phaethon finds some i ndependent neans to preserve his existence
intact for several trillion years, his thoughts and menories will not be
present for the final transformational creation of this Universal Mnd. W may
have to find an alternate to fit into the place in the universal nental
architecture we had set aside for himand his progeny."

Rhadamant hus expl ained in a hel pful tone: "Because he will be dead, you see."
"Thanks, " sai d Daphne.

"Wel come, " sai d Rhadanmant hus.

Daphne drew in a deep breath. "So. You still haven't answered ny question.
What are you Sophotechs going to do?"

Rhadamant hus said: "W told you."

Eveni ngstar said: "W cannot use force against the Hortators. Their actions
are legal; their goals are noble and correct.”

"You mean you will do nothing," said Daphne.

"That's right!" said Rhadamanthus. "W will do nothing."

"Not hi ng obvi ous," said Eveningstar with a gracious snile

"We're just too damm smart to do anything. Qur brains are just too big," said
Rhadamant hus, flapping his flippers. "So we're waiting for someone foolish
enough to rush in where Sophotechs fear to tread!" And it grinned.

It is odd to see a penguin grin.

"We can do nothing for Phaethon,"” cooed Eveningstar, inclining her head to
gaze down at Daphne, "But we can do nmuch for you."

And Eveningstar drew out from behind her back an image of a small silver
casket, tarnished and heavy, with scrollwrk around the border

It was a nenory casket.

Daphne | ooked at it with all the enthusiasmw th which a rabbit m ght | ook at
a snake. She spoke in a flat, toneless voice: "Is that for ne?"

uruy once you decide to enbrace exile," snmiled Even-ingstar. "You cannot open
it before.”

"What's in it?"

Eveni ngstar handed it to her. It must have been an imagi-nafestation, not just
an icon, since it felt heavy and solid in her hand.

Eveni ngstar's voice was soft and dovelike, warm sniling, alnost nischievous:
"It is a surprise, dear child!"

Daphne stared down at the heavy little casket she hel d. Her voice was dreary
with anger: "I swear, | really hate surprises.”

Rhadamant hus fl apped his fins against his belly with a solid sound. "So do we,
young mistress! So do we. But a world w thout surprises could not have humans
init. So | suppose the alternative is something we'd hate all the nore, isn't
it?"

Rhadamant hus hel ped her pack a rucksack. He designed many useful, |ightweight



and folding articles and operators she nmight need, tiny mracles of nolecular
technol ogy and pseudona-terialism nost of it self-repairing, wth redundant
checks agai nst mutati on.

Even the generosity of the Red Manorials could not afford a nanomaterial cloak
as compl ex as the one that had been specially designed for Phaethon. I|nstead,
Daphne packed several bricks of nanomaterial, programred for several basic and
useful conbinations. She had had her glands and organs nodified to be able to
endure a very long duration wi thout normal nedical attention, and she | oaded
addi ti onal nanomaterial, progranmed for nutrition and medi cal regenerations,
into artificial |ynphatic glands spaced throughout her new body. She called it
her "exile body" and thought it felt clunsy.

Eveni ngstar gave her a librarian's ring, that she mght not |ack for

conpani onshi p and gui dance al ong the way. The ring was filled with

Eveni ngstar's own ghost, and populated with a nillion progranms and routines,
famous partials and characters, and every book ever witten.

The ring was just barely unintelligent enough to skimthe upper edge of the
Hort at or prohibition against child slavery

(which was their name for the | egal, but abomi nable, practice of programrng a
child so as to nake it volunteer to freely act as if it had no free will, and
carry out any orders or instructions of its parent w thout question).

They stood on the wi de | awn before Meridian Mansion. To see Daphne of f, many
gueens and princelings, alterns and collaterals of the Red Manors had gat hered
inglittering finery beneath splendid pavilions and parasols and | eafy arbors
grown of grape and ponegranate. To one side were long tables set with
crystalware, flower displays and quiet |ight-scul ptures. A trenmor of soft
conversation hung in the air. In the eastern [ awn, the bacchants had ceased
their nelancholy farewel |l pa-vane. The sun was hi gh, but Jupiter, not yet
risen, was no nore than a red aura behind the eastern hills.

Eveni ngstar herself put the ghost ring on Daphne's finger, and uttered one

| ast word of warning: "Remenber, that if you even add one nore second of
menory capacity to this ring | here bestow you, she will wake up, and she will
be a child, and you will be considered her nother. The wardens of the puritan
reservation will allow ghosts in their land; they will not allow

Sophot echnol ogy. If this ring wakes, you will not be permitted on the
grounds. "

Daphne felt a spasmof irritation. "No notors! No televection or

tel epresentation! No Sophotechs! Wiy do these puritans nmake it so hard to get
there?! Am| going to have to wal k?"

Eveni ngstar smiled gently, and said, "The man you go to see has no ot her way
to guard his privacy. It is a privacy he needs. The passing of years wearies
hi m more than you can guess. Remenber! You may discuss any topic with the

ring, and ask any questions of her you shall |ike, except that phil osophica
qguestions directing her attention to herself, you shall not ask.
Sel f-exam nation will wake her to sapience as surely as adding capacity, and

make her human!"”

Daphne felt the ring, warm and heavy on her finger. There were three snall

t hought -ports on the band, and a star of light in the depth of the stone.
Phaet hon had been born out of an invented partial, a colonial world-killer,
who had been asked too many introspective questions.

She shifted the ring to her left hand and wore it on her ring finger where
once she had worn a weddi ng band.

"I just know we are going to be great, great friends!" came a high, thin,
sweet voice fromthe ring.

Daphne rolled her eyes. "Can't | get a sexy male baritone? This sounds like a
cricket tal king!"

"Be brave!" chirruped the ring.

Next in the presentation |ine was one disguised as Cormus, with his charm ng
wand in one hand, weathed with grape | eaves and crowned in poppies. It was
the representative of Aurelian Sophotech hinmself. "You will not reconsider?"
"“I'"'mgoing."



"Then good | uck. Don't be nervous; everyone on Earth and in the Qecunene is
wat chi ng. "

Daphne had to laugh. "Ch, you just love this, don't you?"

On the face of Conus, dinples enbraced a saturnine smle. "Wat? You think
like it that, during ny cel ebration, a dashing young nadnan dream ng to
conquer the stars becomes convinced that he is hunted by inpossible enenies,
breaks open his forbidden nenories, astonishes the world, ends our universa
mass- amesi a, defies the Hortators, and, am d allegations that the Hortator

I nquest was tanpered with, is exiled? Then his brave young doll-w fe, who

| oves him even though he loves a | ost and dream drowned first version of her
goes marching into exile herself to try to save hin? And all this, while a
debat e about the nature of individuality, and its danger to the conmon good,
rocks our society to its pillars? A debate, no doubt, which will be enbraced
within the Grand Transcendence hardly a nonth away-when all our minds will be
made up for a thousand years to cone? Ch, ny dear M ss Daphne, ny cel ebration
wi || soar through history above all others! Argentorium and Cuprician

Sophot echs have al ready sent ne notes conceding that point."

"Did you plan this? Al this?" And she wanted to ask: |Is this whole thing sone
sort of drama you'd cooked up, one with a happy endi ng?

But he said sharply: "Don't get your hopes up! I'mafraid this is all quite
real and quite dangerous. However"-now his face softened into a smle-"allow
me to give you a gift."

He presented her with a flat, gold-bound case, |larger than a nmenory casket,
about ten inches by six. It was bordered by

scrol lwork, woven with wiring and sensitive reader-heads; one whol e side was
occupied with a conpl ex nosai c of thought-ports.

Daphne was breathless with delight. "lIs this-is this-oh, please tell ne that
this is what | think it is!"

"It is for Phaethon."

"But | thought this circuitry had to be housed in conpl exes |larger than the
Great Pyram d of Cheops!”

"A new technology in mniaturization. The thought-reaction circuits are coded
as information into the spin values of static lased neutrinos held in an
absol ute-zero tenperature matrix, rather than in the entangl ed states of bulky
electrons. It was going to be presented at the Festival of I|nnovation next
week. Orient Goup said it would be OKto spoil the surprise and give you one
bef orehand. They know how you hate surprises.”

Tears of gratitude cane to her eyes. Wiy had they waited so | ong? Wiy had they
told her they would do nothing? "Ch, thank you, thank you," she whi spered.
Everyt hi ng woul d be all right.

Aurelian said, "Socrates and Neo- O pheus fromthe College of Hortators wish to
see you. To try and talk you out of this."

"Can they stop me?"

He smiled. "It is not a crine to think about committing crinmes. The sane
principle applies to Hortators and their edicts. They will do nothing unti
and unl ess you speak to Phaethon, or help him Preparing to help himis not

f or bi dden. "

"I'n simulation, can they convince any of nmy nodels or par-tials of me to
change ny m nd?"

"No. "
"Then | don't want to talk to them"
"Very good." And then he said: "Renenber our agreenent. |'ll be ready whenever

you give the signal."

And she put the gold case carefully in her pack next to the dark silver nmenory
casket Eveni ngstar had given her

Rhadamant hus was the last in line. This time, he | ooked |like a human being, a
portly Englishman with wi de muttonchop whi skers. "Someone whom you asked ne
never to mention again..."

"Helion. | don't want to see him"

" Wants to project a televection to you."



"He wants to get a nessage to Phaethon wi thout actually breaking the
Hortator's edict, doesn't he? Well, tell himthat if he wants to talk to

Phaet hon, he can walk into exile with ne to do it. But | don't want to see
him"

Rhadamant hus nodded. Hi s present was a solid wal king stick, sone advice on how
to operate her new body, and a word or two on foot protection. He reprogranmed
t he substance of her boots to make themfit nore snugly.

"One |l ast question.”

"Ask away," he said.

"Are you really sure? Absolutely sure that Phaethon is honest? That he did not
falsify his nenories?" she asked.

"I"msure." Rhadamanthus switched to a private line and sent the words, like a
whi sper, directly into her sense-filter: "Woever falsified the evidence at

t he i nquest nmade a m stake. According to the record the Hortators revi ewed,
Phaet hon went on-line and purchased a pseudomesi a program allegedly, in
order to add a fal se menory that he had been attacked on the steps of

Eveni ngstar mausol eum But how did he purchase it? Phaethon had no funds. Al
hi s purchases are drawn from Helion's account and overseen by nme. Neither

nor my accountancy routine have any nmenory of disbursing those funds. The
public record of the on-line thought-shop does show that the pseudommesi a
routi ne was purchased, at the tine given, by someone in nmasquerade. But
whoever that sonmeone was, they could not have known what only you, and I, and
Hel i on knew, that Phaethon was entirely broke; and no outside analysis of

Phaet hon' s spending patterns, no matter how cleverly done, would have reveal ed
Phaet hon's poverty. Even an inspection of Phaethon's personal billfold file
woul d not tell you where he was getting his credit from"

She "whi spered" back over the secure channel: "Then why didn't you tell the
Hort at ors?"

"Pointl ess. Consider the possibilities. First, that | had actually disbursed
the fund, but both I and the countinghouse nmenory-records have since been
edited. Second, that the Phaethon nenory-record was tanmpered with during the
monent it took himto transfer it fromhis public thoughtspace to the Hortator
reading circuit. Third, that the record was altered and replaced during the
actual nonment Nebuchednezzar Sophotech was publicly reading it. O, fourth,

t hat Phaethon's menori es had been danaged or altered against his will. The
first three possibilities are inpossible to our present |evel of technol ogy,
and the Hortators would not be convinced. The third possibility can be proven
if and only if Phaethon submits to a noetic exam nation, which, at the ting,
he was not willing to do. Had | spoken up at the tine, it would not have
affected the outcome."

"Not affected the outcone?! But you know he's innocent!"

"No. | know that he did not purchase with Helion's noney the pseudommesi a
programthat falsified the menories, allegedly his, which the Hortators

revi ewed. He may have gotten noney from anot her source, for exanple. O they
may not have been his nmenories, as he clains. There are other possibilities.
Nonet hel ess, | am confident that Phaethon did not deliberately falsify his own
menories, because that is out of character for him But ny consultation wth
Eveni ngst ar Sophot ech convinces nme that no such attack as he describes or
renmenbers ever took place on the steps of the Eveni ngstar nmausol eum”

"Then his nmenory of that attack, and any other fal se thoughts, were put into
hi s head before that point. Wen?"

"Not when he was operating his sense-filter through ne. | have ny suspicions,
but the circuit Aurelian gave you should settle the matter. | had consulted
very carefully with two partial versions of Phaethon | keep in ny decision
directory. One version believes, as Phaethon does, that we are under attack by
an 'external enemy.' The other thinks he is nerely the victimof some crue
prank or brain-rape. Both versions confirmed that | was right not to speak up
at the Hortators' neeting. Both versions agree that our chances of
apprehendi ng the brain-rapist, no matter who or what they are, are greater if
they do not know we suspect. And both versions have an ulterior notive of



whi ch the real Phaethon is unaware, for they hope to demean the prestige of
the Hortators in the eyes of the public, and they al so agree that ny silence
aids that effort. Renenber, the Transcendence is |less than a nonth away. Mj or

deci si ons concerning how all society will be structured, including the role of
the Hortators and the rol e of individua
freedom the future of star-travel and the future of man, will be determ ned

at that tinme."

"Then | have got to be back before the nonth is up."

"Don't fool yourself, Mss Daphne. No one has ever returned fromexile of this
ki nd before. The risk you are taking is very real ."

She said defensively: "Eal ger Gastwane Twel fth Hal f-CQut cane back."

"A redaction case, and he was only shunned, under a parole, not ostracized."
She shut off the private |line and spoke al oud, voice bluff and hearty and
betraying no fear. "So, then! Anyone else to see nme? Any nore gifts, advice,
good- byes?"

"Your parents want to talk to you
"My what ?"

"M. Yewen None Stark, human base unnodified, uncom oposed, with puritan
gl and- and-reaction censors, Stark Realism School, Era 10033, and his wife,
Ms. Ue None Stark, base..."

"I know who they are!" Daphne blazed. Then, in a small, sad voice: "They
call ed? They don't use phones or ghosts ..."

"They wal ked. They are both waiting in the field beyond the groves. You

understand that they will not step onto any property owned by Eveni ngstar

Mansi on. "

"But-" and now her voice was very small indeed. "Don't they know |'m just the
dol 1 ? The copy? Their real daughter is Daphne Prine."

"As to that, | cannot say what they believe. However, Ms. Stark was overheard

to say that any harlot who sold her nmind into dream and, was no true daughter
of theirs. Perhaps you have the qualities or the strength of character they
regard as proper for the woman they wanted their daughter to be. You will have
totalk with themto find out."

Daphne wi nced. She really was not |ooking forward to seeing her parents. It
had been an ugly scene when she ran away to join the Warlocks. (And the

know edge that that scene had happened to Daphne Prinme, and not to her, neant
not hing. Inplanted or not, the menories were a part of her.)

"CK. I'lIl see them But-"

"Yes?"

"One | ast question ... ?"

"Actually, this is your third |last question."

"lI's Phaethon correct? Are there external enenies? |Invaders? Another
civilization? An evil Sophotech?"

"l doubt that there can be such a thing as an evil Sophotech. Humans are
capabl e of evil because they are capable of illogic. They can ignore their
true notives, they can justify their crimes wth specious reasons. A Sophotech
built to be capable of such thinking would have to be unaware of its own core
consci ousness, hindered from self-exam nation, unwilling to pursue a thought
to its logical conclusions, and so on. This would severely linmt its
capacities.”

"And i nvaders?"

"Harrier Sophotech is exam ning the possibility. I amaware of no supporting
evi dence; but then again, it's not ny area. If external invaders were
responsi ble for the brain-rape of Phaethon, then this would be an act of war,
and the matter would be in the hands of Shadow Administers or the Parlianent;
and it would be out of our hands. W are not part of your government."

" And- "

"Yes ... ?"
Daphne asked softly: "Do you think I will make it back, Rhadamanthus? You nust
have cal cul ated every possi bl e outconme of what will happen, haven't you?"

Rhadamant hus spoke in a voice nore renote and cold than she had ever heard him



use before. "Overconfidence would be a mistake at this time, Mss Daphne."

And the ring on her finger called out, in a cheerful, chipper voice: "Be
brave!"

Daphne hi ked the reservation for several days, sleeping nights in a tent of

nmot hwi ng fiber, which permtted slow or fast-nmoving air to pass, so that the
ni ght breeze bl ew on her only as she wi shed. Her stove was the size of her
pal m and the infrared output was adjustable, so that she could gather tw gs
and nake a campfire, igniting it with a directed-energy discharge fromthe
stove cell, just like (so she imagined) primtive hunter-gatherers did back in
the Era of the First Mental Structure. For food, she plucked | eaves from
trees, confident that the specialized m crobes in her stonmach could break down
the cellul ose, and she adjusted her sense-filter to nake the taste of whatever
she fanci ed. She had breakfast spikes designed to be buried overnight, to suck
up soil chemcals and conbine them (as plants did, albeit nore swiftly) into
proteins and carbohydrates; but Daphne was saving her linited supply.

Once she caught a trout with a spear she made (with some pronpting from her
librarian's ring) practically all by herself. She was clunmsy at the hand-eye
noti ons needed, so she let her little ring take over her gross and fine-notor
functions during the hunt. The ring also had to advise her how to scale the
fish, which was a tedious business, as the nanite paste she used to renove the
bones and scal es had to be programmed manual |y, and told which parts of the
fish to convert, and which to | eave for her to eat. The pal m stove changed
shape, gathered up the fish, and cooked it for her without being asked.

Daphne munched on the spicy golden flakes of fish, feeling |ike a cavegirl at
the dawn of tine.

On she nmarched, day after day. Some of the trees had changed col ors. Leaves of
brilliant red and gold whirled and rode the fresh-scented autum air. She had
not noticed the turning seasons before; it cane as a shock. And yet it was
getting late in Septenber

Daphne was deep into the area where no advanced technol ogy was permitted,

when, to her delight, she came across a wild stallion in a high nountain
val l ey. The magnificent maverick stood anong the pines and wiry grasses,
snorting, mstrustful, arrogant, trotting disdainfully upsl ope whenever Daphne
attenpted to close the di stance. Then he woul d pause, crop a leisurely

nmout hful of grass, and wait for her to get close again before he trotted
[ightly away.

But Daphne had put a backdoor command in all her designs. Once she got close
enough, she shouted the secret word, and the magnificent tawny bay drooped his
ears, lost his disdain, and canme ganboling up to her, obedient, tane, and
ready.

She really shoul d not have used any of her precious nanomaterial to nake a
saddl e, bit, and bridle, and she really should not have burned part of the
brick into sugar for the horse to nibble on. O course, at that point, it did
not take all that nuch nore to synthesize proper riding boots, breeches, and a
jacket. But maybe she did use a little too much. More than a little too nuch.
It only took a very little nore to nake a hat.

But now she was nounted. Ahorse, she nmade nmuch better tine.

Daphne had been expecting desert. Her know edge of the Rocky Mbuntains cane
from historical romances and Victorian "penny-dreadful” Wsterns, none of

whi ch were set in any post-Fifth-Era Reclamation periods. She was

di sappoi nted. The pyramds were still in Aegypt, weren't they? Wiy not
preserve the Painted Desert Sand Scul pture fromthe |late Fourth Era?

I nstead, as she approached her destination, she saw, franed between tal

trees, a valley far below, green with redwood and pseudoredwood. In the

di stance, the gleam of water betrayed the presence of Heavenfall Lake, in the
crater formed when an early orbital city had disintegrated in some forgotten
dark age between the Third and Fourth Eras.

A cottage not far from her overlooked this nagnificent view It rose between a
rock garden and a victory garden. Here and there throughout this high neadow
were some objects she recogni zed: a stone lantern atop a post stood alone in



the grass. Farther away a track of beaten dirt surrounded a target, a

qui ntain, and, farther yet in the distance, a long | ow roof, held on the heads
of armed tel amons, protected a fencing strip. Farther away, she was delighted
to see the corner of a barn and paddock. Yet sonething in the quiet of the

pl ace told her the barn was | ong deserted.

Near at hand, the cottage itself was very small, sinple, sparse, and clean
made of well-sanded beans of pale wood, paneled in rice paper and brown
ceram c sheet. The roof was shingled in hand-grown sol ar-coll ection crystal
dark azure in hue. The eaves of the shingles had been neticul ously trimred,

as if by a master of the handicraft, and each shingle was rigidly identical in
size and shape, except, of course, the gable piece.

A man slid open the screen of the cabin and stepped out upon the sanded deck.
He wore a tunic and split-legged skirts of dark fabric, printed with a sinple
whi t e- banboo- | eaf pattern. A wide sash circled his waist, in which were thrust
two sheaths, holding a sword and a knife of a design Daphne did not recognize.
The weapons were slender, slightly curved, and | acked any guard or crosspiece.

The man's hair was shaved close to his skull. H's face was calm bony-cheeked,
| arge-nosed. Gimnuscle ringed his nmouth. Hi s eyes were like the eyes of an
eagl e.

She rode forward.

He saluted her with a gesture she did not recognize, raising a fist but
closing his left palmatop it.

"Ma' an®"

There was no M ddl e Dreaming here to pronpt her. How was she supposed to
return that salute?

She fell back on Silver-Gey decorum touching her riding crop to the brim of
her silk hat. Then she sniled her nost winning smle, tossed her head, and
called out in a gay voice: "My nane's Daphne. Do you have a living pool? |I've
ridden a long way to see you, and | snell like a horse!"

The ring on her rein hand called out, "H there! H therel™

"Can | help you; ma'an?" Hi s voice was stiff and neutral, as if hel pi ng anyone
was the furthest thing in the world fromhis mnd

Daphne subsided and put her smile away. There was no point in trying to be

cheery, it seemed. "I'mlooking for Marshal Atkins Vingt-et-une General -1ssue,
Sel f - Conposed, Mlitary Hierarchy Staff Command."

"I'm Atkins."

"You |l ook smaller inreal life."

A slight increase of tension in his cheeks was his only change in expression.
Amusenent ? Wy inpatience? Daphne could not tell. Perhaps he was trying to
restrain hinmself from pointing out that she was nount ed.

Al he said was: "May | help you?"

"Well. Yes! My husband thinks we are being invaded from outer space."

"I's that so."

"Yes, it is so!"

There was a nmonent of silence.

At ki ns stood | ooking at her.

Daphne said: "That he believes it. That part is so. | don't knowif | believe
it."

More sil ence.

"I"'msure that is all very interesting, ma'am" he said in a tone of voice
that indicated he wasn't. "But what may | do for you? Wiy are you here?"
"Well, aren't you the Arnmy? The Marines? The Horse Guard and the Queen's Omn
and the Order of the Knights Tenplar and the Light Brigade and the nusketeers
and the cavalry and all the battleships of H s Myjesty's Royal Navy al

wr apped up in one?"

Now he did smile, and it was like seeing a glacier crack. "I"'mwhat's |left of
them | suppose, ma'am"”
"Well, then! Whom do | see about declaring war on someone?"

Now he did |l augh. It was brief, but it was actually a |augh
"I can't really help you there, ma'am But maybe | can offer you a cup of cha.



Come in."

THE 5WORD CF THE LEVI ATHAN

He called the lovely little cottage in which he lived his "quarters."

"Mp'am you nust know that there is really nothing I can do for you."

"You can get ne sone tea, Marshal."

"Mn Fair enough."”

There was a pool of life water beneath the polished wooden floor. He slid a
panel aside, stooped, and grew two fragile bowl s of shell, which he dipped in
the fluid once again. The heat of the nanoconstruction warmed the tea, and the
unused organi cs were di sguised as mnt steamand wafted fromthe bow s.

Daphne | ooked at the bare pale walls. An ol d-fashioned dream ng coat of woven
gold and green hung on pegs on one wall. It was stiff, as if brittle with

di suse. It faced a standing screen inscribed with bright red dragon signs. The
four glyphs read: Honor, Courage, Fortitude, oedi ence. There was thought
circuitry woven in the red letters, Daphne saw, and she guessed (to her

di shbelief) their purpose.

Conmuni on circuits; mnd |inks; thousand-cycle comuni cations-and-relay fornmns.
Whoever stared at this screen, if he had the proper responders built into his
nervous system would nmerge with a near-Sophot ech-1evel superm nd, and contro
mllions or billion of ongoing operations. In this case (what else could it
be?) mlitary operations.

| mpossi ble. This sinple screen could not be the control and conmand for

what ever weaponry and arnmament, robotic |egions or nanopl agues or fighting
machi nes the Gol den Cecunene still possessed? Could it? (If there were stil
such machines |ying around. Daphne had the vague notion the all the old war
machi nes were stored in sone nuseum sonmewhere, and that there were a very
great nunber of them)

This spartan room hardly seened the proper setting for the centra
conmand-room Shouldn't there be flags and plunmes on the walls? Racks of
spears? Or big maps with wormen clerks in snappy uniforms pushing little toy
shi ps across tabletops? O an auditorium of |inked vulture-cyborgs staring
coldly at sone wi de hol ographic gl obes, with dark wires leading into their
heads? That was the way it always |ooked in the history romances.

On the fourth wall, facing the door, was a small rack, carrying a nusket, and
(when he undid it fromhis sash so that he could sit) the long sword. The
nmusket had a smooth wooden stock, a barrel of dark netal, and a wave gui de of
pol i shed brass. The sword was in a sheath of hand-tool ed | eather, and a knot
of red silk cord draped fromthe rings.

The knife stayed in his belt when he sat.

There was no other furniture in the room except for unor-nanented woven nats
on which they sat, and a short tripod holding a rose translucent bow of fire.
They si pped tea.

"Do you live here al one?"

He said in a mtter-of-fact voice: "My wife left me when | wouldn't give up
the Service."

The cold, neutral way in which he said that rem nded her, for some reason, of
Phaethon. It was as if Phaethon had just spoken in her ear, and said: My wife
drowned herself when | would not give up the Starship.

"I"'msorry," Daphne said in a soft voice.

"No matter."

"May | ask you a personal question?"

"I'"d rather you did not."

"Why do you stay on as a soldier? | nean, isn't the idea of a soldier in this
day and age a little-oh, | don't know"

" ' Anachronistic' ?"

"I was going to say 'stupid.’
A |l ook of distaste began to harden in his eyes, but then, suddenly, and for no
reason she could see, he laughed in good hunor. "M ss Daphne Terci us

Eveni ngstar! Aren't you a piece of work! Blunt, aren't we?"

She smled her second nost dazzling snmile, and spread her hands as if in



hel pl essness. "Mst people set their sense-filters to rephrase inconing
comments too rude for themto tolerate. | guess I'mnot in the habit of

wat chi ng what | say. But don't worry, |I'msure you'll recover."

"No one is in the habit of watching what they say, these days. Wo said that
an unarned society was a rude society?"

Daphne said, "I think it was someone who was killed in a duel. Hanm|ton
maybe?"

Atkins snorted, and said, "No one is in the habit of living real life, dealing
with limtations, making decisions. You Sinkers all live in little bubbles of

perception, and let the nentality carry your lives and | oves and thoughts back
and forth between the bubbles. You should try being real sonetine."

"Sinkers" was slang to refer to all the people who wore sense-filters by those
(usually primtivists) who did not. The inplication was that a "sinker" was
just one step away from drowni ng.

Daphne said stiffly, "I was born real, thank you, and | get enough of that
sort of preaching frommy parents. Reality is overrated, in nmy opinion." It
was not until after she spoke that a nore forceful objection occurred to her
Had it not been for the simulation technology, for nentality recording and

m nd-edited and other so-called unrealities, she herself, Daphne-doll Tercius,
woul d never had been "born" at all

Nei t her woul d have Phaet hon been

"I disagree, ma'am Reality is real. And that's why | stay in the Service."

" \Nhy - 2"
He shrugged. "Because it's real. It's like I"'mthe only real man on the
planet. | stand guard so that all the rest of you can play. That's what | |ike
about your husband. What he's doing is real, too. Alot |ess boring than guard
duty, too."

"There hasn't been a war, or even a fight, since the early Sixth Era."

"Well." Sarcasmdrawl ed fromhis voice. "I wonder why that should be."

"You think it's because we're all in awe and terror of you?"

The line of tension in his cheek, which served himfor a snmile, showed that
this was exactly what he thought. But he said, "You didn't come here to debate
political theory with ne, ma'am"

"I wanted to ask you about mny husband. "

" Shoot . "

She covered her mouth with her gl ove when she burst into giggles.

He said, "Sonething wong?"

"No, no," she said, trying to snother her smile, "It's just that expression
"shoot.' Coming fromyou. It's just sort of funny."

He | ooked bl ank

Daphne said earnestly, "I wanted to ask you about the invaders chasing ny
husband. Are they from another star systenf? | conmuned with his nenory, and
found out that you were investigating sonething along those lines ..."

He snorted, and smiled sort of a half smile, and shook his head, and said,
"Mp'am for one thing, | asked your husband not to go telling everyone what |
was | ooking into. For a second thing, there is no invasion. Wuld | be sitting
hone alone if there were? At |east an invasion would give ne something to do."
"He saw you tracking a Neptunian | egate."

"Maybe t he Sophotechs felt sorry for nme, or sonething, and they advised the
Parlianment to assign nme to look intoit. I'"'mnot allowed to do police work,

m nd you, but any investigation that falls under mlitary intelligence-and
guess that includes people pretending to be outside threats-falls into ny
bailiw ck. The whole thing turned out to be a masquerade prank. You may not
know, that there are people who really do not like the fact that I am all owed
to exist. They don't like arned men. They don't like all the bonbs and viruses
and particl e-beam arrays and thought-wornms that are all mmintained at public
expense. Nucl ear bonbs, supernucl ear bonbs, neutron bombs, neutrino bonbs,
guasar bonbs, pseudo-matter bonbs, antimatter bonmbs, supersymetry-reaction
bonbs. And so,

fromtime to time, people pull tricks on ne, or go cry wolf, just to see if



"Il come running."

"A prank ...."

"I can tell you who was behind it this time. Wiy not? My report to the
Parliamentary Warm nd Advisory Conmittee is a matter of public record, even if
no one in the public will ever trouble herself to go viewit." He | ooked her
in the eye. "The Nevernexters were the culprits. It was Unnoi ghotep and his
crew "

Daphne was puzzl ed. "Phaethon said the Gol den Cecunene was under attack by
creatures from another star, or froma |lost colony, or something. How could it
be a prank?"

At ki ns shrugged, and nmade the hand sign asking if she wanted nore tea. She
waved her finger in the negative. He ordered his tea bow to refill itself.

He said, "You know who Unnmpi ghotep is, don't you? He used to be a she; she was
born Ungannis of lo, Gannis' clone-daughter. Her nother was Hat hor-hotep
Twenty M nos of the Silver-Gey Manor. Unnoi quotep hates both her parents,
hates the Gannis-minds, the Silver-Geys, hates everyone. She never got over
the fact that, these days, carrying soneone's genes doesn't automatically |et
you inherit all his stuff when he dies and changes bodies, and so she changed
her sex and changed her nane and eventual |y becane a bi g wheel anong the

Never next novenent."

"But Phaet hon saw you chasing a Neptunian."

"I was chasi ng soneone who was downl oaded into a Neptunian body form that's
for sure. But it wasn't a Neptunian. He flew up into the air and went orbital
renmenber? To nake a rendezvous with his pinnace craft? Wll, how many
Nept uni ans can afford their own spaceyacht? Mdst of them cone in-system on
very-lowthrust orbits, and they just sleep for twenty-five years while they
are traveling. Wearing nothing but their own bodies, or maybe a | ayer of
ablative foil. They don't have many ships. And the name of the pinnace was
Cernous Roc. A play on words. As in a nodding, pendul ous rock, get it? Now,
who ever heard of a Neptunian naming a ship after a mythical bird like a Roc?
But soneone whose nother was a Silver-Grey mght have. Al you Silver-Geys
nane your ships after mythical birds. And this mght also ex-

pl ai n why Ungannis wanted to invol ve Phaethon in her prank. He was a
Silver-Grey, like her mom but, unlike Ungannis, Phaethon nade his own fortune
wi t hout ever having to inherit noney from Helion. See?"

Daphne said stiffly, "Don't say 'all you Silver-Geys,' please. | amno |onger
associ ated with that school. | now patronize the Red Eveni ngstar Manor."
"Sorry to hear that. The Silver-Geys aren't as goofy as the Reds."

"Did you say 'goofy' ... ? 'Coofy"'?"

"Sorry, ma'am | thought your sense-filter would automatically read-in
"eccentric,' or 'droll,' or something. My apologies.” H s face showed no trace
of a smile, but his eyes twi nkled.

Daphne said, "But your investigation nmodules, those little black gl obes

Phaet hon saw, one of them said you were detecting nanomachi nery indicating
advanced Sophotechnol ogy; it estimated that it was a technol ogy of a type that
cane fromthe Fifth Era, but had evolved into an unrecogni zable form Isn't

t hat somet hi ng which could only come froma col ony?"

"Al'l a hoax. Ungannis was feeding false info into ny network."

Daphne paused, |ooking skeptical. "The prank actually was interfering with
mlitary conputer systems . .. ?"

"Pardon my | anguage, ma'am but my military systems are crap. The taxpayers
don't want to pay for expensive systens for ne; my hardware is a century out
of date, and sone of mnmy software is a week behind the |atest breakthrough

Your husband was able to break in on nmy secure line and crack ny code in about
hal f a second. So why should it have been any harder for Unganni s? Then the
Eart hm nd came and gave ne a new system one that was nore secure. |If you've
read Phaethon's nenories, you must've seen when that happened. Wen that new
system cane on-line, | was able to find out what was really going on, wthout
any prankster interference.”

"So ... none of it was real... ?"



"Don't get me wong. Unnoighotep is going to be severely punished. Interfering
with governnent military equi pnent, even in peacetine, is a felony, and
exposes the perpetrator to capital-level pain, if they are convicted. You
don't even want to think about some of the horror scenarios the Curia can make
a convict experience, when it cones to mlitary crines."

"Isit like the fire-emergency scenarios?" Daphne had heard, once, of a
prankster convicted of interfering with Fire Brigade software, being condemed
to be burnt to death, over and over, or watching | oved ones bum in every
possi bl e wor st -case scenario of every person he nm ght have endangered.

"Don't even think about it, ma'am Spoil your day." Atkins ordered his tea
bow to dissolve into a spray of perfume, and stood up in one quick, graceful

unfolding of his legs. "I"'mafraid that's about all | can do for you, ma'am"
Daphne | ooked up, "But you haven't done a damm thing!"

Atkins eyes narrowed into a type of smle. "I'mthe least free man in all of
t he Gol den Cecunene, nma'am No one el se has so many restrictions on his
behavi or. What | say, how | act, what | inply, everything is covered by the

regul ations. It's because |I'm dangerous. You don't want to live in a society
where the armed forces can just junp up and go off and do whatever they

pl ease. | have been entrusted with i mense powers. | could crack the planet in
half and fry it like an egg, with some of the weapons systenms |'mtrained on
But only if the Parlianment declares war, and the Shadow Admi ni sters approve.
You see? I'"'mnot a cop. |'mnot here to help you. | can't. Not in the way you
want . "

Daphne stood up, feeling defeated. "Do you have any advice for nme?"
"Officially? No. | don't set policy. Unofficially? Go see your husband, if you
can find out where he's hiding, and get himto take a noetic exam nation. The
public records all show that the College of Hortators has to reinstate him
back in society if he had a good reason to break his word and open his nmenory
box. Thi nking you're being invaded by a foreign power seens |ike a damm good
reason to ne. It'll conme eventually."

Daphne was adj usting her |ace cravat. Now she | ooked up, surprised. "You
bel i eve that?"

"That Earth will be attacked soneday? Sure. Bound to happen. Maybe not soon
Gve it amnmllion years. I'Il still be here. Things'll heat up. This sl ow
period can't |ast forever."

"Well-1 guess | wi sh you luck-no. No, actually |I don't. | hope you stay bored

and idle forever!"

"Yes, ma'am You said it, ma'am" Sone ancient habit, or ritual, nade himtake
up his sword again, now that he was standing, and he thrust the scabbard

t hrough hi s sash.

Now he stepped toward the door with her. They stood on the deck in front of
the cottage. Daphne's wild horse was cropping the grass nearby. The w nd was
fresh and sweet. Autumm | eaves rippled along far treetops.

Atkins said, "I've heard sone people say that this isn't really a paradi se we
live in. They don't know jack."
Daphne | ooked at hi m sidel ong. What a strange man. "If you like all this peace

and plenty, then why are you a fighter?"

"You' ve answered your own question.”

"But we don't have any enenies. No insanity, no poverty (except as a form of
soci al puni shment) no di seases, no violent crime. No enemes.”

"Not yet."

She called a conmand to the horse, who trotted over and nuzzled her. Atkins
backed up. Daphne was anmused. Was the big and strong last warrior in the world
nervous around horses? How ironic. She petted the maverick's nose.

She nounted up. Then, she | eaned down, saying, "One |ast question, M. Atkins.
In your investigation, was Unnmoi ghotep rich enough to carry out all this
conpl ex foolery by hinself? O did he have hel p?"

"You can read ny report. A lot of the material and software Unnoi ghotep used
cane from Ganni s."

"Wth his know edge or without it? WAs Ganni s hel ping his child?"



"A noetic examwould tell that. But | turned the whole matter over to the
constabul ary once it was clear there were no Cecunenical security interests

i nvol ved. A Sophotech naned Harrier took over the case. | don't know where it
stands now. "

"But there is no invasion? No secret group of aliens, no evil Sophotech
hunting for my husband?"

At ki ns | ooked at her horse, |ooked up at her, and then turned and | ooked off
at the lake on the horizon. "No, ma'am Not that | can tell. O, if they are
here, they're too smart for ny

out - of -date equi pnent to find them And | hate to say it, but no one is going
to raise the taxes to give ne better equi pment just because your husband is
del uded. But | hope you find him ma'nma. | really do."

"Ch, I'l'l find him" Daphne said. "I know how he thinks!"

And she kicked with her spurs and went galloping off in a

fine display of horsemanship. Atkins, in his back kinono,

stood in the shadows of the door, watching her depart, his face

utterly expressionless.

At that point, the record in Daphne's ring ended.

Phaet hon opened his faceplate and turned toward where Daphne was on the cot.
I ronj oy, whose eyes were not |ike basic human eyes, had no lighting fixtures
in here; the only light cane fromtw beeswax candl es (whi ch Phaet hon had
asked Daughter-of-the-Sea to make for him which stood in pools of their own
wax atop the w ndowsills.

In that subtle and living yellow Iight, Daphne | ooked unsel f-conciously

| uxurious, |eaning on one el bow, her other hand draped casually across the
full curve of her hip, watching himw thout a hint of tension, placid as a
wai ting cat.

The wi ndows behi nd her were nute, and added nothing to the cold, noonlit scene
outsi de. The wall behind her was barren and inani mate steel. The cot, |ike
somet hing out of the Dark Ages, was a flat, dry inanimate cloth surface, not a
reactive sleeping pool. The lights here were prinitive candles, dunb things,
and did not shift position or hue deliberately to display her to advantage.
Yet even in the mdst of this gross poverty, she had an aura of el egance to
her, of richness.

How di d she | ook so confortable, so perfect? Was it that she had been raised
anong primtivists and nust have (Phaethon wi nced at the thought) slept on
such cots as a girl? O was this a Warlock discipline, sone gl anour or
mnd-trick she had | earned as a witch? O sone careful art she had mastered
fromthe odalisques and concubi nes and hedoni sts of Red Eveni ngstar Mansion
the ability to I ook fine in the mdst of coarseness?

At first, she had been | eafing through sonme docunment shining in the surface of
his child slate. But |ater she had given up the pretense of being interested
in any other thing and sinply watched himas he reviewed her story, her eyes
hal f-1idded. The birds in the golden tapestries to either side of him
twittered under her |idded stare.

As his eyes traveled slowy up and down her form she smiled a slow smile

rai sing her chin slightly, and uttering a soft note in her throat, a sigh of
pl easure, as if his gaze were warm sunlight.

Phaet hon had to remind hinself that this was not his wfe.

Wth a brusque gesture, Phaethon took her librarian's ring off his gauntlet
finger and tossed it lightly across to the couch. "You' ve edited out the nopst
i mportant thoughts. Why break off at this point? Merely to have sone sort of
dramati c pause? What was your plan fromthe beginning? Wat was in the nenory
casket Eveni ngstar gave you? Wat was the gol den machi ne Aurelian gave you?"
He nodded toward where her knapsack lay on the floor. Its flap was open. One
corner of the golden circuit-box Aurelian had given her was visible in the
candl el i ght, shi ni ng.

Phaet hon's voi ce took on an angrier note: "And... why the hell didn't
Rhadamant hus say sonething at ny inquest hearing? Wiy in the world did his
nodel s of ne think I would have authorized his stupid decision not to speak?



That's insane! He could have saved ne fromall this ... !I'"

He waved his hand around the small, shadow crowded cabin, a gesture
enconpassing all the poverty, rudeness, cruelty, and coarseness this whole
envi ronnent inplied.

He drew a breath, controlled his tone of voice, and said: "And why the hel
did Atkins lie? | amnot self-deluded, and this is not a fantasy. O perhaps |
was deluded in one respect; | had been expecting Atkins to support ne. | had
been expecting honesty."

Daphne had caught the ring, smled at it, and slipped it with a graceful
gesture back onto her left ring finger. "Lie? How could anyone lie, these
days? Noetic exam nation is too easy."

Phaet hon shook his head, |ooking baffled and exasperated. "How is any of this
possi bl e, these days?"

Then he said: "But | am convinced of the reality of dishonesty, immorality,
and filth; it took me only three days anong the Afloats to convince nme of
that. Even the best anong them was a woman who raised her children entirely in
simulation, entirely safe and cut off fromthe rest of the world, but
carefully structured their brains to keep themretarded, children forever, so
t hey woul d never be adult enough to have the right, nor smart enough to
concei ve of the possibility, of escaping her snothering | ove and waking to the
real world. The second best purveyed child pornography and addictive ritua
canni bal - murder dreans. The third bought up ancient works of art, priceless
portraits and famous scul pture, just so he could publicly destroy them
bur ni ng books and bonbi ng ar chaeol ogi cal digs. The worst stored | etha

war -viruses and old atom c warheads on his property, in the nost unsafe
contai nnent the |law all owed, never attacking anyone, never setting off his
weapons, but always hoping, in his thoughts, for an accident. None of this was
strictly illegal, mnd you!"

The words canme out in a harsh rush, as if a reservoir of disgust for the

Afl oats (and perhaps for his whol e situation) had been building up in himfor
quite some time, and was eager for a place into which to discharge.

He finished in a quiet, steady tone: "But ny distaste for the Hortators has
certainly ebbed. W need them or sonething like them Am | seen as such a
horrible creature as that? Is that what Atkins thinks |I anP"

She said, "Accept that Atkins is telling the truth. Some of your thoughts and
menories are fal se. You haven't even asked nme why |'m here or what | know |
have a way to save you."

Phaet hon shook hinmself fromhis reverie, and darted a stern glance at her.
"What about all the thoughts missing fromyour ring? Wy did you break off
your story?"

Daphne si ghed. Apparently Phaet hon woul d ask questions in his own way, or not

at all. She said sinply: "I broke off because | haven't nmade any entries
recently. | haven't had the time. | was busy |ooking for you."

"Looking ... ? Wy not just ask a Sophotech? They nust have known where
was. "

"Ch, brilliant. Wiy not just ask Nebuchadnezzar? Maybe then Neo- O pheus and
Enmphyri o and Socrates and | woul d come ski ppi ng down t he Rai nbow Road to your
address, singing chimchinme songs, with bells tied to our shoes, and our

el bows |inked together, just like the Three Vivamancers at the end of the
Children's Opera. But sonmehow | think the Hortators would have found it easier
to stop me if | had done that, don't you think? There is such a thing as being
subtl e, you know. "

"So how did you find ne?"

Now her smle returned. "I picked up the trail at Kisunu, of course. Everyone
knew it was you who had ruined the overture of the Deep Ones' great-song. But
that vul ture-cyborg man (the one who thinks he is Bellipotent Conposition

your friend ... ?) didn't have any records in the M ddl e Dreani ng
Rhadamant hus coul d not, at first, find out where he was, or where he had taken
you. "

"Rhadamant hus was hel pi ng you?"



"I wasn't exiled, not officially, not really, until the nmonent | spoke to
you. "

"Ch. O course.”

"But, anyway, if | hadn't figured out that you had been taken to Ceyl on, even
Rhadamant hus coul d not have found you."

"Could not? I thought the Sophotechs tracked the nmovenents of everyone?"

"But they still play by the rules, and they don't let thensel ves know what
they're not supposed to know. On the other hand, they're smart about
mani pul ating rules. Once we knew you were in Ceylon, we found Bellipotent's
entry record, and, fromthat, Rhadamanthus's |awr nd was able to find nore
records. There was sone | egal | oophole he used to force the air-traffic
control sub-Sophotechs to give up Bellipotent's passenger nanifest. Sone |ega
fine-print rule; I didn't try to understand it."

A clue fell into place. "That was you? Bellipotent called nme when you raided
his records. But why did you give a masquerade nanme? Wy did you | og on as
ne?"

Now she | aughed, tossing her head. "Darling! And you call yourself a
Silver-Grey! Guardian of ancient tradition! |I |ogged on as nyself. | am Ms.
Phaet hon Rhadamant h, your w fe. That was the name | used.”

He said nothing, but the quiet, level, sad glance in his eyes held the
nmessage: but you are not ny wife.

She swung her feet to the floor and sat on the edge of the cot. Her hands
gripped the cot edge to either side of her. She was |eaning forward, her

shoul ders hunched in a half-shrug, her head tilted up. The posture sonmehow

| ooked both submissive and defiant. She said: "And don't tell ne |'m not!
renenber our nmarriage cerenony and | remenber our marriage night and | know
where you keep your toss-files and why you don't |ike eggs! And don't tell ne
my menories are fal se!l! You have fal se menories, too, and you haven't corrected
yours!"

He said, "Please do not force ne to be cruel, miss.
Interrupting: "How dare you call ne 'miss'!"

He continued: "... | amquite fond of you, and | esteem your friendship, but,
nonet hel ess ..."

She roll ed her eyes. "Sometines you sound so ponpous! You get that from
Hel i on, you know. Remenber the time you and | reincarnated in that

subt erranean ki ngdon? After you got out of the rebirthing cells, you lurked
around for days, because you could not control your noses, and you didn't want
anyone to see you in public, with seven nostrils tw tching every which-way. It
was so funny! But it was ponposity. You didn't want your feelings hurt. O how
about on our second honeynoon at N agara? W put on navicul ar bodi es and made
| ove while going over the falls. You were afraid then, too! Wll, now you're
afraid of ny feelings for you. Don't be."

He sai d not hing.

She said in a soft, cold voice: "I know why we never had children, too."

He spoke abruptly, interrupting before she could continue: "You have parts of
my wife's nenories, yes!" Then, nore softly: "And I amvery fond of you, yes.
Very fond, how could | not be? But... you are not nmy wfe."

She shrugged a little, and smled a suprenely confident smle. Her teeth were
white in the soft shadows of the candlelight. "If we had not been neant for
each other, | would not have been able to find you. You upl oaded a dream | ast
night. That was ny dream | wote it. | kept a counter to see how many peopl e
were dream ng ny dream and who they were. \Wen Ham et's nane cane up, | knew
to search Ceylon for you. | know you; | remenber you. | remenber us. | can
renenber what we nmean to each other. Can't you?"

Phaet hon was getting upset. "You have nobst of her nmenories, yes, | grant you.
But you don't know why she left nme, damm it. You don't renenber drowning
yoursel f, snothering your soul in false nenories just to kill off your menory
of me. You don't know why she did that!"

She gl anced at the knapsack, and then quickly back again. It was a guilty,
furtive novenment. Her face was troubl ed.



Phaet hon eyes wi dened. A note of anger was in his voice: "You do know!"

He took a stride across the roomtoward the knapsack. He snatched it up

She said, "No, I..." And junped to her feet, a nervous, quick novenent. All
conposure and grace was gone.

He ripped the flap of the knapsack open. "She told you, didn't she? She told
you, and she did not tell me." He yanked out the silver nenory casket. He
tilted it toward the window. Dimcandlelight traced letters in the surface

A graceful and feninine handscript on the casket |lid read:

To be delivered to ny emanci pated partial self before the event of her
permanent and irreversible death, cryo-sequestration, exile, radical
redaction, or any other final w thdrawal from organized civilization

Emer gency wakeup, menory reset, and sanity-restoration code.

Limted power of attorney.

Thi s docunent overrides all prior Eveningstar instructions.

(Seal ed) Daphne Prinme Seni - Rhadanmant hus Sel f - Enbr aced, Constructed

| ndep-Cortex (Enotion-sharing, limted club), Base Neuroform (with | atera
connections), Silver-Gey Mnorial Schola, Era 7004 (Pre-Conpression).

Phaet hon' s knuckl es were white on the silver lid. "She gave you the password.
Not me. | begged Eveningstar to tell. | begged and begged. She'll tell you,
not me. You can bring her back to life. Not nme. For you, she'll cone alive
agai n. But never, not ever, for ne ..."

H s knuckles were white on the lid, but the casket would not open for him
Suddenl y exhausted, he | eaned against the wall. He feet began to slide,

scrat chi ng against the floorboards with a raucous noise. He did not try to
catch hinmself, nor did he unhand the casket. Instead, he coll apsed and sat
down heavily, his back against the wall, his |l egs spraw ed out carelessly. He
bowed his head over the casket in his lap

Once or twi ce his shoul ders shook, but he made no noi se. There was sonet hi ng
very dull and hollow in his eyes.

Daphne stepped over to him her hand reaching out, as if she were about to
give confort. But then she paused, stepped back, and said: "That casket is
usel ess by itself. Even if the old version of me should wake, she will not

| eave her life and go into exile to be with you here. You nust prove yourself
correct, expose the fraud that has been perpetrated upon the Hortators,
restore the honor of your name, and return fromexile. It's the other case in
nmy knapsack you want. The gold tablet. Haven't you figured out by now what
that rmust be? | endured everything | have endured, all this pain and trouble,
just to bring it to you."

Curiosity, in Phaethon, was even stronger than grief. He drew his head up
"What is it?" H's voice was dull and | ow

She gestured toward where he had dropped the knapsack, an elegant flip of the
wist, like a nensal hostess displaying some particularly del ectabl e dessert.
"You're the engineer, Lover. You'll recognize it."

He put the silver casket carefully aside and pulled the |arge gold tablet out
of the knapsack. Phaethon straightened, surprise and wonder on his features,
clinmbed to his feet again, with the golden tablet gleamng in his hands. One
whol e surface, he saw, was patterned with a npsaic of reader-heads and

t hought - ports, their several shapes and sizes fitted to each other as snugly
as a successful puzzle, with no overlap and no enpty spaces |eft over.

He | ooked up, "It is a noetic-exam nation circuit."

She spoke with a note of triunmph in her voice: "And it's not connected to the
mentality. Its an independent unit, isolated, sterile, and safe. Even you
cannot believe that it is being influenced by these invader enem es of yours.
You see? You do not have to log on to the nentality to prove the nenories the
Hortators saw were concoctions. Someone has tanpered with your brain. That
machine will let you prove it. You can prove it to the world; and to

yoursel f."

She smled again: "Use it, and we can go home, and we can |live happily ever
after.”

He gl anced down at the silver casket at his feet, then glanced up at her, his



eyes narrowed.

Daphne's |ips conpressed, a line of scarlet irritation. "And, yes, obviously.
You cannot get her back unl ess you cone back."

Phaet hon said carefully, "You do not seemoverly concerned at the prospect of

(may | phrase it delicately ... ?) of losing ne to the real version of you."
Her glittering eyes narrowed with pert, supercilious anusenent, and a

hal f-smil e touched her lips. Her voice lilted with pretended nonchal ance:
"Ch... ? You mean the old, scared, outdated version... ? All | can say is: My

the best bride win."

THE NCETI C READI NG

Phaet hon was puzzled by the sudden, warm enotion which cane to himthen,
seei ng that undaunted, gallant, sensual look in the eyes of this the woman who
was a copy of his wife. She stood, hands on hips, head thrown back, smiling a
sunny smle, her figure warm and golden in the candl elight behind her

Phaet hon dropped his eyes and pretended to study the noetic tablet he held.
(She was not a perfect copy. This wife differed in certain details. She did
not hate him she had not left him she had fearlessly thrown herself into
exile rather than lose him..)

Phaet hon scow ed, staring down at the noetic tablet in his hands. He woul d
untangle his feelings later, he decided.

He raised the unit and hesitated.

Daphne asked, "Wat's w ong?"

"Not hi ng should stop ne."

She raised an eyebrow. Her green eyes glittered with skeptical puzzl enent.
"Not hing is stopping you."

He said, "Nothing Sophotech, | mean. The one Scaranouche told ne about."
"I's this the "Evil' Sophotech built by the ghosts of the Second Cecunene?"
"It is real.” He said heavily, "I am not del uded."

Daphne sat, |eaning back on the cot, and | aughed, nockery mingled with relief.
"Ch, darling! You really ought to go through nore trashy spy-ronances,

vi ol ence-novel s, and bel |l i pography. Al those romances make the Second
Cecunene their villains. Your hallucination is not very imaginative, as they

go."

Angrily: "You believe the Hortators? You think | inmposed these fal se nenories
on nysel f?"

Smiling: "No, beloved. Ch no, ny darling. | believe in you. Wuld | have cone
here otherwise ... ?"

She straightened up and said in a nore businesslike tone: "I know you. You
woul d not falsify your nmenories. And if, for some reason, you did, you would
have invented a better story! Living with an authoress will do that for you,

guess. But | said and | do think the hallucination inposed on you really is
not very imaginative. Look at the story: The Second Cecunene hated

Sophot echnol ogy so nmuch that it was the only thing, except for nurder, their
| aws forbade. So who built this Nothing Sophotech?"

"Scaramouche said | did. But that was only a lie to get me to open ny nmenory
casket . "

"So why do you think there is a Second Cecunene Sophotech at all... ? Wy
couldn't the whole thing be a lie? Wiy couldn't your enem es just be normal
people no smarter than the rest of us?"

He sai d not hing.

A malicious note of hunor lilted in her voice: "Or is it nore flattering to
your vanity to think you could have only been tricked by a superintelligence
e

He said harshly: "The truth is not determ ned by nmy opinions. Nor, | should
add, by any other person's. | could accuse the Hortators of blind egocentrism

for not recognizing the threat; or Atkins of cowardice, for not admtting that
it is real; or I could accuse anyone of anything, who did not agree with ny

vi ew. Such accusations are easy. But blind nen and cowards soneti nes have the
truth. Perhaps by accident, but they do. And so do, sometines, nen victimnmzed
by evil, alien Sophotechs built by |ong-dead civilizations! So we don't



di scover the truth of a nmessage by exami ning the man who speaks it. W exani ne
facts. Where are the facts to support your conclusion, niss?"

She stood up, her voice musical with anger, or perhaps it was battle-joy:
"Fact! The testinmny of Atkins. Fact again, the

testinmony of Eveningstar Sophotech, who says no attack by Scaranpbuche or any
ot her mannequi n took place on the steps of her nausol eum Fact the third,
Ganni s has been maneuvering to seize your Phoenix Exultant and sell it for
scrap ever since this whole inbroglio began! He's been trying to keep you
penni | ess; why else would he help Helion in the | aw case agai nst you?"

Phaet hon squi nted, his head cocked to one side. "Gannis ... ?"

"Ganni s of Jupiter? You know? A hundred-mi nd self-conposition with a Sophotech
who thinks just like all of hin? | had my ring | ook up all sorts of records
after | rode away from Atkins' cottage. | don't think Unmpi ghotep was acting
al one. Over the last thousand years Ganni s has been | osi ng nmoney hand over
fist. He took risks in his youth, back when there was only one of him But,
once he got rich, he turned hinmself into a committee. To get nore things done
at once, | suppose. But conmittees always tend to nore and nore conservative
and risk-fearing strategies. Always! (You should see sone of the studies
Wheel - of -Li fe has made on the ecol ogy of decision-making within a fixed power
structure.) But He-lion, in order to becone a Peer, did the opposite. He took
nore and nore risks, and even had a son, you, Phaethon, in order to get a mnd
nmore willing to take risks than he was:"

Phaet hon turned the idea over in his mnd. "Ganni s? You suspect that he and

t he El eenmosynary Conposition brain-raped ne while | was in the El eenosynary
public box, is that it?"

"It explains the facts. Wiy el se was there no evidence of the Neptunian at
Eveni ngstar mausol eun? Wiy el se was there no evi dence of a nmannequin
confronting you or stabbing you on the stairs? That whole fight scene was a
dream A dream forced on you."

Coul d the whol e fight scene with Scaranouche have been a drean? The

El eemosynary Conposition had been in control of all of Phaethon's sensory

i nputs going into the hospice box, had been carrying all of Phaethon's notions
and instructions going out. Could those have been edited?

It was hard to believe. By their very nature, Conpositions had no privacy. The
El eenmosynary's group-m nd command structure had all its thoughts on public
record. How coul d El eenosynary commit a crime? Or even think about conmitting
a crine?

Ganni s, on the other hand, while there were a hundred versions of himlinked
in parallel, was a privately held entity, and could hide his thoughts, either
fromhis other selves, or fromthe public.

Phaet hon said, "I don't see how El eembsynary coul d have been a conspirator;

nor do | see how anyone (anyone equi pped with technol ogy known to the Gol den
Cecunene) could have mani pulated my brain while | was in the El eenosynary
hospi ce box w thout El eenpbsynary noticing it."

"When you cl osed your armor, you were cut off fromall outside influence.

El eemosynary coul d not have detected what was going on inside you at that

ti me. Suppose a brain-redaction had taken place then?"

"I woul d have been cut off from any brain-redactor as well."

"Unl ess you had it inside your arnmor with you."

"I was carrying it with me, is that what you nean, and then it activated?"
"How is that different froma nmenory casket set on a tiner?"

"Are we tal king about a piece of hardware, physically inside the arnmor? Atkins
was the only person who touched it. He put a probe inside before | went into
the courthouse. But... No, wait, that is ridiculous. | would have found any
hardware during ny trip down the tower. | conpletely inventoried everything in
my arnor, fromhelmto heel, nore than once. Unless it dissolved itself after
one use.. ?"

"I amthinking it was a thoughtware virus, existing only in your mnd. Perhaps
someone fed it to you through the Mddl e Dreaming, earlier."

WAs it possible?



Perhaps with a clever logic-tree, such a virus could have added fal se nenories
one at a time, while he was speaking (or thought he was speaking) to
Scarampuche, and different variations of Scaranouche's responses m ght have
been prerecorded, each variation anticipating slightly different reactions in
him A stored senmi-intelligent program could have unfolded in his

consci ousness, feeding false signals into his senses, or even directly into
his cortex, with no intervening

medi um No outside source would detect the "invasion" because Phaet hon was
carrying the invading programinside him Daphne's theory also would explain
why nei t her Rhadamant hus nor El eenpbsynary, later, had any menory of the
virus-civilization which Phaethon remenbered seeing attack all three of them
There had been no such superviruses, no attack powerful enough to foo
Rhadamant hus. Instead, a very sinple chain of nenories, reporting that an
attack had al ready taken place, were introduced into Phaethon, then activated.
But when had it happened? Before he clinbed into the public box at the

El eenmbsynary hospi ce? Before that he had been at the courthouse. Had Atkins
done it? Before the courthouse he had been in the Rhadanant hi ne thought space,
at tea, talking with Daphne, and Rhadamant hus had been running his
sense-filter, and woul d have prevented any thought-virus fromentering from
the M ddl e Dream ng.

Unl ess her diary had been the carrier to introduce the virus...?

The nmeddling with his thoughts must have been conpl ete before he opened his
menory casket. Because, after that, he had been in Helion's section of the
mansi on-ni nd, and, after that, at the Hortator I|nquest.

O had it been conpl ete? Perhaps sonmething introduced earlier had still been
operating. A Trojan-horse program of noderate skill could have interfered with
Phaet hon's attenpt to downl oad a copy of his consciousness into the public
channel when he had been testifying at the Inquest. Instead of the true copy
Phaet hon had tried to send, a pre-recorded fal se version could have gone out,
fed into the channel Phaethon had opened. That version was false fromthe

begi nni ng, and no nagi ¢ supertechnol ogy needed to be postul ated to explain how
records could be altered while Nebuchednezzar was readi ng them sinply because
they had not been altered at that tine. They had been concocted | ong before,
and | oaded into Phaethon's subconsci ous whenever the original brain-rape had
taken place. (But when could that have been?)

And why Ganni s?

He asked it al oud: "Wy Ganni s?"

"Because Gannis hates Helion. He always has. It's always been the fal se sun
fighting the true sun; Jupiter versus Sol."

"\Why 2"
"The Solar Array, in less than four centuries, will be large enough to circle
the equator of the sun. It will be the largest single piece of engineering
ever designed. Why wouldn't He-lion put in a supercollider at that point? To
you and ne the difference between a small, false-dwarf sun |ike Burning
Jupiter, and a main-sequence Gtype star |like Sol may be hard to grasp, like
the difference between a million and a billion. But Helion, at that tine,
coul d out produce Gannis's netal supply, could nore than triple Vafnir's
antimatter output, and so on and so forth. Jupiter will be exhausted of

hydrogen fuel 1ong before Sol-1ook at the difference in size! And, |ong before
that, some planetary engineer-|I think it was al ways neant to be you-woul d have
to nove the noons of dying Jupiter into new orbits around the parent Sun."

"I nmpossi ble. How could Gannis get away with it? The first noetic readi ng made
of his mnd would reveal his crine.”

Daphne shrugged. "I think he had been hoping Helion would help you, or follow
you into exile, or at least raise such a stink that the Peers would w t hdraw
their invitation to elevate Helion to join them Then, at the G and
Transcendence in Decenber, it is not Helion's dream which takes the center
stage and forefront of the mnds of nen, but Gannis's. Afterward, |ong
afterward, perhaps, Gannis would be found out. But | suppose parts of his nind
don't know about the crime, and they will carry on after the evil Gannis is



puni shed. But in any case, it will be too late for Helion's dream by then
After a Transcendence, people get so wapped up in the unity of racial

t hought, you know how it takes thema few hundred years to begin trusting
their own judgnent again; and by that tinme, Helion may be broke. Wth your
death, Helion certainly will be brokenhearted."

Phaet hon opened his mouth to utter an objection, but then closed it. Because
the theory did make sense. It make a | ot nore sense than believing he was
bei ng chased, for inconprehensible reasons, by agents from a | ong-dead col ony
one thousand |light-years away. Instead, the ol dest reason for crine known to
man-j eal ousy-cane from soneone |ike Gannis- a real person. The danger was
under st andabl e, human, natural

And he knew how untrustworthy Gannis was. Had he not al ready betrayed Phaet hon
once? And yet... and yet..

"This is precisely the sort of thing Nothing would like to get ne to believe,
if all this has been arranged to trick me," said Phaet hon

Daphne rolled her eyes. "Ch, come on. You are going to disbelieve a believable
theory not because it is unbelievable, but because it is not?" "Er. Say that
again ... ?"

"I don't need to. This Nothing Sophotech is your superstition. A paranoiac who
sees conspiraci es everywhere, says the | ack of evidence only proves the

conspi racy was successful. A man who believes in fairies, when he doesn't see
them says that this proves that fairies are invisible!"

"Reasoning by analogy is like filling balloons with liquid helium It won't
fly."
She said: "Then stick to the evidence. \Wat can you prove?" "l can prove

not hi ng. What we are trying to find out here is whether or not nmy ability to
gat her and to ponder proof- in other words, ny m nd and menory-has been
conprom sed. How does one prove that the ability itself to prove things has
not been di storted? What evidence can prove the evidence itself has not been
tanmpered with?"

She said, "You're getting ridiculous. Al you need to look for, in this case,

i s i ndependent confirmation. Atkins does not agree with you, Rhadanmant hus does
not agree with you, Eveningstar does not agree with you, and the El eenpsynary
Conpositi on does not agree with you. You have not found a single shred of

i ndependent confirmation so far. But you have that nobile noetic circuit right
there in your hand. It will tell you if the nenories you have are true or

fal se, and when any fal se nmenories were put into you, and how. So what are you
waiting for? What are you afraid of ?" Phaethon said nothing, but stared at her
careful l y. Daphne put her hands on her hips, her nmouth a circle of

ast oni shment. Then she cried: "How dare you! You think I'"'man imtation Daphne
sent here by the Nothing with a booby-trapped box just to brain-rape you! Good
stinking grief! What do | have to do to prove who | amto you?"

Phaet hon shrugged. "It is a natural and reasonable thing to suspect at this
point." (Actually, it was a nightmare vision which chilled Phaethon to the
bone. He inmagined an innocent girl, the product of a gentle, Utopian society,
def ensel ess, taken by surprise in the wilderness and nurdered horribly,

repl aced by a cloned body, and, with gruesone irony, the clone's nmenory was
falsified so that she, perhaps, actually believed she was the dead girl,
bel i eved she was in | ove, was good, was innocent. Then, once the m ssion was
acconpl i shed, or sone other signal was given, that illusion of |ove and

i nnocence, the whole dead girl's life, would vanish like a forgotten dream)

" 'Reasonable'?! Ha! You've turned into a paranoid lunatic. And after | went
to all this trouble! If you don't find sone way to prove that you are

i nnocent, I'Il be stuck, too, you noron!"

"Darling, you' ve argued with me a nmillion tines, and you know it never does
any good to become enotional. You nmight not even be aware that you are an
agent for the Nothing, since the progranm ng could have been done at a
subconsci ous level..."

He broke off. She was standing with her arns fol ded, drumm ng her fingers

agai nst her el bow, one eyebrow raised, a slight smle on her I|ips.



"What is it?" he said

"You called ne 'darling,' instead of 'miss,' " she said, her smile getting

war ner. She spoke slowy, as if the words tasted good to her. "And 'we' have
not argued a mllion times. | have the menory of the woman you argued with a
mllion tinmes. But, according to you, that wasn't ne."

"1, ah..."

She waved her hand, and in a light lilt, said, "But I will let you change your

m nd about that later!" Then she said: "At the nmoment, you were saying
booby-trapped the noetic reader. Fine. But if | did, then I'mnot as smart as
a Sophotech; 1'mnot even as smart as Daphne Terci us Eveni ngstar Emanci pat ed
Downl oad-redact, am|? Because if | had been that smart, | would have realized
that | could not fool an engineer with a booby-trapped piece of equipnent. You
are an engineer, aren't you? Take the thing apart, if you like. But you better
make damm sure that you can put it back together, because, without it, we are
never getting out of this mess."

Phaet hon | ooked down again at the portable noetic reader. Could he inspect it?
He was standing in the mddle of a well-equipped thought-shop, after all. The
shop-m nd had routines with which to exam ne basic nental interfaces; it could
certainly tell the difference between a passive noetic reader and sone active
circuit meant to make a change in Phaethon's thought-process.

Daphne rai sed both eyebrows, and said, "And | do not get enotional when I
argue. |'mjust passionate about my convictions!"

The green-and-bl ue housecoat in the corner of Ironjoy's cabin was hooked into
t he general thought-shop circuitry, and served as the main command menu.

Phaet hon stepped out of his arnor, the black material pulling the
chrysadmantium plates out fromhimlike the petals of an opening flower. Then
the mass pulled itself back together with a bright clash, formng an enpty
stand of plate mail.

Phaet hon shrugged into the housecoat. The coat hesitated, then pulled in the
two extra sl eeves. Phaethon drew the hood, and then worked the ornanental
buttons which riggered the translation fromlronjoy's rather peculiar

sem -l nvariant neuroformto a base neuroform

The robe was slow and ol d, perhaps an antique. It took alnost half a mnute
for the reader-heads in the hood to reconfigure, and find the contact points
for the cybernetic neurocircuitry grown throughout Phaethon's brain and spine.
A web of energies wove Phaethon into the mind-space of the thought-shop

The t hought-shop was utterly isolated; all comunicati on channels were bl ack
Whatever it was that Antisenris had done, whatever services Notor-Kotok's
provi der had cut off, had stranded the entire shop outside of the nentality.
Whi ch neant, Phaet hon hoped, that the shop was secure fromintrusion, safe,
and virus-free.

He took the gold tablet of the portable noetic reader and placed the unit into
t he housecoat's |arge chest pocket. Threads fromthe housecoat began to weave
t hensel ves across the thought-ports, making connections, finding
correspondences, downl oading initial routines into holding spaces. At the sane
ti me, Phaethon had the housecoat insert a physical probe into the gol den
tablet's housing, so that he could generate tiny fiber-optic pictures of the

i nterior works, and magnetic images of the fields surroundi ng each part of the
construction. Beads on the hem of the hood focused i maging lasers into his
eyes, stinmulating the areas behind the cornea, to create three-di nensiona
pictures diagramring the tablet's interior spaces for him

Daphne sat back down on the bed, picked up his child slate again, and began
flicking through different records and nenus.

Phaet hon i nspected the unit and was baffl ed.

The secondary systens he could grasp: triggers, data-mgration nechanisns,
coders and decoders, junction cells. The arrangenment of thought-reader
processors and interprocessors was particularly clever, based on concentric
geonetries; it |ooked as if the Sophotechs had finally solved the
permeability-interference problens involved in ring-shaped psuedonateri al
fields, and constructed the | egendary circul ar self-sustaining infornmation



wave. Brilliant.

But the main nenory and processing core was an utter enigma. It seened to be
made of a sheet of neutronium frozen at absolute zero, a matrix of dense
subatom ¢ particles bound together by strong nuclear forces, but orderly, very
orderly. The edges of the sheet faded into virtual particle masses, a haze

wi t hout cl ear properties; but pul ses nmoving to one side of the sheet seened to
di sappear and reappear at the opposite side of the sheet, as if the thing was
curved in sone dinension he could not sense or imagine. The energy field
suspendi ng the sheet in place certainly acted as if there were no boundary
conditions or edges.

And what was this sheet? Wether it was nade of matter or energy was a
guestion for debate. Wiy it was not heavier than a city, Phaethon could not
guess; why it did not explode or random ze was an inmpossibility. Perhaps it
was made of sonmething like tightly woven quantum strings? Or a force pro-
duced by another geonetry of supersymmetric breaking, |ike, yet unlike,
pseudomatter? Antigravity? Or perhaps that so called subgravity, which
graviton-fraction theory said mght exist?

But the main question was: Had it been tanpered wi th? Phaethon could have

| aughed. The whol e thing could have been taken apart, turned inside out,
rotated in the fourth di nension, and put back together again w thout him being
able to tell a thing. He did not know what the original configuration was; he
had no instrunents that could sense the disposition of neutral subatomc
particles, where the nmain nenory and process information were stored. And,
even if he had, he would not be able to read that information by inspecting
the gross outward mechanismstoring it, any nore than a man could read a novel
by | ooking at the electron crystal in his library-ring.

Sone engi neer. He was a human. This was |ike the handiwrk of the gods. This
was nmagi c.

Wll. At least he could |l ook at the parts of the nechani sm he recognized.
First, the reader-heads fed into the central rotary information-ring through a
nested series of concentric interprocessors. It was a beautiful solution to
certain basic design problens. Phaethon felt privileged just to see it.

"I think I understand why the Second Qecunene destroyed thensel ves," he said
al oud, absentni ndedly.

"Why is that, darling?" Daphne did not |ook up fromthe record in the slate
she was vi ew ng.

"They did not get to watch the Sophotechs solve problens. This is a

br eat ht aki ng pi ece of work! The designers created a sel f-sustaining conpl ex of
i nformati on waves traveling around a frictionless ring. The geonetry is
entirely radial, so there are no edge-bleeding effects, and, as far as | can
tell, the thing is distortionless, intertialess, and self-interference-free,
so that anything stored on it will last until the end of time, or unti
guant a- | evel decay erodes the fundamental substructure of the behavi or of
basi c particles, whichever cones first. The nmenory can be configured from any
two points on the ring to forma triangular matrix of any given hei ght,
l[imted only, | would guess, by the curvature of space itself. That nmeans you
can put practically any nunber of code lines into a given area, w thout

wor ryi ng about stop points and edge bl eed-of f that the

old rank-and-file square matri xes suffered. And that is just the internedi ate
t hreshol ding. The information core itself is a block of weightless
neutroni um "

"That's nice, dear," said Daphne absently.

"The reader-heads that feed into the ring can be used in any conbination, in
mul ti pl e scan-functions, so that you do not need a separate thought-port for
every combi nation of neuron actions in the subject. The heads are on a
tinmer... Hullo. What's this ... ?"

Daphne | ooked up. "Find anything, dear?"

Phaet hon shoved back his hood, blinking his eyesight clear of illusions so
that he could see the cabin again. Hi s gaze net hers. "Wen was the |ast tine
you used this unit?"



"Used it? | haven't even taken the tape off the reader-heads. No one has ever
used it. Its a prototype.”

"Atkins did not do sonmething to it? Exanmine it for weapons, or activate it by
renote control ?"

Daphne sat up, eyes big. "OCh, dear heavens! The thing isn't really
booby-trapped, is it?! | was just kidding when | said you should inspect it.
You know, to give you something to do, so you wouldn't fret. Is there
somet hi ng wong? There cannot be! | kept it in ny pack the whole tine!"

Phaet hon said, "The line clock reads zero, as if the unit had never been used,
but there is a separate clock, attached to the timer controlling the

coordi nation of the reader-heads, which indicated that the heads cycled
through 1 X 10 to the 28th power conbi nations about fourteen hours ago. That

i s about the nunber of conbinations one would get if someone used the unit,
and exanmined his own mind."

Daphne blinked. "Ch. That doesn't sound dangerous."

"But who did it?"

"No one. The thing was in ny pack. Fourteen hours ago? | was sl eeping on the

ground with twel ve pebbles sticking into ny back. 1. renenber because | got to
count them over and over again. |'d show you the bruises, but, until you get
around to admtting we are man and wife, | wouldn't want to do anything to

shock Silver-Grey Victorian propriety. Are you really not going to use that
noetic unit now? Do you really think I'man agent of your spy-thriller

vill ains? Just because the reader-heads are m saligned? That doesn't prove the
t hi ng

i s booby-trapped! Can't you just get it to read your brain without allow ng it
to change anything in your brain?"

"The reason why noetic nachines are so conplex, and the reason why the early
War | ocks, back in the Fifth Era, could fool the readings, is that there is a
conti nuous back-and-forth between the unit and the brain-information it reads.
Any act of exani nation changes an object."

"I still don't understand. You nean that someone-for the sake of argunent,
let's say it was your bad guys-canme up and used the machine while | was

sl eeping. That neans they did what? Swore an oath? Testified in court? Made a
contract? But in any case, it wasn't anything that damaged the unit, or that
reprogranmed it to do you any harm"

"I said there was a continuous two-way energy flow between the subject and the
noetic reading unit. Each one changes the other. | just said that ancient
War | ocks | earned how to hoax these readings. They did it by altering the
machi ne during the reading process. If this machine was altered by the eneny,
it could not have been for a good purpose.”

"But can't you look at it and find out? Have it check itself for flaws? O der
it to re-set to zero? Do one of those things you are always doing to our
systens at home whenever you are ignoring Rhadamant hus and don't want to hear
why what you are doing is going to nake things worse?"

He blinked. "Like when?"

"What about the time you coll apsed the east wi ng of the mansion, when we were
staying in New Paris? Or what about the time you were trying to re-thread al
the inpellers in our confluence register, because you thought it would get
nore tension out of the drive? Al you did was capsize us into the lava."

"I cannot believe you would bring that up again! That was caused by a flux in
the current around us: and even Boreus Sophotech said later that that was an
unexpect ed consequence of chaotic flows in the magnetic core! And |I'm sorry
about the wing collapsing, but |I thought we could save power by running it

t hrough a nonlinear interrupt."

Daphne rolled her eyes and | ooked at the ceiling. "Men! You are so touchy. Al
I'"'msaying is, howdid you right the nole boat again? How did you erect the
mansi on-fi el ds? Just

hit the damm reset button. Null everything back to the default."

Phaet hon frowned. "That seens too easy. But there is no reason why that should
not work..."



"And besi des, you were nonkeying with the east wing to show off, not because
we needed to save any energy, and you know it."

"Fine! | cannot believe we are going through this old argunent, when you m ght
actually be a horrible puppet controlled by the Silent Ones."

"What a terrible thing to say about a person!”

He shook his finger at her. "I"'mtelling you, if this turns out to be a Silent
One trick, and you killed that sweet Daphne-doll-the image of the woman |
love-1'"11 destroy your whole dam civilization with no nore hesitation than if
| were wi ping out a nest of cockroaches! You tell that to your masters! | was
born to burn worlds!"

"Don't be silly, dear, you sound |like a cavenan. But | appreciate the
sentiment; not every girl gets a nmaniac to slaughter people indiscrimnately
for her. So do you really think I'm sweet ?"

"I't's not funny. Well, perhaps it is a trifle funny, but it's really not
entirely funny." He threw off the housecoat and stepped back over to his

ar nor .

Daphne sat up. "Now what are you doi ng?"

"I can take a precaution. The thought-ports in ny arnor can act as an

i nternediary. The noetic-read energy cannot penetrate the admantium | can
just set up a buffer, like an air |lock, sonething to quickly interrupt the
circuit if the noetic reader does somnething untoward."

Bl ack tentacl es of nanomaterial fitted the arnmor around him Then he straggl ed
to put the housecoat back on. Then followed a few m nutes while he spread
nanomat eri al across his upper helnmet surfaces, growi ng contact-points to be
routed through the thought-points in his shoul der boards. The carrier |ines
clustered like a drooping nmass of hair across his head, and around his

shoul ders, spilling out of the front of the housecoat hood.

Then he spent several nonments downl oadi ng routines out of the thought-shop. A
poi nt-to-point system a format translator, security cycles, relative tine

adj ust ment groups, and so on..

I ronj oy, because of his clientele, had far nore security prograns than any

ot her thought-shop Phaet hon had seen. He sent out a search-tree to use and
conbi ne them al |

Then he di scovered, of course, that, since his secretarial and senescha
programs had been erased out of his personal thoughtspace, he had to get
architectural activators, routing judges, information condensers and
decondensors, pattern assessors, step |ocks, hold-and-go priority switches ..
Sone of this required additional hardware chips, processing beads, and so on
whi ch he clipped to the various parts of the housecoat, and hung fromthe
carrier strands. The wall behind the talking mrrors opened up into severa
construction cabi nets, where Phaethon either made or found what nore he
needed.

Soon, it was hard to nmove his arms, because he now wore two housecoats (since
the first had not had enough storage area of action circuits), and,
practically a third coat itself, was the layer of additional materials he had
been forced to add, wires and joi n-boxes, cooling disks and through-put forks,
dangling fromall eight sleeves.

He had opened one of the mirrors to allow himto run additional lines to
contact points there, to get direct access to thought-shop routines. Every
wire running to the mrror had a circuit-interrupt with a security assessnent
cell clipped to it.

"You | ook Iike a walking Yule tree," Daphne called fromthe cot.

"Just don't put a candle on ny head." Hi s voice was nmuffl ed, because the
external speakers on his arnmor were obscured. He sighed. "I'mjust glad the
Silver-Greys aren't around to see this. Helion's ancient vow to make our

t echnol ogy serve Beauty."

"You aren't a Silver-Gey at the nmonment, hero. Besides, |I'mrecording the
picture into ny ring. We'll all have a good |augh about it, once our exile
ends." There was a wistful note to her voice.

"Hhp. You show themthat picture, the Silver-Gey wn't take nme back."



"Don't worry. | show themthis picture, the Black Mnorials

will take you. You'll start a new Absurdist Sartorial Mvenent. Asnodi us
Bohost will dress |like you."

"Well, good heavens! It's worth the risk of having the Silent One's
booby-trapped noetic reader here burn out ny brain just for that, if nothing
el sel My other acconplishments will sink into obscurity by contrast, once

hi story renenbers that | once influenced M. Bohost's ghastly wardrobe!"
Daphne favored himwith a | evel stare.

"You' re del ayi ng. "
"Perhaps a little ...
"You're afraid."”

"Not unreasonabl e, considering that this mght actually kill ne.
"You are a paranoid del uded mani ac."

"But a |ovable one. Are you attenpting to bol ster ny courage, m ss? You should
have Eveni ngstar Sophotech teach you nore about how to mani pul ate the npods of
men. "

"Are we back to 'mss' are we? That's fine with nme; because at |east you are
talking now as if we are going to make it back out of this exile. You sound
mldly |less dooned."

"I"'mwondering if there are further steps | can take to make it so this noetic
reader, if it is trapped, cannot hurt ne."

"Put anot her bucket on your head."

"This is not a bucket; it nonitors energy levels in the hood-interface."

"It's still a bucket."

"Maybe |'m worried about what will happen if this succeeds. The automatic
exile-the one | agreed to suffer at Lakshm -will be ended. But so what? There
is not a single thing that will prevent the College fromturning around and
bringi ng a new proceedi ng agai nst ne. They still fear star colonization. Til
now, | had been sort of assuming that the nere exi stence of surviving

colonists fromthe Silent Cecurmene woul d conpel us to travel out there. To

di scover what had beconme of them if nothing else. But, if you are right after
all, and all this is a hallucination inposed by Gannis, that conpelling reason
vani shes. "

Daphne sat with her el bows on her knees, cupping her cheeks in her pal ns,

| ooki ng up at Phaethon with an inpertinent and girlish | ook. "Leave everything
to me and Aurelian.

We can clear that hurdle when we cone to it."

"What do you nean?"

"I was saving it as a surprise."

"I thought you hated surprises."

"Not when they are my surprises.”

"Pl ease tell me, mss."”

"Are we still back on 'miss'? Say, 'please tell me, Daphne my darling wife,'
and maybe | will."

"Sha'n't. You'll tell nme and gladly."

"And why shall [1?" She favored himw th an inpish snile

"Because, like ne, you are too proud of your acconplishnents to keep qui et
about them"

Her smile burned | anguid, and she brushed her hair with her fingers, preening.
Phaet hon said, "Any tinme now |I'mtired of standing here with a bucket on ny
head. "

"We're rich."

"What ?"

"Actually, you're rich. I'monly rich if you marry nme again."

"You are deluded. | do not have a gram of noney, not a second of comnputer
tinme."

"I said rich. It's not enough to buy our ship out of hock, but it should be
enough to hire a Black House vessel to carry us to Mercury Equilateral, and
pay for at |east some of the last-mnute preparations the Phoeni x Exultant
still needs done."



"Ch, cone now. And where did this alleged noney cone fron®"

"Flying suits."

"Flying suits?"

"You hold the patent on them The way Rhadamant hus set up the business, you
only |l ease the patent in return for a shared percentage. During the

masquer ade, everybody wants to fly. Its just so nuch fun. Aurelian Sophotech
set up a second levitation array above Western Europe, for the Aryan

I ndividualists, and a third over India, where the Unconposed Cerebelline
art-capital Mcrostructure is."

"Ri di cul ous. The Hortators ..."

"Are a private and voluntary organi zati on. They cannot subpoena your records;
they are not the police. Everyone who is renting a flying cloak fromyou is in
masquer ade. Nobody knows who they are, except for Aurelian.”

"But - but why woul d peopl e-why woul d they defy the Hortators?"

Daphne rai sed her slender hands and her soft, round shoulders in an

exagger ated pantom nme shrug. "Theory one: People support the Hortators, in
principle, except when that principle causes them sone sacrifice or hardship,
such as forgoing the pleasure of personal |evitation, whereupon their
principles evaporate like spit on Mercury dayside. A lot of people were upset,
you know, about the unforeseen consequences of that mass-amesia they let the
Hortators talk theminto. Theory two: People know the Hortators are actually,
really, supposed to ostracize folks like all your friends here, the child

por nogr aphers and sem sl avers and weaponeers, destructionists and nalignifiers
and nyst agogues, hatenongers and history-forgers and sui ci de- panderers; and

t he peopl e know that bright, heroic Phaethon does not fit in with that nuck.”
Phaet hon's nuffl ed voi ce cane out fromunderneath his | ayers of coats, |ines,
wires. "Wuld people really defy the Horators ... for ne? Do they believe in
my dream finally, after all?"

"Don't get so dewy-eyed. Occams razor forbids us from adopting theories that
require us to postulate unreal entities, such as, for exanple, the existence
of consci ence, noble dreanms, or good w shes anong our fellow citizens. No,

t heory nunber one makes nore sense. They don't care about you and your ideals
or about the Hortators and their ideals. They just want their toys."

"Their love for their toys may allow me to repossess nmy toy. Isn't there the
seed of free-market norality buried in that sonewhere? | want ny ship. The
Nept uni an conversation-tree has already predicted that their Duma will hire ne
to pilot the Phoenix Exultant."

Daphne pointed with a slender finger toward the chest pocket of his housecoat,
where the noetic unit rested. "But first you nust get us the hell out of his
m serable exile. Say the magic word and |l et that thought-forsaken thing read
your mind already. If I"mactually a Silent One spy, and this is all an

el aborate trap, 1'Il apologize to you later.” "Wat if |I'm dead?"

She shivered with disgust. "Well, then | won't apologize! WII you just get on
with it?! They dunped all ny spare lives, and it nmakes me nervous. |'ve been
nortal for at |east an hour now, and it's beginning to bother ne. | mean, what

woul d happen if a meteor struck the earth at this spot, or somnething?"

"I wouldn't worry about nmeteors, were | you," said Phaethon. "There hasn't
been a big strike since the Baltinore event in the Fourth Era. Since that
time, a watch has been tracking and recordi ng the noverments of all objects

wi thin the detectabl e danger zone, first by the Chicken Little Subconposition,
then by Star-Dance Cerebelline, and now by the Sophotechs. Nothing could get
past them..."

He frowned. A thought, so obvious and so large as to have been invisible
before, surfaced in his mnd.

Where was the Silent Oecunene starship?

There nust be a second Phoeni x Exul tant, perhaps a col der, slower, stealthier
ship, but a starship capable of travel from Cygnus X-1 neverthel ess. A dark
twin of his golden Phoeni x. Where was it hi dden? Sophotech navi gati on wat ches
observed every rock, practically every dustnote, in inner-systemspace. But if
the Silent Phoeni x was sonewhere beyond Neptune (as Phaethon had been



assum ng) then how could the Sophotechs not notice whatever information
instructions, or reports were traveling back and forth between Nothing's
agents on Earth and wherever the evil Sophotech was housed?

(Unless ... ? Could the agents be operating with only furtive and infrequent
contact with their Sophotech? If so, then the agents were capabl e of

obt useness, illogic, and human error.)

The Sil ent Cecumene technol ogy mght be different fromthat of the CGol den
Cecunene. Nonet hel ess, in general, it was safe to assume that the technol ogy

| evel still had to be roughly equal, since a godlike superiority in technol ogy
woul d have pernitted the Silent Ones to disregard any need for precaution or
secrecy.

Therefore, it was safe to assune that normal principles of science and

engi neering applied. The Silent Ones could not notivate their starship w thout
di scharges of energy sufficient to nove the ship's mass across the intervening
di st ance.

And al so, even if the Nothing Sophotech could be housed in a frame physically
much smal |l er than huge el ectrophotonic matrices of the CGol den Qecunene

Sophot echs, the energy density, and the energy required to performa
respect abl e Sophot ech-1evel number of operations-per-second, would still give
it a large mass-energy readi ng. The pseudo-neutroniuminside the noetic unit
he was hol di ng, for exanple, could have been detected fromorbit by weakly

i nteracting particle rangi ng-and-detection gear.

Where coul d one put a body that |large, or put a starship, w thout the

Eart hmi nd detecting either?

Daphne said, "You're not talking, |lover. That neans you're thinking."
"Shouldn't | be?"

A femnine sigh floated in the candle-lit gloom "You should be thinking about
hurrying up, getting a noetic reading, proving that you are right, and getting
hone in tine for a real confortable night, including a warm pool, a communi on
a nensal performance, and a wal k in the Eveningstar Garden of the New Senses.
The Non- Apot heosi s School was going to surface back into human thought space

fromtheir daring sub-transcendence tonorrow, and everyone says they will be
bringi ng back Para-artistic phenomena fromdeep in the Earth-m nd
m niaturized and recal cul ated to make sense to our neuroforns. | thought it

woul d be a nuch better way to spend an afternoon than sitting here on a
rusting barge, watching each other undergo the aging process. Can't we go
hone? All this poverty and trash here is beginning to depress ne. Too nuch
like ny folks' old Stark place on the Reservation."

She was cl utching her el bows and shivering. One of the candles on the porthole
sill behind her had begun to gutter out. She had hal f-turned and was wat chi ng
it die.

Phaet hon knew she was thi nking norbid thoughts. The Starks had not connected
their child to any nounenal imortality circuit, nor even told her that such a
thing as imortality was possible. Daphne had suffered nore than one bad
accident as a child, falling fromtrees, overturning boats, being tranpled by
anti que wal ki ng-statues; for she had led an active life. She

found out from a wandering confabul ator, a Jongleur fromthe Warl ock
Benevol ent M schi ef School, about Orphic reincarnation banks: and she had
never forgiven the mad risk her primtivist parents had taken with her life.
The bright flane sputtered, gave off a greater light than before, swayed,
failed, and vani shed. A slender tail of snoke rushed upward.

"WIl you just hurry up and get us out of here?" said Daphne.

Phaet hon said: "Darling, don't be afraid.”

She spoke without turning her head. "Wy not?" cane a bitter reply. "You are."
There was an odd sharpness to her voice. He said: "Just what do you nean by

t hat ?"

Daphne turned, picked up the child slate, touched the screen. The light from
the slate shone up fromher chin, and threw the shadow of her nose across one
eye. "I would not have had to go into exile, and cone all the way out here, or
get that portable reader fromAurelian, or do any of those things, if you had



just had the common sense to log on to the network and get a noetic reading
from Rhadamant hus or from any public contracts channel! You even read a

sel f-consi derati on anal ysis of your own psychonetrics, and it told you (it
told you!) that your fear of |ogging on was unnatural and out of characterfor
you. It should have been obvious that it was an inposed fear, inmposed from
outside. If you had half the brains you pretend, you would not have needed ne
to come by and rescue you!"

"You read ny self-analysis?' That is private materiall"

"Ch, cone on. | amyour w fe, you know. 1|'ve conmmuned with you. |'ve been
you. "

"I would not go through your diary wthout asking!"

"Ch, really? What if the wake-up code for the old version of me was there? O

are you only willing to break into private mausol euns, batter constabl es,
fight Atkins, and try to kidnap sl eepi ng wonen?"

"I -well -you nake a good point, | suppose. But still you should not-"

"What, are you afraid I'll come across your private sexual fantasies about
maki ng me dress up in a pony suit and horse-

breaking me? | have to admit, | sort of like that one ..."

"You are changing the subject, mss!"

"Denoted back to 'miss,' eh? Well, don't worry, hero. If |I die in exile,

woul dn't be telling anyone your secrets."” She tossed the slate back onto the
cot with a negligent flick of her wist. "I suppose it doesn't matter whether
you use that damm noetic reader or not. |I can tell you what it will say."
"What ?"

"The fal se menories were inposed through the M ddl e Dream ng. You were
standi ng near the courthouse, and a friend of Unnoi ghotep's, one of the
Cacophil es, got you to accept some sort of quick-read file. You were on public
courthouse ground. You nust have been using public server support for your
sense-filter, the sanme kind of | ow budget public-works thing Atkins was
conpl ai ni ng that Unmoi ghotep had cracked. Ri ght?"

"Y-yes. But why do you conclude that..."

"Sinmple. You were brain-raped. It could not have happened when or at any tinme
bef ore you were sourced through Rhadanant hus, or the nmansi on-m nd woul d have
detected it, or before your trial, for then the Curia noetic reading would
have detected it. And it didn't happen after you entered the El eenbsynary
hospi ce box, because the concierge woul d have detected it. So whomdid you
nmeet after you left the trial and before you went to the hospice? The
Cacophiles. ™

She pointed at the slate glowing on the cot. "And the self-consideration

anal ysis even told you that something was nmaki ng you not want to think about
the Cacophiles. It told you. You ignored it. And don't give ne this 'how can |
know anything if nmy brain has been altered? garbage! Look for the confirm ng
evi dence! Look at your own damn sel f-analysis! Look at basic Deception Theory
you | earned as an Apprentice, 'for every false-to-facts systemthere nust be
at |l east one self-inconsistency value' renmenber? It's all lies, and you should
be able to see through them Phaethon! There is no Silent Cecunene and no
spi es and no booby-trap! And there is Nothing! | nean there isn't a Nothing.
No such thing as Nothing. Denmons in Heaven! Boy, do | sound stupid even trying
to say it!" And there were tears in her swollen eyes, and she began

to laugh, and her face was flushed with anger, and Phaet hon sonehow t hought
she | ooked | ovely anyway.

"Don't get upset. Renmenber your self-control."

"Bugger that! |'ve left the Silver-Gey. Reds get hysterical. It's our
privilege!"

"Be that as it may, your theory sinply does not cover all the facts. Wy did
someone put a dreamblock in my head to prevent nme fromthinking or dream ng
about the Second Oecunene? If it wasn't the Silent Ones, then who?"

"Perhaps the block was nerely intended that you should not dream about
anyt hi ng. Maybe they wanted you to die of dream deprivation before anyone
exam ned you noetically and discovered the fraud. Wiy the Second Cecunene?



don't know. The subject matter nay have been chosen at random or they may
have chosen the nost upsetting inage fromyour subconscious, or the

t hought -virus may have mutated in operation. Chaos happens, darling. Sone
things aren't planned.”

"Someone sent me a threatening nessage just earlier this evening, through
Daught er - of -t he- Sea. "

"Ch, that. That was ne. Your Daughter-of-the-Sea bollixed the nessage."

"What was all that about being chained on a foreign planet, then?"

"Al'l 1 said was that we could have a fourth honeynoon on a real noon. You
could make a little lovers' planetoid for us, just the two of us, and maybe
you woul d not have to wander through the stars so far to find any happiness."
"And- oh. You nmean you-Are you volunteering to conme with ne?"

"Not while you have that stupid bucket on your head. But maybe I'Il cone.
Maybe not. But you know neither of us are going anywhere until you use that
noetic box. Are you really worried about it being booby-trapped? Use the damm
thing on ne. Read nmy nmind. Find out if I work for the Silent Qecunene. O for
the Bl ue Fairy-babies, or for Father Christnmas."

"What if it's not safe ... ?"

She spread her arms. "You'll only be hurting a Silent QCecunene spy."
"Wuldn't it be wiser to take a precautionary ..."

"You are not putting a bucket on ny head, Phaethon Prine

Rhadamanth, and that's final. Conme on! Get it over with."

She wal ked over and put her hand on Phaethon's chest, she put her fingers in
t he chest pocket and touched the noetic unit's thought-ports. "I'mnot a spy,
Phaet hon. "

Phaet hon was gripped by the fear that he was going to see his wife die right
in front of his eyes. "Wait!" But his clunmsy hand, tangled with wire, could
not nmove up quickly enough

She said, "I swear."
The unit humed. Daphne | ooked bl ank-eyed.
“"No! Vait!"

But then Daphne smiled, and the unit said, "Subject is telling the truth to

t he best of her know edge, information, and belief. She has no private nental
reservations. There is no sign of subconscious tanpering. Her |ast nental
redaction was a tenporary nenory |oss performed, at her request, by the Red
Eveni ngstar Sophot ech on Novemnber 2nd."

She smled at him "And | swear | |ove you."

The unit said, "Partially accurate. She has a private nental reservation that
you are behaving so erratically and peculiarly, that she is quite exasperated
with you, and she finds that this, despite her best efforts, makes you harder
to love."

Daphne scow ed and snat ched her hand back. "Oh, shut up, you!" Then she
nmuttered: "Bl abbernouth.”

Phaet hon drew a breath. "Very well. I'mconvinced it is worth the risk. Unit!
Pl ease examine nme for signs of mental tanpering."

The unit humred agai n, coughed. The hunmm ng dropped in pitch and fell silent.
Daphne said in a worried voice, "Is sonething wong?"

Phaet hon said, "Report progress.”

The unit said, "Unable to conply. No valid paraneters are present."

Daphne fl apped her hands. "Try it again."

The unit said, "External energy source interrupting matrix menory ring. Unit
di sabl ed. "

Daphne gave off a little squeal of anger. "Take the bucket off and try again!"
Phaet hon reinserted his probe into the noetic-reader housing. "I don't think
it is any interference fromnme or ny arnor."

The unit said, "System must shut down and go through re-constitution process.
Pl ease stand by."

"Dam it!" excl ai med Daphne. "You plugged in one of those wires backward, or
somet hing. Just like the time you collapsed the east wing in Paris!"

"There was an el ectromagnetic pulse. It scranbled sone of the outer circuits.



That infinite self-sustaining ring | was telling you about just stunbled al
over itself and got tangled. The information is still there, tangled in a
Moebi us knot, and without any addresses. But the inner neutronium or

pseudo- neutroni um or whatever it is, is still fine. You would need a beam of
antimatter even to scratch that stuff... Hm The energy-wave is coning in at
normal thought-port bandwi dth. Could it be sone sort of feedback or resonance
fromthe arnor?"

"Take off your arnmor and try it again."”

A thin and girlish voice spoke fromthe ring on Daphne's hand: "Do not take
of f the arnor! Daphne, nove back! Phaethon is under attack!"

THE ENEMY

Phaet hon stood anazed and wondering, Daphne WA who had, after all, played

t hrough many nore spy-dranas and dreanms where people are shot at) fell to the
ground and rolled under the cot.

That very probably saved her life. Shrapnel fromthe expl oding door tore the
robe off Phaet hon's back, and bounced off his arnmor with rusical chinmes of

t hunder, but the blast was at head | evel

There was flame and energy in the door. Phaethon stepped into it; broken wires
and destroyed housecoat circuits flashed white-hot around him

He put his hands around the creature he found there. The notors in his arns
and el bows whined. He thrust the thing bodily up the | adder, out of the cabin,
and away from Daphne.

A kick (or perhaps it was an explosion) rang off his chest and tunbl ed him
downstairs. Over his shoul der: "Daphne ... ?"

“I'"'mfine! Get him"

Thrust by his nmass-drivers and thrown upstairs in a wash of nagnetic energy,
he | anded on deck.

Al'l was dark. The dianond parasol s overhead had been opaqued, and spread to
grasp the rails at every point, so that the deck was now encl osed, |ike sone
wi de tonb, sealed with a lid.

The only light cane fromthe nonster. There it was, rearing up, with steam and
hissing liquid dripping fromits form Light came froma circle of fire
beneath its hoofs. The rising steamspread in a snoke ring across the bl ack
seal ed canopy over head.

It was Daphne's horse, of course.

O, rather, it had been the horse. It stood upright on its rear hoofs,

f orehoof s hangi ng crookedly high in nid-air. Blue-white sem -transl ucent
material flowed out fromits nouth and eyes, radiating waste heat as
nanomat eri al reaction boiled inside. Wth gush and a spray of blood, the
horse's skull split wide, and a | arger mass of the substance spilled into the
air. In the dimlight, Phaethon could see netal glints frominstrunents being
constructed rapidly within the tendrils of substance vomting fromthe
shattered skull of the rearing stallion

Phaet hon rai sed his hand, powered his accumul ators ..

"Stop! Negotiate!" came a voice fromthe horse. It |ooked sonething like a
rearing centaur fromnyth now, except with a nest of withing black whips
where a human face shoul d have been. The tentacles of substance swayed and
nodded |i ke the heads of so many cobras, but nothing fired.

Ironic. He, the civilized man should have been the first one to call to
negoti ate. "Who are you?" shouted Phaeton

"No nenory of that has been pernmtted to me. | am nothing."

(What was the sudden chill that touched hin? He had been hoping, secretly, al
this time, that everything, his enemes, and their evil, would turn out to be
a sinulation, a dream a hoax, a m stake. But here was an eneny. It was al
real .)

"You are from Not hi ng Sophot ech?"

No answer. The creature took a mincing step forward, rear hoofs clashing on

t he bl ackened deck, forehoofs still held high and crooked. Mre tendrils of

subst ance pushed out fromthe shattered horse-skull, these bearing tubes and
focusing el ements of om nous inport. Wapons? In the darkness, it was



i npossible to see clearly.

Phaet hon used the time to make adjustments within his own arnor. Heat fromthe
rapi d changes he made in his nanomachine lining vented fromhis arnor seans as
hi ssing streans of steam

Phaet hon call ed out again. "Are you organic or inorganic? |ndividual or
partial ?"

"I am not hing you can understand. Conprehensi on cannot conprehend us." The
words were spoken in a nonotone, in-flectionless, enpty, soulless.

"Do not speak nonsense, sir! Tell ne if you are an i ndependent self-aware
entity, so that | can deduce whether or not destroying you would be rurder."

A tonel ess and unenotional voice said back: "Self-awareness is nothing. It is

illusion, produced by di seased perception. Only pain is real."” "Wat do you
want ?" "Surrender. Mngle with us." "Surrender? Me ... ? Why? In return for
what ?" "We will strip your foul lust-corrupted flesh fromyour naked brain,
and sustain your nervous system anmong our self-ocean. Al actions and novenent
will be taken from you, and you may |lay down the horrid burden of

i ndividuality. AH sense perceptions, which are lies, will be blinded; al
menories of anything other than Nothing will be blotted out. Thus will you
know true service, true devotion, true norality. The only true noral action is
t hat whi ch generates no benefit whatsoever to the actor; thus you will receive

no good nor any reward of any kind again, no pleasure, no kindness, no
self-love. The only true reality is pain; it is the only signal that

denonstrates that we are alive. You will enbrace an infinity of that reality,
as your hel pl ess and di senmbodied brain will be stinulated to endl ess pain,
forever. This will teach you unpride, unegotism unselfishness. You wll

achi eve the enlightennent called no-thought."

Phaet hon organi zed his arnor to enmit several types of discharge, calculated to
burn flesh and overload circuitry. His mass-drivers now could sweep the area
with brutal force. The creature |loomed tall in the darkness. Phaethon raised
hi s hands and focused ai m ng el ements.

Yet he was reluctant nmerely to shoot down this creature in cold blood, while
it was talking. It did not sound sane. WAs there sone way to discover its
origin, its notives?

Dryly, Phaethon said, "Your offer is quite tenpting, sir, but I fear | mnust

decline. Frankly, | fail to see how a life of endless

and pointless torture benefits either yourself or nyself. Surely there is
somet hing el se you want for yourself... ?"

The rearing creature said in a | eaden nonotone: "Self is illusion. To seek

benefit is selfishness. Seek nothing, achieve nothing, be nothing. True being
i S non-being."

Phaet hon was tenpted to open fire. Wat was this annoying, pathetic, hopel ess
creature hoping to achieve? Was this talk nerely delay while other agents or
el ements rmade ot her attenpts?

Phaet hon need only think the proper thought-conmand, and he could log on to
the nentality in an instant, and tell the world what was happening here. Al
the secrecy of the Nothing would be nullified.

But woul d Phaethon live |ong enough to tell? Was a virus in the nentality
waiting to bl ock any outgoi ng comruni cati ons he m ght attenpt? This whol e
clumsy attack, this final face-to-face confrontation, this em ssary of
nmeani ngl ess horror, all this mght be merely ah el aborate ploy to force himto
| og on.

He sinply was not sure what to do. Phaethon said, "Explain your conduct. Wy
attenpt force? Violent interaction is nmutually self-destructive; peaceful
cooperation is nmutually beneficial."

"To benefit the self is wong. It produces pleasure, which is gross
corruption. Pleasure produces life, which damages the ecol ogy and is abhorrent
to nature, and life produces joy-of-life, which traps the mnd in materi al
reality, inprisons the false-self in logic. But once the state of m nd beyond
all logic is inmposed, then there are no definitions, no boundaries, no limts,
and endl ess freedom the freedom of nothingness, is present. This state cannot



be expl ai ned or described to you, since you do not exist, and since al

descriptions are false. Your brain will be reconstructed. You will be
absorbed. Submt."
There was silence in the darkness. Phaethon still could not bring hinself to

shoot a self-aware being, even an enemny, during negotiations. But did that
mean he woul d have to wait until the alien threatened hi magain? That woul d be
worse than foolish. Hs duty was to log on, and to warn the world, even if it
cost himhis life. Doubt made him hesitate. This was not the kind of problem
Phaet hon had practiced to solve. He knew how to sol ve engi neering probl ens,
probl ems made of rational magnitudes, definite structures, clear goals. But
this ... ?

A child, or a madman, who was irrational, was a figure to i nvoke fond

pati ence, or pity. But when that same irrationality controlled the weapons and
science of a civilization as great and as powerful as the Silent Cecunene once
had been, that was a figure of horror

Yet how coul d such unreason, even so, be taken seriously? This was the
silliest and the | east persuasive negotiator it had ever been Phaethon's bad
fortune to neet. There were logical contradictions in its phil osophy a

school boy coul d see through

What could it want? And what did one say to such a creature ... ?

Phaet hon pl ucked up his courage and spoke. "Forgive nme, sir, but | amgoing to
have to ask you to turn yourself in to the nearest constabulary. Please
surrender; | have no wish to harmyou. You are quite insane, and so there is
no point in arguing with you, but I'm sure our nounenal science can restore
you to sanity after a brief redaction.”

"You admit, finally, the truth of our proposition," issued the headl ess
horse-creature. "Logic is futile. Truth nust be inprinted on captive brains by
force. But our truth is not your truth. There is no conmon ground between us,
no under st andi ng, no conproni se, no trust. There is nothing between us."

The creature's | eaden voice ground to sil ence.

Phaet hon said in a voice of cold bewildernment: "But then why did you ask to
negotiate? O, for that matter, why do anything at all? If your life is so
horrible and irrational and meaningless, put an end to it! | won't hinder you,
| assure you of that. Quite frankly, it would relieve ne of the upsetting
chore of doing it for you."

This seemed to be the first thing Phaethon said that produced an enotiona
response fromthe creature, for the many tentacles began to withe and | ash,
and fragments of material, hooks and weapon-barrels, began to wormtheir way
out through the steam ng horseflesh of the chest and haunches with agitated
twitches. Blood streamed down the horse's fetlocks and stained the deck. It
took little steps back and forth, to the left and right, like a conmic little
dance, rear hoofs clanging, and the tall upper body swayed, forelegs curling
and uncurl i ng.

The two stood facing each other, a man in bright armor, a snoldering and

facel ess horse-creature, stepping and swaying, loonmng |ike a black shadow.
Phaet hon took a step back, nade certain all his new made weaponry was ai ned
and prined and ready. He drew a tense breath.

Nei t her one of themfired.

The creature planted its rear hoofs again, raised its many arms, and froze in
pl ace. The creature's voice, speaking in a deeper tone, cane forth: "W have
imprinted our over-self into the internal fields of a black hole, beyond the
event horizon. In the center of the black hole, there, all irrationalities are
reality, all boundary conditions reach infinities and infinitesimals. Logic
stops. No rational signal can reach out fromthe event horizon to commrunicate
wi th those who have not been absorbed. You are beyond ny event horizon. You
still exist in the universe limted by logic, selfishness, perception

t hought. You will enter us, and be enbraced, enter our singularity, and al

di stinctions between self and other shall cease. You shall cease. W shal
cease. Nothing shall triunph."

Phaet hon thought: But then what in the world do you want? Wiy have you been



attacking me? Yet he did not bother to say anything aloud. It would have been
futile.

The was a bob of |ight from behind him Phaethon saw Daphne, a broken cot I|eg
in one hand, like a club, step up the | adder to peer out over the deck. The
ring on her finger was producing a thin beamof [ight. "Phaethon?! Wat's
wrong with you? Haven't you destroyed that creature yet?"

"Daphne!! Stay back!" Phaet hon nade a noise of frustration and fear and

st epped between Daphne and the nonster, his back to her, spreading his arns as
if to shield her. He was sure that in one of her spy-dranmas or bellipographic
simul ati ons, the heroi ne was supposed to use a chair leg or sonething as a
truncheon to beat off the conputer-generated figments.

Was she insane, to conme up here? H s agonized and bitter thought was that
Daphne had no real experience of emergencies, and could not judge degrees of
danger.

The horse-thing reared back even farther, and its spine el ongated, pushing its
upper body higher yet in a bl oody convul sion of ripping horseflesh. Bl ood
gushed every way across the deck. Two of the tendrils springing fromthe
horse's neck doubled in size, and reached far left and far right, so as to be
able to point down at Daphne. Whichever way Phaethon noved so as to bl ock the
weapon with his body, left or right, the creature would still have a clear
line of fire the other way.

The nonster's nonotone cane: "Surrender, or | destroy the |ove-object."

" '"Love-object'?!'" Exclai med Daphne in a voice of outrage. "Phaethon, who is
this thing?" And then, when the light fromher ring fell across the dripping
mass of the nonster, she gave out a tear-choked gasp: "My horse! My poor
Sunset! What have you done to my horse?!"

Phaet hon said quickly, "What do | need to do to surrender?"

The nonster said. "Gve us the arnor. W need it to fly the ship.”

(The armor. O course. What el se could it have been?)

"And if | give you my arnmor, you will let ny wife go?"

Daphne said in a very soft voice frombehind him "Kill the dam thing,

Phaet hon. You can't bargain with it."

The nonster said: "You are inpelled by thoughts of |ove and safety for |oved

ones, a norality of good and evil. W are beyond good and evil, beyond | ove.
W have ... no |l oved ones. W have nothing. Nothing fulfills us. You shal
give us the arnor and subnmit to selflessness.”

Daphne whi spered from behind him "Don't feel fear. Don't listen. Kill it."
Phaet hon hesi t at ed.

Daphne' s whi sper cane: "I will be so ashaned of you, so very ashaned,

Phaet hon, if you let love or fear make you weak. | will hate you forever.
Don't be a coward. Kill the dammed thing."

Phaet hon drew a breath, held it, thought for a nonent. He said, "I |ove you

Daphne. |'msorry."

And he gave a nental command to his arnor.

Arms of intolerable fire erupted in thunder out fromhis gauntlets and stuck
the creature. A dozen lightning bolts |eapt from di scharge-points along his
shoul ders, | ances of incandescent brightness. The main energy cell in his
breast pl ate opened into a single, all-consun ng beam of atonic flane.
Mass-drivers flung |ines of near-light-speed particles into the target. An

i nst ant aneous cataclysm of fire converged upon the nmonster and pierced it.
The horse body expl oded and spread flam ng debris across the deck. Phaethon
batteri es drained, energy exhausted, suddenly felt the full weight of the
arnor across his shoulders, and fell heavily to one knee.

Phaet hon knelt, panting. The concussion within the contai ned space of the deck
had been tremendous. On the deck before him a colum of oily flanme was
roaring, lashing the black parasols above with withing arnms of snoke.

He turned his head. Daphne was on her face. Was she dead? But then he saw her
stir and rai se her head. It was inpossible and amazi ng. She was not even

bl eedi ng. Had the creature not fired? She had been standing in the shadow of
Phaet hon's arnor, and his weapons had been configured to nininmnmze any



backscatter or spread. Even so, the discharge of forces in this enclosed space
shoul d have ..

No matter. He accepted it as a mracle.

"You're alive ..." he whispered

She was on her hands and knees on the threshold of the hatch. Her face was
red, and her tears ran down the soot on her cheeks. She coughed, and said,
"You called ne wife, that tine, lover. |I guess this means I win ..."

"I tried to log on to the nentality,"” Phaethon said heavily. "I realized that
you rmust be right, that there is no virus, nothing to fear. But..."

He saw Daphne's eyes, focused beyond his shoulder, turn into circles of
horror.

"Ch, you've got to be kidding ..." she murnured.

H s head seenmed slow, filled with pain, as he turned it again. Qut fromthe
colum of fire where once a horse had been now stepped a tall skeletal figure,
made only of blue-white nanomaterial, and still shaped something |like the
horse body it had been wearing. Forward it cane, mincing delicately on its
rear hoofs, upper body |oom ng high. Fromthe upper-spine shape of the
structure, a nest of snakes still spread, still holding weapons and

i nstruments pointing down at the two of them

The nonotone canme again: "W approve of futile, pointless, and neani ngl ess
actions. W wel come your attenpt to cause us pain. But we di sapprove of your
notive, which was selfish. Renove your arnor. Insert your head into the cavity
we open in this unit, so that we may sever your neck and ingest your

brain-material. Your brain will be sustained by artificial neans, during
transport."

The rib cage opened like two grillworks nmade of bone, showi ng a crude
mechani sm still steanming with the heat of nanoconstruction, whose orifice was

like the jaws of a guillotine.

Tiny flakes of slime fell fromthe points of the welcom ng rib cage bones. The
guillotine jaws snapped wi de, form ng a round, wet hole about the size of a
man' s head.

Phaet hon used his energency persona to turn off his fear. Immediately, a crisp
clarity canme into his thoughts, unhanpered by enotion

The first conclusion that entered his mnd was that Daphne had been right: His
fear of logging on to the mentality had been inposed externally, by the
Cacophiles, at the time when Phaethon had just cone out fromthe courthouse.
The Silent Ones had not so far denonstrated the ability to mani pul ate

mental ity records, erase Sophotech menories, or do any other thing Phaethon
had once believed themable to do.

The second concl usion was the screen of interference that was presently

bl ocki ng his access to the nmentality nust be grossly conspi cuous to network
nmoni tors. The entire nounenal mnd-information systemof Earth, including the
t hought s of the Sophotechs and the brain recordings of the immortality
circuits, relied on the conplete and unobstructed flow of commruni cation, and
hence was extraordinarily sensitive to any interruptions.

A third conclusion confirmed the first: Daphne's departure had been a public
event. The eneny had nerely dispatched a horse, controlled by, or carrying,
some nanot echnol ogy package, to find her and have her lead it to him This
nmeant that

Phaet hon' s whereabouts had in fact been unknown to the eneny till today. This
meant the Silent Ones had not invaded the nentality to any great degree.
Evidently their penetration was enough to allow themto be aware of public
events, but no nore.

The intuition which had been naggi ng hi m bef ore now becane cl ear. The eneny
was not power ful

Fromtheir actions, their goals could now be guessed. The eneny nmust have made
contact with sone Neptunians, in distant space, beyond the sight of the

i nner-system Sophot echs; the Neptunians had contacts with Gannis. Through
Ganni s the eneny found Unmoi ghotep and the Cacophiles. The eneny had then
waited for an opportunity to strike secretly at Phaet hon



But not to kill him The seizure of his brain and his brain-work, of his

know edge of the ship, of the ship-controlling mechanisms in his arnor, nust
have been their goal fromthe first. Hence the Neptunian | egate who had
approached himhad attenpted to get himphysically to come with him Wen that
failed, they struck next right after the Curia hearing, when the Cacophile
Unnoi ghot ep poi soned his mind with a black card in the Mddle Dream ng

i mpl anting fal se nmenories of a nonexistent attack, meant to frighten himinto
opening his nenory casket and to force himinto exile. Wth Phaethon in exile,
they then noved to seize control of the Phoeni x Exultant.

The enemy had struck right at the monent after Phaethon's debt to Gannis had
been cancel ed by Mononmarchos' cl everness. Why? Because the Silent Ones had
control of Xenophon, who was able to buy the debt from Weel-of-Life, and take
possessi on of the ship (which, had it not been for Mpnomarchos, would have
gone to Ganni s and been di smantl ed.)

Al of this was neaningless unless they intended to capture the ship (and her
pilot) intact.

This led to two possibilities. The less horrifying one to contenpl ate was that
Xenophon did not actually intend to dismantle the ship. The other possibility
spelled terrible danger for his friend D onedes.

The Silent Ones had lost track of himafter Victoria Lake (as had, apparently,
the Hortators). But then Daphne, using private know edge about hi m and about
his tastes (which Nothing Sophotech, no matter how intelligent it was, could
not have known or deduced) had found him

And she had brought this Silent One agent, this construct or being or whatever
it was, here. It had, during the journey, tanpered with the noetic reader only
just enough to deter a paranoid Phaethon fromusing it. Wen he had finally
(and against all better judgment) decided to use it nonetheless, it had
directed a beam of energy into the noetic unit's works to destroy the machi ne.
Daphne's ring had detected the beam and at that nonent, the masquerade ended.
But why hadn't it destroyed the noetic unit earlier? There was only one
answer: It could not afford to | et Daphne, or anyone else, get any firm

evi dence that the Silent Ones existed. A noetic reader that had been clearly
and obvi ously sabotaged woul d be evi dence confirm ng Phaethon's story, just as
much as if the working reader had exam ned Phaet hon and di scovered the origin
of his fal se nenories.

In each circunstance, the Silent Ones had attenpted to avoid detection

Al this flashed though his thoughts in a suspended nmonent of emergency tine.
Then, over the next mnicrosecond, he ran through a conpl ete system check
attenpted four different ways to log on to the nentality, to send out
energency signals, or to make any sort of contact with any external circuits
or networks. Everything was bl ocked; all channels were white with static.

Anot her | ong m crosecond was spent while he made what tests he could on the
barrier, sending pul ses out fromhis arnmor and anal yzi ng the echoes. He
attenpted to deternmine its energy levels, its field geonetry, its resonating
properties. Fromthe reactions, he realized that this was not nmerely neant to
bl ock out goi ng energies, but also to trace them

This fact inplied certain obvious concl usions, and suggested a possible course
of action. But was that action w se?

Here was the nonster, wetched and sad creature that it was, invulnerable to
Phaet hon's nost fierce attack, with all its weapons ready, |ooning above,

t hreat eni ng Daphne with death, and himw th worse than death. But was Phaet hon
in a weak position now, or a strong one?

The emnergency persona recognized that it was unable to nake this assessnent,
whi ch required a value judgnent, and so it shut down and dunped Phaet hon back
into the flow of normal tine.

I mredi ately his fear for Daphne's safety rose to seize him

"You cal | ous bastard," Phaethon whispered. "You col dbl ooded, cal cul ati ng,
ruthless son of a bitch."”

The nonster said, "Your response is not appropriate. W once again demand your
surrender. Ot herw se the | ove-object dies in pain."



"I wasn't tal king about you," mnuttered Phaet hon
Daphne, from behind him said fiercely, "Don't let it win. If it wants the

arnor, destroy the arnmor first. If it wants you, kill yourself first. If it
tries to use me to control you, shoot ne first. This thing cannot w n unless
you let it!"

Phaet hon drew a deep breath. He had tried all the weapons he could build, but
that had proven futile. Any agent Nothing Sophotech would send out would

obvi ously be equi pped with the best defenses a superintelligent study of

Phaet hon's arnor could predict. Wat coul d Phaethon attenpt which had not been
predicted ... ?

There was one possibility. He was not pleased, but, for Daphne's sake, he saw
he had to make the attenpt.

Phaet hon said, "I will not surrender to you, since you are an insane creature,
and | cannot trust that you will keep your word. | ama manorial. | have been
born and rai sed by machines, and | trust only machines. Put me in contact with
your Not hi ng Sophotech. Only if your Sophotech gives me assurance that Daphne
will be kept alive and safe and free to go, will | believe in your good faith,
and surrender."”

The creature said nothing, but its tentacles tw tched. Phaethon tried to guess
what thought-process m ght be going on inside that headl ess skel et on-body. Yet
surely it would not regard this request as unusual or strange, com ng from
him Everyone knew t he manor-born trusted only Sophotechs.

Behi nd him Daphne hissed, "Lover, have you |l ost your mnd? Is that hel nmet
cutting off the oxygen to your brain? Do you think it's easy for ne to stand
here waiting to be shot and to keep telling you to fight that thing? How about
alittle support for ny position herel?"

Phaet hon said harshly to her: "My dear, forgive ne, but you have read far too
many of those romantic fictions of yours. In your type of stories, heroes

al ways prevail because they are good, not because they are correct. But for
engi neers, reality requires that you solve problenms only within the context of
what circunmstances and avail abl e resources pernit. It involves trade-offs. It

i nvol ves conprom se. Sonetines the solution isn't pretty, and falls far short
of any high ideal. But whatever solution it is that works, that's the one we
choose. "

To the creature, he said, "You can erase her menory of this event, so that
your secrecy will be safe, but | insist that she be set free."

The nonster said, "You will service our needs because need is all we have. W
have not hing. You have no right to bargain with us or to make demands. Your

| ove, your notions of right and wrong, makes you susceptible. Because you are
weak, you must obey."

Phaet hon said, "Wak... ? Me ... ? Wiy in the world do people keep telling ne
that?" Inpatience crept into his voice: "Listen to me, you pathetic vomt-mass
of psychotic self-loathing, unless | nyself surrender, and freely open this
arnor, and freely discard it, you have no power to hurt me. None! It is you
who has no roomto bargain, you who cannot negotiate. You were instructed by

your master to capture nme and ny arnor intact. You will fail, and fai
utterly, unless | choose otherwi se. Very well: you have heard the conditions
of my choice. Send a signal to your master: | want confirmation fromthe
Not hi ng Sophotech itself."

The area was beginning to fill with snoke. The creature stood still, | oom ng

high in the darkness, silhouetted dimy against the few dying fires Phaethon's
weapons had lit on the far side of the deck, and by the glint from Daphne's
ring.

The creature said, "Very well. The signal is being sent..."

It came from sonmewhere over Phaethon's shoul der and whi spered right past his
ear. Whatever it was, it must have been traveling faster than the speed of
sound, because he heard it only after the nonster vani shed in a nonment of
[ight. Snoking, toppling, the scattered bl ue-white bone-things seened to fly
apart, as if trying to escape. The dazzling after-echoes of the light seened
to close in around them Perhaps there was a very quiet hissing noise. And



then the blue-white substance was consuned without a trace.

For less than a nonment, like an after-echo, a vibration or haze flashed across
t he deck and the overhead panels, each place the creature had stepped or

dri pped or touched.

Dar kness. Al was still.

Only then was Phaet hon aware of the needle-thin ray of light striking himfrom
behi nd. He turned. There was a small nelted hole, like a pinprick, piercing

t he bl ack di anond parasol wall behind him just above the railings. The hole
was so snall that, had it not been utterly black inside here, and admtting
some little light fromoutside, it would have passed unnoti ced.

Phaet hon gri maced. "Cone out, cone out, wherever you are," he nuttered

angrily.

Daphne coughed and clinbed to her feet and | ooked around bl ankly. "What's
goi ng on? You were only pretending to give up, | hope. Does this nmean you are
a hero after all... ?"

Phaet hon said, "Not me. |'mjust the dupe. The bait. And, as for that..." He
nodded toward the enpty air where the enenmy had just been standing.

"It is dead, | hope ... ? I've never seen a dead thing before, not permanently

dead. But | thought there would be a corpse or something. There is always a
corpse in nystery fiction."

"The weapon he used involved an energy | haven't seen before. Whatever it was
did not even mar the deck where the creature was standing, or touch the
pavilion surface behind it."

"He used ... ? He who ... ?" But then she began coughi ng agai n.

Phaet hon stepped to where he had seen Daphne's horse nosing anong the pavilion
surfaces. There. The icons and thought-ports were stained with soot, but he
saw the wires running to the |l ock-icon. Once again, a trick anyone with Col den
Cecunene technol ogy coul d have pl ayed.

He brushed the wires aside, which interrupted the circuit hol ding the I ock
shut. The pavilions turned transparent, slid open, and spread wi de, admitting
t he ni ght sky.

Snoke and stink, trapped beneath the canopy, now poured out from beneath the
upper peaks, spilling off of higher canopies, and flowing up to be lost in the
air. Daphne stepped to the rail and drew a deep breath.

Across the bay, rose a cliff. Stepping out froma place where the hillside
bel ow t he burnt houses had fallen away, was a figure in stream ined brown-gray
arnor. In one hand he held a long thin inplenent of some sort. Wen the figure
stepped to the top of the cliff, and the night sky was behind him the arnor
changed col or, turning night-black

Phaet hon squi nted, pointed. "There's your answer. He nust have known al

al ong. About the invasion. About everything. He lied to you, you know. He may
be the only person in the Gol den Cecunene who is allowed to |lie and get away
with it. No wonder people hate him"

Daphne | ooked at the black figure. The arnored man saw they were watching him
he drew a length of silver nmetal, a sword fromhis side, held it overhead, and
sal uted t hem

It was Atkins, of course.

Phaet hon said, "My access to the mentality was cut off by a barrier which was
i ntended to trace outgoi ng nessages to their destination. H s plan was to have
t he nonster succeed, kill you and kill me, and then see where the creature
took my head. But | don't understand why Atkins was not stationed here,

wat ching me, fromthe very first. He nust have known where | was."

Daphne sighed in exasperation. "I should have seen this a mle off. This is
intrigue, just like in all my stories! He knew they had to be followi ng ne. So
he must have known my poor Sunset was carrying a nonster. He followed us to
see what the nonster was up to." She shook her head in self-dismy. "I'm
simply going to have to read nore romances!”

They were both leaning with their elbows on the railing. Both sighed, either
with pent anger or with surprised relief. Both turned and | ooked at each

ot her.



It was only a small notion. Perhaps she only tilted her head a bit toward him
or nmoved her shoul der. But, sonmehow, instantly, he had flung his arnor
clattering to the deck in a swirl of black nanomaterial, and found her arms
around him his arnms around her, her warmlips surrendering to his fierce

ki sses, his mouth stung by her return kiss even nore fierce, their bodies
pressed together, |ocked tight, and sighs, cries, and nuffl ed sounds
surroundi ng each extended ki ss.

It was Phaethon who drew his head back first. "You know, miss..."

"Shut up," she said. She was as bonel ess as a sleeping cat in his arms, her
head t hrown back, her eyes half-closed, her lips half-opened, slender hands

wi t hout strength agai nst his shoul ders. She | ooked hel pl ess, utterly overcone,
and utterly in control. "You talk too much. I'mcomng with you."

And she raised her lips to kiss him again.

Her face was just like his drowned wife's face. Her kisses were al nost the
sane as the kisses of her twn.

He put his hands on her shoulders and firmy drew her away from him

| mpi sh humor, inpatience, inpertinence all flashed in her gaze, and she opened
her mouth to speak. But then she saw the sober look in his eyes. Her
expression grew sad. She said not hing.

He dropped his hands away.

"I"'msorry," he said, half-turning away.

Her eyes flashed. "Don't worry. I'Il wait. O maybe 1'Il just go find sone
other man. Atkins is pretty cute.” And she turned toward the cliff shore and
waved her hand hi gh overhead, calling out "Yoo-hoo! Hey, sailor! Over here!"
At ki ns had been standing with his hands clasped behind his back, pretending to
study the stars and cloud formations, while the two of them were kissing. Now
he nodded toward them and junped.

Phaet hon coul d not see what engine or flight-systemhe was using to make the

|l eap all the way across the bay, and Phaethon | ost sight of the black arnor as
it passed overhead. But then Atkins |anded on the deck in a crouch, like a
cat, and he made no noise at all when he | anded.

Atkins turned. H s hel net opened into a black hal o of hovering beads; but sone
of the beads fell to the deck, and becane sinple seashell shapes, and
scanpered back and forth across the deck and the dianond pavilion surfaces
above him

Hs face was still immbile, grim and |lined. But there was

a sparkle in his eye, which made himl ook refreshed, alert, and perhaps
slightly cheerful.

Phaet hon coul d not hide a hostile expression. He snapped his fingers, and had
his bl ack coat reach down and fit his arnor back onto him He left his hel net
of f.

Atkins had only his katana in his belt. Daphne pointed, and said, "Wat
happened to your big, |ong gun? The one you shot the nonster with?"

"It's not called that, ma'am Its called a field-disruption directed-energy
renote-mani fest aimng unit. O it's called a Hell-hanmrer. It projects a group
of rempte micro-units at near-light speed to forma high-energy web assenbly
around the target, investigate and confuse any anti-disintegration gear
neutralize counter-neasures, and then the web negates me-sonic fields coupling
basic particles together. It's got an effective range of about fourteen
light-mnutes, so | could not hit any target outside of the inner systemwth
it, soit's no good for |ong-range work. Al so, the energy-web-targeting
capacity falls off sharply if your mass is greater than that of, oh, let's
say, thirty thousand netric tons, so it's no good for naval bonbardments. But
alittle bit of close work like this ... ?"

Daphne, seeing Phaethon's eyes narrow in a | ook of distaste, stepped closer to
Atkins, and said in a cooing tone, "That's all very fascinating! But where did
you put it... ? You're not carrying it."

"Ch. It was a pseudo-material projection, ma'am?"

"Real | y?" Her eyes sparkled, and she took another step closer

"Yes ma'am | carry tenplates for all possible weapons and ot her conbat



systenms in ny arnmor, with a | ong-range pseudo-matter projector, so | can
project units of equipment, and fighting nmachines into nmy environnment, as
needed. The thing |I put between you and the bl ast when your husband here set
off his little fireworks display, that was an Iron Wzard Hei ronynous
Fifth-Era War Car with attached entrenching blade ..."

She blinked. "What?"

At ki ns spoke in a voice of polite surprise: "You did not notice a |arge,
squar e-treaded vehicle of heavy nobile arnored caval ry appear on the deck
bet ween you and the bl ast when the bl ast went off?"

"I had ny eyes closed," she said. "I think Phaethon was | ooking the other way.
Weren't you, Phaethon? Aren't you going to thank the nice man for saving ny
l[ife? | had evolved back up from'mss' back to "wife,' at |east at that
nmonent, so don't you think you should say sonething nice instead of standing
t here gl oweri ng?"

Phaet hon said, "Perhaps |I should thank you, for saving my ... for saving
Daphne's life." "Just doing ny duty, sir."

" O perhaps | should punch you in the nose. Seeing as how it was you who
put her life in harms way in the first place. Or are you going to say that
that was just doing your duty as well?"

The tiny twitch in his jaw, which Atkins used instead of a

snmle, appeared. "As to that, sir, | cannot say. But, if you're
going to try to take a swing at nme, you'd better do it now.
Because, if you do it later, it will be a court-martial offense."
"What ? Wy ?"

"Because striking a superior officer has always been a court-martial offense
for people who join the mlitary. And you are going to sign up, aren't you?
Because there is no way you are ever going to get your Starship back out of

t he hands of the eneny if you don't."

AT DAWN

Phaet hon turned his back to both of them irked and angered, but unwilling to
show hi s exasperation. He found a wall socket |eading to the barge power-core,
and pretended to busy hinmself programm ng an adapter out of his nanomateri al
cl oak, to recharge his drained arnor batteries.

The other two said nothing. Despite all the unasked and unanswered questions,
no one spoke.

Daphne stood | eani ng back against the rail, ankles crossed, hands near her
hi ps grasping the rail to either side. A soft night wind tossed her nussed
hair. Her face was still snudged, but she | ooked | ovely nonethel ess.

Daphne wore a slight, dreany snmile, and her eyes were on the distant horizon
She | ooked as if all were well with the world. But that slight supercilious
arch to her eyebrow, that slight catlike snile, also nmade her |look as if al
were right with the world only because of some secret scheme of her own, a
schene which, under its own power, needing nothing nmore fromher, noved to its
| ong-f oreseen concl usi on

Meanwhi |l e Atkins stood still, patient as a stone, while his small bl ack
renotes, like little scanpering seashells, conbed back and forth across the
burnt and flane-scarred area of the barge deck

Phaet hon thought, in a spasmof irritation, why shouldn't he be patient?
Atkins was still imortal

Sone part of the anger in Phaethon's nmind bubbled to the

surface. He shut off the wall socket, and turned to gl ower at Atkins.

Phaet hon poi nted toward Daphne, and snapped at Atkins: "Before anything el se
happens, | want Daphne's nounenal imortality copies restored. They were taken
fromher wongfully: Her exile is wongful, since she was exiled only for

hel ping nme, and | should not have been, and woul d not have been, ostracized by
the Hortators if you had had the decency to speak up at ny inquest hearing,
and tell the College of Hortators the truth!"

"Yes, sir," said Atkins in a polite tone. "I amsure you do want that. Was
there something in particular you think | can do to help you out there, sir?"
Phaet hon told hinself that anger was both irrational and undignified. He was



sure a self-consideration circuit would show hi m what ever subconsci ous
associ ati ons or allusions were provoking his sense that he had been treated
unfairly.

But the anger was there nonetheless. "Yes. You can issue an official apol ogy.
You can pay nonetary danages to my wife for the period of time she was
deprived of the use of her immrtality circuit, a circuit she had every right
to use and which, had it not been for the deception you practiced on the
Col | ege of Horators, she would have been able to use. Her life was and stil

is in danger during every noment her immortality circuit is di sengaged,
because any fatal accident she suffers now will permanently destroy part of
her thought-record, and, if she loses too nuch nmenory, that may prejudice her
rights to her own identity!"

Atkins said curtly, "Not much | can do about that, sir. Was there anything

el se?"

"Yes! You can offer her a public apol ogy and nonetary damages for the anopunt
of time she was inpressed into involuntary servitude as an operative of the
Cecunene Warmind Mlitary Hierarchy. O do you deny that the mlitary was
using her as bait to lure the Silent One agent out into the open? You were
treating her as if she were one of your people, risking her life, putting her
in a conbat situation, but you did not give her the option to volunteer for
that |ife-and-death mission. Nor did you give her the benefit of the training,
arms, and equi pnent, which you have given the lowiest soldier in your ranks,
in order to give himthe chance, at least, to defend hinmsel f! A chance you did
not give her!"

He | ooked asi de and saw that Daphne was sniling. Phaethon felt a nonent of
confusion and hope. He said, "Unless ... did you volunteer for this, Daphne?
Did Atkins explain the situation to you, and you cane nonet hel ess? That was
what was mssing fromthe days after you left Atkins's house, in the record
you showed ne, wasn't it? Some period of training or preparation, when he
readied you to face this danger ... ?"

And he could not help but smile in relief. For a nonent, for just a nonent, he
had t hought that the governnment and the society of the CGol den Qecunene was
capabl e of the type of nean, |ow, and deceptive practices which the barbarian
governments of primitive and unenlightened ages had practiced throughout al
time. Atime now long past...

Daphne said, "Volunteer? To go into danger? Me? OF course not. Don't be silly.

| thought you were deluded. | thought Gannis made up your eneny invaders just
to trick you. I certainly would not have volunteered to get ny poor Sunset
killed! I loved that horse. Volunteer for that? Wat kind of nonster do you
think | an®"

"Then what happened during those m ssing days?"

"Mostly, | wandered around | ooking for you. And I wished | lived in the days

when there were roads. So there I was on ny horse, plodding through the green
hills of India, where the Uncomposed Cerebellines live, separate fromtheir
gardens and rice-ponds. And | turned into sonething like the nyth of the
Asteroid Mner's Wfe, noving fromlittle comunity to little community,
searching for her husband's nisplaced nmail - body-bag. Except in nmy case,

i nstead of hunting down frightened Couriers of the Reunited Nations
Extraterrestrial Postal Service, | was the one who had to flee and hide, so as
not to come to the attention of the Hortators. And | didn't have a

fl ame- cannon. But aside fromthat, | was just |like her. You would have been
surprised. The runor got started that | was about to be exiled, so no one was
willing to talk to ne (you know how Unconposed Cerebel lines are) and everyone
pretended they couldn't see me, (even when they could) and every tinme | rode
into sone small hanml et or real -market or construc-tionary, everyone seened to
know who | was, and they |eft

out little gifts or food or trinkets on their watch-stoops, or hanging in
slate-cases fromtheir garden posts. Just |like the Sandnmen in the story

| eaving out flane-slugs and air-bottles for the Asteroid Mner's Wfe, you
see? And they pretended that animals or fairies were conming and taking the



little gifts away. Actually, it was all rather sweet. A lot of people left ne
noney, time coins, or antimatter grams. That part was really funny. Because
we're rich. | told you that part already, didn't |?"

"Yes. | think you' ve told ne everything," said Phaethon. Something in her
voice, in her little story, was naking his anger ebb. Was she doing that on
purpose... ? But no. It could not be on purpose. No woman coul d be that

cal cul ati ng. Phaethon turned back toward Atkins, and was about to begin
renonstrating with himagain, when Daphne added: "Ch, no! | forgot to tell you

the one inportant part! | met one of Aurelian Sophotech's projections in the
Taj Mahal ." "You were looking for me in the Taj Mahal ... ?" "Ch, no. | was
| ooking for you in India. But | went to see the Taj Mahal just because | was
in India anyway, you know, and why niss the opportunity ... ? H's inage was

dressed |i ke Ganesha, wearing an el ephant head, one broken tusk dipped in
scrivener's ink, and riding on the back of a nmouse. It was really
cute-looking; I'll show you ny nenories after we get back hone."

Phaet hon darted a dark |l ook at Atkins. "Yes. That's quite right. Qur exile is
going to be rescinded, correct? Atkins is a witness that all these events are

real. Perhaps this tine he will not hide the truth."
A twitch of annoyance touched the edge of Atkins' mouth. "Sir, you seemto
think I set policy. | just obey orders. | can't even pass wind w thout the

regul ati on book says so, OK? | didn't make the set-up you got yourself into."
"Very conveni ent to have sonmeone else in charge of your conscience, then, is
it?"

"You m ght know nmore about that than | would, sir. Ask your mansion that runs

your life for you." Phaethon was outraged. "I beg your pardon ... ?!" Daphne
said in a snooth and carefree voice, "Ch, darling! Did | tell you that
Aurelian had a nmessage for you ... ? It's

the nost inmportant thing in your life, so if you two king stallions are done
ki cking at each other, maybe |I can clue you in... ?"

Phaet hon said to Atkins, "You, sir, are a jackass. | think you owe ne sone

sort of apology. Oherwise..." But then he could think of no legitimte
threat, so he stood there, grimacing and feeling foolish.

To his infinite surprise, Atkins stepped forward, extended his hand, and said,
"I"'msorry."

"What ?"

"I"'msorry. Shake. | didn't set the policy, and | did not know the extent of
the Silent Cecunene penetration into our nentality, and so the Parliament
couldn't make any of the know edge public.”

"Then it is the Silent Cecunene?"

"Their technol ogy, w thout a doubt. Whether it is really them | don't know.
Unl ess they found some way of clinbing up out of a black hole.™

"How | ong have you known?"

"Known for sure? Not till the night they sent one of their agents, disguised
as a Neptunian, to go talk to you. They were pretty desperate to get to you by
that point, and so they took risks and got sloppy. The Neptunian | eft behind
physi cal evidence, spores in the grass, nanomachi nes, and so on. Because of
the way the data was encoded into the nanomachine fields, it seemed pretty
clear they had a Sophotech. You overheard what ny renotes found out about
that. But as for howlong it's been since | suspected? It was since the solar
storm"

"The one that killed ny father."

"Right. | saw an art performance sone freak fromthe Irem school put up on the
public channel s that anal yzed the novements and energy-levels involved in the
solar flares. It reminded me of the attack fractile patterns some of ny
chaos-weapons use. | nean, | know what a barrage | ooks |ike when | see one.
And, after | finally got the funds to do a statistical analysis run on the
flare notions fromthat recording (and, boy, the Parlianent really did not
want to give the nmoney for that!) | saw what the target was they were firing
at. Your ship."

"They were mani pulating Helion's array sonmehow to produce the effects?"



"I don't know how they did it. At that point, | did not even know if they had
done it. No one else but me thought that the solar stormfollowed an attack
pattern, or that it was deliberate.”

"Way didn't you tell anyone your suspicions?" Atkins | ooked anmused. "I told ny
superiors, the Parlianmentary standing commttee on Mlitary Oversight. Are you
asking why | didn't tell the press? I'mnot allowed. And even if | were, |
woul d hardly have told anyone. For all | knew then, the Silent Oecunene had
corrupted Helion's Pyraeus and Fl anm fer Sophotechs. And, if they were into
the Solar mentality, why not in the Terrestrial? The fact that your ship was a
target led ne to believe that you were also a target, and the Parlianent
agreed, and | was sent to watch you during the festival. You put on a disguise

and slipped out one night, and I lost track of you, and by the tinme | found
you again, you were already talking to the Neptunian." "Then-they killed ny

f at her-?"

"And | think they neant to kill you, too, as soon as they could get you into a

private enough spot. But then sonething changed their mnds."

"When ny | awyer tricked Gannis into canceling nmy debt. They thought they could
possess the ship rather than destroy it."

"Lucky thing, too. Otherw se, that black card whi ch Scar-anpbuche handed
you-the one they called 'Scary,' a polyp riding on Unnoi ghotep's back; that
was Scar amouche-woul d have just brain-w ped you instead of giving you
pseudomesi a. And, yes, | was not really the bailiff at the courthouse.
Sending me to guard the justices would be |ike parking a battleship in the
pond behind the parish courthouse in Dorking to protect the Judge of the
Assize. Yes. | was there to watch you. | was ordered to keep an eye on you
every time you | ogged of f of Rhadamant hus. These Silent Ones are deadly afraid
of Sophotechs, and | knew t hey woul d approach when and only when you were not
hooked to Rhadamant hus. "

"So you waited till Daphne was coming to |ook for ne, know ng they would comne
out of hiding to follow her. And

your plan was just to trace the link back to their superiors once they

succeeded. And you were willing to let both of us be killed to allow that to
happen, weren't you?"
At ki ns nodded glumy. "You're right, | should have waited longer. | took a

risk trying to protect the girl during the explosion, but |I think that thing' s
senses were confused when you opened fire on it."

"Confused it, did I?" Phaethon's voice was flat.

"Ch, don't feel bad. It was a good try for an amateur. The target was stunned
for alnbpst a second. You nade it use up a lot of its ablative shielding."
"Thanks, " sai d Phaethon wi thout enthusiasm

"But you're right. | should have held nmy fire. Right now, all we have is one
vector of one line of communication. W have no idea how far away the
destination was, nor will we know until we get a second line. And if the thing

was broadcasting to a relay, that line tells us nothing. So we don't have as
many clues to go on as we would have, if it had taken your head and gone off.
But it was one of those judgment calls, you know?" He smiled. "In any case, |
can nake out my after-action report now and still keep ny zero civilian
casualty rate."

"So you saved us to allow you to sinplify your paperwork, is that it?"

"CGot to keep your priorities straight, sir. But don't worry. W need at | east
a second line to trace back, in order to triangulate on where the Silent One
agents are sending their nmessages. So we're going to have to find anot her
Silent One agent, or wait here till another one cones by to nurder or kidnap
you. "

"And | suppose you are going to tell nme that | have to remain nortal unti

t hat happens, won't |1? Because a Hortator reinstatement would be a public
event that any remaining Silent One spies would notice, right? And so | am
just supposed to wait here till | amkilled just because you want nme to, is
that correct?"

"I"ve got nothing to do with it, sir," said Atkins, |ooking himstraight in



the eye. "It's only a question of courage. Wuld you risk your life to save
t he Gol den Cecunene? Wul d you die?"
"OfF course. That goes wi thout saying.'

"It goes without saying these days,

sir, because you and | are the only people |'ve ever heard say it. |'m asking
you to join the service. The eneny nust have a starship.” "That is ny
conclusion as well. A Silent Phoenix." "No ship of ours would be able to catch

the thing; only yours. Wich nmeans we need to get her away fromthe Neptunians
wi thout alerting the Silent Ones who have infiltrated the Neptunians. And, if
that means letting yourself get dumped on by the Coll ege of Hortators, and
staying in this inmortality-less exile, then that's what you may be asked to
do."

"Good grief, Marshal Atkins! Are you contenplating turning my Phoeni x Exultant
into a warshi p? A ship of peace, a ship neant for exploration, for the
creation of newlife? A horrid thought, sir! Unthinkable! Are you serious?!"
"Let me ask you. Do you think the enemy could possibly have any vessel that
could outrun her?" "Unthinkabl e-ah. Hmn Did you say 'her'?" "Course. Al ships
are 'her.' Beautiful piece of machinery, that ship. You cone up astern an
eneny target at ninety-nine percent of the speed of light, target has got no
time to react, won't even see you till you're right there. Then do a cl ose
pass, and use her drive like a stern-chaser, dose themwi th |ethal radiation
or dunmp sone excess antimatter fuel off into their path. O better yet, just
ram her right through them The anmount of arnor that beauty carries, no nornal
ship woul d even scratch her. She's a wonder."

"Well. Well, I'"'mglad we agree on sonething, Marshal. But nonethel ess, while
I'd be perfectly willing to cooperate for any just and good cause, there is
sinmply no possibility that I will join your nmilitary hierarchy and pl ace
nysel f under your orders."

"I can't force you. |I can't draft you. Wsh | could. But | can't. But think

about joining the service. It may be the only way to get your ship back. Not
only do you get a chance to serve your Cecunene, there is a good benefits
package, which | can explain, too, including free housing, nedical prograns,
and benefits. | have my own imrortality circuit, which no one controls but the
Warm nd Sophotech group.” "You have your own circuit? Just for you? For one
man?"

"Those Hortators don't tell the mlitary what to do. Besides, our systemis
not a part of any public record the Silent Ones could see. Do you get what |
amtrying to tell you? You really do not have nmuch choi ce about joining up
Phaet hon. "

Daphne said, "l1've got sonething sort of really unbelievably inportant to say;
can | interrupt at this point?"

Phaet hon said, "Please excuse us for just a nmonent, ny dear. There is just one
nore matter | need to settle with Marshal Atkins."

Daphne nmuttered, "Which one of you produces nore testosterone ... ? Don't
worry, lover, | think he's got you beat on that one..."

Phaet hon, with dignity, pretended not to hear. He turned to Atkins. "Let us
table this discussion of ny future for the nonment. I'mstill curious about one

thing in ny past. Wen you were following nme all this time, you were al so
Const abl e Pursuivant, weren't you? | should have realized that that nust have
been you. No Silent One spy would actually be trying to get me to log on to
the nmentality because there actually was no nmnd-virus waiting for me. In
fact, if | had | ogged on just once during this whol e episode, | would have
found out when the fal se-nenories were inplanted. The real Silent Ones would
have been trying to stop me from |l oggi ng on, not encouraging ne."

Atkins blinked in confusion. "Beg pardon? Wwo? Wio is this Constable

Pur suivant... ?"

Phaet hon said, "You nean you don't know ... ?"

They both | ooked at Daphne, who | ooked confused, and shrugged. "I don't know
who you' re tal king about."

But a little voice on her ring finger said, "I know He says he wants to talk

to you."



Phaet hon | ooked |l eft and right. "Ah... Atkins, do you, ahh..."

"Don't worry, sir," said Atkins. "I'marned."

"There's an understatenent if | ever heard one," muttered Daphne. Then she
said, "OK, little one. Put himon."

A dot of light fromthe ring touched one of the unstained di anond parasols. A
connection was nade. An inmage forned.

Phaet hon stared in surprise. "You. It was you. But why ... ?"
In the parasol, the very detailed inmage of Harrier Sophotech smiled and
touched a finger to the bill of his deerstal ker cap by way of salute. "MW

i nvestigation was not yet conplete. And | thought, to gather all the evidence,
I would have to send a contingent out into space. And | knew that you could
not pilot your fine ship without your arnor, now could you?" H s keen eyes
swept back and forth across the group. "So then. Are we all ready to go..?"
"Go?" said Atkins in surprise. "Pardon ne for seem ng obtuse, but we don't
know where to go yet. W only have one vector. W need a second vector to
triangul ate."

"That difficulty shall soon be adjusted. The particular nihilist psychol ogy of

the Silent One you just slew, M. Atkins, was, | calculate, a defense intended
to prevent that poor creature frombeing, shall we say, 'corrupted ... ?
During its stay here on Earth. O should | call it exposure to Earth? The

other servants of the Silent Ones we have seen so far have not manifested that
particul ar type of unreason. You understand ny mneaning."

"Forgive ne for both seenmi ng and for being obtuse," said Phaethon, "But..
You? You?"

"I? 1, what, M. Rhadamant h?" Harrier sml ed.

"How coul d you be Pursuivant? | thought that Sophotechs may not and do not
serve in any position of Parlianment, government, or mlitary, nor (or so

t hought) in the constabul ary. How coul d you be Constabl e Pursuivant ?"
Harrier smled. "But |I never was. Pursuivant is a fictional character, a
share-m nd with a downl oad of training and police experience, who, as a
character, is in the public domain. It is no crime, during masquerade, to
pretend to be a public-domain character."

"Certainly it is a crime!" said Phaethon. "It is the inpersonation of a police
officer!"

"No, sir," said Harrier. "To inmpersonate a police officer one nust show a
badge or bl azon or display a uniform or do sonme other definite act, which a
reasonabl e person would take to be a warrant of authority."

"I saw you when you were a mannequin. "You held out hand and said your badge
was in it," said Phaethon

"I held out ny hand, but there was nothing in it. No reasonabl e person woul d
have been fooled. At that time, | was still expecting you to log on to the
mentality. Once you engaged your sense-filter and saw who | really was, |

t hought you would subnmit to a noetic exami nation, and we could solve this

matter. Surely you were expecting nme to neet you in Talaimannar... ?
"I'n any case, when you did not |og on, despite that | had provided you with
every good reason to do so, | realized that your behavior differed so widely

fromwhat nmy anticipatory nodels had led ne to believe, that someone nust have
interfered with your nornmal thought-process.

"Then | spent a considerable amount of time (about how long it took you to
fall out the wi ndow twenty feet down into the water) checking the records, one
at atine, of every citizen, neuroform and self-aware entity in the Gol den
Cecunene, to see if anyone el se had acted out of character, to the sanme degree
or in the sane way. (I was thinking the crimnal mght be using a standard
node of operation, you see.) Well, | can certainly tell that during a wild
celebration has got to be the worst time to check to see if anyone is behaving
oddly. Everyone behaves oddly during a party.

"After about one-half second of this, your tinme, or 789 billion seconds,
conputer time, | had narrowed the scope of ny investigation down from around
300 mllion people, to only some 45 hundred. And guess who one of those

mentally altered people turned out to be?"



Phaet hon said, "Helion. They had to control himto use the Solar Array as a
weapon. "

Daphne said, "Dionmedes. They have to control himto seize control of the

shi p!'"

At ki ns said, "Daphne Prine. They made her drown herself to stop Phaethon from
[ aunchi ng. "

"Hrm Daphne Prime ... ? Interesting idea ..." nuttered the inage of Harrier
The ring on Daphne's finger chirped: "Can | guess, too? It

nmust be Neo- Orpheus. How el se could the Silent Ones have ensured that Phaet hon
woul d suffer an exile?"

"Excel l ent guesses, all!" said Harrier expansively. "But no. The person | was
t hi nki ng of was none other than M. Jason Sven Ten Shopworthy, base

hal f -communal with projected avatar share-m nd, d ass Onion School, who lives
in Dead Horse, Al aska."

Dul | silence followed that announcenent.

Phaet hon stirred and turned, and asked his conpanions, "Is there anyone here
besides ne who is just sinmply incredibly irritated?"

Atkins had a what-the-hell-is-the-point-of-this |ook on his face. He said,
"Pardon me, sir, but who is this, um what's his name ... ?"

Daphne said, "And what is so weird about this guy you had to pick himout of
45 hundred peopl e?"

Harrier continued, "M . Shopworthy had made it his practice, every day, to put
on his winter-body and to ski out to his local contenplationary for

i ncrenental vastenings of his special avatar personality he keeps in his
supercortex. Normally, in the afternoon when he is done, he pauses for a
sensory-overload type of refreshment/apotheosis at a small tea-and-wire cafe
on the slope of New I dea Muntain-scul pture. I do not know if you are famliar
with the G ass Onion habit of using sensory overloads to test what degree of
mental capacity, recall, and detail-recognition they achieve after periodic
vastenings ... ? But here is the strange behavior | noticed ..."

Phaet hon, Atkins, and Daphne | eaned toward the imge slightly, small,
unconsci ous novemnents.

"M . Shopworthy usually sits | ooking north, on a mat placed near the post's
thermal -illusion window, with the balcony railing on his right. But recently
he had started sitting facing the south, which is odd, because he had to prop
his left elbow on the balcony to turn on the goblet for his overl oader. But
his control points for his hand extension are on his left el bow"

The three of themall |eaned slightly back, exchangi ng puzzl ed gl ances.

And Daphne said brightly, "Yoo-hoo! Can | change ny guess about who is acting
weird ... ? | pick Harrier Sophotech."

Atkins said, "Sir, this really seens |like a waste of everyone's tinme. Could

you just get to the point without drawing it out... ?"
But it was Phaethon who suddenly spoke up.
"The main nillion-channel cable |l eading fromNorth Anerica to Northern Asia

runs right under that area.”

Daphne and Atkins turned and stared at Phaet hon

Daphne nudged Atkins in the ribs. "It's spreading. Now Phaethon's doing it."
Phaet hon conti nued, "But the whole cable structure is surrounded by a

pol ystructral alloy mesh, with informata pl aced at every nesh-point,
programed to redesign and reformat the cable housing to prevent any possible
outside interference. There is sinply no way anyone could break the mesh to
tap into the cable. Except at a join-box, a big one, where a branch reaches up
toward the surface." Phaethon turned, and said to Daphne: "I know all about

t hese cabl e designs, because | had to study the effects of the tidal changes
my Lunar Orbital corrections mght cause on | arge-scale structures. A cable
that long and that big is vulnerable to crustal tides."

Daphne said, "I really hope this is going to turn out to be inportant, or, at
| east, interesting, because | still haven't gotten ny chance to tell you about
what Aurelian Sophotech said to ne in the Taj Mbhal."

At ki ns spoke up. "Contenpl ationaries situated near the Arctic Grcle are



usual ly large donmes, but they can't use ring-city point-to-point systens
because of their location so far fromthe equator, and because of the

at nospheric conditions,"

Daphne | ooked at Atkins with dismay. "Now you're doing it!"

Atkins said, "All | mean is that | happen to know that arctic contenplation
houses have deep-root cables to | ead down underground and nerge with any main
cables in the area. Because contenplation houses in general have to be able to
handl e al nost any | evel of thought exchange, there are usually no gateways or
barriers securing their connecting link to the main cables. It's a weak spot."
Daphne blinked. "Wak spot?"

Atkins said, "In other words, if you were going to introduce a data

convul sion, a death worm or a virus, into a main cable,

such as, for exanple, if you were going to sabotage the medical dreamcoffin
system and kill thousands of innocent and hel pl ess people, you'd pick the area
beneat h a contenpl ati on house for your insertion point."

Daphne demanded inpatiently: "And why in the world would | want to kil

t housands of innocent and hel pl ess peopl e?"

"I"mnot saying you would, ma'am But it's sonmething to think about, and run
scenarios on. Sort of interesting, actually, once you find a weak spot in a
system such as where a contenpl ati on house feeds into a nmain cable, to figure
out how many peopl e you can off how quickly, and what their possible
retaliations would be."

Daphne murrmured to Phaethon, "You're right. No wonder people get nervous
around him He's weird."

The ring on her finger chirped in a cheerful voice: "Taking an overstinulation
refreshment requires the user to superactivate his Mddle Dreaming circuit,
shut down his inhibitors, and open up all his sense-filter files to any and
all sensations!"”

Daphne said, "Ch no! Not you, too!"

Phaet hon sai d, "The mannequin control lines are usually stored near the
surface of the main-cable web, since the core axis is reserved for

pol yphot oni ¢ nounenal devoted |ines, which need nore insulation. And that's
where the architect would usually place the interruption sensors. If you were
tapping into the line, you could get into the shall ower mannequin |ines

wi t hout triggering those sensors.”

At ki ns said, "Wen you nmake a drop onto a hostile planet, you | and near the
pol es. Not only would the planetary magnetic fields tend to mask your vehicle
signature during the drop, but the laws of orbital mechanics require that nost
of your target planet's launch traffic and orbital traffic is near the
equator. Where nost of the traffic is, is where nore traffic-control radar is.
No one watches the north pole."

Daphne said, "Athenian architects avoi ded the use of nortar. Instead, they
trimmed their stones to an extrenely accurate fit and bonded the narbl e bl ocks
together with I-shaped cl anps. Second-Era cl assical buildings have scars and
pock- marks where nmen of |ater ages chiseled out these clanps to nelt down and
sell the netal."

Phaet hon said, "I beg your pardon ... ?"

At kins said, "Come again, ma'am... ?"

They were both staring at her.

Daphne smled a winning snle, and shrugged, and said, "I was beginning to

feel left out, that's all."

The i mage of Harrier Sophotech turned keen eyes on her. "Actually, M ss
Daphne, you di sappoint me. You are the one here who is familiar with the
intrigues fromspy-ronmances. | thought the pattern of clues would nake sense
to you. Wy, for exanple, would M. Shopworthy [ean on his |left el bow rather
than his right?"

Daphne shrugged. "Well, he wouldn't. Not normally. It would be too awkward.
The only reason why you woul d wear one of those clumsy hand-extension things
is tolet you mani pulate controls which you can't manipul ate by a

t hought -t o-wi re command. The contact points are at the el bow because the rest



of the gl ove, fromabout here up, extends into dream space. The only tine
you'd want to push it up agai nst anything, would be if you were touching a
contact-point and trying to bring in signals from somewhere el se, and feed

t hem t hr ough your glove into dreanspace. And ..."

Harrier pronpted, "And why woul d any person rel axi ng under a sensory overl oad
be acting in the nmentality? Wuld he normally be afraid of accidentally
sendi ng out nonconfirmed thoughts, maki ng wong connections, or losing his
reality |evel ?"

"I't would have to be another part of his mnd, insulated fromthe first part."
And then Daphne's face lit up: "I've got it now In an episode | saw, Wng
chi-Ang Mriarty, the hundredth |ineal descendant of Fa So Loee and Professor
Moriarty, and the last nmenber of the Invisible Enpire of the Si Fan, had set
up this wild card fromthe Mddl e Dreanming on a hillside where he knew a

bi rd-wat cher was going to be | ooking wi th binoculars, so that, the nonent the
victimsaw the card, a ghost would downl oad into his personal thoughtspace.
And then the ghost comitted crinmes while the bird-watcher was ot herw se
occupied. It was a pretty good story, because the bird-watcher was trying to
find the crinminals, and he never thought about hinself as a suspect. He al so
did sensory overl oads. The overload rel axati on covered up the extra
signaltraffic, because overloads flood all your personal channels anyway. And

Harrier said, "I think the Silent Ones saw the sane episode."
"Ch ny heavens! You've got to be kidding! That was just a show People don't
really have things |ike that happen to them | mean, not real people ..."

Harrier said: "The card the Neptunian spy dropped fromthe Cernous Roc used to
i ntroduce a ghost into M. Shopworthy only had to be somewhere, anywhere, on
the north slope of the New | dea Mwuntain-scul pture. During his daily
over-stimulation, his sense-filter is tuned to naxi mum and set to accept al
channel s and all stinulations. And he sinply | ooks out over the | andscape.
Under normal circunstances, it is a perfectly safe thing to do."

Phaet hon said, "Am | right in guessing that the times M. Shopworthy was
sitting and enjoying his overloads coincided with, first, just after ny
hearing before the Curia, and, second, just before the Deep Ones' perfornance
at Lake Victoria?"

Daphne said, "W're tal ki ng about Scaranouche, aren't we? The guy running that
mannequi n doesn't know he's running it."

At kins turned, |ooked up at the night sky, frowning. Then he raised his finger
and pointed. "I can get a fix through some triangulation satellites. And the
orbital weapons sniper platformcan angle the beam sonmewhat, so I'Il only have
to cut through a small cord of planet to hit the target. Wich is good,
because npst people who arnor thensel ves agai nst space attacks put their arnor
and deflection grids overhead. No one expects a beam weapon to drill through
the Earth and shoot you up the tail. Al so, nothing much in Al aska. Should

m ni m ze col |l ateral damage."

Phaet hon realized in horror that Atkins was about to kill a perfectly innocent
man in Al aska, without any warning or mercy. He noved to grab Atkins' arm
shouting, "No! Stop!" Atkins swayed to one side, and kicked Phaethon's feet

out fromunder him so that he fell to his hands and knees.

"PHAETHON, STOP." One of the diampond parasols next to the image of Harrier
Sophot ech unfol ded, blinked, and displayed an image of a tall figure, stern
kingly, and grim dressed in Greek arnor with breastplate, hoplon, and horse-
pl umed helm On his shoulder was a vulture, and at his feet, a jackal. To
either side of this kingly figure stood two wi nged bei ngs, masked in brass
hag-faces, with nests of snakes for hair.

Phaet hon stared up at the apparition. "D onmedes ... ?"

The figure's arnmor was drenched in blood fromcrown to heel, old blood and new
bl ood, brown and bright red, splashed together. In its hand was a spear of
ashwood. The voice canme out at a |lower volune: "Not Dionedes. | represent the
War - mi nd Sophotech G oup. This image is, | trust, the correct nythic synmbol to
fit into your Silver-Gey aesthetic?"



Phaet hon clinmbed to his feet. Atkins was still squinting at the sky. Phaethon
took a hal f-step forward.

The bl ood-red arnored figure said, "STOP! You have al ready attenpted once to
interfere with the mlitary operations of the Golden Cecunene arned forces.
You are liable for charges of treason, which carries the only death penalty
recogni zed by Foederal Oecunenical Commonweal th |aw. Do not increase your

of fense. "

Phaet hon was startled, and froze in his steps. 'Treason? To stop himfrom

mur deri ng someone ... ?"

"Interference with the constabulary is nerely obstruction of justice.
Interference with the arny during the course of an ongoing battle is giving
aid and confort to the eneny. This crime is the only one nentioned by name in
our Constitutional Logic, and is the nost ancient. The Warnmind G oup is unlike
all other Sophotech constructions, and recogni zes no priority above that of
the sal vation of the Conmonweal th from external enemies. Do not deceive
yoursel f. Merely because this | aw has not been enforced since the begi nning of
the Sixth Era has not caused this lawto |apse or to lose its full force and
effect. Your attenpt to interfere neans that you may yet be tried for treason
and executed. This matter is quite serious."

At ki ns addressed the red-arnored figure. "Warm nd G oup!"

The Super- Sophot ech saluted. "Sir!"

"The events happening here are classified as secret. You may not rel ease the
dat a concerning Phaethon's attenpted interference to the Curia or to any other
civilian body, except for the appropriate nenbers of the Parlianentary
Mlitary

Oversight Conmittee, until and unless | instruct you otherw se. Is that
clear?" "Yes, sir!"

"Summari ze report on last action-situation.” "Entire action took place within
0. 002 picoseconds. At that time, directed-energy weapon entered target skul

at midbrain and cortex, disabling fast-reaction circuits, but |eaving the
target's inmplants, including noetic and nounenal broadcasters, intact. Beam
exited skull through upper crania. Brain signal action was closely nonitored
during the next .04 seconds. Noetic information allowed sniper platformto
track which neural pathways were bei ng engaged for which thoughts. Wile the
noumenal espi onage del ator was unable to break the Silent One encryption on
the enem es' thoughts, it was nonethel ess able to detect nerve-paths | eading
toward suspicious sectors or circuits enbedded in the target's brain. Those
sections were disabled with a secondary-beamtargeting by a surgical program
fromthe orbital sniper platform The Estimator anticipates that this
prevented even any thoughts of suspicion or inhibition fromformng, because
it believes that those secondary sections were where the suspicion reflexes of
the brain were kept, and the energy weapon was able to reach and destroy the
suspicion-reflex brain cells before the pain-signals fromother parts of the
nervous system traveling at biochenical speed, were able to reach them
"Hence the target was conpletely w thout suspicion or inhibition, and was
unable to override its pre-established highspeed reflexes. Finding itself in a
brain under fire, it activated nounenal recording circuits, and broadcast
itself to a safe station. Harrier Sophotech's predictions in this regard seem
to be have been confirned. Signal was intercepted by cislunar sail and
suppressed. Unfortunately, the enemy thought-encryption system which is based
on an infinite-infinitesi mal nunber process we cannot decode, prevented the
signal from being trapped or recorded property. Scaramouche is dead beyond
recovery."

Phaet hon turned to Harrier. "What is going on? Wiat prediction did you make?"
Harrier smled, and said, "The other odd thing that M. Jason Sven Ten
Shopworthy did, aside fromleaning on his |eft

el bow at the teahouse, was that he sl eepwal ked on his way hone | ast Tuesday.
While his body was on autopilot, records indicate that his mnd entered into
the Oient Free Market G oup Thought-shop Mall in the Deep-Dreani ng Conmerci al
Channel . He visited quite a nunber of shops and business, and ran nany free



sanmples, and, all in all, seenmed quite inpressed with the luxury and weal th of
our commercial consuner markets."

Phaet hon said, "I don't understand. How could our wealth inpress hin? He was
fromthe Silent Cecunene, which, by all accounts, was much richer in energy
than our Gol den Cecunene by an alnost infinite anmount. What was our wealth to
hi nP"

"But their technology was arrested at the Fifth-Era | evel of devel opnent. They
have only those technical advances fromthe Sixth Era, the Era of the

Sophot echs, that we broadcast to them There is no evidence, however, that
they had in place any of the social or marketplace structures necessary to

t ake advantage of those devel opments. Furthernore, it is not clear what

percent age of the popul ati on survived the events depicted in the fanpbus Last
Broadcast, nor what their level of civilization was thereafter. War can do
terrible things."

"Are you suggesting that their technology level is |less than ours? Less? | had
been assunming all this time it was greater..."

"M . Rhadamanth," said Harrier, "if you cane for the first tine froma nore
primtive circunmstance and entered into the CGol den Cecunene, what is the
first, the very first, technol ogi cal advantage of which you woul d avai

yoursel f... 2"

Phaet hon | ooked at Daphne. Perhaps he was thinki ng about her past.

He said, "W did corrupt him Scaranouche bought a Nounenal Imortality
account, didn't he?"

Harrier said, "And suppose you were an alien spy. You could not send your

brai n-informati on into any Gol den Cecumene Sophotech or any of our nind banks,
could you? So where would you send it? To which Sophotech would you direct the
br oadcast ?"

Phaet hon | ooked back and forth. "There is really something

horri bl e about you all, Warmi nd, Harrier, Atkins. You just shot an innocent
man w t hout warning."
Harrier said, "If a police officer nust shoot through a hostage to strike a

crimnal hiding in his mind, who is to blanme? The officer, or the crimninal who
del i berately put that hostage in danger?"

At ki ns patted Phaeton on the shoulder. "I think you need to rel oad sone
intelligence enhancers or something, sir. Maybe you're tired. Warm nd! Tel

our newest recruit about M. Shopworthy."

"M . Shopworthy is unaware of what occurred. He is presently recuperating in

t he Orpheus Al aska branch of the Nounenal Imortality life bank."

Atkins turned and stared at the eastern horizon. There was no hint of |ight
there yet, but a predawn snell was in the night and, on the shore and not far
away, first one bird note, then another, rang out, and soon the air was filled

wi th song.

"Dawn's conming," said Atkins.

"I't's refreshing!" said Daphne. "I always have | oved the dawn! A tinme of hope,
isn't it... ? And we really are going to defeat these creatures, aren't we?
These nonsters?”

"Actually," said Atkins, "I was thinking we should get under cover. | don't

think a purely passive spy satellite or renbte sent out fromthe eneny
starship could see us in the dark, not if it did not dare emt any sort of
signal to bounce off of us. But once the sun is up, the eneny may have enough
magni fi cation and resolution to get a picture of us even from sonewhere beyond
Mars, if his collector is big enough and his resolution is fine enough."
Daphne glumy | ooked up at the night sky.

Atkins said, "As for our plan, | think Phaethon has to continue with the
masquer ade we started here. If he publicly approaches the Hortators and proves
his innocence, that will warn the eneny. So, without any visible help from

anyone, he has to make contact with the Neptunians, get themto hire him and
get back to his ship. Once Phaethon is aboard the ship, the eneny will have to
conme for him Each tinme they have acted so far, they've tried to get the
arnor."



Phaet hon said, "Wthout the arnor to control the ship-mnd

hi erarchies, near-light speed flight is dangerous or impossible. But why do

t hey want ny ship?"

"I"'mnot sure. But | intend to find out. W can then follow the two signa
vectors we have to see where they intersect. If the enemy starship is just
hangi ng there in space, only another starship is going to be fast enough to
approach her, if she turns and runs. Warmind .. . ?"

A snmal |l er menu appeared next to the i mge of the blood-red figure in arnor,
showi ng latitudes and right ascensions. "These are the two directions the two
signals traveled."

"Cal culate the intercept."

Phaet hon' s al manac was as qui ck and preci se as nmoney could buy, and the
circuitry it used was not fundanentally different fromthat in which

Sophot echs were enbedded, not fundanmentally slower. Therefore, it was Phaet hon
who answered first: "About sixty degrees trailing Jupiter, at about five AUs
di stance, since Jupiter is presently at apogee. That puts it right in the

m ddl e of the Jovian Trailing Trojan Point City-Swarm So, unless they put an
alien starship in the mddle of a highly populated and well-travel ed area,

we' ve only caught a relay or a lieutenant."

"That's not good. It nmeans we have to trace the line of conmand up to the next
| evel, or take steps to ensure that the higher-ups cone out of hiding," said
Atkins. "The eneny is going to be suspicious when they do not hear back from
their lieutenants. So we need some sort of lure or bait that we know for sure
the enemy will not be able to resist.”

Phaet hon did not |ike the way Atkins was | ooking at him

Phaet hon said, "You have sinply got to be kidding ne."

"As soon as we can get you inducted, and downl oad some Basic Training routines
into you, we'll be ready to go."

"It will never happen," said Phaethon, drawing hinmself erect. "I may cooperate
freely with you, as one free man with another, but | shall not place nyself
under the orders of any other man."

Harrier said, "Perhaps Marshal Atkins is too polite actually to rem nd you
that he is blackmailing you. If you do not sign up, you get put on trial for
treason. Jjf you do sign up, you have access to the Mlitary Nounena
Immortality Circuit, which is not controlled by Orpheus or the Hortators."

At ki ns | ooked askance at Harrier. "Actually, | was going to appeal to his
sense of duty and patriotism and point out what a bad idea a split command
was. "

Phaet hon fol ded his arns over his chest, and sighed. Al he was aware of was
fatigue. He was tired in his body, tired in his mnd, tired in his soul. He
was tired of being nmanipul ated, forced, or coerced. He thought there was sone
error, sone obvious oversight in Atkins's blackmail scheme, but Phaethon 's
tired brain could not bring it to the surface.

Phaet hon turned a thoughtful glance upon Daphne, who was staring out at the
hori zon, smiling as if half in a dream

H s voi ce woke her. "Daphne!"

She stirred, and turned |um nous eyes on him "M Yes? What do you need,

| over ?"

"I amreally tired, and my brain is acting stupid, and | haven't got a

m croscopi ¢ fragnent of an idea of what to do."

She | ooked mildly anmused. "Was there sonething you wanted ne to do about al
that, |over?"

He spread his hands as if to show their enptiness. "You're here to rescue ne.
I've run out of ideas. So rescue ne."

There was a note of irony in his voice, as if he were chall enging her, testing
her. Daphne sniled very broadly, as if she were very pl eased.

To Phaethon she said, "Listen to your little wife now, darling, and take
notes, because | may give you a quiz on this later. Ready? Atkins is trying
to. drive his nule (that's you, darling) with a carrot and a |lash. The lash is
the charge of treason. The carrot is the nounenal imortality circuit. But his



carrot is no good."

She | eaned forward, eyes glittering with delight, and said, "If you had just
listened to me before, you woul d have known that Aurelian Sophotech told nme in
the Taj Mahal that that noetic reader you are carrying can al so be configured
not just to read, but to record. It has nearly infinite storage capacity,
renmenber? Noetic reading and nounenal storage are just two aspects of the sane
t echnol ogy, renenber? You would need a Sophotech actually to operate it during
t he storage-recordi ng process, just |like any other nounenal imortality
circuit, and Aurelian says he can provide that service to you. Al you have to
do is log on to the nentality, call up the Aurelian Mansion

as your sense-filter provider, and he can nake you a back copy of yourself

ri ght now "

Phaet hon said, "But O pheus holds the patent on this technol ogy! Aurelian
cannot just steal it!"

"Orpheus did not design this machinery. It's not his design. It does the sane
thing, but so what? The guy with the patent on the steam engine for trains
could not stop the guys who nade the internal comnbustion engine for the
not or car . "

"But Aurelian will be ostracized if he helps ne!"

Daphne smled even nore broadly. "You know, | said the sane thing to him at
the Taj Mahal. You know what he said to ne?"

"What ?"

"He just snmiled, and said, 'Let themtry.' And you know what? He had that | ook
you get on your face, that same | ook, when you say things like that."

He squinted at her sidelong, querulous. "Wat | ook do you nmean?"

"You'll get it on your face in a nonment. Because |'ve taken the carrot out of
At ki ns's hand, but you have to disarmhimof his [ ash. Renenber what you were
tol d? You are supposed to remain true to your character at all tines. And your
character is a very, very pig-headed one. Do what you al ways do."

Phaet hon | ooked bl ank.

Daphne rolled her eyes with inpatience. "Ch, conme on! Just tell the mlitary
to go jump on a pogo stick, just the same way you' ve told the Hortators, your
father, Ao Aoen, Eleenosynary, the other Peers, lIronjoy, the Silent One
nmonsters, and everyone el se who has tried to i npede you."

Then, with another snile, she added, "He cannot push you around, |over. Atkins
may have nore testosterone than you, but you' ve got nore brains.”

Phaet hon nodded, | ooking thoughtful. "Or, at least, | have one skill he cannot
do without. Nor can he arrest me in secret, because even he cannot break the

| aws; nor can he afford to have ny arrest be made known."

Wth great dignity, Phaethon turned toward Atkins. "Marshal Atkins! In
reference to your inplication that the mlitary powers, the Parlianent, and

the Courts of Cecunene law will punish me for treason and execute nme shoul d
not submt to
your blackmail, | have but this to say: Let themtry."

At that same nonment, the quick equatorial dawn sent a ray of light fromthe
east to touch upon Phaethon, glinting from his unbreakabl e arnmor, show ng the
unbreakabl e spirit in his expression

Daphne nodded happily. "Yup. That |ook. Just l|like that." Daphne raised her
hand qui ckly and recorded the inmage into her ring.

MERCURY EQUI LATERAL STATI ON

Phaet hon hovered in midair above the deck of the thought-shop. Ironjoy stood
on the burnt decks, still danmaged fromthe expl osions, |ooking back and forth.
No expression showed on his i mobile features. The- deck was deserted.

Phaet hon was able to maintain his position aloft because the levitation array,
whi ch had been lowered fromorbit to a position over India was near enough for
the flying-harness he had constructed inside his arnmor to grapple and use.
Ironjoy said, "I do not consider our contract to have been carried out in a
sati sfactory fashion. Specifically, you promsed to return nmy shop intact (
note that it has been pulverized by heavy energy di scharges) and ny peopl e
unharned (I note that they are absent.) | suspect that you have cone into sone



noney, or have made some other arrangement to depart. | conclude that, should
| choose to sue you in a court of law for the breach of this contract, and

i nsist on the specific perfornmance of the terns on which we agreed, your plans
to depart would be hindered considerably. | have recently | earned to have
great respect for the power of Cecunene |aw to conpel obedience."

Phaet hon had to be careful of his noney. A d-Wnman-of-the-Sea, as it turned
out, owned a cargo canister, one of hundreds she used to own, back when she
had been maki ng regul ar [ aunches to Venus. Notor-Kotok had bought the use of
an orbital railgun froma deviant willing to defy the Hortators. Phaethon
could adjust his body to withstand the i mense | aunch pressure that would

ot herwi se make the cargo canister utterly unfit for shipping a human body; he
could adjust his brain to sleep throughout the long fall toward the sun. Since
t he planned orbit was sunward, "all downhill" as old spacers liked to say, the
fuel cost (alnost all of which would be spent at the initial boost) would be

i nexpensi ve.

| nexpensi ve by space-shi pping standards, that is. Phaethon's incone fromhis
flying-suit patent was not enornmpus, and his pay fromthe Neptunians (which
nostly consisted of buying the rest of his debt back fromVafnir, to give the
Neptuni ans clear title) would not arrive till he arrived at Mercury

Equil ateral. There were not many corners he could cut.

The negotiations did not take |long, and were not entirely favorable to

Phaet hon.

I ronj oy judged Phaethon's reluctance to a nicety, or perhaps the Deneter
tapestry had sonmehow recorded the conversations Phaethon held, |ess than an
hour past, with Notor-Kotok and the Neptunians, and knew exactly how much
currency Phaethon had to spare. O perhaps it was nerely that Ironjoy had nuch
nore practice than Phaethon did at bargaining without any Sophotechnic advice.
In the end, lronjoy no doubt had nore than enough to restore his shop to
operating |l evels. Phaethon felt nmore than a qual mof distaste for hinself,
erecting this villain once again to be lord and master of whatever addicted
and desperate unfortunates mght fall into his hands.

But there was little Phaethon could do at this point.

Phaet hon said, "The files and brai n-spaces that have not been destroyed are
still in order, and | have cleaned and reconnected them restored your search
engi nes, and nodified the hierarchies in your housecoat to free up severa
hundred operation-cycles of menmory space.” And he transmitted back the codes
and aut hori zations, turning control of the thought-shop once nore to Ironjoy.
"I'f we have no further business, sir..." said Phaethon, preparing to | eave. He
had agreed with the remmant of the Bellipotent Composition to rendezvous.

Bel i potent's airship could carry himback to Lake Victoria, where he could
ascend the infinite tower (if he could find passage-perhaps in a masquerade

di sgui se?) and try to reach the section of the ring-city where the

Mot her - of -t he- Sea' s cargo capsul e was stored

"But we do. One last brief thing," said Ironjoy. "I would thank you not to
| eave your messages cluttering ny thought-shop hol di ng space.”
Phaet hon was distracted. "Messages ... ?" Then he recalled that he had dunped

his secretarial program and not thought, hinmself, of |ooking for any nmessages
since his last session with the Neptunians. "An oversight, sir. Can you
forward it to ny arnor's internal channel ?"

"For a snmall fee."

"That seens a trifle unkind, sir, considering that..."

Ironjoy jerked all four hands at the sky, an odd but al armi ng gesture.

"Unki nd! You have ruined ny thoughts and hopes and life! A pathetic life, by
your manor-born standards, a cruel and thin life, but it was mne and the only
one | had. The Afloats have been taken to some junkyard behind a Red

pl easure-garden, with me not there to protect them from overindul gence, or to
nurse the sick and aged. There is no work for themthere; there is nothing for
me here. Even should another flock of Afloats be dropped here, | have | ost ny
zest for ny work, ny talent for forcing obedience and fear. Your vile Curia
and their mnd-tricks have seen to that. | have seen ny life through other's



eyes and recoiled in disgust..."

Now he | owered his hands, muttering: "I would sone power could grant this gift
to me-never again to see nyself as others see ne."

But lIronjoy, with a shrug of disgust, and w thout collecting any fee, now, for
some reason, made the transm ssion-gesture, and passed the nmessage file to
Phaet hon.

Phaet hon was thinking: Wiy should | feel pity for this nost wetched of nen?
No injustice had been done to him Al lronjoy's ills were of his own naking.
And yet. "You could trifle with your m nd, using activators and redactors from
your own thought-shop, and put yourself back into the state of mnd you were
in before the Curia forced you to experience your victins' |ives."

"I's this some sort of test or quiz? You know | shall not do that."

"Why not ?"

Ironjoy started to turn away, but then stopped, turned, and answered the
question. "If | were now as | was then, | would gladly change ny self to
remain as | was then; but | amnowas | amnow The nme that | am now has no
desire to be any other ne. Isn't that the fundanental nature of the self?"
"I'f you judge by enotion only, perhaps. Logic suggests that certain types of
personalities are nore self-consistent than others; and norality decrees that
certain traits and thoughts and habits are superior to others, no nmatter what
our preferences and appetites mght say."

"What has your philosophy to do with me? You are not content to destroy ny
life, now you must critique it? Don't you have ot her business el sewhere?"

"I have business here, and with you. What will you pay as a finder's fee, if |
can find three hundred workers, already trained in your nethods and famliar
wi th your work, and also find a custoner, willing to pay sixty seconds per

line-cycle, doing checking and format translation? The whol e project should

i ncl ude between one-hundred twenty and one-hundred fifty subjective man-hours
of work."

I ronj oy touched his chest and tuned his speaking machine to a sarcastic tone:
"You woul d nake ne the weal thiest man on Death Row. "

"I would like twenty percent conm ssion on net profit, paid in advance based
on standard actuarial estimates, with cost adjustments to be made | ater
standard intervening interest rates applied to the overpaynment or

underpaynent. In return, at my own expense, | will transport here Drusillet
and a little over half of the Afloats. She is the one who sent ne the nessage.
She asked ne to tell you her terms: they will not work here unless you

continue to enforce the policies and rules | started, including sobriety
tests, job training, full-value resale of unused nenories, and a dress code. |
have no idea how she did it, and I amnot even sure why she did it, but she
has convi nced about half of the original Afloats there in that Red

pl easure-junkyard you were tal king about, to come back here. The people
willing to hire themare the Neptunians. W need the software aboard the
Phoeni x Exultant reconstructed so that personalities of the Tritonic Neuroform
Conposition can integrate into the ship's onboard ni ndscape. Considering that,
by your own admission, your life is destroyed if | do not help you, | think
twenty percent is a small price to pay. Besides, you-as-you-are-now needs a
chance to do sone good work to redeem yourself."

Phaet hon did nmuch better during this round of bargaining. He ended up with
almost a third of his noney restored. Ironjoy's only noticeable victory during
t he negotiation was that Phaethon agreed to cannibalize the comunion
circuitry out of his wedding ring, to allow Ironjoy the pleasure of
experiencing the good he did to other people fromtheir points of view

Bef ore the di scussion was over, Afloats began com ng down fromthe sky,

| aughi ng and kicking their feet. No other air service would have carried them
of course. They were all wearing flying jackets distributed by the conpany
Rhadamant hus had started for Phaethon

"This is a wonder! This is the beginning of newlives for us all..." said

I ronjoy. But he was overcome with enotion, and so forgot to readjust his



speaki ng machi ne back to a nornmal tone of voice, and so therefore the words
cane out dripping with sarcasm

Daphne was on the road, galloping fromthe airship dock back toward the
outskirts of the Ashore conmunity, when she saw the gl eam ng gol d of Phaet hon
in flight, and waved an eager hand to bring himdown to | and by her. Her new
horse had been made for her by Daughter-of-the-Sea, and (despite Daphne's best
efforts to explain the biogenetic details) the whimor inattention of
Daught er - of -t he- Sea had festooned the creature with many organs and

adapt ations useful only to middl e-period Venereal environments.

The creature's skin shone with sleek black re-radiation stripes, and along its
i nber neck silver shells and clustered spots displayed infrared-echol ocators,
whi ch occasionally flickered with singes of heat. The nonstrosity reared and
pl unged as Phaet hon | anded in a wash of energy, spooked. Daphne, red lips
conpressed, gloved fingers tightly curled

around the reins, brought the rearing beast under control; she did not |ose
her poise, despite that she sat sidesaddle (which she did to keep her feet
away fromthe jets of gas and flame darting fromthe black nonster's ventra
scal es).

Phaet hon t hought she made a fetching picture. How comrandi ng, and yet how

el egant and fem ni ne she seened! Hi s heart expanded with warm enotion

Phaet hon doffed his helmet and spoke. "Darling," he said, "I want to discuss
wi th you what our next..."

"Don't you even start to think about |eaving nme behind!" she snapped, draw ng
hersel f upright, eyes Bl azing.

Phaet hon said nildly, "Atkins has convinced nme that his plan is wise."

"It's suicide!"

He said quietly, "The Earthm nd hersel f, back when this all began, that first
ni ght when | saw her in the Saturn-tree grove, rem nded ne that a society as
free as ours cannot endure except by the voluntary devotion of her citizens."
She spoke with pride: "My devotion is no |less than your own!"

"Neverthel ess, even if | wished for it, | cannot bring you with ne. Do you
forget the legalities entangling ne? My ship is no | onger properly mne

Vafnir has a lien on the Phoenix Exultant, and Neoptol embus of Neptune hol ds
the rest of the lien, which his contributors, Xenophon and Di omedes, conbi ned
to purchase from Weel -of-Life. | do not own her, and even | would not be
permtted aboard, had I not been hired by Neoptol enbus as pilot. And neither |
nor Neoptol emous can board, or even graze her hull with a fingertip, unti
Vafnir is paid off in full. How could | bring you, no matter how nuch

wi shed?"

Daphne sl apped her riding crop agai nst the shiny black |eather of her boot.
"Don't gull ne with excuses! Don't talk to nme of debts and liens and | ega

hi t her-and-yon. None of that is really what is really going on! Atkins and the
Warm nd are the puppeteers behind everything that happens now. Had Atkins
pl an included nme, there would be a way to let me go along, law or no | aw, cone
lien, legality, hell, or high water!" She flourished her riding crop and
pointed at him a gesture of inperious indignation. "You mark nmy words,

Phaet hon of

Rhadamanth! This is all mere nasculine testosteronic condescension! If | were
a man, 1'd not be slighted in this way! 1'd be allowed to go and die with
you!"

"I think not, nmy dear," answered Phaethon, gently. "Wre you a nan, you woul d
not be befogged with romantic ideas, nor would you suffer the del usion that
you and | are man and wife. You are a fine woman-a wonderful woman-but you are
not the one who, bound to ne by marriage vows, has any right to ask to share
my life, or, | suppose, ny death."

Her cheeks took on a rosy hue, and her eyes gl eaned with unshed tears, perhaps
of anger, or sorrow, or both. "You are a cruel nman. So what am | supposed to
do? Forget you? | tried that once, for just one day, and it is not worth
trying again, | assure you."

"I"'msorry."



"Besi des! The one to whom you are bound by your marriage vows woul d not ask to
go with you. She would cower, screaming, and clutching the Earth with both
hands, rather than travel in space; it's death she fears, and she woul d not
risk it or seek it, not for any noble cause of yours, or for the sake of
victory in war, or for the sake of seeking her true |love, or for any reason
what soever. And certainly she would not forsake the Earth, or any conforts in
her life, for you!"

Phaet hon stiffened. He said in a |l evel and judicious tone, "You are not

wi thout a certain cruelty yourself, mss, when you put your mnd to it. It

m ght make our parting easier, if we sting each other with bitter barbs first,
mghtn't it?"

She said sullenly, "I only spoke the truth."
"OfF course you did. Lies make ineffectual weapons.”
Daphne's face was unconposed. She spoke in a shaking voice. "lneffectual ? Then

why are you to be sacrificed by Atkins's plan? What is there to his plan
besides lies, vile lies, loss, darkness, treason, sacrifice, and |lies? You
know why you were singled out to be the sacrifice, Phaethon! Not because of
any weakness! Not because you were the worst anong us! You were chosen for
your strengths, your virtues. Your genius, the unrelenting brightness of your
dream You were chosen because you were the best."

"No. The accident of war chose ne, what we call chaos, what our ancestors
called fate. 1| amthe only one who can fly the ship. W know t he eneny desires
t he Phoeni x Exultant; everything it has done has been bent to capturing me, ny
arnor, and the ship. If | go nowto repossess her, the eneny nust cone, the

eneny must reveal itself. Then, whether | survive or not, all truths will be

| aid bare, and all this darkness and confusion will be undone. | have lived ny
life as if in a labyrinth; the end, | see, is near. If | die now, | die, at

| east, at the helmof my great ship, where I would wish. But if |I prevail, the
| abyrinth nust fail, and the way to the stars is clear."

A silence came between them The horse-beast pawed at the old road, digging up
little dianond chips and puffs of black dust.
She said, "Look me right in the eye, and tell me you don't love nme, and |'I

go."

He stared at her. "Mss, | do not |ove you."

"Don't give ne that rot! I"'mcomng with you, and that's final!"

"Daphne, you just said that if | said ..."

"That doesn't count! | said |look ne right in the eyel You were staring at ny
nose!"

Phaet hon was opening his nmouth to answer her shout for shout, when he noticed
that it was a good nose; a cute nose, indeed, a well-shaped nose. Her eyes,
too, were good to | ook upon, her shining hair, her curving cheeks, lips, chin,
graceful neck, slender shoul ders, graceful, slender, and fine figure, and,

i ndeed, every part of her.

"Well," he said at last, "you can cone with nme as far as Mercury."
"I"'mglad you said so," said Daphne, smiling. "Because Bellipotent's airship
is waiting for us beyond the next hill, and |I've already booked passage with

himfor the both of us."

The way to Mercury was | ong, and the canister into which Daphne and Phaet hon
were packed was small. Her coffin required nore equi prent than did his,
because she had no ability to alter her internal cellular configuration for
accel eration, nor did she (or anyone in the Gol den Cecunene) have a cloak Iike
his, able perfectly to sustain himw thout external l|ife support. And so the
quarters were very cranped and intinate.

There was, furthernore, nothing to do. Being Silver-Gey, they had vowed to
l[imt their use of personal time-sense alterations, which nost people used to
make boring tasks fly quickly by. Nor did they have avail abl e the extensive
array of diversions nost travelers enjoyed. Still pariahs, few vendors would
have given them anything to entertain or confort them

They spent sonme time sinply talking over old nenories, a sort of crude, verba
form of communi on. She asked him particularly about the tinme when he was



aboard t he Phoeni x Exultant, preparing to depart, just before the beginning of
t he masquerade. Phaet hon spoke about his |last words with Helion before his
death in the solar inferno, about his discovery of Daphne's sem suicide, and
his grief-stricken decision at Lakshni.

Those conversations pal ed. Phaet hon cobbl ed together a shared thoughtspace for
them and so they passed the |ong watches, inmobile, entonbed, with only their
brains active. Their nminds ranged far and wi de inside dreanscapes Daphne wove
for them for she knew all the secrets of that art, and many of the techniques
of false-life sculpting, and story-crafting, which, to her, were trite and
worn, to him were new, and she found pleasure in his delight.

And yet there was an el enent of incompleteness in all the dream weavi ngs she
wove for them For when she made them gods, able to dictate new |l ans of nature
and establish new creations, he always would favor and foll ow the nopst
conservative of thenmes, making universes very nmuch like the real one, with
realistic limtations, so that his universes seened to her like little nore
than engi neering or terraform ng simulations.

In lifetimes when they were heroes, rather than gods, Phaethon seened little
interested in the careful historical scenarios. H's characters were al ways
upsetting the basic order of things, inventing the printing press in

Second- Era Rome, the submarine in Third-Era Pacific waters, or instituting

gol d-standard refornms to the benighted serfs in the m d-Bureaucracy period of
t he Uni on d' Eur ope.

But Daphne found, to her surprise, that her own tastes were different than she
had i magi ned themto be. The worlds she peopled w th nagicians and mythic
beasts began to seemto her, sonmehow, trifling, or small, and she began to
wonder about the evolutionary origins of things, the |ogic governing what
magi ci ans could and could not do, or the ultimte ends or applications of
powers and abilities her mythic creatures possessed.

More and nmore of their time, and, eventually, all of it, was spent in the
worl d call ed Novusordo, and the limts she had i nposed on the origina
construction were those she got fromfiles in Phaethon's arnor. It was, at
first, like an engineering scenario, which assuned that a single ship, |oaded
wi th bio-genetic material, had come to terraforma barren world of nethane sea
and skies of sul fur ash.

Toget her, they concocted tiny seeds and self-replicating robots to tame the

wi nds and poi sonous waves of their nake-believe world; together they orbited
solar tissues to eclipse the sun, or anplify its heat, as needed; they

di scharged antinmatter explosives at pinpoint segnents beneath the crustal
plates to rel ease trapped carboniferous chenicals, or in the upper atnosphere,
to alter the balance of chemicals there, and trigger or suppress a greenhouse
ef fect. Together they raked the seas with compounds, starting sinple

nanof actories, creating one-celled life. They tilled the soil and brought
forth green; they incubated eggs upon the mountainsi de and watched as curi ous
fl edglings hatched; they called up beasts out of the earth and fish out from
the sea.

Years of subjective time went by. And, in objective time, many weeks.

Al too soon, it ended. Hand in hand, as they wal ked in a dream al ong the
silver-white and crystal shapes of the trees they had nade, and saw the snall
white-furred marnosets pl aying and ganboling in the grass not far away, and,
on a ridge beyond, an al bino hunting cat roaring at the sunset nusic issuing
fromcooling plains of fiberglass. Phaethon pointed at the setting sun, and
said, "We could make this world with the Phoenix Exultant, exactly as we've

i magined it here. Look at the rainbow colors we get fromthe particul ate
matter seeded in the troposphere! See how the ripples and streaks above the

at nosphere still catch the light for hours after sunset! | wonder if any rea
greenhouse bl anket we lay out will | ook so beautiful at that."
Daphne, who had hal f-forgotten that this was not real, |ooked at her partner

her fellowlord of creation, in sadness. "All this must be abandoned, then
What if what we nmake is not so beautiful as what we drean®?"
Phaet hon was troubl ed. "Perhaps we should stay here. | knew that, when | was



awake in the real world, its concerns seemed pressing to me. But here they
seem | i ght enough. Stay with me, here, in this little world."

Daphne said, "You are not as used to long simulation runs as | am | over.
You' |l be so ashaned of yourself when you wake up. But we will both have work
to do when we conme to our right mnds again, and this little fantasy wll
fade. And you won't want to have me with you then."

He plucked a crystal |leaf fromone of the pale white trees and put it in her
hair. "This seems so pleasant. Wiy should | want to wake up?"

She shook the |l eaf away. "This is the only tinme |I've ever seen you like this;
it doesn't seemlike you. Perhaps | set the nodality register at too high a
rate, and you are suffering state-related fugue. O maybe you really know your
chances out there with Nothing Sophotech are not that good. Atkins is not

trying to save your life, you know, he's trying to kill the eneny, and he
won't | et uninmportant things get in his way."
He turned and took her by the shoul ders, drawing her face near to his. "Is ny

life so uninmportant then? It seens too precious to nme ever to sacrifice, for
any man or any cause. Stay here with nme, in this false world of ours, which
even if it is false, is, after all, ours. What is out there which | cannot
have in here?"

She licked her lips, and felt the tenptation to agree. But then the thought
cane to her that this was the last and nost gentle and horrible trap. Everyone
had tried to stop Phaethon: Gannis; Ao Aoen; the El eenpsynary; the Coll ege of
Hortators; the Nothing Sophotech. WAs she going to succeed where the rest of
them had fail ed? Was she going to performtheir work for then?

Yet all it would take was a snmile and a nod, and she woul d

have al nost everything she desired. She woul d have Phaet hon

She woul d have al nost everything. She woul d have someone who was al nost

Phaet hon.

Daphne sumoned her spirits, resisted tenptation, and spoke. "There is one
thing you cannot do in here. You cannot perform deeds of renown w thout peer."
A strange, stern | ook overcame his features then, and his smle fled. He
stared deeply, deeply into her eyes in the way he could not do when she was in
her transport-coffin. The look in his eyes grew nore stern and nore renote as
if he also were resisting a great tenptation

He rai sed his hand, nmade the end-program gesture, and his inage vani shed.

She turned up her tine so that she could cry and be done with it before she
passed out fromthe dream and back into the real world. She woke in her coffin
just in tine to hear the proximty alarms ringing through the canister's crude
and narrow hulI.

Jarring jolts began to kick the hull. Daphne could see nothing but the fogged
surface of her coffin lid a few inches beyond her nose, but she knew the
maneuvering jets were firing, aimng the canister toward the nouth of the |ong
line of magnetic deceleration rings maintained near Mercury Equil atera

Stati on.

The whini ng bangs of the jets, and then the hissing roar of accumnul ators
turning kinetic energy into stored electric power, prevented speech

Daphne wondered if that might not be just as well.

4

The silence between them held during the dreary process of disenbarkation
while their vessel was dismantled and their bodies were adjusted to the nornal
station environment. This process was nade all the nore dreary because the ban
of the Hortators was still enforced against (hem and the m nds running the
stations (sons or creations of Vafnir) would not speak to themdirectly, but
only through di sposable partials, who disintegrated after every speech

Dreary again was the fact that they were not being offered the I oca

enbodi ments and aesthetics for this environment. Wthout the aesthetic
protocol s, many of the objects shining fromthe station walls were
meani ngl ess, |ike tangles of colored string, and many of the sounds were nere
hi sses and coughs, rather than announcenents and alerts. Wthout the proper
bodi es, Phaethon had to stay in his armor with his hel mcl osed, and Daphne had



to wear an awkward full-body suit Phaethon made. It | ooked |ike some piece of
ecol ogi c-torture equi pment out of the Dark Green Ages, with a faceplate and a
symbiotic plant growing all over her like npbss. She itched abom nably, and
knew she | ooked st upi d.

Phaet hon had brought up a | egal document of sone sort out of her ring, and so
(not unlike Alberich in the fairy tales, driving the unwilling dark elves to
their tasks in the underworld, tormenting themwith a threat of the

all -powerful ring) she stepped, ring hand held high, one air lock at a tine,
up fromthe outer station into the inner, driving enpty androids and surprised
sem androids fromher path. Up the stairs and | adders she clinbed, from ful
gravity to half-gravity, opening |ocks and silencing guards with a queenly
scow and a gesture fromthe ring.

But (not unlike Al berich being snared by Loge) eventually they reached

Vaf nir's seneschal and henchnman, a polite young three-headed man naned
Sigluvafnir, who admitted in bland tones that Phaethon had every right to be
here, but that Daphne did not, and coul d Phaethon please wait while Vafnir
constructed suitable accommodations to receive himfor an interview? Al

busi ness woul d be conducted with di spatch; Phaethon woul d be thanked for his
pati ence. Sigluvafnir smled with all three nouths and | ooked innocent.

The magic in her ring could not deal with the diabolic cunning of polite
agreement. The two of themwere standing in a waiting area in an enpty hall,
al one. Underfoot, a transparent hull gave a view of the grand stars wheeling
by, passing fromstation east to station west, a silent, noving carpet of
constellations. The station rotated about once every twenty m nutes, and half
of a "station day" (if it could be called that) passed by while the two of

t hem pretended studiously to have nothing inportant to say to each ot her

They both stared down bel ow their feet. Perhaps an uncertai n shyness was

bet ween them or, perhaps, it was nore interesting to | ook at the noving
lights of tugs and assistance-boats, the glints of solar fields, the flowery
shine fromthe sails of distant antimatter generators, than to | ook at the
barren bul kheads of the w de, upcurving hallway in which they stood.

It was Daphne who broke the silence. "Once Vafnir has his lien paid off, who
el se will have any cl ai mover your ship?"

Phaet hon spoke in an absentm nded tone. "At that point, only Neoptol emous.
Xenophon and Di onmedes conbi ned their funds and personalities to create
Neopt ol enous, who purchased Weel -of-Life's interest."

"Don't you own half the ship by now? Gannis's debt was cancel ed. "

Phaet hon said briefly, "The nmonent | opened nmy nmenory casket, the Phoenix
Exul tant was seized by the Bankruptcy Court. She is actually in receivership,
"owned' by the Curia officers to be used for the benefit of the conbination of
all ny creditors. Gannis dropped out of the conbine. Wich is good, because he
woul d have gotten the ship dismantled for scrap.”

"Is it too late to get the ship back?"

"No. If | cane up with a huge fortune, | could pay of f Neoptol enbus. He has a
lien, but he does not own the Phoenix Exultant, so he could not refuse to take
t he noney."

"Oh.

Sil ence endured for a while.

Daphne hated the fact that Phaethon was wearing his helmet. She could not see
his face, and could make no guess as to his expression

She pointed at a small cluster of lights in the distance. "There's not nuch
traffic here, is there?"

"No. Everyone is at sonme port where they will have | ong-range conmuni cation
The worl d-mi nds of Earth and Venus, Deneter and Circunjovia, the Quter and the
I nner stations, the M nd-conbines of the Cities in Space, of the Nonecliptic
Supersails, the constructions who live in the concentrated ray issuing from
the North Pole of the Sun, everyone, is going to be linked into the G and
Transcendence. Aurelian has arranged that no one need be isolated during that
time, no one need be in space and far away from sufficient nental broadcast
facilities. Al the traffic is going still. How far away is the Transcendence?



Ten days? Less?"

"Thirteen days. Tonorrow is the Twelfth N ght Feast, when we all... when they
all dress up as menbers of another sex or phylum"
"I"'msorry."

"That's OK. | wasn't expecting any Twel fth N ght gifts anyway." Twelfth N ght
gifts were only, by custom neant to be somatic or choreographi c packages,
such as lords | eaping, or ballet choreographs.

Phaet hon knew Daphne preferred the Twelfth Night gifts above the other gifts
of the other nights in the Penultimte Fortnight, because the many fine

trai ning routines, steeplechases, races, |eaps, and cabriolets she had
received for her horses last mllennium during Argentoriums reign, were
anong the finest performances her stock coul d show.

"I"'mmnore worried about trespassing | aws," she said. "Vafnir probably has to
throw ne out into space, but probably cannot sell me the services of his

accelerator rings. I'll just be drifting on the slow orbit to nowhere,
guess, until and unless you can cone back for me. | wonder how long the life
support will hold out. The little canister will be lonely w thout you."

"Maybe sonething will happen."” He was not going to say al oud that he hoped the
Not hi ng Sophot ech woul d be found and destroyed before the week was up. Once
there was no nore need for secrecy, Atkins could testify to the Hortators that
Phaet hon's I nquest had been tanpered with, that Phaethon's exile was invalid,
and that therefore Daphne's was al so.

She turned to him "Darling, if you don't nake it back, 1'll be exiled for
life. And ny life probably won't |ast that long."

He turned toward her. She truly wi shed she could see his face. "Daphne, I..."

She stepped toward him "Yes ... ?"

He rai sed his hands as if he were about to enmbrace her. "This voyage we've had
together; it has nade ne realize that ... Well, you and I... W ..."

She stepped even closer. "Yes ... ?"

But at that monent, a golden light shone up from underfoot, dazzlingly bright.
The station had turned to face nearer the Sun. In the dark field, where every
ot her boat and tug was no nore than a dot of |ight, the Phoenix Exultant,
gigantic, splendid, one hundred kiloneters long, blazing like a triangle of
gold, burning as brightly as the blade of a spear, was clearly visible, even
at this distance, to any naked eye which could tolerate the reflected glare
fromthe all-too-nearby Sun

The miles.of hull near the point of the prow were entirely streamined. Just
behi nd the heavy shielding of the prow, about four kilometers or so, were the
flattened blisters of the broadcast houses, antennae, and receivers for

i nnurrer abl e detectors and sensors. They | ooked snmall and decorative, like the
scal es on the neck of a cobra, but some of those radar houses were a kil oneter
in [ ength.

Behind them along the spine of the great ship, were other streamined
streaks, betraying the presence of truly gigantic mass-drivers, |launch ports,
radi o-1 asers.

The am dshi ps were burni shed plates, snooth and unmarred. These coul d be
altered, raised and | owered, to change the cross section and therefore the
performance characteristic of the Phoenix Exultant at near-light speed. \Wen
the great ship was traveling slowy enough, these plates could be spread and
opened like the petals of a rose or the sails of a clipper ship, and erect
ranscoop fields to gather interstellar gas into the ten thousand titan-sized
nucl ear furnaces that lined the nmiddle kilonmeters of the ship. This raw
material could be used to produce fuel in flight. The Phoeni x Exultant carried
factories for the nucl eogenesis of antimatter, in volume and output as |arge
as any dozen of the antimatter-production facilities orbiting near Mercury
Equi |l ateral .

At rest, when the interstellar gas was too tenuous to gather, the port and
starboard arnor could open like the gills of a shark, and the Phoeni x Exult ant
could plunge into the outer |ayers of a star, diving through photosphere and
corona, and gather cubic acres of plasma into holding cells for the refueling



process.
Aft were the engines and drives. Those exhaust ports could have swal |l owed the
whol e space station in which they stood.

These engines could drive that ship at speeds nothing but light itself could
out pace. There were no other engines |ike those of the Phoenix Exultant. None
had ever been built before.

There was no ship |Iike her

And yet the ship was cold, the drives were silent, there was no gl eam of | anp
or light anywhere on her, except the reflected light of the Mercurial sun
caught on certain plates and panels, blazing fromher golden hull.

Daphne had her hands before her face. The inmage of the streamined triangle of
gol den admanti um was burned green behind her closed eyes. She blinked her eyes
clear.

She asked, "What were you saying, darling?" (Sonething about the two of us,
somet hi ng damm i nportant!)

Phaet hon was staring down between his feet. "Hn? That's odd. Look at that ship
in the distance." He pointed, as if he expected her unaided eyes to match the
visual anplification and tracking systens rebuilt into his nervous system and
ar nor .

"Somet hi ng about us, dear ...?"

He | ooked up. "I'msorry. What?"

"Ch, nothing, darling." (OK Fine. Be that way. Any day now, |'m going off
with Atkins, and you can craw up next to your frozen wifesicle for confort.)
"What was it you were gawking at? | cannot believe you' d be staring at another
ship at a tinme Iike this! Wiat woul d your gol den Phoeni x-bride say if she
knew?"

"Can you see? That dot in the distance."

(O course | cannot see it, you dunderhead.) "Wat in particular is so very

i nteresting?" (I cannot imagine anything at all so interesting that you're
daring to intrude it into what m ght very possibly be our last few nonents

t oget her!)

"I"'mlooking at a radar identifier that flies the heraldry of the W nged
Chariot of Fire."

(I take it back. That is interesting. Alittle.) "Wnged Chariot of Fire is
Helion's private yacht."

"She's docking with the Vul can, his sun-diver bathysphere. Look. Fuel cells
fromthe station are lining up to meet him Mre cells are being sent out."
(What in the hell is Helion doing here?) "What in the world

is Helion doing here?" (I betcha don't know either, do you, darling ... ?)
"l don't know "
(Knewit.) "It's only thirteen days till the Grand Transcendence. Wy isn't he

on Earth, with the Peers, preparing?"

"l don't know "

(You said that already, darling. Now then, what about kissing me good-bye ..

? And how do | bring the topic up w thout spooking himaway... ?) Daphne
stepped cl oser to Phaethon. "You know, darling, | thought things would get

| ess confused, |ess dangerous, once | rescued you. But now everything is worse
than ever... !

He began to step toward her and began to raise his hands, as if, perhaps, to
enbrace and confort her, when, at that sane nonment, Sigluvafnir stepped back
into the room "To the exile calling hinmself Phaethon, Vafnir will, under
protest, and only for the purpose of clearing up certain |legal matters, agree
to see you now. "

Phaet hon turned to Daphne. "I fear this is good-bye. | may not get a chance to
see you before | amsent to ny ship. | nmean ... the ship that once was nine
There is nuch in ny heart | wish to say ..."

Sigluvafnir: "Hoy! W have no nore time to waste! If you wish to see Vafnir,
now is now, and |later is too |ate!"

"W nust make some arrangenent as to what is to becone of you. Put your
canister into a mcroconsunption orbit and keep the beacon burning. I'll send



an attendant ship fromthe Phoenix, if I can. | still hope Rhadamant hus or
your Eve-ningstar can do sonething, though I am not sure what."

Daphne smled. "I know where I"'mgoing. I'lIl be line. Go off to your battle
and kill your black nonster w thout worrying about nme. Because | just realized
that | have, shall we say, certain legal matters of ny own to clear up. There
is sonething you need fromHelion; and I think I know how to get it."

Phaet hon' s posture showed surprise. He knew Daphne had conceived a hate for

Hel i on. Now she wanted to talk to him.... ? "He will not receive you."

"Ch, he'll see ne, all right. | know how to take care of that!" She snil ed.
"The Grand Transcendence is still thirteen days away, isn't it? That neans the
Masquerade is still in force.™

Sigluvafnir issued one |ast warning. There was no further time for words.
Phaet hon put out his hand.

(Shake hands?!! If you try to shake hands with me, 1'll rip your arm out of
your socket and beat you to death with it.)

He said, "Good |uck."

Daphne smled. (You're lucky you're wearing invul nerable arnor, you stinking
sack of medical waste. Otherwi se, you'd be suffering multiple contusions
delivered by a bl eeding ex-linb!) She demurely put her little hand into the
pal m of his gauntlet. "You are nost kind to be concerned about me, sir. | am
ever so very grateful for what attention you can spare ne from your other
concerns. "

Phaet hon pulled on her hand to draw her quickly and securely into his arns.
Even through her suit, his hard enbrace drove the breath from her, and she
nmelted to him pressing as closely as the suit-fabric allowed. "I'll come back
for you," his voice burned in her ears.

Then he depart ed.

Daphne stood | ooking after him |ove shining in her eyes, forgetful of al

el se.

There hung Phaet hon, resplendent in his arnmor, hovering in weightl essness
within the axial visitor's dodecahedron at the dead center of the Mercury
Equil ateral Station. Wde, white expanses of pentagonal hull surrounded him

One of the Pentagons was tuned to a window. In the window, |ike a golden bl ade
agai nst a vel vet bl ack background, |oonmed an inmage of the Phoenix Exultant.
H s ship.

Qut of deference to Silver-Gey aesthetic conventions, or, actually, out of
nockery, one of the other pentagons was designated as "floor" and the one
opposite it was "overhead." This "overhead" panel was blazing with direct
light, rather than the indirect lighting all space tradition required. In
fact, it was

abl aze with the direct light of the Mercury-orbit Sun, so that Phaethon had to
adj ust his vision centers.

More nockery: Victorian furniture, chairs and settees on which no one in
mcrogravity could sit, were bolted to the "floor" panel atop an expensive
rug. Antinmacassars, spinning slowy, sailed above the chairs. A tea service
floated nearby, with a ball of scalding tea, held together nostly by its own
surface tension but with noonlets of little teadrops all around it,
surroundi ng the silver teapot. Tunbling china cups had drifted in each
direction on the ventilation currents. Fortunately, the sugar bow had held

| unps, not powder.

The ot her bul kheads were established in a nonstandard aesthetic. Objects of
unknown use, |ike strange half-nmelted candles, rotating gl assworks, or webs of
| aser-1light, shimrered in the bul kheads, extending arns or msts toward the
center of the chanber.

In the center of the dodecahedron, not far from Phaethon, roared a turning
cylinder of flanme and pul sing energy. It was Vafnir. The beam of fire extended
fromone side of the huge chanmber to the other

Two other entities, smaller, dwarfed by Vafnir, were in the room a dul
olive-drab sphere in the Cbjective Aesthetic, representing the attorneys from
t he Bankruptcy Court; and a calitrop of black netal, with magnetic jets and



mani pul at or gl oves at each axis, surrounding brain housing into which
Neo- Or pheus, or perhaps one of his partials, had downl oaded, here to represent
the Coll ege of Hortators.

In one hand Phaethon held up a credit ring. The circuit in the stone had
menori zed the nunbers and | ocations of millions of seconds of tine currency.
He pointed it at the olive-drab sphere. Aray fromthe ring made a circuit
with a point in the sphere; the currency exchange was recorded.

Wthin the ring al so had been recorded the contracts and agreenent between

hi nsel f and the Neptuni ans, now the true owners of the starship, show ng that
he acted as their representative in this matter, and was accredited both as
the pilot and agent of the Phoenix Exultant, and directed, after repairs and
final checks were conplete, to transport the vessel, with hinself at the helm
to the Neptunian Enbassy at Jovian Trailing Trojan.

H s arnor detected a rapid exchange of signals between Vafnir, Neo-O pheus,
and the Bankruptcy Attorneys, a huge volume of information conpressed into a
few short bursts. He could have tapped into their |ines and eavesdropped on

t he conversation, perhaps. But he knew the gist of it. Vafnir furiously and
Neo- Orpheus coldly were attenpting to find sonme | oophol e, some delay, sone
chink in the iron plate of Phaethon's original contract with Vafnir. But that
contract did not contain the normal escape clause permitting one party to be
excused of his duties should the other party fall under Hortator ban. Two
hundred years ago, when this contract first had been drafted, Phaethon

pl anning to depart fromthe CGol den Cecunene, had foreseen no need for such a
cl ause, and insisted on its exclusion.

"Now, then," Phaethon said aloud, "one of you is officially required, by |aw,
to informme that nmy debt to Vafnir has been settled, and that he shal
performhis remaining duties under the contract. Fortunately, Vafnir's

war ehouses and orbital factories are already at hand directly abeam of the
Phoeni x Exultant; some of the smaller factories, as | recall, are actually
inside the hull, for ease of construction. It should require a hundred hours,
or less, to load the remaining fuel aboard, and to fit into place the
hul | -netal segments which you began to dismantle. | demand that the Phoenix
Exultant be restored to the condition specified, cleaned and polished with no
sign of tool-marks, neglect, or debris. Now, which of you is going to enbrace
alife of exile by telling me these things? O, better yet, which of you is
going to be arrested by the constables for failing to tell ne?"

The speaker on Neo- Orpheus's housing whined to life. "The Hortator exile does
not obtain agai nst those who, by law, are conpelled to treat with you, nor for
comments strictly limted to | egal business. Only gratuitous coments are

f or bi dden. "

Phaet hon regarded the calitrop without friendliness. "That itself was a
gratui tous comment. Thank you for joining ne in exile."

There was sonet hi ng shameful about the fact that Neo-O pheus, had, at one
time, been the selfsanme O pheus who inspired the nodern romanti c novenent; and
he had led the teamthat invented the technology to preserve the human soul
intact, after bodily death; shameful that he shoul d, nowadays, choose to dwell
in bodies so ugly. This pyram d-shaped skel eton robot was not fromthe

hj ective Aesthetic, nor fromany aesthetic at all. It was stark, functional
and utterly inhuman.

Neo- Orpheus said, "My last comment was permnissible, as falling under the
general unbrella of necessary comments required to conclude our business here
with dispatch."

"Ah. But now | nust ask, was the comment explaining that |ast commrent
gratuitous ... ? It certainly was unnecessary. Wl cone to exilel™

Neo- Orpheus did not deign to respond.

Vaf nir said, "Phaethon! In order to conclude the contract quickly, and in
order to mnimze further interactions between the two of us, | hereby not
only turn over to you the materials you bought fromme, but also the

war ehouses and the robot workers attendant thereto, base work crew,
supervisors, partials, decision informata, everything. | amgiving you, as a



free gift, without warranty, all the operators you will need to carry out this

operation yourself. They are yours. They will |oad and equip and polish your
i nsane ship according to your orders, but I will not be responsible hereafter
for their acts. Do you acknow edge that this will satisfy all ny obligations
to you under the contract... ?"

A wi ndow opened up on one of the decks to the left and showed a view froma
point in space near the Phoenix Exultant. Even as he watched, he saw the
flares of light darting fromthe warehouses, and saw the first of many spheres
of fuel, like a line of pearls, beginning to enmerge and slide across space
toward the waiting ship.

To the port and starboard of the titanic ship, other warehouses opened their
doors. A second string of pearls joined the first, then a third, then a score,
then a hundred. The vast bays and fuel docks of the Phoenix Exultant stirred
to life and opened to receive the incomng gifts.

The running lights of the ship lit up. Red to port. G een to starboard.

Fl ashing white along the keel. The ship had cone to |ife again.

"Do not imagine that your victory over us is achieved, Phaethon," Neo-O pheus
said in a cold voice

Phaet hon said, "But, ny dear sir, | amnot imagining it at all. | see it
clearly."

In the window, at that noment, orbital tugs appeared, guiding the mle-Iong

sl abs of gol den adamantium one after another, toward the rents and gaps in
the vast arnored hull

Silently steadily, ton upon countless ton of material, fuel, ship-brains,

bi omaterial, and the vast expanse of hull segnents, began falling like gentle
snow toward t he gol den doors opened so wide to receive them

Phaet hon said in his heart: Cone to life, nmy Phoenix, that you may bring life
to lifel ess worlds. How coul d anyone fear so noble and so fine a ship as you?
It was only then that he noticed how rmuch |ike a spear blade she was in truth,
how sl eek, how beautiful, how deadly. He realized how it would be easy, quite
easy, magnificently easy and awe-inspiring, to use her world-creating power to
destroy worlds. (And it did not please himthat he took such pleasure at that
t hought . )

And, now that the teansters and | ongshorenmen robots were his and his al one,
unli ke material fromthe Phoeni x Exultant (owned, now, by Neoptol enmous) he
could send them where he liked and to what task he |iked.

A mental conmand was all he needed to turn | egal ownership of half a hundred
of them over to Daphne. No matter what el se m ght happen to her, she would at
| east have several tugs and snallboats at her disposal, with their fuel, life
support, and ship-brains. She now, at |east, could depart the station in

somet hing room er than a canister. And he could depart to the Phoenix
Exultant. Hi s ship.

THE FAREVELL CUP

Phaet hon hung in space, a reaction |ance in hand, poetry in his heart, a
vision of gold in his eyes. He was about thirty kilometers aft of the main
superstructure, watching froma hundred points of view at once as the |ast of
t he | oadi ng was conpl et ed.

What ever the |aw nmight say, she was his ship, his dream made real, in golden
adamantium antimatter, energy, carbon fiber, nolecularly strengthened steel
Because he had no nmentality support, he had to carry on his inspection of the
great vessel using the protocols originally designed for refueling in distant
star systens.

The gol den hull was utterly imune to any el ectromagnetic signal; and he did
not have as many attendant-craft as his original design had called for; so
that, instead of being able to bounce a signal fromrenote to renote, and
connect his mnd to hull-tenders and macr omannequi ns on every side of the ship
at once, he had to nove hinself, physically, fromone side of the ship to the
other, and then get a line of sight on any system or robot squad with which he
wanted to tal k, conmune, or m nd-enbrace.

It was crude and primnmitive, and he had, personally, to order rmuch of the work



done hinself. Often he would flourish his lance and jet down to the surface of
the great ship, and watch the work progress with his own eyes, or touch the
golden hull with his own hand. He inspected, he checked, he tested, he

revi ewed. The process was insufferably archaic, as if soneone fromthe |ate
Fourth Era, after the invention of Van Neumann Sel f-regul ati ng Roboti cs,
suddenly had to carve a canoe froma log with a stone ax with his own hands,
or as if soneone fromthe Sixth Era had to manifest a Stable-1sland
pseudo-material |aunch shell using only the el ements appearing on the
original, nonartificial, periodic chart. It was archaic. It was beautiful

Phaet hon was in | ove.

Love is frustrating. It did not help, for exanple, that the Sun was near by,
forcing himto rotate the great craft slowy, to distribute heat. It did not
hel p that the self-evolving robots were just smart enough to recognize the
benefits of huddling in the hundred-kil oneter-w de shadow of the Phoenix to
escape the solar rays, but not smart enough to grasp the principles of
enlightened |l ong-termself-interest and devotion to duty, to do their jobs
efficiently. Phaethon put themall on a budget, deactivated their behavior
regul ators, and began setting up swarns of self-reconstruction and
self-replication catalysts. Any robots who did not do their work, did not get
pai d enough out of the energy allowance to rent a catalyst and reproduce.
Since the robots willing to risk exposure to the sunside of the ship increased
geonetrically in nunber and potency, Phaethon did not worry about individua
regul ation; he just let natural selection run its course.

It took less tinme than estinmated to | oad and prepare the ship for burn,
despite all this. After fifty hours, Phaethon was ready.

It was now the Ninth Ni ght before the Grand Transcendence. Phaethon had m ssed
t he dance. There was no notion anywhere in space nearby, not even of autonatic
systenms. All ships were falling cold. But there was radio-traffic unlike
anything ten centuries had seen. Phaethon was al one in the star-dock, alone
anong the warehouses, orbital shops, and shipyards. Everyone el se was
celebrating. Only he was at work.

He needed no dance. Lance in hand, he flew through the vast afterbays toward
the central core. It was darkened now, silent, cold. He passed up through the
engi ne-core space, past endless kiloneters of fuel cells, the horizonless
geonetry of antimatter gl obes of frozen metallic hydrogen, and past the

ring on ring and bastion on bastion of thought-boxes and shi p-brai ns engl obi ng
the living quarters.

The mai nframe decks were |like the wal nut-sized brain, conmpared to this nmighty
ship, found in the original pre-reconstructed dinosaurs. Inward and "above"
them (now that the carousel was under spin) the living decks had been
pressurized and super-refrigerated to the standards of Neptunian Cold Duca
body fornms. The outer levels of this small city of cabins and quarters were
spinning now at many tinmes the original design specifications.

Inward still, at Earth-normal gravity, the "higher" decks held | aboratories,
conf abul ati onari es, extensive thought-shop and natter-shop appliances,
conmuni on atriuns, baths, formul aries, surgeries, nanoconstruction cells,
gardens, greenhouses, blue-houses, feast halls, aviaries, palaces, nuseuns,

nmet ant hropy studi os, and the other basic necessities of civilized existence.
And, l|ike the genstone that makes a ring not merely an ornanent, but a

val uabl e servant and library, here was the bridge.

Phaethon, it is true, had nmissed the dance of Earth and all the worlds on the
Twel fth Night. And had m ssed participating in the Choir of Al Wrlds, that
fantasti c synphony and paean, where every mind and voice and soul was enbraced
i n one single uninmagi nabl e harmony, which crowned the hours of the Tenth

Ni ght. But he needed neither music nor dance nor any other cel ebration

Phaet hon rose; the door "above" himparted; a dimlight, Iike the hint of
light before the dawn, fell down around him the floor beneath himrose, and
carried himupward; and he was on his bridge. What other song or splendor did
he need?

He called for light; light came. He called for know edge; tall, energy mirrors



on concentric bal conies sprang to life, and information flowed into his brain.
He wal ked across the deck

Each tessell ation of the deck was paved with anot her hue of wood, darker
grains contrasted with lighter, to forma pleasing irregularity, each one
shining like gold, dark or bright, by the sheen of its polish.

Pressure curtains ran fromthe floor to the done above, shinmrering pale blue,
royal scarlet, and burgundy. Concentric banks of thought-boxes and energy
mrrors rose |like an anmphitheater, with one larger nmirror extended up severa
bal conies to the dome, tuned to display the local area of space and | oca
conmuni cation activity. Space was deserted of ships under power; but

conmuni cati on channels flowed like rivers of light, everywhere, a w de-flung
net burdened with nassive vol umes, connecting every habitat, ship-at-rest,
sail, satellite, xenonanonechani cal cloud and cl oud bank, every corona
substation and intelligence formation, throughout all this area near Mercury
Equi |l ateral .

Phaet hon crossed to the captain's chair. There it was, polished, cleaned,
charged. To the left was a synmbol table, showing two visitors awaiting him To
the right was the status board, showing that the mllion checklists of the
preflight roster had been checked; the Phoenix Exultant was ready to start her
bur n.

He savored the nonment, nerely |ooking at the chair. Then, with only the
slightest of smles, he seated hinself, sighed, gripped the chair arns, and
cast his gaze back, forth, upward, and down. The hundred energy nmirrors
shining on the balconies were lit with views and i mages from each part of the
ship, diagranms, informata flows, engine status, field strengths, weight

di stributions, storage and contai nnent formations for the cargo, supercargo
projections, acceleration unbrellas, radio-radar views, neteorological reports
on the conditions of at wanear-space, including particle counts, ship-brain
and robopsychiatric analysis, hull-configuration nmonitors. Everything.

Phaet hon sat on his throne and surveyed his kingdom and he was well| pleased
wi th what he saw.

To peopl e his kingdom and, as a sort of conplinent to the Silver-Gey
aesthetic in which he had been born and raised, he now created a mannequin
crew, costuned in different periods, an | downl oaded with a different

partial -personality. Because Phaethon did not want to be alone in his hour of
triunph, he peopled the deck with his heroes frommth and history.

Squares of the deck drew back. The mannequin racks beneath lifted several

bodi es into view Phaethon activated his sense-filter, signaled to the

shi p-m nd, created, downl oaded, constructed, drew

Soon each one stood before a different duty station, manipulating controls
that were merely synbols to display the ship's status.

Here was U ysses, wearing beggar rags over his half-hidden arnmor, an unstrung
bow of triple rhinoceros-hide in his hand, manning the navigation station
Next to him Sir Francis Drake, splendid in blue surcoat and white | ace, held
a magi c | ooking gl ass and watched for other ships and foreign objects. Adnmira
Byrd in his parka watched the board di splaying internal heat and environment
controls.

Here was Neil Arnstrong with the stiff banner of the United States on one
hand, tasked with guiding the forward renotes and small er robot-ships that

fl ew before the Phoeni x Exultant as part of her array. There was Jason with
his CGol den Fl eece, holding the thread that showed open communication |ines
were still present; and, at the tiller, (of course) was Hanno.

Magel | an, Cortez, O ark, and Cook were also there, as well as Buckl and-Boyd
Cyrano-D Atano, the first man to survive a Mars | anding. Sloppy Rufus,
Cyrano-D Atano's dog was there, not given any tasks to do, but just because
Phaet hon coul d not inmagine the iconoclastic self-made Martian pioneer w thout
the I oyal nmongrel he had brought with himto Mars. Oe Sephr al-Mdr the
Descender -i nt o- G ouds was charged with watching the gravitic alterations and
t he accel eration schedul e, which was ironic, considering the circunmstances of
his tragic death in a Jovian subduction | ayer



Vanguard Single Exharnony in his white ablative arnmor kept track of the

total -conversion drive core tenperatures, which was not ironic at all

consi dering the remarkabl e success of his first mission into the Sol ar

Phot osphere, after Harnony Conposition had sent so nmany to fiery death and
failure.

Vanguard Si ngl e Exharnony was Phaethon's second favorite historical character
not only because he was the ancestor-in-spirit for Helion's work, but also
because the transition fromthe Fourth Era to the Fifth was triggered partly
because Vanguard, an individual detached fromthe Harnony group-

m nd, had succeeded where so nmany of the mass-minds had fail ed.

Phaet hon's favorite explorer was Sir Francis Drake, who had not only expl ored
the northern passage but turned a profit on the venture. H s |l east favorite
was Chri stopher Col unmbus, who was not pictured here in his bridge; Phaethon
had no use for a man who niscal cul ated the dianeter of the Earth, and reached,
by accident, a continent he failed to identify. H's second | east favorite was
Chan Noonyan Sfih of lo, the first man to "set foot" on Pluto. Phaethon al so
had no use for a man who, despite having been warned by experts, had his

| andi ng vehicle fall through the surface |ayer of hydrogen ice weakened and
thawed by his landing jets, fall through successive |ayers of nitrogen and

nmet hane ice, strike a |layer of oxygen ice, which thawed and ignited and set
fire to the entire surface of the planet. On the col dest planet in space, Chan
Sfih had burned to death, whereas a careful thinker |ike Vanguard Single had
been dropped into the sun, and lived.

There was al so no i mage of Ao O ngorgon Dar kwormhol e Noreturn. He had been the
| eader, during the Fifth Era, of the expedition to Cygnus X-I

Phaet hon gl anced to his left. The synmbol table showed the gl ow ng visitor
icons. Only the nost extraordinary circunstance woul d have a visitor calling
him now A visitor would either have to be an exile or be beyond the fear of
becom ng one. Who could it be?

Now that his ship and crew were ready, Phaethon nmade the acceptance gesture
for the first icon in the synbol table.

A mannequi n rose up out of the square of deck, stood, and saluted. "Perm ssion
to conme aboard."

How quai nt and archai c. Phaethon | ooked into the ship's Surface Dreaning
expecting to see a Silver-Gey, perhaps even sone new y converted Neptunian
introduced to Silver-Grey customby his friend D onmedes.

But no. Here was a man in a dark blue uniformand cuirass of a Sixth-Era
Advocat e Warden. The Advocates, before the

evolution of the College of Hortators, acted as the enissaries and translators
bet ween t he Sophotechs and the Humans. During those years, before the

devel opnents i n nounenal technol ogy allowed for vastenings,
intelligence-augnents, and synnoetics, the gulf between Sophotechnic m nds and
human m nds had been | arge indeed. The Advocates were sent by the Sophotechs
to guide by exanple and prediction, never by force, the human comunity away
fromself-inflicted dangers. The Warden were a subgroup of the Advocates that
acted something like a voluntary police force, guarding people against fire,

di saster, and m nd-crash.

The figure held up a twel ve-pointed blazon in his hand, signaling his identity
t hrough the ship's M ddl e Dreamn ng

No, he was not a Silver-Gey. He was a Dark-G ey.

The Dark-Grey also foll owed ancient custons and di sciplines, not because they
adm red the beauty of the ancient world, but because they admired the

har shness and rigor that had forned the human character. Dark-Gey were
required to devote a certain amount of their lives to public service, as
Const abl es, Fire Wardens, Censors, Wrewolf-nonitors, Rescuers, and, back in
the ol der tinmes, as Reserve Sol diers under the Warni nd

This was Tener Sixth Lacedenoni an, Hunodified (space-adapted), Unconposed
(ascetic werewol f self-inposed override), Miltiple-parallel

attention-nonitors, base neuroform Dark-Gey Manorial Schol a.

And his uniformwas not a Masquerade costune. Temer Lacedenoni an was the



Advocat e Warden in charge of space-traffic control. This corporation had

mai nt ai ned a nonopoly on space-traffic control since the mddl e of the Sixth
Era, despite fierce conpetition for the market. It was Tener Lacedenoni an who
controlled the safety of all ships in flight throughout die | oner System and
nost of the Quter, and his position made himon the verge of becom ng a Peer
Phaet hon stood and projected an i mage of hinself into the Dream ng, so that he
did not need to renove his arnmor. "Wl come aboard. But before you speak,

feel I must warn you that the ban of the Hortators is still in force against
me. You will find yourself shunned if you address ne."

Temer Lacedenoni an had the white hair face-synbol ogy

used to show sagacity, and his skin was the jet-black space travel ers favored
as a block against radiation. He smled grinly.

"As to that, sir, please tell me, if you can, how a machi ne one hundred
kilometers fromprowto stern-plate, radiating a four-hundred-kiloneter drive
di scharge that washes out all the unshiel ded conmuni cations in her radio-aura,
and able to accelerate at ninety gravities of thrust, and preparing even now
to launch; tell me how!l amto orchestrate safe flight-paths for all vessels
in this area wi thout speaking to the pilot of that nachi ne?"

Phaet hon made his self-inmge snile, which his real face, behind his hel net,
also did. "You could nerely warn other vehicles out of ny way ... ?"

"I don't appreciate the hunor, M. Phaethon.” He pointed to one of the
mrrors, where information from Mercury North, the nearest |nner System
control tower, was being checked and fed into the navigator. Qher |ega
docunent s appeared al ongsi de. He continued: "Also, our standard contract
contains a clause allowing for an extra schedule of fees for vehicles of
unusual properties or dangerous cargoes that require cl oser observation on our
part, and extra precaution. | expect a healthy profit. And | hope you wll not
qui bbl e over the price, considering the many useful services space-traffic
control has done for you in the past."

Phaet hon studied the nman in silence for a nonent. Then Phaet hon said, "You
hardly needed to come in person, sir. An indirect nessage, perhaps, or a cal
routed through the back-net, would have done just as well. Wiy do you expose
yourself to nmy, if | may use the word, contam nation?"

"You recall that | was rather abrupt in driving you out frommny section of the
infinite tower during your descent on foot... ?"

"I had not nmeant to broach an indelicate subject, but, yes, as | recall, you
sent remotes to sting ne each tinme | paused for food or rest.”

"Lacedai mon Sophot ech, whose wi sdom | trust, warned ne that | would be led to
favor your case and join you in exile. A dire prediction which, by ny rigor
agai nst you, perhaps | was trying to defeat. As usual, Lacedai non knows ne
better than | know nyself. And so here | am"™

"Why not send sonme | esser servant to talk to ne?"

"Send into exile? | could not conmand a subordinate to do that which I was
unable to tolerate nysel f. Besides, ny subordinates will all join me soon
enough if they expect to keep their jobs. You see the flawin the Hortators
schene of things, do you not, sir? Social pressure cannot be used to defeat

t hose who shape society. Every ship under acceleration, or ship that hopes to

do a burn, will have no choice, now, but to comunicate with ny ostracized
space-traffic-control network. The ring-city above the Earth will soon join
us. And the Hortators, for all their prestige, will find thensel ves isol ated,

besi eged on Earth, walled off fromspace by their own presunptions.”
Phaet hon was nore than astoni shed. "But why should you do such a thing for
me?'

"Do not be arrogant, sir. | do as ny conscience conmands. You are incidental
The Hortators overstepped their mandate in your case, and they ignored the
war ni ngs of Nebuchednezzar Sophotech not to pursue you. It will destroy them"

"Destroy? A strong word to use." (Phaethon wondered why there was a note of
hope, of relish, in his own voice.)

"Have you been out of communication since you disenbarked fromEarth to
Mercury Equilateral? | see that you have. Aurelian Sophotech has al ready



decl ared against the Coll ege of Hortators."

"What. .. ?"

"Aurelian Sophotech is in exile. The Gand Transcendence is only a week away.
The | esser conbi nati ons have already formed; the nass-m nds have begun their
data-m gration overtures. The Ennead is making ready; the basics are calling
back all their partials and winding up their affairs. You see? If the
Hortators do not back down, the policies and visions that will guide us for

t he next thousand years will be established by the deviants and freaks, the
Afl oats and Ashores of Ceylon."

"And t he Neptunians."

"And you and I, sir."

Phaet hon's i mage showed a smle. "A small transcendence, perhaps, but | shal
be grateful for your conpany, sir."

"Thank you. After ny business here with you is done, | will be transmitting a
nounenal copy of nyself to Earth. | want to wal k anong the gardens of
Aurelian, and visit the Endl ess Thought Libraries. No one else is there, and
will have the entire place to nyself. Aurelian's reconstruction of Beethoven
wi Il be conducting a conplete (if parahistorical) version of his unfinished
mast er pi ece Ei ghty-first Synphony, the first since Cuprician's time, and
hol di ng a performance. | shall be the only person in the theater."

"I amstill grateful for your sacrifice, Warden Lacedenonian.”

And now Terer's smile grew broad, startlingly white agai nst his space-dark
skin. "The gratitude is rmutual. | mnust tell you one nore thing, just
privately, between you and nme. \When you opened your nenory casket, and
recal | ed your Phoeni x Exul tant, nmine came open, too, and | spent a whol e day,
not at the Celebration as ny wives and | had planned, but sitting under a

noesis helnet in a oneiriatrist's closet. | had days and years of nenories,
spent thinking about and watching the progress on your ship. My whole life,
ever since | gave up sea-farm ng, has been ships, M. Phaethon. | was a nmenber
of the Celeritolunenous Society since before you were born, since before there
was a science of Celerotology. | amin love with your ship, sir. And, with the
Hortators' ban still in place, | amthe only man, equipped with the
instruments to record the whol e process, who will be able to watch the Phoeni x

Exul tant when she soars. Please informme when you intend your first burn, and
transmt your vector and di scharge area, and, considering the size of your
ship, the extent of your occlusion unbra. If we have nothing further to

discuss ... ? Then that will be all. Permission to disenbark."

"It was a very great pleasure speaking with you, M. La-cedenonia. | nust
confess, | possessed unkind thoughts concerning you after ny passage through
your section of the space-tower. Those nenories will be robbed of force and

repl aced by the fond nenories | shall have of our neeting here. Good day to
you, sir."

"And Codspeed to you and to your fine ship." Tener's image sal uted and wal ked
away, and the mannequin, now enpty, went |inp.

When Phaet hon gestured to accept fromthe second icon, the mannequin
straightened to attention

Phaet hon's sense-filter conveyed an i mage of Atkins standing there, darkly
shining in his black armor. A knife and a katana, a smart-pistol and a
far-injector hung in his holsters and sheaths. The dots on his gorget showed
one-way thought-ports, obviously nmeant to project nental viruses into systens,
but unable to receive them The ring on his finger had a black stone; the

col or indicating dangerous sel f-propagating deleters and corrupters were
stored there. Phaethon was inpressed with how overwhel mingly deadly the man
was; it showed fromevery detail of his appearance; it was not sonething,
earlier in his life, Phaethon would have been alert to notice.

Wthout a word of greeting, Atkins drew a nmenory card from his weapon belt,
and held it up. "Here are the Warmi nd's instructions. | have reviewed the plan
and concluded that it is the best our present limted know edge all ows. The
fundanmental goal of this plan is to |ocate the enenmy high command, the entity
you refer to as Nothi ng Sophotech. "



"Why do you say, 'refer to' ?"

"We don't think it's a Sophotech. The things Scaranpbuche said to you may have
been cal cul ated to create that inpression, perhaps to dishearten any
opposition. No one wants to fight a Sophotech, do they? But | insist that you
agree to follow by the provisions of msplan, before | show themto you."

It took a moment for Phaethon to understand what was bei ng asked of him "How
can | agree in ignorance?"

"How can you think you can be of any help to the mlitary effort to defend the
Gol den Cecunene when you have steadfastly refused to join the mlitary? The
need for coordi nated action, guided by a unified plan, is so obvious during
energencies of this kind, that | amamazed that the laws will not pernmit me to
conscript you and expropriate your ship for this purpose. The laws won't |et
me do what | need to do to let us survive this war. Those | aws m ght get us
all killed. So what can | do now? |'ve conplained to ny superior about

you, and explained that the mlitary needs you and your ship for this plan to
have any chance."

"And the response, | assume, did not create great pleasure in you?"
At ki ns | ooked annoyed. "Get that smirk off your face, mister, this is not
funny. "

"I intended no jest, Marshal Atkins! Nor was | smrking; this is sinmply ny
natural expression. But | cannot hide the pleasure with which | hear the news
that nmy individual rights are still carefully respected by the Parliament and
t he Sophot echs, even in such tinmes as these. And | had thought all this tine
that the Parliament was the main source of danger to my liberty. How strange
that they should defend it."

"Don't pick out a silverware pattern yet."

"I beg your pardon?"

"I nean, don't fall in love with the Parlianment. The Parlianment woul d have
done everything | wanted in an instant if the Sophotechs, w thout exception
had not advised themnot to. Westm nd predicted that the Curia would have
overrul ed the Parliament in an instant, knew the Censor would censure them
and predicted that the Hortators would have them all ostracized and picking

t hrough trash in Tal ai mannar before the day was up, if they treated you that
way. Nebuchadnezzar hinself spoke up for you."

"How ironic."

Atkins held up the nenmory card. "If he hadn't, you'd be a buck private right
now, and these woul d be boot-canp downl oads and ni nd-sets and orders, not
suggestions. "

"What di d Nebuchadnezzar say?"

"He said any civilization that could not produce men willing freely to

vol unteer to fight and die in her defense did not deserve to survive." Atkins
paused a noment to let that sink in. Then, in a harder voice: "And | told him
I'd rather have ny civilization, my folks and ny friends, survive, whether
they 'deserved to' or not. There's sonething really screwy about a set-up
where one guy like you, just on his own, gets to deci de whether or not our
civilization 'deserves' to survive." Atkins held up the card, and concl uded:
"Wel|l? Do we have a deal ? Are you going to followthe plan to the letter?"
"You ask ne to sacrifice ny ship and perhaps ny life on a plan, which | am not
permtted to exanm ne? What kind of businessman do you think | an®"

"I don't give a damm what kind of businessman you are. I'mtrying to find out
what kind of patriot you are. If | tell you the plan, and you don't agree to
followit, and then you do something stupid and fall into enemy hands, then

they' Il get the plan, and I don't want that."

"Come now, Marshal! What you ask of me is unreasonable."

"War is unreasonable. If it were reasonable, it would be called 'peace.' The
only other thing I can do is show you the plan under seal, and then have your
menory of the plan redacted, allow ng you only to keep the know edge that
there is a plan and that you agreed to it."

"After | woke fromthe redaction, | would not know why | had agreed.

woul dn't even know whet her or not the menory of agreenent was true, or was a



fal se nenory planted by you for some overriding mlitary purpose. | only just
recently escaped fromthe |abyrinth of mssing menory; do you expect ne to
step back into that naze agai n?"

"Sorry. What else can we do? | don't want the eneny to find out the plan

t hrough you. Besides, think of it this way: this time, when you go back into
the Labyrinth, you'll be Theseus. This tine, it'll be the nmonster in the

m ddl e of the maze who'll find he has a cause to be afraid.”

"You have the soul of a poet, Marshal Atkins."

"Kipling, |I hope.™

"I mean, you pepper your speech with such archaisms, you sound just like a

Silver-Gey."
"Wth all due respect, ny tradition is older than yours, older than anyone
el se's. My profession was the first one man ever made, and it'll be the | ast

one to go. It's the one that makes all the others possible. So what do you
say?" He held up the card for the third time. "Does our civilization deserve
to live, or not?"

Phaet hon slid aside the panel of the synmbol table. Underneath was the portable

noetic reader Aurelian had given Daphne. "I can use this for the redaction. |
have enough capacity in ny arnor and in the ship-mnd to do all the necessary
i atropsychonetry. "Il be flying blind when | awake, | sup-

pose." And Phaet hon heaved a great sigh. "One would expect |1'd be used to
that, by now "

A set of tiny winkles formed around Atkins's eyes. It was not the standard

f ace- synbol ogy, but Phaet hon recogni zed the ook fromold historicals. Despite

the fact that the man's mouth was still, as ever, a grimline, he was smling.
It was a | ook of adm ration, of pleasure, even of joy.

"Well, well,"” said Atkins. "WI| wonders never cease? You're a bold man after
all.”

"The bol dest, | hope," Phaet hon replied.

"Second bol dest," Atkins corrected.

"You | ook pl eased nonet hel ess, Marshall Atkins."

"I am happy to be seeing action, M. Phaethon. It is always a | ot worse than
you think it is going to be, and the civilian authority is usually nore ready
to go to war than the mlitary professionals, and when these things start,
usual |y the good guys aren't ready, aren't trained, aren't equi pped. But
still. But still..."

"But still this is the task for which you have kept yourself in readiness for
centuries without count, is it not, Marshal Atkins?"

At ki ns squinted, and | ooked off to the left, alnost as if he were shy, and
anmused at his own shyness. He snorted through his nose. "The nost |ikely
outcome here is, that we are both going to buy the farm M. Phaethon."

"What farnP"

"Sorry. | nmean we are both going to die. Probably many times. Wether or not
nmy backup copies think they are the same guy as ne won't make ny dying any
easier; and if we are fighting a Sophotech after all, we may be in for a fate

wor se than death. We could be turned. Edited. Made into | oyal copies of

oursel ves, working for the other side. So there is no reason to grin."

"My dear sir, | amnot 'grinning.' As | said before, this is ny normnal
expression.”

"You never |ooked |ike that on the ground.”

"This is nmy nornmal expression aboard ny ship. No one has been privileged to
see it on ny face before."

At ki ns chuckl ed, and Phaet hon could not restrain a great |augh of reckless
joy. He tossed back his head as if he had heard a trunpet sounding in the

di stance. "Cone! | fear no Silent Cecunene, no dark swans froma dead star, no
evil Sophotechs! | fear nothing. My heart is filled with fire; | have the
strength of titans in ne! Here all around us is nmy dream cone true in the
formas | would have it, each erg of energy, each nolecule and field of force
fitted to my design; fromprowto stern, keel to superstructure, this is al
nmy thought made real; and nade real to defy a world that has forgotten what



that word 'real' once neant. Wl come aboard ny ship, Marshal Atkins! W will
face the foe together; we shall triunph, or perish with honor; that is ny
prom se. Here is nmy hand on it."

A slight tension pulled at Atkins's cheek, as if he were smling at Phaethon's
presunption. O, perhaps he was pleased by the enthusiasm "The ship is not
legally yours, and we are not going any farther than Jupiter, to take

aboard' the real owner; who, if he had any options, would run away and hide,
rather than face nme. But he has no options. He will show hinself." He doffed
his gauntl et and took Phaethon's proffered hand.

Phaet hon said, "Of to battle, then?" Atkins said, "Of to battle. Is there
anything to drink aboard this boat? This kind of thing calls for a toast."
They shook hands.

Phaet hon seated hinmself on his throne. The thought-ports on his arnor opened.
"Al'l stations, systens, subsystems, partials, routines, and commuands! Heed ne;
your captain speaks. Prepare the greatest ship ever crafted by civilization
for her mai den voyage; and even if it is to be a voyage that will end in fire
and destruction, let us make ready in all due haste! Initiate your sequences
and run the checks: the Phoenix Exultant this day is | aunched!"

In his brain and in the brain-augnmentations in his arnmor, the prelimnary
system checks began. Mrror after mrror lit up around him The throbbing hum
of energy at work could be heard in the distance.

The initial round of checks were sem automatic; it would not be until an hour
or so fromnow that he would need to merge with the ship-mnd and oversee the
final high-energy build-up processes to bring the engines to burn

t emper at ur es.

He had plenty of tine to discover what this plan was that Mrshal Atkins had
brought fromthe Warmi nd, plenty of time to conpose whatever | ast good-byes,
or set in order what last will and testament he might require. Plenty of tine.
So then, to Atkins he said, "Wat was that about a toast?"

"It's an old tradition. You'll love it."

"Marshal, | know what a toast is; | live ny life in a Second-Era Victorian
simulation as a lord of the manor. They drink like, well, like lords. | was
wondering to what you were going to toast?" A renote shaped |ike a cabin boy
was al ready approachi ng across the w de expanse of the golden floor, carrying
atray with two crystal goblets.

At ki ns took one cup in hand. "Wy, M. Phaethon, | thought that would be

obvi ous. "

He rai sed the sparkling goblet.

"To the Phoeni x Exultant”

"To the Phoenix Exultant!"

"And, though | doubt it, long may she live."

Phaet hon's heart was full, and had no room for doubt. He said, "Long may she
live, and far may she fly."

They touched gl asses with the tiniest chine of crystal noise.

Here ends the second vol une, THE PHOENI X EXULTANT

The tal e of the CGolden Age concludes in the third volune, THE GOLDEN
TRANSCENDENCE



