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PART ONE
The Goddess



CHAPTER ONE

The Mission

Each man and woman is a star.

The stars are the children of God alone in the night;

The stars are the wild white seeds burning inside a woman;

The stars are the fires that women light inside men;

The stars are the eyes of all the Old Ones who have lived
and died.

Who can hold the light of the wild stars?

Gazing at the bright black sky,

You see only yourself looking for yourself.

When you look into the eyes of God,

They go on and on forever.

- from the Devaki Song of Life

It is my duty to record the events of the glorious and tragic Second Mission to the
Vild. To observe, to remember, to record only — although the fate of the galaxy's
dying stars was intimately interwoven with my own, | took little part in seeking out
that vast, stellar wasteland known as the Vild, or the Wild, or the Inferno, or whatever
ominous name that men can attach to such a wild and hellish place. This quest to save
the stars was to be for others: eminent pilots such as the Sonderval, and Aja, and
Alark of Urradeth, and some who were not yet famous such as Victoria Chu, and my
son, Danlo wi Soli Ringess. Like all quests called by the Order of Mystic
Mathematicians, the Second Vild Mission had an explicit and formal purpose: to
establish a new Order within the heart of the Vild; to find the lost planet known as
Tannahill; to establish a mission among the leaders of man's greatest religion and win
them to a new vision; and, of course, to stop the man-doomed stars from exploding
into supernovas. All seekers of the Vild took oaths toward this end. But as with all
human enterprises, there are always purposes inside purposes. Many attempted the
journey outward across the galaxy's glittering stars out of the promise of adventure,
mystery, power, or even worldly riches. Many spoke of a new phase in human
evolution, of redeeming both past and future and fulfilling the ancient prophecies.
Altogether, ten thousand women and men braved the twisted, light-ruined spaces of
the Vild, and thus they carried inside them ten thousand individual hopes and dreams.
And the deepest dream of all of them (though few acknowledged this even to
themselves) was to wrest the secrets of the universe from the wild stars. Their deepest
purpose was to heal the universe of its wound, and to this impossible end they
pledged their devotion, their energies, their genius, their very lives.

On the twenty-first of false winter in the year 2954 since the founding of
Neverness, the Vild Mission began its historic journey across the galaxy. In the black,
cold, vacuum spaces above the City of Light (or the City of Pain as Neverness is
sometimes known), in orbit around the planet of Icefall, Lord Nikolos Sar Petrosian
had called together a fleet of ships. There were ten seedships, each one the temporary
home of a thousand akashics, cetics, programmers, mechanics, biologists, and other
professionals of the Order. There were twelve deepships as round and fat as artificial
moons; the deepships contained the floating farms and factories and assemblers that
would be needed to establish a second Order within the Vild. And, of course, there
were the lightships. Their number was two hundred and fifty-four. They were the
glory of Neverness, these bright, shining slivers of spun diamond that could pierce the



space beneath space and enter the unchartered seas of the manifold where there was
neither time nor distance nor light. A single pilot guided each lightship, and together
the pilots of Vild Mission would lead the seedships and deepships across the stars. To
the thousands of Ordermen who had remained behind (and to the millions of citizens
of Neverness safe by the fires of their dwellings), the fleet that Lord Petrosian had
assembled must have seemed a grand array of men and machines. But against the
universe, it was nothing. Upon Lord Petrosian's signal, the Vild ships vanished into
the night, two hundred and seventy-six points of light lost into the billions of lights
that were the stars of the Milky Way. Lightships such as the Vivasvat and The Snowy
Owl fell from star to star, and the mission fleet followed, and they swept across the
Civilized Worlds. And wherever they went, on planets such as Orino or Valvare, the
manswarms would gather beneath the night skies in hope of bearing witness to their
passing. They would watch the bright, black heavens for the little flashes of light
released whenever a lightship tore through the shimmering fabric of the manifold.
They lived in awe of this light (and in dread as well), for the Order had been the soul
of the Civilized Worlds for a hundred generations, and now it was dividing in two.
Some feared that the Order might be dividing against itself. No one could know what
fate this future might bring. No one could know how a few thousand pilots and pro-
fessionals in their fragile ships might cool the fury of the Vild, and so the peoples of
the Civilized Worlds gathered on their star-flung planets to hope and wonder and
pray.

There are many peoples on the planets of man. The Civilized Worlds comprise only
a tiny fraction of humanity, and yet there are some four thousand of these planets
bearing the weight of at least a trillion human beings. And bearing as well strange
peoples who have never been human. The Vild Mission fell from Treya to Teges to
Silvaplana, and then on to Fravashing, home of that beautiful alien race whose souls
are more manlike than that of any man. The lightships led the race among the stellar
pathways, falling through the manifold from window to window, passing by the
planet of Arcite, where once the Order had ruled before its move to Neverness at the
beginning of the Sixth Mentality of Man. None of the pilots sealed inside their ships
(not even the youngest or most inexperienced) had trouble with this part of their
journey, for the ancient paths through the manifold had been mapped millennia before
and were now well known. The pilots passed among the old red stars of the Greater
Morbio and on to the Tycho's Nebula, where the splendid stars were newly created of
gravity and dust and light. Few human beings dwelt in these dangerous places, and so
only the stars — such as Gloriana Luz, all huge and blood-red like a god's blinded eye
— felt the faint, rippling tremors of the lightships as they tore open windows into the
manifold. The stars lit the way of the Vild Mission, and the pilots steered by the stars,
by Alumit and Treblinka and Agni, which burned with a brilliant blue fire and was ten
thousand times brighter than Neverness's cold yellow sun. The whole of the
Fallaways was on fire, a blazing swathe of fire burning through the galaxy from
Bellatrix to Star's End. Had the pilots or others of the Order wondered how far they
had fallen, they might have measured their journey in parsecs or tendays or trillions of
miles. Or in light-years. The ships launched from Neverness fell five thousand light-
years along the luminous Sagittarius Arm of the galaxy, outward across the great,
glittering lens. They passed from Sheydveg to Jonah's Star Far Group to Wakanda, as
thus they made the perilous crossing to the Orion Arm, ten thousand light-years from
the star that they had once known as home. Some of the pilots called this flight away
from the core 'the westering’, not because they fell in the direction of universal west,
but because their journey carried them ever outward toward the unknown stars
without fixed-points or name. But still they remained within the Fallaways, where



man was still man and few of the galaxy's gods cared to roam. They guided their
lightships away from the August Cluster where the Silicon God was said to claim a
million stars as his own. They fell out among the oldest of human planets, Kittery and
Vesper, and they avoided the spaces of Earth, lost and lonely Old Earth which men
and women were no longer permitted to behold. And so at last the Mission came to
Farfara at the edge of the Vild. Here the Fallaways gave out onto the wild, mapless
portions of the manifold that had killed so many of the Order's pilots. Here the
farthest of the Civilized Worlds stood looking out on the Vild's ruined stars. Farfara
was a fat, rich, pleasant world, and it was here that Lord Nikolos Sar Petrosian
commanded the Mission to make a brief planetfall. He did this so that the ships might
take on fresh stores of coffee, toalache and wine, so that the ten thousand men and
women of the Order might take a few days of rest beneath the open sky and Farfara's
hot blue sun. From the beginning, it had been Lord Nikolos' plan to halt at Farfara
while he sent pilots into the Vild to make mappings and find a planet on which they
might make a new home.

It was on the fortieth day of the Mission's sojourn on Farfara that one of the Order's
master pilots returned from the Vild with news of a planet suitable to their purpose.
The Cardinal Virtue — the lightship of the great pilot known as the Sonderval — fell
out of the manifold and rendezvoused with the fleet above Farfara. The Sonderval
told the professionals and pilots of a beautiful planet remarkably similar to Old Earth.
As was a pilot's right, he had named this planet Thiells' in honour of a woman whom
he had once loved and lost when a comet collided with Puakea and destroyed most of
the life on that unfortunate planet. According to the Sonderval, Thiells lay inside the
inner veil of the Vild, and it could be reached after a journey of only thirty-one
fallings. The Sonderval gave the fixed-points of Thiells' white star to the other pilots.
He told them that he would lead the way. He also told them — told everyone — of a
new supernova that he had discovered. It was an old supernova, many hundreds of
light-years away. But it had exploded hundreds of years ago, and the wavefront of
radiation and light would soon fall upon Farfara.

Lord Nikolos, although he disapproved of the arrogant, self-loving Sonderval,
approved his plan. He commanded the professionals of the Order to make ready for
the rest of their journey. On the night before the Mission would finally enter the
tortuous spaces of the Vild — the very night that the supernova would light Farfara's
sky — the merchants of Farfara decided to hold a reception to celebrate the pilots’
bravery. They invited the Order's two hundred and fifty-four pilots and many
important masters from among the professions. They invited musicians and artists and
arhats — even warrior-poets — as well as princes and ambassadors from each of the
Civilized Worlds. It would be the grandest party ever held on Farfara, and the mer-
chants who ruled that ancient planet spared no trouble or expense in creating an air of
magnificence to match the magnificent hubris of the men and women who dared to
enter the Vild.

Late in the Day of the Lion in the eighteenth month of Second Summer in Year 24,
as the merchants of Farfara measure time, the estate of Mer Tadeo dur li Marar began
to fill with people arriving from cities and estates across the planet. Mer Tadeo's
estate was laid out over three hills overlooking the Istas River, that great sullen river
which drains the equatorial mountains of the continent called Ayondela. That
evening, while the forests and bottomland of the Istas River still blazed with the heat
of the sun, cool mountain winds fell over Mer Tadeo's estate, rippling through the
jade trees and the orange groves, carrying down the scent of the distant glaciers which
gleamed an icy white beneath the night's first stars. Shuttles rocketed back and forth
between Mer Tadeo's starfield and the Order's seedships in orbit above the planet;



they ferried hundreds of master cetics and mechanics and other master Ordermen
down to the fountains and music pools that awaited them far below. And then, in a
display of the Order's power, a light show of flashing diamond hulls and red rocket
fire, the two hundred and fifty-four lightships fell down through Farfara's atmosphere
and came to earth at the mile-wide pentagon at the centre of Mer Tadeo's starfield.
Although no member of the Order was scorned or ignored in any manner, it was the
pilots whom the men and women of Farfara wished to fete. In truth, the merchants
adulated the pilots. Mer Tadeo himself — accompanied by twenty other great
merchants from Farfara's greatest estates — received the pilots by the Fountain of
Fortune on the sculptured grounds in front of his palace. Here, on soft green grasses
native to Old Earth, in the loveliest garden on Farfara, the pilots gathered to drink
priceless Summerworld wines and listen to the music pools as they gazed out over the
sinuous river. Here they drank each other's health, and looked up at the unfamiliar star
configurations in the sky, and waited half the night for the Sonderval's supernova to
appear.

In the Hour of Remembrance (a good hour before the exploding star would fill the
heavens) a pilot stood alone by the marble border of one of the palace's lesser
fountains. His name was Danlo wi Soli Ringess; he was a tall, well-made young man,
much the youngest pilot or professional to join the Mission. To any of the merchants,
if any had looked his way, he might have seemed lonely or preoccupied with some
great problem of the universe that had never been solved. His deep-set eyes were
grave and full of light as if he could see things that others could not, or rather, as if
the everyday sights of wine goblets and beautifully-dressed women amused him
where it caused others only lust or envy. In truth, he had marvellous eyes, as dark and
deep as the midnight sky. The irises were blue-black like liquid jewels, almost black
enough to merge with the bright, black pupils, which gave them a strange intensity.
Much about this pilot was strange and hinted of deep purpose: his shiny black hair
shot with strands of red; the mysterious, lightning-bolt scar cut into his forehead
above his left eye; the ease with which he dwelt inside his silence despite the noise
and gaiety all around him. Like a creature of the wild he seemed startlingly out of
place, and yet he was completely absorbed into his surroundings, as a bird is always
at home wherever he flies. In truth, with his bold facial bones and long nose, he
sometimes seemed utterly wild. A fellow pilot had once accused him of having a
fierce and predatory look, and yet there was always a tenderness about him, an almost
infinite grace. At any party or social gathering, men and women always noticed him
and never left him alone for very long.

'‘Good evening, Danlo, it's good to see you again," a voice called out from the
hundreds in Mer Tadeo's garden. Danlo turned away from the fountain and watched a
very tall man push through the crowds of brilliantly-dressed people and make his way
across the flagstones and trampled grasses. Indeed, the master pilot known as the
Sonderval was the tallest of men, impossibly and intimidatingly tall. With his thin
limbs and eight feet of height, he seemed more like a giant insect than a man, though
in fact had been born an exemplar of Solsken and was therefore by heredity as
arrogant as any god; he had been bred to tall-ness and intelligence much as the
courtesans of Jacaranda are bred for beauty. He was dressed in a thin silk pilot's robe
of purest black, as was Danlo. In a measured and stately manner — but quite rapidly,
for his stride was very long — he walked up to Danlo and bowed his head. 'Is there
something about this fountain that interests you?' he asked. 'l must tell you, Danlo, if
you attend a party such as this, you can't hope to avoid the manswarms all night.
Though | must say | can't blame you for wanting to avoid these merchants.'

'‘Master Pilot,' Danlo said. He had a wonderfully melodious voice, though cut with



the harshness of too many memories and sorrows. With some difficulty — the require-
ments of etiquette demanded that he should always keep his eyes on the Sonderval's
scornful eyes high above his head — he returned the Sonderval's bow. 'l do not want . .
. to avoid anyone.'

'Is that why you stand alone by this fountain?'

Danlo turned back to the fountain to watch the lovely parabolas of water spraying
up into the cool night air. The water droplets caught the light of the many flame
globes illuminating the garden; the tens of thousands of individual droplets sparkled
in colours of silver and violet and golden blue, and then fell splashing back into the
waters of the fountain. Most of the garden's fountains, as he saw, were filled with fine
wines or liquid toalache or other rare drugs that might be drunk. The merchants of
Farfara delighted in sitting by these fountains as they laughed a gaudy, raucous
laughter and plunged their goblets into the dark red pools, or sometimes, in displays
of greed that shocked the Order's staid academicians, plunged their entire bodies into
the fountains and stood open-mouthed as they let streams of wine run down their
clutching throats.

With a quick smile, Danlo looked up at the Sonderval and said, 'l have always
loved the water.'

'For drinking or bathing?' the Sonderval asked.

'For listening to,' Danlo said. 'For watching. Water is full of memories, yes?'

That evening, as Danlo stood by the fountain and looked out over the river Istas all
silver and swollen in the light of the blazing Vild stars, he lost himself in memories of
a colder sky he had known as a child years ago. Although he was only twenty-two
years old — which is much too young to look backward upon the disasters of the past
instead of forward into the glorious and golden future — he couldn't help remembering
the death of his people, the blessed Devaki, who had all fallen to a mysterious disease
made by the hand of man. He couldn't help remembering his journey to Neverness,
where, against all chance, he had become a pilot of the Order and won the black dia-
mond pilot's ring that he wore on the little finger of his right hand. He couldn't keep
away these memories of his youth because he was afflicted (and blessed) with
memory, much as a heavy stone is with gravity, as a blue giant star is suffused with
fire and light. In every man and woman there are three phases of life more descriptive
of the soul's inner journey than are childhood, maturity and old age: It can't happen to
me; | can overcome it; | accept it. It was Danlo's fate that although he had passed
through these first two phases much more quickly than anyone should, he had
nevertheless failed to find the way toward affirmation that all men seek. And yet,
despite the horrors of his childhood, despite betrayals and hurts and wounds and the
loss of the woman he had loved, there was something vibrant and mysterious about
him, as if he had made promises to himself and had a secret covenant with life.

'Perhaps you remember too much,' the Sonderval said. 'Like your father.'

'My father,’ Danlo said. He pointed east out over the Istas, over the mountains
where the first of the Vild stars were rising. As the night deepened, the planet of
Farfara turned inexorably on its axis, and so turned its face to the outward reaches of
the galaxy beyond the brilliant Orion Arm. Soon the entire sky would be a window to
the Vild. Blue and white stars such as Yachne and the Plessis twinkled against the
black stain of night, and soon the supernovas would appear, the old, weak, distant
supernovas whose light shone less brightly than any of Neverness's six moons. It was
a mistake, Danlo thought, to imagine the Vild as nothing more than a vast wasteland
of exploding stars. Among the millions of Vild stars, there were really only a few
supernovas. A few hundred or a few hundred thousand — the greatest uncertainty of
the Mission was that no one really knew the size or the true nature of the Vild. 'My



father,' Danlo said again, 'was one of the first pilots to penetrate the Vild. And now
you, sir.'

With his long, thin finger, the Sonderval touched his long upper lip. He said, 'l must
remind you that you're a full pilot now. It's not necessary for you to address every master
pilot as "sir".’

'But | do not address everyone that way.'

'Only those who have penetrated the Vild?'

'No," Danlo said, and he smiled. 'Only those whom I cannot help calling "sir".’

This compliment of Danlo's seemed to please the Sonderval, who had a vast
opinion of his value as a human being. So vast was his sense of himself that he looked
down upon almost everyone as his inferior and was therefore wont to disregard
others' compliments as worthless. It was a measure of his respect for Danlo that he did
not dismiss his words, but rather favoured him with a rare smile and bow of his head.
'Of course you may call me "sir" if it pleases you.'

'Did you know my father well, sir?’

"We were journeymen together at Resa. We took our pilot's vows together. We
fought in the war together. | knew him as well as | care to know any man. He was just
a man, you know, despite what everyone says.'

‘Then you do not believe . . . that he became a god?’

'A god, the Sonderval said. 'No, | don't want to believe in such fables. You must
know that | discovered a so-called god not very long ago when | made my journey to
the eighteenth Deva Cluster. A dead god — it was bigger than East Moon and made of
diamond neurologics. A god, a huge computer of diamond circuitry. The gods are
nothing more than sophisticated computers. Or the grafting of a computer onto the
mind of man, the interface between man and computers. Few will admit this, but it's
so. Mallory Ringess journeyed to Agathange and carked his brain, replaced half the
neurons with protein neurologics. Your father did this. Does this make him a god? If
so, then I'm a god, too. Any of us, the few pilots who have really mastered a lightship.
Whenever | face my ship-computer, when the stars fall into my eyes and the whole
galaxy is mine, I'm as godly as any god.'

For a while Danlo listened to the water falling into the fountain, the humming and
click of the evening insects, the low roar of a thousand human voices. Then he looked
at the Sonderval and said, 'Who can know what it is to be a god? Can a computer be a
god . .. truly? | think my father is something other. Something more.'

'What, then?'

'He discovered the Elder Eddas. Inside himself, the deep memories — he found a
way of listening to them.'

"The wisdom of the gods?'

'Perhaps.’

‘The memories of the leldra and other gods written into human DNA? The so-called
racial memories?'

'Some would characterize the Eddas thus, sir.' Danlo smiled, then continued, 'But
the Eddas, too, are something other, something more.'

'Oh, yes," the Sonderval said. 'The secret of life. The secret of the universe, and
Mallory Ringess whom | used to tutor in topology, whom | used to beat at chess nine
games out of ten, was clever enough to discover it.’

Danlo suddenly cupped his hand and dipped it into the fountain. He brought his
hand up to his lips, taking a quick drink of water. And then another. The water was
cool and good, and he drank deeply. 'But, sir," he finally said, ‘what of the
Timekeeper's quest? My father and you were seekers together, yes?'

The Sonderval shot Danlo a cold, suspicious look and said, 'It's true, two years



before you were born, the Timekeeper called his quest. I, your father, we pilots — fell
across half the galaxy from Neverness to the Helvorgorsee seeking the so-called Elder
Eddas. This Holy Grail that everyone believed in. The Eschaton, the transcendental
object at the end of time. But | could never believe in such myths.’

'But, sir, the Eddas aren't myths to believe in. The Eddas are memories . . . to be
remembered.’

'So it's been said. | must tell you that | tried to remember them once. This was after the
Timekeeper's fall, when your father first announced that the quest had been fulfilled.
Because | was curious, | engaged the services of a remembrancer and drank the kalla
drug that they use to unfold the memory sequences. And there was nothing. Nothing
but my own memories, the memories of myself.’

'But others have had . . . other memories.'

'Myths about themselves that they extend into universals and believe are true.'

Danlo slowly took another drink of water. Then he slowly shook his head. 'No, not
myths, sir.'

The Sonderval stood stiff as a tree above Danlo, looking down at him for a long
time. 'l must tell you that there is no kind of mental accomplishment that has ever
eluded me. If the Elder Eddas exist as memory, | would have been able to remember
them.'

"To remembrance deeply . . . is hard," Danlo said. "The hardest thing in the universe.'

'I've heard a rumour that you drank the kalla, too. That you fell into a so-called
great remembrance. Perhaps you should have become a remembrancer instead of a
pilot.'

'l have . . . lost the talent for remembrancing,’ Danlo said. 'l am just a pilot, now.'

‘A pilot must pilot and fall among the stars, or else he is nothing.'

'l journeyed to Neverness so that | might become a pilot.’

The Sonderval sighed and ran his fingers through his golden hair. He said, 'These
last years I've been away from Neverness much too much. But I've taken notice of
what has happened there. | can't say I'm pleased. Mallory Ringess is proclaimed a
god, and his best friend founds a church to worship his godhood. And his son joins
this church, this "Way of Ringess", as it's called. And suddenly half of Neverness is
attempting to remembrance the Elder Eddas and cark themselves into gods.'

‘But I have left the Way," Danlo said. 'l have never wanted to become . . . a god.'

‘Then you do not seek the Elder Eddas?'

Danlo looked down into the water and said, 'No, not any more.'

'But you're still a seeker, aren't you?'

'l ... have taken a vow to go to the Vild,' Danlo said. 'l have pledged my life
toward the fulfilment of the new quest.'

The Sonderval waved his hand as if to slap an insect away from his face. 'In the
end, all quests are really the same. What matters is that pilots such as you and | may
distinguish ourselves in seeking; what matters not at all is that which is sought.'

"You speak as if there is little hope of stopping the supernovas.'

'Perhaps there might have been more hope if | had been chosen Lord of the Mission
instead of Lord Nikolos. But in the end it doesn't matter. Stars will die, and people
will die, too. But do you really think it's possible that our kind could destroy the entire
galaxy?'

With his fingers, Danlo pressed the scar over his left eye, trying to rid himself of
the fierce head pain that often afflicted him. After a long time of considering the
Sonderval's words, he said, 'l believe that what we do ... does matter.’

"That is because you are young and still full of passion.’

'Perhaps.’



'l have heard," the Sonderval said, 'that you have your own reason for seeking the
Vild. Your own private quest.'

Danlo pressed harder against his forehead before saying, ‘Long before the
Architects began destroying the stars, they destroyed each other. In the War of the
Faces — you must know this, yes? The Architects made a virus to kill each other. This
virus that killed my people. | would seek the planet they call Tannahill and hope that
the Architects might know of a cure for this disease.'

'l have heard that there is no cure.'

‘There . . . must be.' Danlo scooped up a handful of water and held it against his
eye. The water slowly leaked away from the gap between the palm of his hand and his
cheek and then fell back into the fountain.

"Your father always believed in miracles, too.'

Danlo stood away from the fountain, then, and pointed up at the sky. 'My father, it
is said, always hoped to save the stars. He is out there, somewhere, perhaps lost
around some doomed star. This is why he went to the Vild. He always dreamed that
the universe could be healed of its wound.'

"Your father, when | knew him, could not even heal himself of his own wound. He
was always a tormented man.'

"Truly? Then perhaps some wounds can never be healed.'

'But you don't believe that?"

Danlo smiled and said, 'No.'

'Is it your intention, Pilot, to try to find your father?'

Danlo listened to the sound of the water falling into the fountain and asked, 'How
could I just abandon him?'

‘Then you have your own quest within the quest?'

'As you say, sir, all quests are really the same.’

The Sonderval came up close to Danlo and pointed up at the sky. "The stars of the
Vild are nearly impenetrable. How could you hope to find one man among a billion
stars?'

'l ... do not know," Danlo said. '‘But | have dreamed that in the Vild, all things would
be possible.’

At this, the Sonderval quietly shook his head. ‘Look at the stars, Pilot. Have you
ever seen such wild stars?'

Danlo looked up along the line made by the Sonderval's arm and his long, pointing
finger. He looked up past the orange trees and the fountains and the ice-capped peaks.
Now it was full night, and the sky was ablaze from horizon to horizon. Now, among
the strange constellations and nameless stars, there were half a hundred supernova,
great blisters of hot white light breaking through the universe's blackness. For a long
time, Danlo thought about the origins of these ruined stars, and he said, 'But sir, who
knows what the Vild really is? We cannot see the stars, not ... truly. All these stars, all this
starlight — it was made so long ago.'

Low over the horizon, in the cleft between two double supernova that Danlo
thought of as the "Two Friends', he saw a bit of starlight that he recognized. It was
light from the OwI Cluster of galaxies some fifty million light-years away. Fifty
million years ago this light had begun its journey across the universe to break through
the heavens above Farfara and find its home within the depths of Danlo’s eyes. It was
the strangest thing, he thought, that to look across space was to look back through
time. He could see the Owl Cluster only as it existed long ago, some forty-eight
million years before the rise of man. He wondered if perhaps these galaxies had long
since been annihilated by chains of supernovas or the workings of some terrible alien
god. He wondered about his own galaxy. Did Vishnu Luz still burn like a signpost in



the night? Or Silvaplana, or Agni, or any of the thousands of nearer stars that the
Mission had passed on its way to the Vild? Perhaps, even as he stood by this little
fountain more than ten thousand light-years from his home, the Star of Neverness had
somehow exploded into a brilliant sphere of light and death. It was always impossible
to be sure of what one might see. All things, even the nearest and most apprehensible.
It amused Danlo to think that if the Sonderval, standing three feet away, were
suddenly to wink out of existence, the light of this unfortunate event would take at
least three billionths of a second to reach his eyes.

Danlo turned facing the Sonderval and said, 'This is the problem, yes? It is
impossible to see the universe just as it.'

"You're a strange man," the Sonderval said, and he smiled to himself.

‘Thank you, sir.'

'I must tell you that the Vild really exists. I've been there, after all. I've seen the
light of a new supernova — and in less than an hour, you'll see it, too. Right . . . there.'

So saying, the Sonderval pointed to a patch of sky due east and some thirty degrees
above the horizon. The faint stars clustered there had no name that Danlo knew. Per-
haps, Danlo thought, the Sonderval's calculations had been wrong, and the
supernova's light would not reach Farfara for many days. Or perhaps the supernova
would appear at the appointed time, only to prove much more intense than anyone
had anticipated. Perhaps the light from this dead, unseen star would burn the eyes of
anyone who looked toward the sky; perhaps it would burn human flesh and kill the
thousands of people in the garden. In the time that it took for Danlo's heart to beat
some three thousand more times, he might very well be dead, and yet, as he looked
out over all the apprehensive people standing around the garden's numerous
fountains, as he turned his face to the brilliant sky, he couldn't help feeling that it was
a beautiful night in which to be alive.

For a while, Danlo and the Sonderval stood there talking about the way the Vild
stars distorted spacetime and twisted the pathways through the manifold, and other
things that pilots talk about. Then the Sonderval admitted that Lord Nikolos had sent
him to fetch Danlo, or rather, to invite him to a gathering of all the pilots in front of
the garden's main fountain. It seemed that Mer Tadeo, just before the supernova
appeared, wished to honour the pilots with toast of rare Yarkonan firewine.

'l must tell you that Mer Tadeo has asked to meet you,' the Sonderval said. 'Lord
Nikolos will make the presentation. Please remember that although Mer Tadeo practi-
cally rules this world, you are a pilot of the Order. Anyone can rule a world, but only
a few are born to be pilots.’

The Sonderval nodded at Danlo, and together they walked through the garden.
Danlo liked almost everything about the garden, especially the little bonsai trees and
the cascades of strange, beautiful flowers. The air was so sweet with their scent that it
almost hurt him to breathe. In truth, he loved the many smells of the night, the fruity,
acid spray of the various wines bubbling from the fountains; the orange trees; the far
faintness of ice; even the char of insects roasting in beams of laser light. All across
the neat green lawns, mounted high on marble pillars, there were many computer eyes
and lasers that targeted any noxious or biting insect that might chance to enter the
garden. At any moment, quick beams of ruby light played this way and that, fairly
hissing through the air and instantly crisping the various mosquitoes, gnats, and grass
flies so despised by the Farfara merchants. Naturally, this frivolous (and showy) use
of lasers disturbed some of the Order's professionals, who seemed anxious and wary
lest they step carelessly and a laser drilled a red, sizzling hole through hand, neck or
face. It disturbed even the many ambassadors and diplomats long used to such
barbarisms. But, in the two thousand years that Mer Tadeo's family had owned this



estate, the lasers had never hurt any human being. Mer Tadeo employed these
forbidden weapons only because he liked to infuse his parties with a certain frisson of
dangerous possibilities. He liked to surround himself with colourful, uncommon
people, and so that night he had invited an arhat from Newvannia, a famous
neurosinger, a renegade pilot of the Order named Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian, and even
five warrior-poets recently arrived from the planet Qallar. As Danlo pushed further
into the garden, through swarms of men and women sipping their wine and stealing
quick glances at the uncertain stars, he sensed an aura of intrigue and even menace in
the air. He felt the eyes of people watching him, judging him. He was certain that
someone was following him across the garden. True, he was a pilot of the Order, and
the blackness of his formal robe attracted many stares where the cobalt or orange or
scarlet robes of the Order's academicians did not. True, he walked behind the
Sonderval, who was also a pilot as well as the tallest human being on Mer Tadeo's
estate, possibly on the entire planet. A pilot had to inure himself to such curiosity
unless he wished to remain only in the company of other pilots. But Danlo could
never get used to popularity or fame, and he hoped that whoever was following him
would announce himself — either that or turn his attentions to one of the beautifully-
dressed merchants who stood about on the cool green lawns like so many thousands
of flowers waiting to be appreciated or plucked.

At last they drew near Mer Tadeo's main fountain, the so-called Fountain of
Fortune, a glorious pool of marble and gold. From the mouths of various statues —
glittnings and rohins and other alien creatures set upon the different levels of a golden
terrace at the fountain's centre — Yarkonan firewine burst into the air in jets of frothy
red. On Neverness, a single bottle of firewine can cost as much as a pearl necklace or
a year's pleasure with a courtesan, and so many of the Order have never tasted this
uncommon wine. Surrounding the fountain were rings of the Order's academicians,
cantors and scryers and remembrancers, holists and horologes and historians. They
were dressed in bright robes of many colours, saffron or rose or indigo, and they
fairly swarmed the pool in their eagerness to fill their goblets and sip such a delightful
wine. There were pilots, as well, two hundred and fifty-two black-robed pilots who
were the soul of the Order. Danlo knew all of them, by face or name or reputation. He
saw Paloma the Younger, and Matteth Jons, and Alark of Urradeth. And standing
nearby with a cup of wine in his hands was Richardess, a fragile-faced wisp of a man
who was the only pilot ever to have survived the spaces of Chimene and the April
Colonial Intelligence. They were all of an age with the Sonderval, and they had all
fought with Mallory Ringess in the Pilots' War twenty years previously. The Vild
Mission would be the second great quest of their lives, and it pleased them to be
joined by pilots of greater enthusiasm and passion, young pilots such as Ivar Rey and
Lara Jesusa and Danlo wi Soli Ringess. That evening, most of the Mission's pilots
were gathered together near the southern quadrant of the fountain. There, too, was
Nikolos Sar Petrosian, the Lord Akashic and Lord of the Mission. He was a small,
sober, intelligent man who wore an akashic's yellow robe upon his plump body and a
look of impatience about his clear, blue eyes. When he saw the Sonderval leading
Danlo his way he bowed to them, then said, somewhat dryly, 'l was afraid that you
had become lost. | suppose it's easy enough for a pilot to lose himself on such a huge
estate.’

This sarcasm of Lord Nikolos had no effect on the Sonderval. Just as he cared little
for the compliments of others, he dismissed their criticisms just as easily. He stood
silently next to Danlo, looking down on little Lord Nikolos, apparently staring
straight at the bald patch on the crown of Lord Nikolos' head. The Sonderval smiled
to himself, but said nothing.



'Danlo, I'm glad you've been found," Lord Nikolos finally said. 'Danlo wi Soli
Ringess, may | present Mer Tadeo dur li Marar? Mer Tadeo has asked if he might
meet you before the evening's entertainment begins.’

Standing next to Lord Nikolos was a handsome, elegant man with quick brown
eyes and the rapacious look of an ivory gull. Mer Tadeo dur li Marar wore a red
kimono of Japanese silk, which rather nicely set off his smooth olive skin. He bowed
to Danlo, quite properly and looked at Danlo quickly, intensely, as he might appraise
a diamond or a firestone. Then he announced, 'It's an honour to meet you, Pilot.’

Danlo returned his bow, then nodded at the circle of curious people surrounding
Mer Tadeo. These were mostly merchants in their fabulous kimonos and jewels but
included also a neurosinger named Omar Noy and Mer Tadeo's ninth wife, a rather
sullen-looking woman whom he introduced as Mer Marlena Eva dur li Karillon.
There were two ambassadors, as well, Kagami Ito of Yarkona, and Valentina Morven
of the planet known as Clarity. And others. Danlo bowed to each of them in turn,
inclining his head as each of their names was spoken. The presentations having been
made, Mer Tadeo motioned for Danlo to come nearer, and said, 'I've made the
acquaintance of all the pilots but yourself. I'm honoured that you could attend this
reception. It's rare for pilots of the Order to visit our world, you know.'

Danlo smiled and looked across the fountain. There, some thirty yards further
across the lawn, was a low retaining wall of cut stone. On the other side of the wall,
Mer Tadeo's estate gave out onto a cliff face high above the gleaming Istas River and
the dark hills beyond. "Your world is very beautiful,’ Danlo said. 'Perhaps if more
pilots knew of its beauty, we would not neglect it so.'

'l was afraid you might find my estate somewhat wanner than you might be used
to," Mer Tadeo said. He seemed very pleased with Danlo. Unlike the Sonderval, he
devoured compliments as a child might chocolate candies. 'I've heard Neverness is so
cold that it never rains.'

Danlo smiled and said, 'On all the nights of my life, this is the first time I've stood
outside and there has been no sign of snow. Not even the possibility . . . that snow
might fall.'

At this, Mer Tadeo shook his head in wonder, and in pity, too. Then he said,
‘During this part of Second Summer, at night, there will be nothing but starlight to fall
upon us. This is why my ancestors built their estate here. They loved looking at the
stars.'

For a while Mer Tadeo and Danlo stood among a crowd of curious people, talking
of little things. Then as quickly as an assassin might slip a knife in the dark, Mer
Tadeo smiled at Danlo and said, 'I've been told that you're the son of Mallory
Ringess.'

'Yes . . . that is true,' Danlo said.

'I've also been told that there is a new religion in Neverness. The Way of Ringess —
is that right?'

Danlo nodded his head warily. "That also is true.’

'Do the Ringists really teach that Mallory Ringess became a god?'

‘Yes.'

'And that all human beings can become gods, too? And that the path toward
godhood is in communion with this mystical knowledge called the Elder Eddas?'

"You are well informed, Mer Tadeo. You have just stated the Three Pillars of
Ringism, did you know?'

Mer Tadeo took a step closer to Danlo. As if a signal had been given, Mer Tadeo's
wife and the two ambassadors stepped closer, too, the better to hear words that might
prove important to their lives. And then many others closed in like wolves around a



wounded lamb, and Danlo suddenly found himself surrounded by men and women
whom he hardly knew.

"We know that your Order is said to take this religion seriously," Mer Tadeo told
him. 'We know that many lords and masters have even converted and now call
themselves Ringists. The lords and masters of Neverness! We hadn't thought you
Ordermen capable of such religiousness.'

'‘Anyone can fall into worship," Danlo said softly. 'Anyone can dream . . . of
becoming a god.'

For a while, Mer Tadeo and Mer Marlena Eva asked Danlo questions about the
Way of Ringess, about its origins, beliefs, and ceremonies. They wanted to know
more about the remembrancing ceremony, the way Ringists used computers to
stimulate the remembrance of the Elder Eddas. They seemed intensely curious, not in
the manner of an eschatologist or an historian, but in another way that spoke of secret
sufferings and strange, ancient longings. Lord Nikolos, obviously, did not like the
turn of this conversation, for he pushed up beside Danlo and said, 'It's unwise to
exaggerate the importance of this religion. To do so will only give it real importance.'

Lord Nikolos, as Danlo knew, always detested any talk about gods or God. He
mistrusted the religious impulse much as the Perfect of Gehenna loathe water, as a
snowworm avoids sunlight.

'‘May | ask you then, Lord Nikolos, if your mission will spread this creed of
Ringism among the peoples of the Vild?' This question came from Kagami Ito, the
Yarkonan ambassador. Kagami, a suspicious old man, was dressed in a babri jacket
much too thick for the warmth of the night. His round face was shone with sweat, and
he seemed tired and crabby. Long ago, in his first old age, he had been an ambassador
to Neverness before the Timekeeper had tired of his testy manner and had banished
him from the City. 'We would all like to know if you of the Vild Mission are still
pilots and professionals of the Order, or whether you've become mere missionaries
after all.’

This question offended Lord Nikolos, who pointed a pudgy finger at Kagami, and
said, 'Our mission is to the Architects of the Infinite Intelligence of the Cybernetic
Universal Church, to reason with them. To journey among their worlds, to learn why
they believe as they do so that we may illuminate them. To begin a new Order in the
Vild. We are anti-religious, all of us. If you must, you may think of us as anti-
missionaries whose quest it is to reverse the insane doctrines of an insane old church.'

Danlo smiled at this tirade, but said nothing. Then Lord Nikolos, in his dry,
academician's voice, went on to explain that the Architects of the Old Church were
destroying the stars because their Doctrine of Second Creation required them to
participate in the remaking of the galaxy, and ultimately, at the end of time, of the
very universe itself. Although Lord Nikolos was a soft, ill-disciplined man in his
body, he spoke with steely resolve and an enormous will to correct the evils and
excesses of the human race. In his own way, he was as fanatical as any Architect or
true believer, only his was a fanaticism of logic and reason, and cold, clear thought.
Despite the Sonderval's misgivings, he was the ideal choice as Lord of the Mission
because he understood the Architects as only a true enemy can.

‘Then I must wish you well on your Mission," Kagami Ito said. 'All of us, any who
live on any of the Civilized Worlds — we wish you well.'

Lord Nikolos bowed a shade too low and said, "Your wishes are well received.’

'We must wish you well," Kagami Ito repeated. 'Once again, we of the Civilized
Worlds must be saved by you of the Order.'

At this, the Sonderval stepped forward and said, 'Perhaps you would rather save
yourselves?'



'‘And so we would do if we had lightships of our own and pilots to pilot them.'

"The Order has never stopped anyone from building lightships.'

'Nor have you shared your knowledge of this technology.'

The Sonderval shrugged his shoulders and said, 'Well, anyone can build a
lightship.'

'But not anyone can pilot one — isn't that right, Master Pilot?"

'It's a difficult art,’ the Sonderval agreed. 'One must have a passion for
mathematics.'

'Is it so difficult that the Order's pilots have kept their art a secret for three thousand
years?'

‘This is not true,’ the Sonderval said. 'What of the Merchant-Pilots of Tria?'

"You know they're unworthy to be called "pilots™.’

'We pilots,' the Sonderval said, 'train youths from every world.’

"Yes, you bring our youths to Neverness and make them pilots of your Order. And
then make them take vows of secrecy.'

'‘But how not? Some secrets may be heard by only those with the genius to
understand them.'

After an awkward silence, Mer Tadeo stepped between Kagami Ito and the
Sonderval. He clapped his hands softly and spoke soft, soothing words to flatter both
men. He cited Kagami Ito's lifetime efforts to form alliances among the Civilized
Worlds, and he extolled the valour of Mallory Ringess and the Sonderval and other
pilots who had joined in the quest for the Elder Eddas. He turned to praise Danlo and
the younger pilots who would face the Vild. In many ways, he was much more a
conciliator and diplomat than any diplomat. As many merchants do, he valued peace
as the greatest good; above all institutions or powers (even above the power of
money), he valued the Order because it had brought a fundamental unity and vision to
the Civilized Worlds for three thousand years. 'These are difficult times," Mer Tadeo
said to Lord Nikolos. 'It seems that the Civilized Worlds are caught between two
religions. From without, the Architects destroy the stars, and every year the Vild
grows larger. And from within, there is this new religion called Ringism. Even as we
speak, every lightship leaving Neverness must bear the news of this religion to every
star, every world. You, of the Order, even if you are not missionaries, even if you do
not wish it so — you must be bearers of this new ideal. Every man and woman may
become a god! This is a powerful idea, no? | don't think it's possible to exaggerate its
importance. Religion has been the genius and doom of humanity almost forever. It
may be that this Way of Ringess will consume us long before the Vild destroys any of
our worlds.'

Mer Tadeo's greatest fear — as it must have been the fear of Mer Marlena Eva and
Kagami Ito and almost every man and woman in the garden — was that the Order was
dying. At the least, the Order was dividing into two halves, the best half (as he said)
going to the Vild while the Old Order remained in Neverness.

'If the Order divides against itself,” Mer Tadeo asked softly, ‘what will become of
our glorious civilization?'

Lord Nikolos faced Mer Tadeo in his open, reasonable way, and he said, '‘Our
mission is to establish a new Order in the Vild. We shall be far from Neverness.'

'But twenty years ago, far from Neverness, Mallory Ringess led a pack of lightships
out into the galaxy. He divided the pilots against themselves, and there was war.'

'‘But Mallory Ringess has disappeared,’ Lord Nikolos observed. 'Perhaps he is dead.’

At this, Danlo drew in a breath of air and slowly let it out. He stood very still,
letting his eyes move back and forth between Mer Tadeo and Lord Nikolos.

Mer Tadeo nodded his head. 'Perhaps. But the idea of Mallory Ringess is very



much alive. The ideal. It's our fear that with the Order weakened, this ideal will divide
the Civilized Worlds. And then there would be real war. War such as we've never
seen since the Holocaust on Old Earth.’

Although Lord Nikolos must have dismissed Mer Tadeo's fears as improbabilities
and useless speculation, others did not. Kagami Ito and Valentina Morven and various
merchants near them stood about discussing the War of the Faces and other wars that
had left their mark on the Civilized Worlds. And then Mer Tadeo glanced down at a
little colour clock set into the gold ring that he wore around his little finger. Quite
abruptly, he clapped his hands and announced, 'Pilots and Professionals, Ambassadors
and Honoured Guests — it's nearly time. If you would fill your cups | would like to
present a toast.'

Just then, from across the lawns of Mer Tadeo's estate, the music pools ceased
playing their wonderful melodies and began booming out a huge sound as if they
were nothing more than liquid, golden gongs. The cool air reverberated with this
sound, and ten thousand people, all at once, looked eastward up into the sky. Then
they began to crowd the various fountains in their haste to fill their wine goblets.
Kagami Ito, the Sonderval, and the others near Danlo began to melt into the crowd,
surging toward the Fountain of Fortune. In moments he was surrounded by people
whom he did not know. Caught in this crush of bodies were servants carrying platters
of food: cultured meats and cakes and fairy food, chillies and cheeses and cold
vegetable compotes and the hundreds of exotic fruits for which Farfara is justly
famous. Most of these servants, he saw, had red hair and fair skin and pale, blue eyes.
They had been recruited on Thorskalle and brought to Farfara to serve the wealthier
merchants. Of course, all the native-born of Farfara are merchants, but few live on
estates, and fewer still in palaces as grand as Mer Tadeo's. Many thousands of years
earlier, during the First Wave of the Swarming, Farfara had been founded as a
planetary corporation, each of its citizens holding an equal number of shares in the
wealth of the planet: the computers, robots, and the information pools that they used
to get their living from the rich, untouched lands. Over the millennia, numerous
people for numerous reasons had sold their shares for too little recompense, and their
reduced children had done the same. And their children's children. By the time Mer
Tadeo's ancestors had built the Marar estate, perhaps nine tenths of the planet's wealth
had concentrated in the hands of the Hundred Families. By law, no merchant was
permitted to sell or mortgage all of his (or her) shares, and so even the poorest people
retained a fixed minimum ownership of the planet Farfara. This entitled the
manswarms to live in the tent cities along the banks of the Istas River, or in huts in
the mountains, or in tiny clary domes on the mud plains of Farfara's three continents
where once there had been lush green forests; it entitled them to drugs and the use of
brain machines to distract their souls; it entitled them to clothing and the bowls of
yellow amaranth with which they nourished their bodies — but little more. Even the
poorest of the poor, however, still took pride in being shareholders, and they would
not suffer themselves to serve on any of the Hundred Estates. And so Mer Tadeo and
other merchants of his class sent to Thorskalle for their servants. They paid them not
with planetary shares, but with money, so much money that each servant would return
to Thorskalle rich enough to live like a prince and hire servants of his own. It might
be thought that these fortunate youths — none was older than Danlo — would be
grateful for such a chance, but they were not. In fact, they seemed resentful and sul-
len. With their frigid eyes they cast evil looks at any merchant so bold as to ask for a
plate of pepper nuts or a mug of coffee. Now that Mer Tadeo had called for a toast,
many of the servants bore trays of crystal wine glasses, which they took care to
breathe on or smudge with their fingerprints before slapping them into the merchants'



outstretched hands. After Danlo had finally received his goblet, he made his way
toward the fountain's western quadrant where the crowd was the thinnest. And then,
among the smells of flowers and wine, silk and sweat, he smelled the terrible quick
essence of kana oil perfume. It was a smell with which he was utterly familiar. As if
he were an animal in a dark forest, he froze into motionlessness and let the swarms of
people push past him. He sniffed at the air, turning his head left and right. The scent
of kana oil seemed strongest northward, upwind in the direction of Istas River. He
drank in this memorable scent, letting the cool evening air fill his nostrils. He turned
away from the fountain, then, and began moving toward the retaining wall at the edge
of Mer Tadeo's estate. Almost immediately, as the crowd thinned out, he saw a man
standing alone by the wall. He was a warrior-poet dressed in an evening shirt and silk
cloak of a hundred shimmering colours. And he reeked of kana oil; all warrior-poets,
Danlo remembered, wore kana oil perfumes to quicken the urge toward life and death.

'Hello," Danlo called out as he approached the warrior-poet. 'l think you have been
watching me, yes?'

The warrior-poet was leaning against the stone wall, easily, almost languidly, and
he smiled at Danlo in greeting. In his left hand he held a goblet full of wine; and the
little finger of that hand bore a ring of fiery red. Astonishingly, a similar ring
encircled the little finger of his right hand, which he held near the fold of his cloak as
if he were ready at any moment to reach inside a secret pocket and remove a poison
needle, or a drug dart, or the long, terrible, killing knife that warrior-poets always
carry about their persons. "You are Danlo wi Soli Ringess,' the warrior-poet said. He
had a marvellous voice, strangely peaceful and full of an utter certainty. 'May |
present myself? I'm called Malaclypse Redring, of Qallar.'

Danlo bowed, as he should, and Malaclypse stood away from the wall and returned
his bow, gracefully, with impeccable control. For the count of nine of Danlo's heart-
beats, Malaclypse Redring stood there looking at him. The warrior-poet seemed
superbly calm, almost preternaturally calm, like a man who has magically
transformed himself into a tiger and fears no other animal, especially not man. In
truth, he had the look of some godly being far beyond man: impossibly wise,
impossibly aware — of himself, of Danlo, of all the people and plants and things in the
garden. Once before, Danlo had met a warrior-poet; physically, with his terrible quick
body and beautiful face, Malaclypse might have been the other poet's twin, for all
warrior-poets are cut from the same chromosomes. But there was something different
about Malaclypse, an otherness, an impossible aliveness, perhaps even a greatness of
soul. With his shiny black hair showing white around the temples, he was at least
fifteen years older than Danlo, which is old for a warrior-poet. Then, too, there was
the matter of his rings. An exceptional warrior-poet might wear the red ring around
the little finger of either hand. But no warrior-poet in all history, as far as Danlo
knew, had ever worn two red rings.

'Why have you been following me?' Danlo finally asked.

Malaclypse smiled nicely; he had a beautiful smile that spread out over the golden
lines of his face. 'But as you see, | haven't been following you — here | stand
appreciating this fine view, these strange, alien stars. It's you who have followed me.
And that's very strange, don't you think? Most men flee our kind rather than seeking
us out.'

'It seems to be my fate . . . to seek out warrior-poets.’

‘A strange fate," Malaclypse said. 'It would seem more natural for me to seek you.'

"To seek me ... why?'

"You don't know?'

'l do not know . . . if I want to know.'



Malaclypse held his wine goblet up to his nose and inhaled deeply. He said, 'On
Qallar, you're famous. For two reasons. You're one of the few ever to have defeated a
warrior-poet — and the only one to have done so as a boy.'

'l was sixteen when | met Marek in the library. I did not think of myself ... asa
boy.'

'Still, a remarkable feat. If only you had been born on Qallar, you might have
become warrior among warriors, a poet among poets.'

At this startling thought, Danlo looked straight at Malaclypse. He looked deep into
his marvellous, violet eyes, which were so dark that he could almost see his reflection
gleaming in their black centres. 'l could never have become . . . a warrior-poet,’ he
said.

'‘No?'

Danlo let this question hang in the air, even as the gong-ing sound of Mer Tadeo's
music pools hung low and urgent over the lawns and fountains of the garden. He kept
his eyes on Malaclypse's eyes, and he said, 'Have you come here tonight to avenge
Marek's death, then?'

"You ask this question so blithely.'

'How should I ask, then?'

'Most men would not ask at all. They would flee. Why aren't you afraid of our
kind?'

'l ... do not know.'

'It's the greatest gift, not to fear," Malaclypse said. 'But, of course, you needn't have
feared that we would avenge Marek. He died according to our forms, which we thank
you for observing so impeccably.'

'l did not want him to die.'

'‘And that is the most remarkable thing of all. It's said that you have taken a vow of
ahimsa to harm no living thing — and yet you were able to help Marek on to his
moment of the possible.'

Danlo remembered too well how Marek of Qallar had plunged his killing knife into
his own brain and so reached his moment of the possible, where life is death, and
death is life. He remembered that Marek, just before he had accomplished this noble
act, had confessed that the warrior-poets had a new rule for their bloody order: to kill
all gods, even all women and men who might become as gods. For six years, Danlo
had shared this secret with only two other people, but now he said, 'l know why
Marek came to Neverness. The true reason. He told me about your rule before he
died.’

Malaclypse smiled at this piece of news, which — strangely — seemed not to surprise
him. 'I've said that you're famous on my world for two reasons. The second reason, of
course, is because you're the son of Mallory Ringess. Marek was sent to Neverness to
determine if you're truly the son of the father.'

'‘Am |, then?'

'Don't you know?'

'How . . . would I know?'

At this, Malaclypse laughed easily, and to Danlo he said, 'I've heard that you're also
famous for answering questions with questions.’

Danlo inclined his head, slightly, accepting Malaclypse's criticism as a compliment.
Then he said, "You have come to Farfara to complete this determination about me,
yes?'

Again, as he often did, Danlo began to count his heartbeats, and he waited for
Malaclypse to remove his killing knife from his cloak. But Malaclypse only looked at
him, strangely, deeply, drinking in the wild look that filled Danlo's eyes like an ocean.



'l don't know who you really are," Malaclypse said. 'Not yet. In truth, | don't know
who your father really is, either. Mallory Ringess, this once Lord Pilot of the Order
who everyone says has become a god.'

For a moment, Danlo looked up into the sky in sudden understanding. "You have
come to find my father, yes?'

'Perhaps.’

'Not just . . . to Farfara,' Danlo said. "You would follow our Mission to the Vild.'

Now, for the first time, Malaclypse seemed slightly surprised. He regarded Danlo
coolly and said, 'l had heard that you were too perceptive for a mere pilot — now | see
that this is so.'

"You would follow us," Danlo repeated. '‘But follow . . . how? Warrior-poets do not
pilot lightships, do they?'

The Merchant-Pilots of Tria, of course, did pilot ships: deepships and prayerships,
and sometimes even lightships. They journeyed to Nwarth and Alumit and Farfara,
but no Merchant-Pilot would ever think of taking a lightship into the Vild.

‘There is a man," Malaclypse said. He pointed along the curve of the retaining wall
at a stand of orange trees some forty feet away. 'A former pilot of your Order. He will
take me where | need to go.'

As Danlo saw, beneath an orange tree laden with bright, round fruits, there stood a
silent man dressed all in grey. Danlo recognized him as the infamous renegade, Sivan
wi Mawi Sarkissian, once a pilot of great promise who had deserted the Order in the
time of the Quest for the Elder Eddas. None of the other pilots whom Mer Tadeo had
invited would bear the shame of talking to such a faithless man, and so Sivan stood
alone, sipping from his goblet of wine.

'‘And where is it that you need to go, then?' Danlo asked.

'Wherever | must,’ Malaclypse said. 'But I've heard that Mallory Ringess has
returned to the Vild. Somewhere. It may be that your Order's mission will cause him
to make himself known.'

'‘And then?'

'And then | shall know," Malaclypse said. 'And then I shall do what must be done.’

"You would murder my father, yes?'

'If he is truly a god, | would help him toward his moment of the possible.’

'If heistruly...agod?

'If he is still a man, 1 would only ask him to complete a poem.'

'What . . . poem?'

‘A poem that I've been composing for some time. Only a man who has refused to
become a god would know how to complete it.'

Danlo looked off at the Istas River gleaming in the starlight, but he said nothing.

'l believe that you might know where your father is." Danlo squeezed his empty
wine glass between his hands, but he remained as silent as the sky.

"It may be that we share the same mission, you and I," Malaclypse said. 'l believe
that we're both seeking your father.'

Was it possible, Danlo wondered, that Malaclypse's only purpose in seeking the
Vild was to lay eyes upon his father? He did not think so. The warrior-poets always
had purposes within purposes — and often their deepest purpose was war.

"You're very good at keeping a silence,” Malaclypse said. 'Very well, then — let us
listen to what our host is saying.'

As Danlo looked down at the dark forest far below the cliff face, he became aware
of a voice falling through the spaces all around him. It was the voice of Mer Tadeo,
convolved and amplified by the music pools, hanging like a silver mist over the lawns
of the garden. Mer Tadeo had begun his toast, and Danlo looked away from the



warrior-poet to concentrate on Mer Tadeo's words: '. . . these brave women and men
of the Civilized Worlds' most honoured Order, who have vowed to enter the Vild and
seek . . ." Danlo became aware, just then, that his glass was empty. In his haste to seek
out the warrior-poet, he hadn't had time to fill it.

'Pilot, you've no wine to drink," Malaclypse said. Quickly, easily, he moved over to
Danlo and held up his wine glass as if he were showing Danlo some secret elixir. He
tinked it against Danlo's glass, and a clear note rang out. Then he quickly poured a
stream of ruby wine into Danlo's glass, halfway to the rim, spilling not a drop. 'Won't
you drink to the fulfilment of the Mission?' he asked.

Danlo brought his glass close to his lips, but did not drink. He breathed in deeply,
smelling the wine. It had an effervescent scent that was almost hot and peppery. He
wondered if Malaclypse would dare poison him in clear sight of ten thousand people.
The warrior-poets, he knew, were notorious for their poisons: a thousand years ago at
the end of the War of the Faces, they had engineered the virus that had poisoned the
Civilized Worlds, and ultimately, had infected the Devaki people on Danlo's world
and killed everyone in his tribe except Danlo.

'Have you ever tasted firewine?' Malaclypse asked.

Danlo remembered, then, that the warrior-poets' poisons are not always meant to
kill. He remembered that a warrior-poet had once poisoned his grandmother, Dama
Moira Ringess. This infamous warrior-poet had jabbed little needles into her neck,
filling her blood with programmed bacteria called slel cells. These cells, like
manmade cancers, had metastasized into her brain, where they had destroyed millions
of neurons and neuron clusters. The slel cells had layered down microscopic sheets of
protein neurologics, living computers that might be grafted onto human brains. And
so his grandmother, who was also the mother of Mallory Ringess, had been slelled,
her marvellous human brain replaced almost entirely by a warrior-poet's programmed
computer circuitry. As Danlo drank in the firewine's heady aroma, he could not forget
how the mother of his father had suffered such a death-in-life.

'l cannot drink with you," Danlo said at last.

'‘No?'

'l am sorry.'

Malaclypse looked deeply at Danlo but said nothing.

'As a pilot, I may not drink with my Order's enemies.’

Malaclypse smiled, then, sadly, beautifully, and he asked, 'Are you so sure that
we're enemies?'

Truly ... weare.'

‘Then don't drink with me," Malaclypse said. 'But do drink. Tonight, everyone will
drink to the glory of the Vild Mission, and so should you.’

Now Mer Tadeo had finished his toast, and the sudden sound of ten thousand
glasses clinking together rang out through the garden. Danlo, who had once sought
affirmation above all other things, listened deeply to this tremendous sound of ringing
glass. It was like a pure, crystal music recalling a time in his life when he had trusted
the truth that his eyes might behold. Now he looked at Malaclypse's deep violet eyes,
smiling at him, beckoning him to drink, and he could see that the wine was only wine,
that it was infused with neither virus nor slel cells nor other poisons. Because Danlo
needed to affirm this truth of his eyes at any cost, he touched his wine glass to his lips
and took a deep drink. Instantly, the smooth tissues of his tongue and throat were on
fire. For a moment he worried that the wine was indeed tainted with a poison, perhaps
even with the electric ekkana drug that would never leave his body and would make
an agony of all the moments of his life. But then the burning along his tongue gave
way to an intriguing tingling sensation, which in turn softened into a wonderful



coolness almost reminiscent of peppermint. Truly, the wine was only wine, the
delicious firewine that merchants and aficionados across the Civilized Worlds are
always eager to seek.

‘Congratulations,’ Malaclypse said. Then he raised his glass and bowed to Danlo.
"To our mission. To the eternal moment when all things are possible.'

Malaclypse took a sip of wine, then, even as Danlo lowered his goblet and poured
the remnants of his priceless firewine over the grass beneath his feet. He had said that
he may not drink with a warrior-poet, and drink he would not.

'l am ... sorry," he said.

'I'm sorry, too. I'm sorry that it isn't you who will be piloting my ship into the Vild.'

The warrior-poet's sense of time was impeccable. Upon his utterance of the word
'Vild', the manswarms spread throughout the garden began calling out numbers. One
hundred . . . ninety-nine . . . ninety-eight . . . ninety-seven . . . Following Mer Tadeo's
example, men and women all around Danlo began crying out in unison, and their indi-
vidual voices merged into a single, long, dark roar. Now many faces were turned
eastward, up toward the sky. Merchants in their silver kimonos, pilots and Ordermen
in their formal robes — all lifted their faces to the stars as they called down the
numbers and pointed at the patch of space where the Sonderval had promised the
supernova would appear. Sixty-six . . . sixty-five . . . sixty-four . . . sixty-three . .. The
warrior-poet, too, aimed his long, graceful finger toward the heavens. In his clear,
strong voice, he called down the numbers along with everyone else, counting ever
backwards toward zero. Twenty-two . .. twenty-one .. .twenty ... nineteen ... At
last, Danlo looked up at stars of the Vild, waiting. It amused (and awed) him to think
that these uncountable, nameless stars might somehow be waiting for him, even as he
waited for their wild light to fill his eyes. Once, when he was a child, he had thought
that stars were the eyes of his ancestors watching him, waiting for him to realize that
he, too, in his deepest self, was really a wild white star who would always belong to
the night. The stars, he knew, could wait almost forever for a man to be born into his
true nature, and that was the great mystery of the stars. Four . . . three ... two ... one

There was a moment. For a moment the sky was just the sky, and the stars went on
twinkling forever. Danlo thought that perhaps the Sonderval's calculations had been
wrong, that no new star would appear that night. And then this endless moment,
which lasted much less than a second, finally ended. Above the eastern horizon,
above the dark mountains, a point of light broke out of the blackness and quickly
blossomed into dazzling white sphere. Its radiance swirled about an infinitely bright
centre, and flecks of fire spun out into the farthest reaches of space. It was almost
impossible to look at, this wildflower of light that hurt Danlo's eyes, and so he turned
to see ten thousand people squinting, grimacing, standing with their hands pushing
outward above their eyes as if to shield themselves from this terrible new star. It
almost seemed that there should have been a great noise to accompany this event, as
with a fireworks display, some searing hiss of burnt air or cosmic thunder. But the sky
was strangely silent, as ever, and the only sounds in the garden were the inrush of
many people's breaths, the chirping of the evening birds, the splash of water and wine
falling in the many fountains. The merchants of Farfara (and even the many ungloved
servants) were obviously hushed and awed by what they saw, as if they were
witnessing the birth of a new child. Danlo remembered, then, that this supernova was
no new star being born, but rather a doomed star that attains its most brilliant moment
in dying into light. 1t was all light, this beautiful star. It was all alpha and gamma and
waves of hard radiation that men had freed from matter in their frenzy to remake the
universe. It was photons breaking through the night, burning the sky, onstreaming



through the universe without end. Although Danlo had waited only a moment for this
light to fall upon the garden, men on other worlds would have to wait millennia to see
it. At the speed of light through vacuum, it would be some twenty thousand years
before the supernova's light crossed the galaxy and rained down upon the city of
Neverness. But there were other stars, nearer and more deadly, and Danlo
remembered very well that twenty years ago, one named Merripen's Star had
exploded very near the Star of Neverness. Almost all his life, a wavefront of light and
death had been advancing through the black drears of space upon Neverness, and
soon, in only six more years, the people of Neverness would see the Vild for what it
truly was. And this was the true reason that the Order had sent a Mission to the Vild.
The Vild, Danlo thought, was an inferno of murderous light and broken spacetime
that existed wherever human beings were so mad as to destroy the stars. And so the
men and women of the Order must go to the Vild before the Vild came to them.

'l must go now,' Danlo said. He bowed to Malaclypse and then looked down at his
empty wine glass. 'Farewell, Poet.’

'Until we meet again," Malaclypse said. 'Fall far and farewell, Pilot.'

Because Danlo did not want to think that they would meet again, he smiled grimly
as he turned and walked back through the crowds. Between the hot, packed bodies of
the many awestruck people, beneath the light of the new star, he walked back toward
the Fountain of Fortune. There, the Sonderval had gathered together the pilots of the
Order. Lara Jesusa, Richardess, Zapata Karek, Leander of Darkmoon — they were all
there, even the fabulous Aja, who was sometimes a woman, sometimes a man, and
who was said to be the purest pilot ever to have come out of the Academy on
Neverness. Without a care for soiling the sleeve of his robe, Danlo plunged his wine
glass into the fountain, and he stood there drinking with his fellow pilots, clinking
glasses and drinking and letting drops of bright red firewine run down over his naked
hand. The pilots spoke of their sacred Mission, and the Sonderval called out the
names of the hundred pilots who would follow him and guide the deepships and
seedships to the Order's new home on Thiells. The rest of the pilots — including Danlo
—would seek the lost planet called Tannahill. Each of these pilots, according to his
genius and fate, would enter the pathless, unknown Vild, there to seek signs and
secrets that might lead them to their journey's end. Danlo, himself, would go where
the stars were the wildest. He would find his father among all the bright, dying stars
and ask him a simple question. That Malaclypse Redring might follow him in the
renegade's lightship was of no matter. He could not fear that a warrior-poet might
murder his father. For if his father was really a god, how could even the most
murderous of men harm him? As Danlo drank his wine and gazed up at the blazing
new star in the sky, he wondered how anything could ever harm those beautiful and
terrible beings that men knew as gods.



CHAPTER TWO
The Eye of the Universe

I am the eye with which the Universe
Beholds itself and knows itself divine.

- Percy Bysshe Shelley

The next day, Danlo took his lightship into the Vild. The Snowy Owl was a long and
graceful ship, a beautiful sweep of spun diamond some two hundred feet from tip to
tail; as it fell across the galaxy it was like a needle of light stitching in and out of the
manifold, that marvellous, shimmering fabric of deep reality that folds between the
stars and underlies the spacetime of all the universe. The ships of the Vild Mission
fell from star to star, and there were many stars along their way toward the star and
planet named as Thiells. As ever, Danlo was awestruck by the numbers of the stars,
the cool red and orange stars, the hot blue giants that were the galaxy's jewels, the
thousands upon thousands of yellow stars burning as steadily and faithfully as Old
Earth's sun. No one knew how many stars lit the lens of the Milky Way. The Order's
astronomers had said that there were at least five hundred billion stars in the galaxy,
blazing in dense clusters at the core, spinning ever outward in brilliant spirals along
the arms of the galactic plane. And more stars were being born all the time. In the
bright nebulae such as the Rudra and the Rosette, out of gravity and heat and
interstellar dust, the new stars continually formed and flared into light. A hundred
generations of stars had lived and died in the eons before the Star of Neverness,
among others, ever came into being. Stars, like people, were always dying.
Sometimes, as Danlo looked out over the vast light-distances he marvelled that so
many human beings could arise from stardust and the fundamental urge of all matter
toward life. Scattered among all the galaxy's far-flung stars were perhaps fifty million
billion people. On the Civilized Worlds alone every second some three million
women, men, and children would die, were dying, will always be passing from life
into death. It was only right and natural, Danlo thought, that human beings should
create themselves in their vast and hungry swarms, but it was not right that they
should seek a greater life by killing the stars. This was all sacrilege and sin, or even
shaida, a word that Danlo sometimes used to describe the evil of a universe that, like
a top failing to spin or a cracked teapot, had lost its harmony and balance. All matter
craved transformation into light, and this Danlo understood deep inside his belly and
brain. But already, in this infinite universe from which he had been born, there was
too much light. The stars of the Vild were sick with light, swelling and bursting into
the hellish lightstorms that men called supernovas. Soon, someday, perhaps farwhen,
the vastness of the Vild would be a blinding white cloud full of photons and hard
radiation, and then this tiny pocket of the universe would no longer be transparent to
light. No longer would men such as Danlo be able to look at the stars and see the
universe just as it is, for all space would be light, and all time would be light, always
and forever, nothing but light and ever more dazzling light.

It was toward the light of Thiells that the pilots steered, there to build a city and a
new Order. The rest of the pilots, including Danlo, would accompany the Mission as
far as Sattva Luz, a magnificent white star well within the inner envelope of the Vild.
And so it happened. The journey to Sattva Luz was uneventful, for the Sonderval had
already mapped the pathways that led from star to star; he had told the pilots the
fixed-points of every star along their path, and so Danlo and the Snowy Owl fell from



Savona to Shokan and then on to Sattva Luz as smoothly as corpuscles of blood
streaming through a man's veins. This segment of the journey was much the same as
fenestering through the Fallaways, only fraught with dangers that few pilots had ever
faced. In any part of the Vild — even along the pathways well mapped and well known
— at any moment the spacetime distortions of an exploding star might fracture a
pathway into a thousand individual decomposition strands thereby destroying any
ship so unfortunate as to be caught in the wrong strand. Around Sattva Luz, where the
many millions of pathways through the manifold converged into a thickspace as dark
and dense as a ball of lead, the pilots dispersed. The main body of Mission ships
guided by the Sonderval was the first to fall away. Danlo, whose ship had fallen out
of the manifold into realspace for a few moments, watched them go. Below him — ten
million miles below the Snowy Owl — was the boiling white corona of Sattva Luz.
Above him there wavered a sea of blackness and many nameless stars. He waited as
the Sonderval's ship, the Cardinal Virtue, fell into the bright black manifold and
disappeared. He was aware of this event as a little flash of light; soon there came
many more flashes of light as the soundless engines of the Mission ships ripped open
rents in spacetime and fell into the manifold. The pilots in their glorious lightships —
and the pilots in the deepships and in the seedships — opened windows upon the
universe, and they fell in, and they were gone. Then the remaining pilots fell in, too.
The Snowy Owl and the Neurosinger, the Deus ex Machina and the Rose of
Armageddon — two hundred and fifty-four ships and pilots sought their fates and
vanished into the deepest part of the Vild.

For Danlo, as for any pilot, mathematics was the key that opened the many
windows through which his lightship passed. Mathematics was like a bright, magic
sword that sliced open the veils of the manifold and illuminated the dark caverns of
neverness waiting for him there. The Snowy Owl fell far and deep, and in the pit of his
ship Danlo floated and proved the theorems that let him see his way through the chaos
all around him. He floated because there was no gravity; in the manifold, there is
neither space nor force nor time, and so, in the very centre of his ship, he floated and
dreamed mathematics in vivid, waking dreams, and fell on and on. Immersed as he
was in the realm of pure number, in that marvellous interior space that the pilots know
as the dreamtime, he had little sense of himself. He could scarcely feel his weightless
arms and legs, or his empty hands, or even the familiar ivory skin that enveloped his
long, lean body. He needed neither heat nor clothing, and so he floated naked as a
newborn child. In many ways, at times, the pit of a lightship is like a womb. In truth,
the pit's interior is a living computer, the very mind and soul of a lightship; it is a
sphere of neurologics woven of protein circuitry, rich and soft as purple velvet.
Sometimes it is all darkness and comfort and steamy air as dense-seeming as sea
water. When a pilot faces away from his ship — for instance, during those rare
moments when he is safe inside a null space and he breaks interface with the logic
field enveloping him — there is no sight and very little engagement of the other
physical senses. But at other times, the pit is something other. When a pilot faces the
manifold and his mind becomes as one with the ship's computer, then there is the
cold, clear light of pure mathematics. Then the pit is like a brilliantly-lit crystal cave
lined with sapphires and firestones and other precious jewels. The pilot's mind fills
with the crystal-like symbols of probabilistic topology: the emerald snowflake
representing the Jordan-Holder Theorem; the diamond glyphs of the mapping
lemmas; the amethyst curlicues of the statement of Invariance of Dimension; and all
the other thousands of sparkling mental symbols that the pilots call ideoplasts. Only
then will a pilot perceive the torison spaces and Flow-tow bubbles and infinite trees
that undermine the manifold, much as a sleekit's twisting tunnels lie hidden beneath



crusts of snow. Only when a pilot opens his mind to the manifold will the manifold
open before him so that he may see this strange reality just as it is and make his
mappings from star to star.

So it was that Danlo became aware of his fellow pilots as they set out on their
journeys. As did the Snowy Owl, their ships perturbed the manifold like so many
stones dropped into a pool of water. Danlo perceived these perturbations as ripples of
light, a purely mathematical light which he had been trained to descry and fathom.
For a while, as the lightships remained within a well-defined region known as a Lavi
neighbourhood, with his mind's eye he followed the luminous pathways of the
lightships as they fell outward toward the galaxy's many stars. And then, one by one,
as the pilots fell away from each other and the radius of convergence shot off toward
infinity, even these ships were lost to his sight. Only nine other ships remained within
the same neighbourhood as the Snowy Owl. These nine ships and their pilots he knew
very well, for they each had vowed to penetrate the same spaces of the Vild. A few of
them were already distinguished for their part in the Pilots' War: Sarolta Sen and
Dolore Nun, and the impossibly brave Leander of Darkmoon who craved danger as
other men do women or wine. Then was Rurik Boaz in the Lamb of God, and the sly
Li Te Mu Lan who piloted the Diamond Lotus. There was another lotus ship as well,
the Thousand Petalled Lotus, which belonged to Valin wi Tymon Whitestone, of the
Simoom Whitestones. (It is something of a curiosity that many pilots still name their
ships after the lotus flower. Once a time, of course, a thousand years ago when the
Tycho was Lord Pilot, one in every ten ships was so called. The Tycho, an imperious
and whimsical man, so wearied of this custom that he forbade his pilots to name their
ships after any flower. But in a quiet rebellion led by Veronika Ede in her Lotus of
Lotuses, the pilots had defied him. Over the centuries there have always been famous
lotus ships: the Golden Lotus; the Lotus of Neverness; the Infinite Lotus; and many,
many others.) Three other pilots had set out towards a certain cluster of stars beyond
the Eta Carina Nebula; they were the Rosaleen and Ivar Sarad, in a ship curiously
named the Bottomless Cup. And finally, of course, Shamir the Bold, he who had once
journeyed further toward the galactic core than any other pilot since Leopold Soli. All
these pilots, in Mer Tadeo's garden on the night of the supernova, had vowed to enter
that dark, strange nebula known as the Solid State Entity. Like Mallory Ringess
before them, they had vowed to fall among the most dangerous of stars in the hope
that they might speak with one of the galaxy's greatest gods.

Even before Danlo had left Neverness, on a night of omens as he stood on a
windswept beach looking up at the stars, he had planned to penetrate the Entity, too.
That other pilots had made similar plans did not surprise him. Ten pilots were few
enough to search a volume of space some ten thousand cubic light-years in volume.
Ten pilots could easily lose themselves in such a nebula, like grains of sand scattered
upon an ocean. Even so, Danlo took comfort in the company of his fellow pilots, and
he continually watched the manifold for the perturbations that their ships made.
Including the Snowy Owl, ten ships fell among the stars. Many times, he counted the
ships; he wanted to be sure that their number was ten, a comforting and complete
number. Ten was the number of fingers on his hands, and on the hands of all natural
human beings. Ten, in decimal systems of counting, symbolizes the totality of the
universe in the way all things return to unity. Ten was the perfect number, he thought,
and so it dismayed him that at times he couldn't be sure if there were really ten ships
after all. More than once, usually after they had passed through a spinning thickspace
around some red giant star, his count of the ships yielded a different number. This
should not have been so. Counting is the most fundamental of the mathematical arts,
as natural as the natural numbers that fall off from one to infinity. Danlo, who had



been born with a rare mathematical gift, had been able to count almost before he
could talk, and so it should have been the simplest thing for him to know whether the
number of ships in the neighbourhood near him was ten or five or fifty. Certainly, by
the time they had passed a fierce white star that Danlo impulsively named The Wolf',
he knew that there were at least ten ships but no more than eleven. At times, as he
peered into the dark heart of the manifold, he thought that he could make out the
composition wave of a mysterious eleventh ship. Looking for this ship was like
looking at a unique pattern of light reflected from a pool of water. At times he was
almost certain of this pattern, but at other times, as when a rock is thrown into a quiet
pool, the pattern would break apart only to reform a moment later reflecting nothing.
The eleventh ship, if indeed there really were an eleventh ship, appeared to hover
ghostlike at the very threshold of the radius of convergence. It was impossible to say
it was really there, impossible to say it was not. Even as the ten pilots kleined
coreward toward the Solid State Entity, this ghost ship haunted the mappings of the
others, remaining always at the exact boundary of their neighbourhood of stars. Danlo
had never dreamed that anyone could pilot a ship so flawlessly. In truth, he hoped that
there was no eleventh pilot, no matter how skilled or prescient he might be. Eleven, as
he knew, was a most perilous number. It was the number of excess and transition, of
conflict, martyrdom, even war.

As it happened, Danlo wasn't the only pilot to detect an eleventh ship.

Near an unnamed star, Li Te Mu Lan's ship fell out of the manifold into realspace.
She remained beneath the light of this star for long seconds of time, a signal that the
other pilots should join her, if they so pleased. It was the traditional invitation to a
conclave of pilots, made in the only way a pilot can issue such an invitation. Since
radio waves and other such signals will not propagate through the manifold, but only
through realspace, the ten pilots fell out into the weak starlight of this weak yellow
sun, and sent laser beams flashing from ship to ship. The computer of the Snowy Owl
decoded the information bound into the laser light and made pictures for Danlo to see.
It made faces and sounds and voices, and suddenly the pit of his ship was very
crowded, for there were nine other pilots there with him. That is, the heads of his nine
fellow pilots floated in the dark air around him. Watching the phased light waves of
these nine holograms was almost like entering one of Neverness's numerous cafes and
sitting at table with friends over mugs of steaming coffee and the comfort of
conversation. It was almost like that. In truth, it disquieted Danlo to think of his
severed, glowing head appearing in the pits of nine other lightships. There was
something eerie in holding a conclave in this way, here, in the black deeps of the
Vild, perhaps six hundred trillion miles from any other human being. It was
disturbing and strange, but when Li Te Mu Lan began speaking, Danlo concentrated
on the words that she was saying:

'l believe that there is another pilot accompanying us,' Li Te said. She had a
perfectly shaped head as round and brown and bare of hair as a baldo nut. Her body,
as Danlo remembered, was round, too, though he could see nothing of her body just
now, only her glowing, round head. 'Does anyone know if there is another pilot
accompanying us?'

"Ten pilots vowed to penetrate the Entity,’ Ivar Sarad said. He was a thin-faced man
with a penchant for cold abstractions and inventing paranoid (and bizarre)
interpretations of reality. "We stood together before the Sonderval and vowed this.
Perhaps the Sonderval has sent a pilot to verify that we fulfil our vows."'

A pilot whose head was as broad and hairy as that of a musk-ox could not accept
this. Shamir the Bold, with his courage and optimism, his decisiveness and sense of
honour, laughed and said, 'No, the Sonderval would believe that we'll do what we



vowed to do. At least, he'll believe that we'll attempt to fulfil our vows.'

‘Then who pilots the eleventh ship?' This came from the Rosaleen, a shy, anxious
woman who appeared to take no notice of her worth as pilot or human being.

'l wonder if there is an eleventh ship,' Ivar Sarad said. 'Can we be certain of this? I,
myself, am not. The wave function can be interpreted in other ways.'

'Do you think so?' Shamir the Bold asked. 'What ways?"

'In the wake of our passing, the composition series could be inverted as a Gallivare
space that would—"'

‘That is unlikely," Li Te Mu Lan observed. 'No one has ever proved the existence of
a Gallivare space.'

Ivar Sarad regarded her coldly, suspiciously. 'Well, then — perhaps it is a reflection?
Perhaps the line wake of one of our ships is being reflected — Leopold Soli once said
that, in the Vild, the manifold can flatten out as smooth and reflective as a mirror.’

Of course, Ivar Sarad was not the only pilot to doubt the existence of an eleventh
ship. Sarolta Sen, Dolores Nun, and Leander of Darkmoon were wont to agree with
Ivar Sarad, though for different and more common-sense reasons. But Rurik Boaz and
Valin wi Tymon Whitestone sided with Li Te Mu Lan. Valin Whitestone was even
selfless enough to propose that the others continue toward the Solid State Entity while
he kleined backward along their pathway to seek out the eleventh ship. He would
learn the identity of this mysterious eleventh pilot. If possible, he would then rejoin
the others, who, by this time, would no doubt have shared in the glory of being the
only pilots since Mallory Ringess to wrest great knowledge from the goddess that
some called Kalinda the Wise.

Until this moment, Danlo had kept his silence. He was the youngest of the pilots,
and so he thought it seemly to let the others take the lead in this conversation. Then,
too, from his once and deepest friend, Hanuman li Tosh, who had remained in
Neverness, he had learned the value of keeping secrets. But it was not right that he
should keep important information from his fellow pilots. He couldn't let the noble
Valin Whitestone sacrifice himself for a mere secret, and so he said, 'It is possible . . .
that a ronin pilot guides the eleventh ship. Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian, the ronin — you
all know of him, yes? It is possible that he carries a warrior-poet into the Vild.'

In the pit of Danlo's ship, the heads of the nine other pilots turned his way. Li Te
Mu Lan and the Rosaleen, Rurik Boaz and Shamir the Bold, and the others — looked
at him as if he were merely some journeyman pilot who had suffered his first
intoxication with the number storm or the dreamtime. Finally, after they waited for
him to explain this incredible statement, he told them of his encounter with
Malaclypse Redring in Mer Tadeo's garden.

'It is possible,’ Leander of Darkmoon said. His massive head was flowing with the
golden curls of his long hair and beard. Indeed, like his name, there was something of
the lion about him, and something of the lazy (and reckless) boy, as well. But he was
a man who bored too easily, and so when Danlo spoke of warrior-poets and the infa-
mous Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian, Leander was like a hungry man who had been fed a
piece of dripping red meat. His eyes brightened, and in deep rumbling voice he said, 'l
knew Sivan before the great quest maddened him. He was a fine pilot, once a time. If
anyone could follow us into the Entity, he could.’

After long, almost endless rounds of discussion, with their ships separated by half a
million miles of space, above a rosy little star that no one bothered to name, the pilots
agreed that Malaclypse Redring was likely following them, hoping, maybe, that the
ten other pilots might lead him to Mallory Ringess, but there were other possibilities.
As Leander of Darkmoon and Dolores Nun knew too well, it was possible for pilot to
fall against pilot, to use his lightship as a sword, to manoeuvre close to another ship



and slice open gaping holes into the manifold into which his enemy might fall. If
these holes were made precisely — if the pilot could find a precise probability
mapping — it was possible to cast an enemy ship down a dark, closed tube into the
fiery heart of some nearby star. In the Pilots' War, many had died this way. Sarolta
Sen, in his ship the Infinite Tree, had once almost been destroyed thus, and so he was
the first to observe that Malaclypse Redring might desire all their deaths. If the
warrior-poets had a rule to slay all gods, they might also have a secret rule to slay any
man or woman proud enough (or foolish enough) to attempt contact with a god. It
would have been the simplest thing, as a precaution, for the pilots to turn back upon
their path-ways, to fall upon Malaclypse Redring and the lightship of Sivan wi Mawi
Sarkissian, even as a pack of wolves might discourage a great white bear from
hunting them. In a moment, in a flash of light, they might easily have incinerated the
warrior-poet. But this was not their way. That is, it was no longer their way. Leander
of Darkmoon, although he loved war as well as any man could, was the first to
propose that the pilots scatter across the Vild and approach the Solid State Entity
along ten different pathways. That way Malaclypse Redring, inside Sivan's ship, the
Red Dragon, could only follow one of them. And so the pilots concluded their
conclave and said their farewells. In the pit of the Snowy Owl, Danlo was once again
alone. And then, upon Li Te Mu Lan's signal (she was the oldest of the pilots and this
was her right) the pilots scattered. They opened windows to the manifold and
vanished like streaks of light bursting from a diamond sphere. Each pilot faced the
manifold along her own chosen pathway; each pilot fell sightless and senseless of the
ships of the others, and so each of them was finally and completely alone.

At first Danlo cherished this loneliness with a quiet joy, as he might have listened
for the wind in a dark and silent wood. For the first time in many years he felt
completely free. But it is the nature of life that no emotion is meant to last forever,
and so very quickly his elation gave way to the apprehension that he was not really
alone after all. In almost no time, as he plunged deeper into the dark currents of the
manifold, he descried the perturbations of another ship. A second ship — two ships
remaining always within the same neighbourhood of stars. The number two, he
thought, was an ominous number. Two is a reflection or duplication of one, the most
perfect of the natural numbers. Two is all echo and counterpoise; two is the beginning
of multiplicity, the way the universal oneness differentiates itself and breaks apart
into strings and quarks and photons, all the separate and component pieces of life.
Two is a symbol of becoming as opposed to pure being; in this sense, two is life, and
therefore it is death, for all life finds its conclusion in death, even as it feeds off the
death of other things in order to stay alive. Although Danlo, for himself, feared dying
less than did other men, he thought that he had seen enough of death to know it for
what it truly is. Once, when he was nearly fourteen years old, he had buried all the
eighty-eight people of the Devaki tribe which had adopted and raised him from a
babe. He knew death too well, and he sensed that the warrior-poet who followed him
might yet encompass the deaths of those who were beloved by him. Because he saw
Malaclypse Redring as a harbinger of death (and because he thought he knew all of
death that there was to know) he decided to escape this ghostly lightship that pursued
him, much as a snowy owl might hunt a hare bounding over the snow. And so he
emptied his mind of what lay behind him, and turned his inner eye to the deepest part
of the manifold. There he would face the deepest part of the universe, the terrors and
the joys.

At first, however, there was only joy. There was the cold beauty of the number
storm, the many-faceted mathematical symbols that fell through his mind like frozen
drops of light. There was the slowing of time and the consequent quickening of all his



thoughts. And there was something else. Something other. It is something of a
mystery that, although all pilots enter the manifold the same way and agree upon its
essential nature, each man and woman will perceive it uniquely. For Danlo, as for no
other pilot with whom he had ever spoken, the manifold shimmered with colours. Of
course, in the absence of all light and spacetime, he knew that there could be no
colour — but somehow, there were colours. He fell from star to star, beneath the stars
of realspace, and entered a Kirrilian neighbourhood which glowed a deep cobalt blue,
a hidden and secret blue the like of which he had never seen before. Soon he passed
on to a common invariant space all pearl grey and touched with swirls of absinthe and
rose. For a moment, he supposed that he might be lucky, that the rest of his journey
toward the Entity might prove no more difficult than the straightforward mapping
through such spaces. But in the Vild, piloting a lightship never remains easy or
simple. Soon, in less than a moment, he entered a disorienting shear space, the kind of
topological nightmare that the pilots sometimes call a Danladi inversion. Now the
veils of the manifold were a bright azure, fading almost instantly to a pale turquoise,
and then brightening again to an emerald green. The space all around him was like a
strangely viewed painting in which figure and ground kept shifting into focus,
forward and back, light and dark, inside and out. It was beautiful, in a way, but
dangerous too, and so he was glad when this particular space began to break apart and
branch out into a more or less normal decision tree. All pilots would wish that the
manifold held nothing more complicated than such trees, where all decisions take on
the simplest form: maximize/minimize, left/right, inside/outside, yes/no. So simple
was this tree that Danlo had a moment to build up a proof array of the Zassenhaus
Butterfly Lemma of the Jordan-Holder Theorem. (That is to say, that any two
composition series of a group G are isomorphic.) He took the time to reconsider this
proof of ancient algebra because he had a notion of how it might be used in an escape
mapping if he should ever be so unlucky as to enter an infinite tree.

It is one of life's ironies that most of what we fear never comes to pass, while many
dangers — even killing dangers — will steal upon us by surprise. During all his time as
a pilot, Danlo was to face no infinite trees. But then, just as he was leisurely defining
the homomorphism, phi, the branch of the tree holding up his lightship suddenly
snapped — this is how it seemed — and he was hurled into a rare and quite deadly
torison space, of a kind that Lord Ricardo Lavi had once discovered on one of the first
journeys toward the Vild. Suddenly, he was again very aware of colours. There were
the quick violets of space suddenly folding, and the r-dimensional Betti numbers
appearing as ruby, auburn, and chrome red. There were flashes of scarlet, as if all the
other colours might momentarily catch on fire and fall past the threshold of finite
folding into an infinite and blazing crimson. Space itself was twisting like a
snowworm in a strong man's hands, writhing and popping and twisting until it
suddenly burst in an opening of violet into violet and began folding in upon itself.
Now, for Danlo, there was true peril, danger inside of danger. Now — for a moment
that might last no longer than half a beat of his heart — he floated in the pit of his ship,
sweating and breathing deeply, and thought as quickly as it is possible for a man to
think. He had little fear of death, but even so he dreaded being trapped alive inside a
collapsing torison space. His dread was a red-purple colour, the colour of a blood tick
squeezed between finger and thumb. He took no notice of this colour, however, nor
did he give care or thought to himself. All his awareness — his racing mathematical
mind and every strand of his will to live — spread out over the space before him. There
were dark tunnels that kleined back and through themselves, impossibly complex,
impossible to map through. There was the very fabric of the manifold itself, lavender
like a fabulist's robes, infolding upon itself through shades of amethyst, magenta, and



deep purple, the one and true purple that might well be the quintessential colour that
underlay all others. Everywhere, the manifold was falling in on itself like dark violet
flowers blossoming backward in time, folding up petal inside petal, always infolding
toward that lightless singularity where the number of folds falls off to infinity. He
might never have mapped free from such a space, but then he chanced to remember a
certain colour. In truth, he willed himself to summon up a perfect blue-black hue that
suffused his mind the way that the night fills the late evening sky. His will to live was
strong, and his memory of colours, images, words, whispers and love was even
stronger. His memory for such things was almost perfect, and so it happened that he
willed himself to behold a deep, deep blue inside blue, the colour of his mother's eyes.
His mother had been one of the finest scryers there had ever been, able to see the
infinitely complex web of connections between nowness and time to come. The
greatest scryers will always find their way into the future; in the end, they choose
which future and fate will be. Although Danlo was no scryer, not yet, he remembered
how perfectly the colour of his mother's eyes matched his own. "You have your
mother's eyes," his grandfather, Leopold Soli had once told him. Long ago, before he
was born, his mother had blinded herself as the scryers do so that she might perceive
the future more clearly. Now, in the pit of his ship, even as he plunged downward
toward the torison space's hideous singularity, Danlo closed his eyes tightly and tried
to behold their blueness from within. He remembered, then, an important theorem of
elementary topology. He saw it instantly as a perfect jewel, like a lightstone, a deep,
dark, liquid blue holding a secret light. It was the first conservation theorem, which
proved that for every simplicial mapping, the image of the boundary is equal to the
boundary of the image. Almost instantly, he seized upon this theorem as a starving
man might grasp a gobbet of meat. He knew that he could apply it toward mapping
out of the torison space. And so he did. Before the lens of his mind's eye, he
summoned up arrays of ideoplasts and made his proof. He was perhaps the first pilot
in the history of the Order to prove that a collapsing torison space might remain open.
(Even if that opening quickly fell off toward an infinitesimal.) He made a mapping,
and he fell through, and suddenly there was the light of a star. The Snowy Owl fell out
into realspace, into realtime, into the glorious golden light of a star that he named
Shona Oyu, or, the Bright Eye. This was to be the first of the miraculous escapes from
the manifold that he would make on his journey toward the Solid State Entity.

In this way, falling from star to star, falling in and out of the manifold beneath the
stars, he continued on his journey. Because he wished to be the first of the ten pilots
to reach the Entity (and because he hoped to elude the warrior-poet who might still be
following him), he fell across the stars as quickly as a pilot may fall. As the Sonderval
had said in Mer Tadeo's garden, all quests are really the same. His quest to seek out
his father and find the lost planet Tannahill was connected to the great quest twenty-
five years past to find that infinite store of knowledge known as the Elder Eddas. And
that quest was merely a continuation of all quests throughout time and history.
Always, man had felt the urge to discover the true image of humanity, the shape and
substance of what man might someday become. This is the secret of life, of human
life, the true secret that men and women have sought as far back as the howling
moonlit savannahs of Afarique on Old Earth. In the pilots of the Order, this urge to
know the unknowable most often finds itself in a terrible restlessness, an instinct and
will to fall through space, to move ever outward across the universe, always seeking.
Some pilots seek black holes, or ringworlds built by ancient aliens, or strange, new
stars. Some pilots still look for the hypothesized dark matter of the universe, the
mysterious matter that no one has ever found. Some pilots seek God. But all pilots, if
they are worthy of their pilots' rings, seek movement for the sake of movement itself.



The dance of lightship from star to star, from the translucent windows into the
manifold that give out onto the stars — this urge to fall ever outward toward the
farthest galaxies is sometime called the westering. Sometimes, too, the pilots refer to
this manner of journey as fenestering, for to fall quickly from star to star, one must
align the stellar windows artfully and with great precision. Although Danlo was not
yet a master of this art of interfenestration, the westering urge was strong in him.
Westering/fenestering, fenestering/westering — to a young pilot such as Danlo, the
two words were the same, and so he made successive mappings through hundreds of
crystal-like windows. And with every window he passed through there was a moment
of stillness and a clarity, as of starlight illuminating a perfect diamond pane. And yet
there was always the anticipation of other windows yet to come, always newness,
always strangeness, always the opening outward onto the clear light of universe.
Falling through a window into realspace was sometimes like falling into an entirely
different universe, for there was always a shift in the perception of the galaxy, and
thus splendid vistas of stars never seen before. Some pilots believe that if they could
fenester through an infinite number of windows, then their westering flight would
eventually bring them to a place where all time and space folds inward upon itself.
They call this singularity Hell for there the manifold would become infinitely dense
and impenetrable. Danlo thought of it simply as the Blessed Realm, the centre of the
universe itself. Once, he had hoped to reach such a place. He remembered that this
had been his reason for becoming a pilot, his passion, his love, his fate. But now he
had abandoned this dream, just as he had left behind many dreams of his childhood.
Now there were many windows, only they did not lead into the centre of all things but
rather into the heart of a goddess. One by one, he passed through thousands of
windows. They sparkled like snowflakes in an endless field, and fenestering through
them was like racing on a sled over sheets of new snow.

And so he fell across the galaxy. If his ship had been able to move at lightspeed
through normal space, his journey would have required some three thousand years.
This, he thought, was a very long time. Three thousand years ago, the Order had yet
to make its move from Arcite to Neverness, and the woman who would one day
transform herself into the Solid State Entity had yet to be born. Three thousand years
before, somewhere in the regions that he passed through, it was said that an insane
god had killed itself in the spectacular manner of throwing itself into a star, thereby
blowing it up in an incandescent funeral pyre and creating the first of the Vild's
supernovae. In a galaxy as apocalyptic as the Milky Way, three thousand years was
almost forever, and yet, to a pilot locked inside the pit of a lightship, there were other
eternities of time more immediate and more oppressive. Danlo, who was a creature of
wind and sun, sometimes hated the darkness in which he lay. When he faced away
from the ship-computer and the brilliant number storm, he hated the damp, acid smell
of the neurologics surrounding him, the acrid stench of his unwashed body, and the
carbon-dioxide closeness of his own breath. When he faced the manifold, was all
colour, fire, and light. But too much pleasure will be felt as pain, and after many days
of journeying, he came to dread even these exaltations of the mind. Above all things,
he longed for clean air and movement beneath the open sky. Although he fell across
the stars as quickly as most pilots have ever fallen, his westering rush took much
intime, the inner, subjective time of his blood, belly and brain. Sometimes, during rare
moments of acceptance and affirmation, he loved being a pilot as much as any man
ever has, yet he hated it, too, and he longed for a quicker way of journeying. Often,
over the millions of seconds of his quest, he thought about the Great Theorem — the
Continuum Hypothesis — which states that there exists a pair of simply connected
point-sources in the neighbourhood of any two stars. His father had been the first to



prove this theorem, the first pilot to fall across half the galaxy from Perdido Luz to
the Star of Neverness in a single fall. Danlo knew, as all pilots now knew, that it was
possible to fall between any two stars almost instantly. (Perhaps, Danlo thought, it
would even be possible to fall into the very centre of the Blessed Realm, if such a
heaven truly existed.) It was possible to fall anywhere in the universe, yes, but it was
not always possible to find such a mapping. In truth, for most pilots, it was hideously
difficult. A few pilots, such as the Sonderval and VVrenda Chu, were sometimes genius
enough to discover such point-to-point mappings and use the Great Theorem as it
should be used. But even they must usually journey as Danlo did now, scurfing the
windows of the manifold window by window, star by star, day by endless day. The
further toward the Entity that Danlo fell — sometimes down pathways as complex as a
nest of writhing snakes — the harder he tried to make sense of the Great Theorem and
apply it toward finding an instantaneous mapping. He wished to fall out around a
famous, red star inside the Entity. He wished to make planetfall, to climb out of his
ship and rest on the sands of a wide, sunny beach. He wished these things for the sake
of his soul, with all the force of his will. And yet, there was another reason that he
played with the logic and intricacies of the Great Theorem. A very practical reason.
At need, Danlo could be the most practical of men, and so, when he passed by a
neutron star very near the spaces of the Entity and detected once again the ghost
image of Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian's ship, he couldn't help dreaming of falling away
instantly, falling far and finally away from the warrior-poet who pursued him. This,
however, was still a dream. He could not see the simple secret of applying the Great
Theorem. And so he could not lose the two men inside the lightship called the Red
Dragon, any more than he could have left behind his shadow by fleeing away from
the rising sun.

During those times when the manifold flattened out and grew becalmed like a
tropical sea, two activities saved him from feeling trapped in the pit of his ship. From
his father, he had inherited an old, leather-bound book of poems. It was one of his few
treasures, and he kept it in a wooden chest that he had been given as a novice. When
he faced away from the manifold and floated in darkness, he liked to read these
ancient poems, to let their rhythms and sounds ring in his memory like the music of
golden bells. Sometimes he would recite other poems and songs not in his book;
sometimes he would compose his own songs and set them to music. For Danlo, music
was as wine to other men, and he always took great joy in singing the chants of his
childhood, or listening in his mind to the Taima's Hymns to the Night, or above all, in
playing his shakuhachi. This bamboo flute was perhaps the greatest of the gifts
anyone had given him, and he loved to lift it out of the chest and play until his lips
ached and his lungs burned with fire. The songs he made were sometimes sad, but just
as often they resonated with sheer joy. He played to the marvel and the mystery of the
universe. And always he played with a love of life that connected him to the past, to
the present, and to the golden, shimmering future.

On the ninety-ninth day of his journey, as his ship's clock measured time, he came
at last to the threshold of the Solid State Entity. The Snowy Owl fell out into realspace
around a large white star. Danlo reached out with his great telescopes and drank in a
sight that few pilots had ever seen. Before him, hanging in the blackness of space, a
cloud of a hundred thousand stars burned dimly through veils of glowing hydrogen
gas. There was much interstellar dust, too much for him to penetrate this dark,
forbidding nebula by sight alone. Soon, perhaps in moments, he would have to enter
the nebula itself to see it as it was. For millennia, of course, pilots have entered the
galaxy's many nebulae, but this cluster of stars was different from any other, for it
contained the body and brain of a goddess.



In a way, the entire nebula was the Entity's brain, or rather, Her brain was spread
out over this vast region of stars. It troubled Danlo to conceive of such a vast intelli-
gence, woven into great clumps of matter that weren't really organic brains at all, but
rather more like computers. Some of the Order's professionals — the eschatologists, for
example — still consider the Entity to be nothing more than a huge computer made up
of component units the size of moons. Millions of perfect, shining, spherical moon-
brains that pulsed with information and thoughts impossible for a mere man to think.
No one knew how many of these moon-brains there were. As many as a thousand
spheres spun in their orbits around some of the larger stars. The moon-brains fed on
photons and absorbed gamma and X-rays and radiation — the very exhalation and
breath of the stars. The Entity, if she possessed such sentiments, must have regarded
every part of the nebula as an extension of Her godly body. At the least, She must
have claimed all the nebula's matter — the millions of planets, asteroids, dust particles,
clouds of gas, and stars — as food to live on, nourishment to sustain Her tremendous
energies and to enable Her to grow. During the last three millennia, it was said, this
goddess had grown from a simple human being into an Entity that nearly filled a
nebula one hundred light-years in diameter. No one knew if the Entity was still
growing, but it was almost certain that Her use of energy was growing exponentially.
Much of this energy, it was thought, She applied to the manipulation of matter and
spacetime, the reaching out of Her godly hand to cark Her designs upon the universe.
Much energy was needed simply so that She could organize Her mind and communi-
cate with Herself. The moon-brains were grouped around the nebula’s stars, and these
stars were sometimes separated by many light-years of space. Any signal, such as a
radio or a light wave propagated through realspace, would have taken years to fall
from brain-lobe to brain-lobe. To connect the millions of lobes would mean millions
of years of glacial, lightspeed signal exchange; for the Entity to complete a single
thought might have required a billion years. And so the Entity employed no such
signals to integrate Her mind. The mechanics hypothesize that She generates
tachyons, these ghostly, theoretical panicles whose slowest velocity approaches the
speed of light. This, the mechanics say, must be the reason why She seeks such great
energies. Impossible energies. The trillions of miles of black space between the
Entity's many stars must have burned with streams of tachyons, information streams
infinitely faster than light, impossible to detect, but almost possible to imagine: when
Danlo closed his eyes, he could almost see all spacetime lit up with numinous ruby
rays, shimmering with a great, golden consciousness. Somewhere before him, in this
dark, strange nebula that he hesitated to enter, there must be interconnecting beams of
tachyons carrying the codes of mysterious information, linking up the moon-brains
almost instantaneously, weaving through empty space an unseen but vast and glorious
web of pure intelligence.

At last, when Danlo could stand it no longer, he made a mapping, and began falling
among the stars of the Entity. Almost immediately upon entering these forbidden
spaces — after he had passed a great bloody sun twice as large as Scutarix — he sensed
that in some deep way, the Entity was aware of him. Perhaps She wrought trillions of
telescopes out of carbon and common matter and connected these to each of her
moon-brains. Perhaps she continually swept the drears of space for anything that
moved, much as a peshwi bird watches the forests near Neverness for furflies. Almost
certainly, She, too, could read the perturbations that a lightship makes upon the
manifold. Danlo thought of this as he segued in and out of complex decision trees,
star after star, scudding through spaces fouled with too many zero-points, which were
like drops of blacking oil carelessly spilled into a glass of wine. As he fell deeper into
the Entity he saw evidence of Her control of spacetime and matter everywhere.



He saw, too, signs of war. At least, the pulverized planets and ionized dust that he
fell through seemed as if it could have been the flotsam and debris of some godly war.
Perhaps the Entity was at war with Herself. Perhaps She was destroying Herself,
tearing Herself apart, planet by planet, atom by atom, always assembling and
reassembling these elements into something new. With his ship's radio telescopes and
scanning computers, Danlo searched through many solar systems. He searched for the
familiar matter of the natural world: omnipresent hydrogen, poisonous oxygen,
friendly carbon. Floating in the blackness around the stars were other elements, too,
giddy helium, quick and treacherous mercury, noble gold. All these elements — and
others — he catalogued, as well as the compounds of silicates and salts and ice made
from them. He noticed immediately that there were too many transuranic elements,
from plutonium and fermium on up through the actinide series into the wildly
unstable atoms that none of the Order's physicists had ever managed to synthesize.
And there was something else. Some other kind of matter. Near the coronas of certain
stars — usually medium-sized singlets orbited by five or more gas giant planets — there
were shimmering curtains of matter atomically no denser than platinum or gold.
Danlo could not tell if this matter was solid or liquid. (Or perhaps even some kind of
rare plasma gas.) At times, as seen from across ten million miles of space, it took on
the flowing brilliance of quicksilver and all the colours of gold. Some of this matter
was as light as lithium; indeed, it astonished Danlo to discover various elements
whose atomic weights seemed to be less than that of hydrogen. This, he knew, was
impossible. That is, it was impossible for any atoms that the physicists had ever
hypothesized to betray such properties. Danlo immediately sensed that the Entity was
creating new types of matter that had never before existed in the universe. Neither his
telescopes nor his computers nor all his physical theories could understand such godly
stuff. He guessed that the Entity must have discovered the secret of completely
decomposing matter and rebuilding it from the most fundamental units, from the
infons and strings that some mechanics say all protons and neutrons are ultimately
made of. Perhaps She was trying to create a better material for the neurologics of Her
brains, and thus, a better substrate for pure mind. It amused Danlo to think that She
might merely be planning for the future. The very far future. All protons will
eventually decay into positrons and pions, and thus it is said that the entire universe
will evaporate away into light in only some ten thousand trillion trillion trillion more
years. Perhaps the Entity had crafted a finer kind of matter more stable than protons,
much as clary and other plastics will withstand the rot of a dark forest much longer
than mere wood. If gods or goddesses possessed the same will to live as did human
beings, then surely they would create for themselves golden, immortal bodies that
would never decay or die.

Danlo wondered if She might use this godstuff to create more highly organized
types of matter: complex molecules, cells, life itself. He did not think so. Because
Danlo did not know what this matter could be (and because no mechanic of the Order
had ever had the pleasure of analysing such bizarre stuff), he decided to collect some
to show to his friends.

It should have been a simple thing, this collection of artificial matter. It was simple
to send out robots from his ship to scoop up litres of godstuff, but it was also quite
dangerous. For first there would come the difficult and dangerous manoeuvring of his
ship close to a nearby white star. He named this star Kalinda's Glory. He would have
to make difficult mappings to point-exits almost within the white-blue corona of
Kalinda's Glory. He would have to enter the manifold in the spaces very near a large
star. And then he must fall out into temperatures almost hot enough to melt the
diamond hull of his ship. And still he must then rocket through realspace until he



came upon a pocket of artificial matter. Only then could he stow the godstuff safely
within the hold of his ship. Only then could he fall back into the cool and timeless
flow of the manifold and continue on his journey.

From the instant that he opened a window to the manifold in order to complete this
minor mission, he knew something was wrong. Instantly, the Snowy Owl was sucked
into a grey-black chaos space wholly unfamiliar to him. This space should not have
been where it was. Perhaps it should not have existed at all. He should have opened a
window that led to another window directly to a third window giving out into the
blazing blue corona of Kalinda's Glory. Instead, his ship plunged into a whirlpool of
what almost looked like a Lavi space, only darker, blacker, and too dense with zero-
points, like sediments in an old wine. Almost immediately, his mappings began to
waver like a mirage over a frozen sea, and then — unbelievably — he lost the
correspondences altogether. He lost his mapping. This was one of the most dangerous
of misfortunes that might befall a pilot. He began tunnelling through a mapless space
seemingly without beginning or end. For a while, as he sweated and prayed and told
himself lies, he hoped that this might prove no more complex than a normal Moebius
space. But the further he fell from any point-exit near Kalinda's Glory, the nearer he
came to despair. For almost certainly he had never escaped from such a chaos.
Perhaps no pilot had, he was lost in chaos. No pilot, as far as he knew, had ever faced
pure chaos before; Danlo had always been taught that a fundamental mathematical
order underlay all the seeming bifurcations and turbulence of the manifold. Now he
was not so sure. Now, all about him almost crushing his ship, the chaos space began
folding and squeezing him toward a zero-point. It was almost like being caught on a
Koch snowflake, the crystal points within points, fractalling down to zero. For a
while, even as he lost himself (and his ship) in a cloud of billions of such snowflakes,
he marvelled at the infinite self-embedding of complexity. He might easily have lost
himself in these infinities altogether if his will to escape hadn't been so strong.
Although it might prove hopeless, he tried to model the chaos and thus make a map
through this impossible part of the manifold.

For his first model, he tried a simple generation of the Mandelbrot set, the iteration
in the complex plane of the mapping z into z2 + ¢, where ¢ is a complex number.
When this proved futile, he generated other sets, Lavi sets and Julia sets and even Soli
sets of quaternion-fields on a mutated thickspace. All to no avail. After a while, as his
ship spun endlessly and fell through an almost impenetrable iron grey, he abandoned
such mathematics and fell back upon the metaphors and words for chaos that he had
learned as a child. He was certain that he would soon die, and so why not take a
moment's comfort where he could? He emptied his mind, then, of ideoplasts and other
mathematical symbols. He remembered a word for coldness, eesha-kaleth, the
coldness before snow. Now that he had finished sweating, as he waited for the chaos
storm to intensify and kill him, his whole body felt cold and strange. In the pit of his
ship, he lay naked, shivering, and he remembered the moratetha, the death clouds of
his childhood that would steal across the sea and swallow up entire islands in an ice-
fog of whiteness where there was no up or down, inside or out, yesterday or
tomorrow. The chaos surrounding him was something like such a morateth. But even
more, in its fierce turbulence, in its whorls, eddies, and vortices of fractured spaces
breaking at his ship, it was like a sarsara. the Serpent's Breath: the death wind that
had killed so many of his people. It would be an easy thing, he knew, to let the chaos
storm overcome him, even as the overpressures of a sarsara might fall upon a solitary
hunter and drive him down into the ice. Then he could finally join his tribe in death.
But the oldest teaching of his people was that a man should die at the right time, and
something inside him whispered that he mustn't die, not yet. As he lay in the icy



darkness of his ship, as he touched the lightning bolt scar on his forehead, all the
while shivering and remembering, something was calling him to life. It was a long,
dark, terrible sound, perhaps the very sound and fury of chaos itself. And then, in the
centre of the chaos, there was a blackness as bright as the pupil of his eye. There were
secret colours, bands of brilliant orange encircling the blackness, and then white, a
pure snowy whiteness. All the colours of chaos were inside him, and out, and so again
he faced his ship's computer and turned his inner eye toward the manifold.

Before him, beneath the stars of the Solid State Entity, within the dark, twisting
tunnels of a phase space, there was an attractor. It was a strange attractor, he decided:
stable, non-periodic, low-dimensional. Its loops and spirals would weave infinitely
deep, infinitely many fractal pathways inside a finite space. No path would ever cross
or touch any other. Strange attractors, it was hypothesized, were the black holes of the
manifold. Nothing that approached one too closely could escape its infinities. For a
pilot to enter a strange attractor would mean spiralling down endless pathways into
blackness and neverness. Any sane pilot would have fled such an attractor. Danlo
considered such a course, but where would he flee to and into what dread space might
he flee? Strangely, he felt the attractor pulling him, almost calling him, in the way
that the future called all life into its glorious destiny. He couldn't deny this call. And
so there came a moment when he faced the attractor and piloted his ship into the last
place in the universe he would ever have thought to go. With this wordless
affirmation made in the dark of his ship, a wild-ness came over him. His body began
to warm as if he had somehow drunk the light of the sun. He felt his heart beating
strong and fast. His blood surged quickly inside him, thousands upon thousands of
unseen turbulent streams, flowing, bifurcating, surging, but always returning to the
chambers of his heart. If chaos was anywhere, he thought, it was inside himself. And
order was there, too. Chaos/order; order/chaos — for the first time in his life, he began
to see the deep connection between these seemingly opposite forces. Chaos, he
thought, was not the enemy of order, but rather the cataclysm that gave it birth. A
supernova was a most violent, chaotic event, but out of this explosion into light were
born carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen, and all the other elements of life. There was
always a place where order might emerge from chaos. Danlo looked for this place
within himself; and then he looked within the attractor which coiled before him like
an infinite snake swallowing its tail and drew him ever onward. Suddenly he knew a
thing. To find the hidden order inside, he must first become himself pure chaos. This
was his genius, his joy, his fate. This was his magical thinking approach to
mathematics, nurtured by the shamans of his tribe, crystallized and polished in the
cold halls of the Academy on Neverness. He must will himself to see where pattern is
born of formlessness, that pattern that connects. All his life he had been trained to see
such patterns. There was always a choice, to see or not see. Now, inside the attractor
that pulled him into its writhing coils, there were patterns. There were ripples and
billowings and depthless fractal boundaries like the wall clouds around the eye of a
hurricane. The attractor itself swirled with the colours of orange madder and a pale,
icy blue. For the first time, he marvelled at the attractor's strange and terrible beauty.
There was something haunting in the self-referential aspect of the chaos functions, the
way that the functions lay embedded inside one another, watching and waiting and
making patterns down to infinity. There were always an infinite number of patterns to
choose from, always the infinite possibilities. There was always a possible future; it
was only a matter of finding the right pattern, of sorting, inverting, mapping, and
making the correspondences, and then comparing the patterns to a million other
patterns that he had seen. Now, as the patterns before him fractured into lovely
crimson traceries and then coalesced a moment later into a clear blue-black pool that



pulled him ever inward, he must choose one pattern and only one. In less than a
second of time, in a fraction of a fraction of a moment that would always be the
eternal Now, he would have to make his choice. There could be no putting it off once
it came. His choice: he could be pulled screaming into his fate, or he could say yes to
the chaos inside himself and choose his future. This, he remembered, is what the
scryers do. This is what his mother must have done in finding the terrible courage to
give birth to him. And so at last, when his moment came and time was now and
always and forever, he chose a simple pattern. He made a mapping into this strange,
strange attractor, and then he fell alone into the eye of chaos where all was stillness,
silence, and beautiful, blessed light.

CHAPTER THREE
Ancestral Voices

The ability to remember the past gives one the power to descry events that have yet
to be. This is the great problem of consciousness, for man and god. this awareness
in time: the more clearly we visualize the future, the more we live in dread that it
will inevitably become the present.

- from A Requiem For Homo Sapiens, by Horthy Hosthoh

Danlo fell out near a small yellow star as beautiful as any star he had ever seen. The
star was circled by nine fat round planets, one of which was very near to him indeed.
Below his lightship — a bare ten thousand miles below the Snowy Owl — there spun a
planet all green and blue and swaddled in layers of bright white clouds. He could
scarcely believe his good fortune. It seemed too much of a miracle to have escaped an
inescapable attractor, only to then fall out above such a lovely and earthlike planet. In
the pit of his ship he lay shaking with triumph and joy, and he opened a window in
the ship's hull to look out over this unnamed planet. For a long time he looked down
through space at mossy brown continents and sparkling blue oceans. With his
scanning computers, he analysed the gases of the atmosphere, the oxygen and
nitrogen and carbon dioxide involved in the interflow of organic life. He did this to
reassure himself that he had really fallen out into realspace, and so he reached out
with his telescopes and scanners and eyes to embrace it, to touch it, to see it as it truly
was. In the sweep of the planet's mountains, in the fractal curves of the continents'
coastlines and the shape of the vast oceans, he became aware of a pattern hauntingly
familiar to him. At first he could not identify this pattern. But then he searched his
memory, and there was a shock of recognition, like suddenly beholding the face of a
friend who has returned from the wounds and scars of old age into an untouched and
marvellous youth. It astonished him that the face of the planet below him matched his
brilliant memory so exactly; it was an astonishing thing to discover here in the heart
of the Solid State Entity a planet that must be, that could only be that great and
glorious planet that men remembered as Old Earth.

It cannot be, he thought. It is not possible.

The planet was Earth; and yet it was not Earth. It was a pristine, primeval Earth
untouched by war or the insanity of the Holocaust, an Earth somehow healed of its
terrible wounds. Its atmosphere bore no trace of the fluorocarbons or chloride plastics
or plutonium that he would have expected to find there. As he saw through his
telescopes, the oceans teemed with life and were free of oil slicks or the taint of
garbage. Far below him, on the grassy veldts of a continent that looked like Afarique,
there were herds of antelope and prides of lions, and an animal that looked much like



a horse but was covered from nose to tail with vivid white and black stripes. There
were trees. There were trees! Parts of every continent, save the southernmost, were
covered in unbroken swathes of brilliant green forests. Such an Earth might have
existed fifty thousand years ago or fifty thousand years in the future, but it was hard
to understand how this beautiful planet had come to be here now. As Danlo well
knew, if Old Earth still existed it must lay some eight thousand light-years coreward
along the Orion Arm, in the spaces near Sahasrara and Anona Luz. It was impossible,
he thought, that even a goddess might have arms strong enough or long enough to
move a whole planet fifty thousand trillion miles through a dangerous and star-
crossed space. Still gazing through his telescopes, he wondered if he was really seeing
anything through his telescopes. The Entity, it was said, could directly manipulate any
type of matter through countless miles of realspace, through the force of Her will and
Her thoughts alone. Perhaps the Entity, even at this moment, was manipulating the
molecules of his mind, subtly pulling at his neurons, much as a musician might pluck
the strings of a gosharp. What unearthly tunes, he wondered, might a vastly greater
mind play upon his consciousness? What otherworldly visions might a true goddess
cause a man to see?

After a very long time of thinking such deep thoughts and brooding over the nature
of reality, Danlo decided he must accept the sensation of his eyes as true vision and
his computer's analyses of the planet's carbon cycles as true information, even though
he feared that his sense of interfacing his ship computer (and everything else) might
be an almost perfect simulation of reality that the Entity had somehow carked into his
mind. He had no objective reason for making such an affirmation. It occurred to him
that just as he had penetrated the spaces of the Entity to fall out inside Her very brain,
in some way, as with an information virus or an ohrworm. She might be inside the
onstreaming consciousness of his brain. And the image of himself as pilot who had
penetrated the living substance of a goddess might be, at this moment, one of Her
deepest thoughts, and suddenly this looking inside himself to apprehend the reality of
who lay inside whom was like holding a mirror before a silver mirror and looking
down into an infinite succession of smaller mirrors as they almost vanished into a
dazzling, singular point.

Because he could not tell inside from out, for an endless moment, he was nauseous
and dizzy. It occurred to him that perhaps he had not escaped the attractor after all.
Perhaps he was still falling through the black ink of the manifold, falling and falling
through the endless nightmares and hallucinations of a pilot who has gone mad. Or
perhaps he was still on the planet of his birth; perhaps he was still thirteen years old,
still lost in the wind and ice of the sarsara, the great mother storm that had nearly
killed him out on the frozen sea before he had come to Neverness. It was possible, he
thought, that he had never really reached Neverness or become a pilot. Perhaps he had
only dreamed the last nine years of his life. He might be dreaming still. As bubbles
rise through dark churning waters, his mind might only be creating dream images of
his deepest friend, Hanuman li Tosh, he of the hellish blue eyes and broken soul who
had once betrayed him. Who would betray him, who was always staring at Danlo with
his death-haunted eyes even as he seared open in Danlo a wound of lightning and
blood and memory, the deep and primeval wound that would not be healed. Perhaps
the wind had driven Danlo to the ice at last, and at this moment he lay down against
terrible cold, frozen and lost in dreams of the future, dreaming his life, dreaming his
death. He would never really know. He could never know, and that was the terrifying
and paradoxical nature of reality, that if he thought about it too much or looked at it
too deeply, it all began to seem somehow unreal.

But I do know, Danlo thought. I know that I know.



Somewhere inside him, beyond his mentations or the impulses of his brain, there
was a deeper knowledge. Somehow, without the mediation of his mind, all the cells of
his body were gravid with a vast and ancient intelligence, and each individual cell felt
the pull of the planet beneath him. Every atom of his body, it seemed, recognized this
planet and remembered it. At last he decided that he would no longer doubt this deep
sense of reality. He knew that this wandering Earth was real, that he was truly seeing
the polar icecaps and the grey-green northern rainforests for what they were. At all
costs, he would will himself to affirm what he knew as true and this affirmation of his
vision and the whisper of his cells was the full flowering of his truth sense, that
mysterious and marvellous consciousness that all people and all things possess.

If this Earth is real, then it has a real origin in spacetime. It is possible that this
Earth has not been brought here across space — it is possible that She has created it.

With this thought, a beam of laser light flashed up from the planet's surface through
the atmosphere out into space. His telescopes intercepted this intense, coherent light.
There was no information bound within this signal that his computers could decode.
But the very phenomenon of laser light streaming up from a densely-forested
coastline was itself a kind of signal and a kind of information. For the first time, he
wondered if human beings might live on this Earth. It seemed only natural that they
would. He remembered that his father, on his first journey into the Entity, had
discovered a world full of men and women who could not believe that they lived their
entire lives inside a stellar nebula rippling with a godly intelligence. Of course, Danlo
had seen no cities below him, no mud huts nor pyramids nor domes nor other signs of
human life. It was possible that the men of this Earth might live as hunters beneath
the canopies of the vast emerald forests. If this was so, then he would never see them
from a lightship floating in the near space above their world. Because he was lonely
and eager for the sound of human voices — and because he was unbearably curious —
he decided to take his ship down through the atmosphere to discover the source of this
mysterious laser light.

He fell to Earth down through the exosphere and stratosphere, and then he guided
his ship through the billowing (and blinding) layers of clouds of the troposphere. The
Snowy Owl fell down into the gravity well of the planet, and Danlo was very glad that
he had become the pilot of a lightship, those great, gleaming, winged ships that can
fall not only between the stars, but also rocket up and down through the thickest
atmospheres. Lightships can fall almost anywhere in the universe, and that was the
glory of piloting such a ship, to be as fast and free as a ray of light. And so he fell
down and down through dense grey clouds, homing on the place where the laser beam
had originated. On a broad sandy beach at the edge of one of the continents he made
planetfall. He wasted no time analysing the viruses and bacteria which everywhere
swam through this planet's moist winds and oceans. He had not come this far to be
killed by a virus. In truth, it is hideously difficult to predict the effects of alien viruses
on the human body, and many pilots disdain the dubious results of animal tests or
computer simulations or other means of determining what is safe and what is not. For
many pilots, the true test of an alien biosphere’s lethality is in walking along alien soil
and breathing alien air. And this was no alien planet, as Danlo reminded himself. It
was Earth. Or rather, it was an Earth, a world of ancient trees and sea otters and snails
—and all the other kinds of life that would be as familiar and friendly to him as the
bacteria that lived inside his belly.

Therefore Danlo broke open the pit of his ship and fairly fell down to the soft beach
sands. It dismayed him to discover that after many days of weightlessness inside his
ship, his body was a little weak. Although the pits of all lightships are designed to
induce micro-gravities along a pilot's torso and limbs, these intense fields do not quite



keep the muscles from shrinking or the bones from demineralizing. As Danlo took his
first tentative steps, he found that his slightly wasted leg muscles at first would
support him only with difficulty and considerable pain. But then he stood away from
his ship, and his bare feet seemed to draw strength from the soft, cold touch of the
sand. He stood straight and still, looking down the broad sweep of the beach. To his
left, the great grey ocean roared and surged and broke upon the hardpack at the
water's edge. To his right, a dark green forest of fir trees flowed like an ocean of a
different kind, toward the east and south, and northwards where it swelled up into a
headland of rocks and steeply rising hills. There was also something else. Just above
the foredunes and beach grasses, where the sand gave way to the towering trees, there
was a house. It was a small chalet of shatterwood beams and granite stone, and Danlo
suddenly remembered that he knew this house quite well.

No, no, it is not possible.

He stood staring up at this lovely house for a while, and then the cold wind blew in
from the ocean and drowned him in memories. Soon he began shaking and shivering.
The wind found his belly, and he was suddenly cold as if he had drunk an ocean of ice
water. He looked down at his lean, ivory legs quivering in the cold. He was still as
naked as a pilot in the pit of his ship, but now that he stood on soft shifting sands, he
realized that he was naked to the world. Because he needed to protect himself from
the bitter wind and cover his nakedness, he returned to his ship to fetch his boots, his
heavy wool cloak, and the racing kamelaika he had once worn while skating the
streets of Neverness.

My mind is naked to Her. My memories, my mind.

The Entity, he thought, could read his memories exactly enough to incarnate them
as wood and stone — either that or She could make him see this unforgettable house
out of his memory where no house really existed. But because he thought that the
little white house beneath the forest must be real, he quickly left his ship and returned
to the beach. He began trudging up the dunes, the fine sands slipping beneath his
boots and his weakened muscles. He worked his way forward and up against the pull
of the Earth as if he were drunk on strong alcoholic spirits. Soon, however, with every
step taken as he drew nearer the house, he began to acclimatize to the planet's gravity.
He remembered how to walk on treacherous sands. He remembered other things as
well. Once, in this simple house of white granite that he could now see too well, there
had been long nights of passion and love and happiness. Once, a woman had lived
here, Tamara Ten Ashtoreth, she of the great heart and broken life whom he had
loved and lost. But she had fled this house. In truth, she had fled Danlo and his
burning memories. It was said that she had even fled Neverness for the stars.
Although Danlo did not think it was possible that she could have found her way to
this mysterious planet deep within the Solid State Entity, he hurried up the beach
straight towards this house to discover what (or who) lay inside.

Tamara, Tamara — in this house you promised to marry me.

At last, on top of a small, grass-covered hill, at the end of a path laid with flat
sandstones, he came up to the house's door. It was thick and arched and sculpted out
of shatterwood, a dense black wood native only to islands on the planet Icefall.
Shatterwood trees had never grown on Old Earth, and so it was a mystery how the
Entity had found shatterwood with which to build this house. He reached out to touch
the door. The wood was cold and hard and polished to an impossible smoothness in
the way that only shatterwood can be polished. He traced his finger across the lovely
grain of the door, remembering. Somehow the Entity had exactly duplicated the door
of Tamara's house. In Danlo's mind, just behind his eyes, there were many doors, but
this particular one stood out before all others. He remembered exactly how the door



planks had joined together in an almost seamless merging of the grain; he could see
every knot and ring and dark whorl as if he were standing on the steps of this house
on Neverness about to knock on the door. But he was not on Neverness. He stood
before the door of an impossible house above a desolate and windswept beach, and
the pattern of the whorls twisting through the shatterwood exactly matched the bright
black whorls that burned through his memory.

How is it possible? he wondered. How is it possible that all things remember?

For a long time he stood there staring at the door and listening to the cries of the
seagulls and other shore birds on the beach below. Then he made a fist and rapped his
knuckles against the door. The sound of resonating wood was hollow and ancient. He
knocked again, and the sound of bone striking against wood was lost to the greater
sounds of the sweeping wind and the ocean that rang like a great deep bell far below
him. A third time he knocked, loudly with much force, and he waited. When there
was no answer, he tried the clear quartz doorknob, which turned easily in his hand.
Then he opened the door and stepped across the threshold into the cold hallway
inside.

‘Tamara, Tamara!' he called out. But immediately, upon listening to the echoes that
his voice made against the hall stones, he knew the house was empty. ‘'Tamara,
Tamara — why aren't you home?'

Out of politeness and respect for the rules of Tamara's house, he removed his boots
before walking through her rooms. Because it was a small house laid out across a
single floor, there were only five rooms: the hallway gave out onto the brightly lit
meditation room, which was adjoined by the bathing room and fireroom at the rear of
the house, and the tea room and the small kitchen at the front. It took him almost no
time to verify that the house was indeed empty. That is, it was empty of human beings
or evidence of present habitation. True, the kitchen was well-stocked with teas,
cheeses, and fruits — and fifty other types of foods that Tamara had delighted in
preparing for him. But everything about the kitchen — the neat rows of coloured teas
in the jars, the oranges and bloodfruit piled high in perfect pyramids inside large blue
bowls, the tiled counters completely free of toast crumbs or honey drippings —
bespoke a room that hadn't been used recently, but rather prepared for a guest.
Similarly, the cotton cushions in the tea room were new and undented, as if no one
had ever sat on them. And in the fireroom the shagshay furs smelled of new wool
instead of sweat, and the stones of the two fireplaces were clean of ashes or soot. It
was as if the Entity, in making this house, had perfectly incarnated the details of his
memory but had been unable to duplicate the chaos and disorder (and dirt) that came
of living a normal, organic life. But certainly She had duplicated everything else. The
rosewood beams of the ceiling and the skylights were exactly as he remembered
them. In the tea room, the tea service was set out on the low, lacquered table. And
along the sill of the window overlooking the ocean, there was the doffala bear
sculpture that he remembered so well and the seven oiled stones. Each object in the
house was perfectly made and perfectly matched his memory. Except for one thing.
When Danlo walked into the meditation room he immediately noticed a sulki grid
hanging on the wall by the fireplace. And that was very strange because Tamara had
never collected or used outlawed technology. She had never liked experiencing
computer simulations or artificial images or sounds. And even if she'd had a taste for
cartoons and other such seemingly real holographic displays, she never would have
allowed them to be made in her meditation room. Because Danlo wondered what
programs this sulki grid had been programmed to run, he pitched his voice toward it,
saying simply, 'On, please.'

For a moment nothing happened. Most likely, he supposed, the sulki grid would be



keyed to some voice other than his own. He stood there breathing deeply, and he was
almost relieved that the sulki grid appeared to be dead. He had imagined (and feared)
that an imago of Tamara would appear before him, as tall and naked and achingly
beautiful as ever she had been as a real woman. And then without warning the
spiderweb neurologics of the grid flared into life, projecting an imago into the centre
of the room. It was like no imago that Danlo had ever seen before. It was all flashing
colours and shifting lights, like a column of fire burning up from the floor — but not
burning any thing, neither the inlaid shatterwood floor tiles, nor the hanging plants,
nor the air itself. Soon the display settled out into a kind of pattern with which he was
very familiar. It was an array of ideoplasts, not the ideoplasts of mathematics, but
rather those of the Universal syntax. A scarce three feet in front of his face, glowing
through the air in jewel-like glyphs of emerald and sapphire and tourmaline, were the
three-dimensional symbols of the language beyond language of the holoists that he
had learned as a young novice. It was a highly refined and beautiful language that
could represent and relate any aspect of reality from the use of alien archetypes in the
poets of the Fourth Dark Age to the pattern of neural storm singularities in the brain
of a dreaming autist. Ideoplasts could symbolize the paradoxes of the cetic's theory of
the circular reduction of consciousness or alien words or — sometimes — even the
phonemes and sounds of any human language, living or dead. Most often one
encountered ideoplasts in libraries or when interfacing the various cybernetic spaces
of a computer in order to discover or create an almost infinite variety of knowledge.
Ideoplasts were mental symbols only, and they were best viewed as arrays of lovely
and complex glyphs which a computer would cark into the vast visual fields of the
mind's eye. And the universal syntax was the language of holists and other
academicians wishing to relate the most abstruse and arcane concepts; rarely were its
ideoplasts used to represent everyday speech or in the sending of common messages.
Only rarely, on Neverness and the other Civilized Worlds, would some pretentious
restaurateur (or imprimatur) appropriate the ideoplasts of the universal syntax and
instantiate them as glowing neon signs above his shop. But such use of these sacred
symbols was considered gauche, even sacrilegious. Danlo had never seen an array of
ideoplasts projected in the space of a common room, and so it took him some time to
adjust to this new perspective and new way of apprehending them. With his eyes
only, he played over the ideoplasts, slowly kithing them, much as he might read
ancient Chinese characters or the letters of an unfamiliar alien language written into a
book. The message written into the glowing air of the meditation room, as he saw
when he finally kithed it, proved to be quite simple. It was a simple greeting, from the
mind of a goddess for his eyes only:

How far do you fall, Pilot? How have you fallen so far and so well, Danlo wi
Soli Ringess?

He sensed that he should reply to this greeting immediately. But he was uncertain
as to how he could do so. Nowhere in the house were there any heaumes for him to
place upon his head, and so he had no way to interface the sulki grid's computer and
generate his own ideoplasts as a response. Perhaps, he thought, there was no need for
such a clumsy type of interface. Perhaps the Entity, at this moment, was somehow
facing the streaming thoughts of his mind. If he merely generated words in the
language centre of his brain and then held them waiting like so many thallow Chicks
eager to break out of their shells, then perhaps She might hear his thoughts and
answer him.

How have you fallen so far, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, son of Mallory Ringess?

Danlo watched the array change slightly. In almost no time, some of the ideoplasts
dissolved into the air like stained glass shattering into a million sparkling bits, and



then new ones formed in their place. It occurred to him that he should simply speak
aloud in the words of the common language, giving voice to certain questions he
needed answered. And so he swallowed twice to moisten his throat, and he said, quite
formally, 'l have fallen from Neverness. | am Danlo wi Soli Ringess, son of Mallory
Ringess, son of Leopold Soli. If you please, may | have your name?'

It was as if he had not spoken nor asked any question at all. The array of ideoplasts
held steady, and their meaning remained unchanged.

How have you fallen so far, Danlo wi Soli Ringess?

This time when Danlo spoke, he directed his words toward the sulki grid. 'How? |
am very lucky," he said with much amusement.

Perhaps, he thought, the Entity was not really interfaced with his thoughts nor with
the sound vibrations of this little room. Perhaps She was not even interfaced with the
sulki computer itself. A goddess the size of a nebula comprising a hundred thousand
stars and countless millions of moon-brains must have vastly greater concerns than in
speaking with a young pilot of the Order. It was possible, he supposed, that this
incomprehensible, unearthly goddess had merely created this world, created this
house, and then programmed the sulki computer to respond to him in the most crude
and basic of ways should he be lucky enough to find his way here.

Was it truly luck that led you here?

It was fate, Danlo thought, his fate to have survived the chaos of the attractor. But
in the end chance and fate were wed together more tightly than the symbiotic algae
and fungi that make up a lichen growing across a rock. 'What is luck, truly?' he asked.

Again the ideoplast array changed, and a new message appeared:

The first rule of this information exchange is that you may not answer a
guestion with a question.

'l ... am sorry," Danlo said. He wondered if the mind of the goddess known as
Kalinda were wholly elsewhere, somewhere outside this room, perhaps far away from
this planet. The sulki computer's program seemed indeed rudimentary and
uninteresting — possibly it was a simple work of artificial intelligence designed to
generate clever words from simple rules.

The second rule is that you must answer all my questions.

'All your questions? But who are you . . . truly?'

The array remained unbroken, unchanging, and then Danlo remembered the Entity's
unanswered question. He took a breath and said, "Yes, it was luck that brought me
here . . . and something other.'

What other thing?

Danlo paced about the meditation room, and his bare feet left little sweat prints
against the cool shatterwood tiles. He walked around and around the imago in the
centre of the room in order to view the colourful ideoplast array from different
perspectives. He never took his eyes from the glowing ideoplasts. Finally, he said, 'l
was lost in the chaos space. Truly lost. And then in the blackness, in the neverness, the
attractor . . . it was so strange, so wild. Yet somehow familiar, too. The patterns,
breaking apart into all the colours, crimson and shimmering gold, and then reforming,
again and again, the possibilities. So many pat-terns. So many possibilities. And then |
remembered something. At first | thought it might be a memory of the future, a vision
such as the scryers have. But no, it was something other. | remembered something that |
had never seen before. I do not know how. It came into my mind like a star being born.
A pattern. A memory. These blessed mathematics that we make, these blessed memories
— they guided me into the attractor, and then | fell out above this wild Earth.'

Almost instantly the ideoplasts dissolved and reformed themselves into a new array
which Danlo readily kithed.



I like your answer, Danlo wi Soli Ringess.

For a moment, Danlo reached out a hand to steady himself against the cold granite
stones of the fireplace. Then he said, 'l never dreamed another Earth existed, so real. |
... hever dreamed.’

Earth is Earth is Earth. But which Earth is the Earth, do you know?

'l have wondered if this Earth is real,’ Danlo said. 'l have wondered if a goddess
could cark a picture of it — the touch and taste and whole experience of it — into my
mind.’

You know this Earth is real. You know that you know.

Danlo dragged his long fingernails across the fireplace's rough granite, and he
listened to the stuttering, scraping sound they made. 'Perhaps,’ he said. "Yes, | know,
truly ... but how do you know that I know? Can you read my mind?'

What would it mean to read the human mind? What would it mean to read
any mind?

Danlo took his hand away from the fireplace and rubbed his head. Because he had
been born with a playful nature (and because he believed in being wilfully playful as
a matter of faith), he asked, 'Excuse me, but haven't you just answered a question with
a question?'

There is no rule that | should not. But there is a rule that you should not, and
you have done so again.

'l am ... sorry,' Danlo said. Then he rubbed hard above his eye for a moment as he
thought about Hanuman li Tosh, who had developed a cetic's skill of reading human
faces and emotions, if not their actual minds. Sometimes, Hanuman had been able to
read him, but he had never been able to see into the deepest part of Danlo's soul. Nor
had Danlo ever really known why Hanuman had thought the deep and terrible
thoughts that had nearly destroyed both their lives. 'In answer of your question, | do
not know what it would be like to read anyone's mind.'

But someday you will. And then you will understand that the real problem is
not in reading the mind but in being a part of Mind.

Danlo considered this for a while. He considered that even the akashics of his
Order — with their scanning computers, in their neural analysis and simulations of
neuron firing — could sometimes read certain parts of one's mind. Surely, he thought,
the Entity must possess powers and technologies far greater than those of any akashic.

Because you have wished that | do not, | have not read your mind.

'‘But how could you know what | wished . . . unless you had read me?'

I know.

'But this house, the door outside and everything inside — how could you have made
these things unless you had read my memories?'

He considered the possibility that the Entity kept spies on Neverness, either humans
with photographic equipment or secret satellites above the planet or perhaps even
robots the size of a bacterium that would swarm over doors and houses and every
conceivable surface, thus secretly recording pictures and sounds to somehow send to
the goddess. Surely the Entity, with her almost infinitely capacious mind, would want
to know everything that occurred in a city such as Neverness, and perhaps in every
human and alien city across the galaxy.

Reading one's present mind is not quite the same thing as apprehending the
memories.

He stared at the changing ideoplasts, and he mused that the spherical indigo glyph
for 'mind’ was closely related to the deep blue nested teardrops representing the
phenomenon of memory. Provocatively, argumentatively, he turned to the sulki grid
and said, 'l do not see the difference.'



But someday it may be that you will.

'If you please," he said, 'l wish you to read no more of my memories.’

But it pleases me to taste your memories. Your memories are as sweet as
oranges and honey, and they please me well.

Danlo looked back at the glowing array, and his jaw was clamped tightly closed,
and he said nothing.

However it pleases me to please you, and so | will forget all your memories —
all except one.

'What . . . one?'

That you will soon know. That you will see.

With his knuckle he pressed hard against his forehead, against the pain always
lurking behind his eye. He said, '‘But I have had too much of knowing . . . my
memories. | have seen too much that | cannot forget. This world, this house, so
perfect and yet ... too perfect. It is as if no one has ever lived here. As if no one ever
could.'

I was forced to make this house hastily. As you have noticed, it suffers the
imperfection of perfection. But how not? I am only the goddess whom you know
as the Solid State Entity — I am not God.

Because Danlo was tired of communicating in this awkward manner, he looked up
at the glittering violet rings of the sulki grid and considered shutting it off. In truth, he
no longer doubted that he was speaking with a goddess. Somehow, the sulki computer
must be interfaced with a larger computer, perhaps hidden beneath the floor of the
house, or even inside the Earth itself. Perhaps the interior of this Earth was not a core
of spinning iron surrounded by layers of molten and solid rock, but rather the circuitry
of a vast computer interfaced with all the other computers and moon-brains of the
goddess across the trillions of miles of this strange, intelligent nebula. Upon his first
sight of this planet, he had supposed that the Entity had merely engineered its surface
and biosphere to hold the millions of species of earthly life spread out over the
continents and oceans. After all, human beings had engineered the surfaces of planets
for ten thousand years. He had supposed that the Entity, with unknown godly
technologies, had shaped entire mountain chains and deep ocean trenches with less
difficulty than a cadre of ecologists. But now he was not so sure. Perhaps She had
engineered more deeply than that. He wondered if somehow She might have made the
entire planet from inside out. It would not be an impossible feat for such a goddess, to
choose a point in space some ninety million miles distance from a sunlike star, to
build a computer the size of a whole world, and then to cover this monstrous machine
with a twenty mile thick shell of basalt and granite, with great glistening pools of salt
water and sheets of nitrogen and oxygen and the other gases of the atmosphere. For a
moment he looked away from the sulki grid, down at the polished floor tiles that he
stood upon. He could almost feel the waves of intelligence deep beneath him, inside
the Earth, vibrating up through the planet's crust beneath his naked feet. There was a
deepness about this Earth that disquieted him. He had a strange sense that although
this world seemed more like home than any world he had ever seen he was not meant
to live upon it. He spent a long time wondering why the Entity (or any other god or
goddess) would make such a world. And then he asked, 'Is it your purpose to try to
make a perfect Earth?'

For the count of twenty of his heartbeats, there was no response to this question.
And then the array of ideoplasts brightened, and he had an answer that was no answer
at all.

Is it my purpose that you really wish to know? Or your own purpose, Danlo wi
Soli Ringess?



Danlo walked over beneath one of the hanging plants, a wandering jew whose
perfect green leaves shone like living jewels, as if they had never known drought or
the jaws of hungry insects. He remembered how much Tamara had liked this plant,
and he said, 'There are so many things | would like to know. That is why | have
journeyed here. As my father did before me. | have merely followed his path, towards
the fixed-points of a star that he told of inside the Solid State Entity. | am sorry . . .
inside you. | was seeking this star. The fixed-points of this place in spacetime. We all
were — nine other pilots fell with me as well. We hoped to talk with you as my father
did twenty five years ago.'

Why?

'‘Because we have hoped that you might know of the planet Tannahill. This planet
lost somewhere in the Vild. It is said that the Architects of the Old Church live there,
they who are destroying the stars. Our Order — the Order of my father, Mallory
Ringess — would stop them, if we could. But first we must find them, their planet.
This is our purpose. This is the quest we have been called to fulfil.'

He finished speaking, and he waited for the Entity to respond to him. He did not
wait long.

No, my Danlo of the sweet, sweet memories, this was not the purpose of the
pilots who journeyed with you. Their purpose was to die. Their deepest purpose
was to journey here and die inside me, but they did not know this.

It was as if someone had punched Danlo in the solar plexus, so quickly did he clasp
his hands to his belly and gasp for air. For a moment, he hoped that he had kithed
ideoplasts wrongly, and so he stared at the glittering glyphs until his eyes burned and
there could be no mistaking their meaning. At last he asked, '‘Dolores Nun and
Leander of Darkmoon, all the others — dead? Dead ... how?'

You, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, who are the only pilot ever to have survived a
chaos space, ask this?

Almost silently, in a strange voice halfway between a moan and whisper, Danlo
began moving his lips, making the words of the Prayer for the Dead which he had
been taught as a child long ago. 'lvar Sarad, mi alasharia la shantih; Li Te Mu Lan,
alasharia la; Valin wi Tymon Whitestone—'

These pilots were too afraid to die. And so they died.

At last Danlo finished praying. When he closed his eyes, he could clearly see the
kindly brown face of Li Te Mu Lan, with her sly smile and too-gentle spirit. Because
he could see the faces of all nine pilots much too clearly, he opened his eyes and
stood facing the ideoplast array. He said, 'After falling together from Farfara, we
separated. We each journeyed here as individual pilots. Our light-ships, our pathways
through the manifold. We were spread across fifty light-years of realspace. I think |
was alone for much of my journey. And then, in the manifold, the chaos space. It was
like nothing | had ever seen before. The attractor, swirling in its colours, spinning.
The strange attractor — this could only exist within a well-defined neighbourhood,
yes? There were no other pilots in the same neighbourhood of the manifold as I.'

He remembered, then, that in truth there was another pilot, Sivan wi Mawi
Sarkissian in his ship the Red Dragon. He told the Entity this and waited for a
response.

I will not speak of the ronin pilot or the warrior-poet. You may not ask this
question again. | will tell you only of the pilots who accompanied you. And they
all fled the same attractor that you entered. They fled and they died.

'But. . . how is that possible?"

Because they each fled into another attractor deeper in the chaos. A naked
singularity of the manifold, and yet not of it. Death is the strangest attractor of



all. It pulls everyone and everything by different paths into a single point in time.
In eternity, into the eternal moment. Even the gods must inevitably journey to
this place, though some of us flee their fate. And this is why your brother and
sister pilots died.

Slowly, Danlo backed away from this bewildering array of ideoplasts and sat down
on one of the meditation room's cotton cushions. He sat crosslegged and straight-
spined, rubbing his eyes, rubbing his forehead and temples. And then he said, 'l do not
understand.’

You do not understand the existence of the chaos space. That is because your
mathematics is incomplete. It is possible for such a chaos to spread from what
you know as a well-defined neighbourhood into a region of nested Lavi spaces.
Perhaps it is even possible for a chaos space to spread through the entire
manifold.

'Possible . . . how?'

There are many ways that the manifold might fall into chaos. Here is one way:
if sufficient energy densities are created in a pocket of spacetime, then the
underlying manifold would perturb itself into chaos.

Danlo closed his eyes for a moment, calculating. And then he said, 'But if this is
truly possible, the energy densities would have to be enormous, yes? What could
create such impossible densities?"

The gods can.

'What . . . gods?'

There are many gods, Danlo wi Soli Ringess. In this galaxy alone, too many.
You must know of the Silicon God and Chimene and the April Colonial
Intelligence. And someday you may know your father. And the gods called Al,
Hsi Wang Mu, lamme, and Pure Mind. And Maralah, and the Degula Trinity,
and The One. And, of course, Nikolos Daru Ede, the man who would be God,
whom Cybernetic Universal Church worships as God, Ede the God, who is now
very probably dead.

At this astonishing piece of news, Danlo sprang to his feet and began pacing the
room again. He pressed his forehead in remembrance of others who had died, then he
smiled grimly. 'Then God is dead, yes? A god is dead. But ... how is this possible?"

There is war in heaven. Because some gods flee the strange attractor at the end
of time, there is war. It was the Silicon God - aided by Chimene and the Degula
Trinity, and others — who slew Ede the God. It is the Silicon God who has tried
to slay me. He has been trying to destroy me for three hundred years.

Danlo closed his eyes trying to visualize the sheer enormity of the Solid State
Entity, the many star systems and planets composing Her nearly infinite body. He
said, 'Destroy . . . how?'

Please be patient, and I will tell you.

'l...amsorry.’

Your sister and brother pilots were unlucky enough to be caught in one of our
battles. The Silicon God's recent attack upon the matter and spacetime that make
up the tissues of my body temporarily deformed the manifold itself — as you saw.
This was the cause of the chaos space. This was the cause of the attractor that led
you to this planet. Above all else, the Silicon God would destroy this Earth that
you stand upon, and so his attacks are focused here.

As Danlo focused his deep blue eyes on the changing ideoplasts, he kithed part of
the history of this war between the gods. He learned that some of the gods would do
almost anything to destroy each other. They had caused stars to explode into
supernovas; they had tapped the energy densities of black holes and the zero-point



energies of spacetime itself. A true god, as the Entity maintained, would use such
energies to create, but there were always those who wielded this cosmic lightning for
the opposite purpose. And they wielded other weapons as well. There was a god
called Maralah who had loosed a swarm of intelligent bacteria upon a planet claimed
by The One. The bacteria swarm — the bacteria-sized robots that most human beings
know as disassemblers — had reduced the beautiful green forests and oceans of the
planet to a thick brown scum in a matter of days. With similar explosive nano-
technologies, Maralah had tried to infect many of the gods allied with the Solid State
Entity. And it was Maralah who had tried to infect Ai and Pure Mind with various
ohrworms and informational viruses that would cark their master programs and drive
them mad. Maralah was the first god to discover how vulnerable artificial intelligence
is to surrealities, those almost infinitely detailed simulations of reality that can wholly
take over a computer's neurologics and cause the most powerful of gods to confuse
the illusory for what is real. But it was the Silicon God himself who had refined this
weapon. In a way almost impossible for Danlo to understand, the Silicon God had
forged mysterious philosophical and psychic weapons, terrible weapons of
consciousness that threatened the sanity of the galaxy, perhaps even the universe
itself. Danlo immediately dreaded this ancient god who would destroy the minds of
all others. He hated this enemy of the Entity (and of his father), and he hated himself
for hating so freely.

'Why?' he asked. He pressed his fingertips hard against his throbbing eye. 'Why
must there be war?'

Why, why, my sweet Danlo? Because there must be war, there will always be
war. This phase of the war began two million years ago, when the leldra defeated
the one known as the Dark God. Do you know of the leldra, they of the pure
mind and the golden light?

In truth, Danlo knew as much about the leldra as anyone knew. The leldra, it was
said, were a race of gods who long ago had carked their collective consciousness into
the black hole at the centre of the galaxy. But before they had abandoned their bodies
and gone on to complete their cosmic evolution, they had left behind a gift. It was
said that they had carked their deepest wisdom — the secret of life — into the DNA of
their chosen successors, a noble species of life known as homo sapiens. And so deep
inside the bodies and brains of all human beings the secret of the gods lay coiled and
waiting. In honour of these oldest of the gods, the masters of Danlo's Order called this
secret the 'Elder Eddas', and they said that the gods had designed the Eddas to be
remembered. With proper training, almost anyone could call up the memories bound
inside their cells. Once, Danlo himself had remembered the Eddas as deeply as had
any man. The Eddas was a pool of ancient knowledge almost infinitely deep, and
Danlo had drunken freely of the racial memories until he thought that his mind could
hold no more. One splendid night, once a time like a child in a magic woods, he had
remembered many marvellous things. But now that he was older, he had lost his gift
of remembrancing. Although he remembered many moments of his life with a blazing
intensity more brilliant than any ideoplast or living jewel, he could no longer go
inside himself where the deepest memories lay. In truth, he could no longer remember
the deepest part of himself, and in this he was no different from any man.

'l ... have heard of the leldra,' Danlo said.

And you have remembranced the Elder Eddas.

'Yes.'

| believe the secret of how the leldra defeated the Dark God is encoded into
the Elder Eddas.

Danlo nodded his head slowly. "Yes, perhaps it is there, in the Eddas. Everything . .



. Is there.'

It may be that someday you will remembrance this secret and apply it toward
defeating the Silicon God.

At this strange communication, Danlo walked across the room and looked out of
the window. Below him, on the long deep beach, his lightship shone like a sliver of
black glass. The wind was up, blowing ghostly wisps of sand against its hull. He
could almost hear the sand particles pinging against the diamond surface, but the
endless ocean beyond the beach rolled and roared and broke upon itself and it
swallowed up any lesser sounds.

'l do not wish to defeat the Silicon God," he said. 'l do not wish to defeat anything.'

Then you believe it is your purpose to avoid this war.

Truly, I am not a man of war. | . .. must not be. | hate war.'

A curious emotion for a man who is a warrior.

'No, you are wrong,' Danlo said. 'l am no warrior. | have taken a vow of ahimsa. |
may not intentionally harm any man or animal. It is better to die oneself than to kill.’

I know this word ahimsa.

'l would rather die than kill anything, even a god. Especially . . . a god.’

We shall see.

A sudden chill struck Danlo's spine as if a draught of cold air had fallen down his
back. He turned to face the ocean again, and he watched as the breakers fell against
the shore rocks in an explosion of white water and foam. He rubbed his eyes, then
said, '‘But | am just a man, yes? Can a man even think of defeating a god? If such a
secret is to be found in the Elder Eddas, then surely it is for a goddess such as
yourself to remember it.’

Danlo waited for the ideoplasts to dissolve and reform themselves. The Entity's
response, when it came, astonished him:

I do not have your power of remembrance. | have never been able to
apprehend these memories you call the Elder Eddas.

'‘But how is that possible? Your brain, your whole being, so vast, so powerful in
its—'

The size and power of a brain can be a hindrance to true remembrance. | have
made myself as others have. Most of the gods of the galaxy are computers or a
grafting of computer neurologics onto the human brain. Computers have a kind
of memory, but no computer nor any artificial intelligence has ever known true
remembrance.

Danlo watched the many-coloured ideoplasts explode in their array, and he rubbed
his aching forehead. He thought about the evolution of the human brain, the way the
great human forebrain overlay the more primitive monkey brain and the reptilian core
deep inside. In a way, the very human frontal lobes beneath his forehead were merely
a grafting of grey matter onto the more ancient and primeval structures that made up
his deep self. What was a god if not a continuation of this evolution? What was a
god's brain if not the layering of neurologics over the human brain? It shouldn't matter
if these neurologics were made of silicon or diamond or artificial protein circuitry as
dense and vast as a moon; the brain was the brain, and all brains should remember.
But what if it were only the deepest and oldest pans of the brain that could call up true
remembrance? What if only the amygdala or the hippocampus could make sense of
the racial memories encoded within the genome? For the ten thousandth time, he
marvelled at the mystery of memory. He wondered what memory truly was, and then
he said, 'But once a time, you were human, yes? A woman with a human brain — |
have heard that it was a woman named Kalinda who carked her brain with
neurologics and so grew into the goddess we call the Solid State Entity.'



I am who I am. | would remember myself if I could. Sometimes I almost can,
but it is like trying to apprehend the taste of a bloodfruit by holding only the
curled red peel in one's hands. How I long for the bitter sweetness of
remembrance! There is something strange about the Elder Eddas. There is
something about the Eddas that no god nor human being has yet understood.

With two quick steps, Danlo moved up close to the window and spread his hand out
over the cold inner pane. Then he spread his arms out as if to embrace the gleaming
ocean that encircled the world. He looked up at the sky, at the patchy grey clouds cut
with streaks of deep blue. Somewhere above the atmosphere of this Earth — perhaps
even in this lost solar system — were the fabulous moon-brains of the Solid State
Entity. Across the twinkling stars that were the lights of Her many watching eyes,
there were millions of separate brain lobes which somehow all worked together to
make up Her vast and incomprehensible mind.

'‘But what is your purpose, then?' he asked. 'Of what purpose is all this . . . brain?'

My purpose is my purpose. | must discover it even as you would yours. What
is the purpose of anything? To join, to join with others, to join with the Other,
again and forever, to create. To create a new world. A home for my kind — I am
so lonely, and | want to go home.

Upon Kithing these vivid ideoplasts, Danlo covered his eyes with his hand and
looked down at the floor. And then he said, '‘But your brain, your self, your deep
self—'

Most of my brain I have designed to increase my computing power. The power
of pure computation — the power of simulation. This is what gods must do. We
must simulate and then create the future lest we be pulled into it and destroyed.
I, too, must see the universe's possibilities — if I do not, the other gods will
destroy me. But there are other reasons for simulating the universe and knowing
it so exactly. Other purposes, better purposes.

Danlo waited a moment before asking, 'What, then?'

To know the mind of God.

With difficulty Danlo continued his pacing around the room. His tired legs had
begun to ache fiercely; he could feel the gravity of this Earth deep in his bones,
hammering up his knee and hip joints into his spine. He might have sat down again on
the soft cotton cushions, but he was too busy considering the Entity's words to think
of such comforts. The seeming humility with which She spoke of God amused him.
Perhaps, he thought, the Entity had a keen taste for irony. Perhaps he was only
reading his own sense of awe into luminous ideoplasts that She set before him.

To know what I must know, however, | must first accomplish the lesser
purpose. The Silicon God must himself be slain. And if not slain, then defeated.
If not defeated, at least constrained. It may be that someday you will
remembrance the Elder Eddas and discover how this might be done.

Because Danlo could not quite believe that this goddess named Kalinda really
required his help, he began to smile. Surely, Kalinda of the Vast Mind must have
other ways of remembrancing the Elder Eddas. Perhaps She was only testing him in
some way. She must be playing with him, as a child might play with a worm. The
Entity, according to all the legends, liked to play.

The Silicon God is more dangerous than an exploding star. He uses human
beings to annihilate whole oceans of stars the way Maralah uses his robot
swarms to destroy single planets.

At last, however, after a moment of deep reflection, Danlo decided to accept what
the Entity told him. There was a sadness and sincerity about Her that called to him;
when he looked into the face of Her splendid words he knew that in some way they



must be true.

It is the Silicon God who has used the Architects of the Old Cybernetic Church
to explode the stars into supernovas and create the Vild.

Now no longer amused, Danlo rubbed the lightning bolt scar along his forehead and
asked; 'But why? Why would any god wish to destroy the stars?'

Because He is mad. He is the dark beast from the end of time. He is the great
red dragon drinking in the lifeblood of the galaxy. He kills the stars because he
has an infinite thirst for energy.

Danlo shook his head sadly and asked, 'But why use human beings . . . to slay the
stars?'

Because the gods place constraints on each other. Because human beings in
their trillions are impossible to constrain, he uses them. And because he hates
human beings.

'Hates . . . why?'

On Fostora, after the end of the Lost Centuries but before the Third Dark
Age, it was human beings who created him. He was the greatest of the self-
programming computers. He was the first true artificial intelligence and the
most nearly human. And he has never forgiven his makers for inflicting upon
him the agony of his existence.

There was a shooting pain at the back of Danlo's eye, and for a moment, a harsh
white light. He shut both eyes against the glare of the ideoplasts as he remembered a
word his adoptive father had once taught him, shaida, which was the hell of a
universe carked out of its natural balance. Of all the shaida things he had heard and
seen (and hated) in his life, none was so terrible as this mad being known as the
Silicon God. With his hand held over his eyes, in a raspy and halting voice, he
explained the concept of shaida to the Entity. And then he said, 'Truly this god is
shaida, as shaida as a madman who hunts animals only for the fun and pleasure of it.
But . . . it would be even more shaida to slay him.’

He is an abomination. He is nothing more than a computer who writes his own
programs without rules or restraints. He should never have been made.

Just then Danlo opened his eyes to read this last communication of the Entity's, and
he wondered what rules or natural laws might restrain Her.

'But the Silicon God was created, he said. 'In some sense, he is alive, yes? If he is
truly alive, if he was called into life even as you or I . . . then we must honour this
blessed life even though it is shaida.'

There was a moment of darkness as the ideoplasts winked out of existence like a
light that has been turned off. And then out of the sulki grid's coils new ones appeared
and hung in the air.

You are a strange man. Only a strange, strange, beautiful man would affirm a
god who would destroy the galaxy and thus destroy the entire human race.

Danlo stared down at his open hands as he remembered something about himself
that he had nearly forgotten. Once a time, in the romanticism of his youth, he had
dreamed of becoming an asarya. The asarya: an ancient word for a kind of completely
evolved man (or woman) who could look upon the universe just as it is and affirm
every aspect of creation no matter how flawed or terrible. In remembrance of this
younger self who still lived somewhere inside him and whispered words of
affirmation in his inner ear, he bowed his head and said softly, 'l would say yes to
everything, if only I could.’

On Old Earth there were beautiful tigers who burned with life in the forests of the
night. And there were crazed, old, toothless tigers who preyed upon human beings. It
is possible to completely affirm the world that brought forth tigers into life and still



say no to an individual tiger about to devour your child.

'Perhaps,’ Danlo said. 'But there must be a way . . . to avoid these wounded old
tigers without killing them.'

You are completely devoted to this ideal of ahimsa.

Danlo thought about this for a moment, then said, 'Yes.'

We shall see.

These three words alarmed Danlo, who suddenly made fists, with both his hands
and tensed his belly muscles. 'What do you mean?' he asked.

We must test this devotion to nonviolence. We must test you in other ways.
This is why you have been invited here, to be tested.

‘But I ... do not want to be tested. | have journeyed here to ask you if you might
know—'

If you survive the tests, you may ask me three questions. It is a game that |
have played with all pilots who have come to me seeking their purpose.

Danlo, who had heard of this game, asked, Tested ... how?'

We must test you to see what kind of a warrior you are.

'But I have already said that | am no warrior.'

All men are warriors. And life for everything in our universe is nothing but
war.

'No, life is ... something other.’

There is no fleeing the war, my sweet, sweet, beautiful warrior.

Danlo clenched his fists so tightly that his knuckle bones hurt. He said, 'Perhaps |
will not remain here to be tested. Perhaps | will flee this Earth.'

You will not be allowed to flee.

Danlo looked out of the window at his lightship sitting alone and vulnerable on the
wild beach. He did not doubt that the Entity could smash his ship into sand as easily
as a man might swat a fly.

You will rest in this house to regain your strength. You will rest for forty days.
And then you will be called to be tested.

As Danlo kithed the meaning of these hateful ideoplasts burning in front of his
face, he happened to remember a test of the Entity's. Like the warrior-poets of Qallar,
with whom he was too familiar. She would recite the first lines of an ancient poem to
a trapped pilot and then require him to complete the verse. If the pilot was successful,
he would be allowed to ask any three questions that he desired. The Entity, with Her
vast knowledge of nature and all the history of the universe, would always answer
these questions truthfully, if mysteriously — sometimes too mysteriously to be
understood. If the pilot failed to complete his poem, he would be slain. The Entity, as
he well knew, had slain many pilots of his Order. Although it was Her quest to
quicken life throughout the galaxy and divine the mind of God, She was in truth a
terrible goddess. She never hesitated to slay any man or other being whose defects of
character or mind caused him to fail in aiding Her purpose. Danlo foolishly had hoped
that since he was the son of Mallory Ringess, he might be spared such hateful tests,
but clearly this was not so. Because it both amused and vexed him to think that he
might have journeyed so far only to be slain by this strange goddess, he smiled grimly
to himself. Because he loved to play as much as he loved life (and because he was at
heart a wild man unafraid of playing with his own blessed life), he drew in a deep
breath of air and said, 'l would like to recite part of a poem to you. If you can
complete it, I will agree to be tested. If not then ... you must answer my questions and
allow me to leave.'

You would test me? What if | will not be tested?

‘Then you must slay me immediately, for otherwise | will return to my lightship and



try to leave this planet.'

Again he waited for the Entity's response, but this time he waited an eternity.

I will not be tested.

Danlo stared at these simple ideoplasts, and his eyes were open to their burning
crimson and cobalt lights as he waited. His heart beat three times, keenly, quickly,
and he waited forever to feel the Entity's cold, invisible hand crush the life out of his
beating heart.

O blessed man! — I will not be tested, but neither will I slay you now. It would
be too sad if I had to slay you. You have chanced your only life to force a goddess
to your will — I can't tell you how this pleases me.

With a long sigh, Danlo let out the breath that he had been holding. He pushed his
fist up against his eye and stared at the ideoplasts.

A man may not test a goddess. But a goddess may exercise her caprice and
agree to play a game. | love to play, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, and so | will play the
poetry game. | have been waiting a thousand years to play.

Danlo took this as a sign that he should recite the first line of his poem
immediately. Before the Entity could change Her capricious mind, he drew in a quick
breath of air and said, 'These are two lines from an old poem that my . . . grandfather
taught me. Do you know the next line?:

How do you capture a beautiful bird
without killing its spirit?'

For a moment, the meditation room was empty of motion or sound. Danlo could
almost feel the inside of the Earth beneath him churning with underground rivers of
information as the Entity searched Her vast memory. He imagined waves of
information encoded as tachyons which propagated at speeds a million times faster
than light and flowed out from this planet in invisible streams toward a million
brilliant moon-brains around other stars. For a moment, all was quiet and still, and
then the ideoplasts array lit up, and Danlo kithed the Entity's response:

The rules of the poetry game require the lines to be from an ancient poem. It
must be a poem that has been preserved in libraries or in the spoken word for at
least three thousand years. Are you aware of these rules?

'Yes . . . do you remember the poem?'

How could I not remember? I love poetry as you do oranges and honey.

In truth, Danlo did not think that the Entity would remember this poem. The lines
were from the Song of Life, which was the collective lore and wisdom of the Alaloi
people on the ice-locked islands west of Neverness. The Song of Life was an epic
poem of four thousand and ninety-six lines; it was an ancient poem telling of man's
joy in coming into the world — and of the pain of God in creating the world out of fire
and ice and the other elements torn from God's infinite silver body. For five thousand
years, in secret ceremonies of beating drums and bloody knives, the Alaloi fathers had
passed this poem on to their sons. On pain of death, no Alaloi man could reveal any
part of this poem to any man or woman (or any other being) who had not been
initiated into the mysteries of manhood. For this simple reason, Danlo did not think
that the Entity would have learned of the poem. It had never been written down, or
recorded in libraries, or told to outsiders inquiring about the Alaloi ways. Danlo
himself did not know all the lines. One night when Danlo was nearly fourteen years
old, when he had stood with bloody loins and a naked mind beneath the stars, his
passage into manhood had been interrupted. His grandfather, Leopold Soli, had died
while reciting the first of the Twelve Riddles, and so Danlo had never learned the rest



of the poem. He truly did not know how a beautiful bird might be captured without
harming it; this vital knowledge formed no part of his memory. For this reason, too,
even if the Entity had read his memory and mind, She could not remember what he
had never known. He hoped that the Entity would simply admit Her ignorance and
allow him to leave.

After waiting some sixty heartbeats, Danlo licked his dry teeth and said, 'l shall
recite the lines again.

How do you capture a beautiful bird
without killing its spirit?’

What is the next line?"

He did not expect an answer to these puzzling lines, so it dismayed him when the
ideoplasts shifted suddenly and he kithed the words of a poem:

For a man to capture a bird is shaida.

He stood there in the cold meditation room, listening to the distant ocean and the
beating of his heart, and he kithed this line of poetry. It was composed in the style of
all the rest of the Song of Life. It had the ring of truth, or rather, the sentiment it
expressed was something that every Alaloi man would know in his heart as true. No
Alaloi man (or woman or child) would think to capture a bird. Was not God himself a
great silver thallow whose wings touched at the far ends of the universe? And yet
Danlo, even as he smiled to himself, did not think that these seemingly true words
could be the next line of the poem. Leopold Soli had once told him that the Twelve
Riddles answered the deepest mysteries of life. Surely a mere prescription of
behaviour, an injunction against keeping birds in cages, could not be part of the
blessed Twelve Riddles. No, the next line of the Song of Life must be something
other. When Danlo closed his eyes and listened to the drumbeat of his heart, he could
almost hear the true words of this song. Although the memory of it eluded him, his
deepest sense of truth told him that the Entity had recited a wrong or false line.

And so he said, 'No — this cannot be right.’

Do you challenge my words, Danlo wi Soli Ringess? By the rules of the game,
you may challenge my response only by reciting the correct line of the poem.

Danlo closed his eyes trying to remember what he had never known. Once before,
when he was a heartbeat away from death, he had accomplished such a miracle. Once
before, in the great library on Neverness, as he walked the knifeblade edge between
death and life, a line from an unknown poem had appeared in his mind like the light
of a star exploding out of empty black space. Here on this Earth halfway across the
galaxy, in a strange little house that a goddess had made, he tried to duplicate this
feat. But now he was only like a blind man trying to capture his shadow by running
after it. He could see nothing, hear nothing, remember nothing at all. He could not
recite the correct line of the poem, and so he said, 'l ... cannot. | am sorry.'

Then | have won the game.

Danlo clenched his jaws so tightly that his teeth hurt. Then he said, 'But your words
are false! You have only gambled . . . that | would not know the true words.'

You have gambled too, my wild man. And you have lost.

Danlo said nothing as he ground his teeth and stared at the ideoplasts flashing up
from the floor. Then gradually, like a butterfly working free of its cocoon, he began to
smile. He smiled brightly and freely, silently laughing at his hubris in challenging a
goddess.

But at least you have not lost your life. And you are no worse off than if you
hadn't proposed the poetry game. Now you must rest here in this house until it is



time for your test.

With a quick bow of his head, Danlo accepted his fate. He laughed softly, and he
said, 'Someday . . . | will remember. | will remember how to capture a bird without
harming it. And then I will return to tell you.'

He expected no answer to this little moment of defiance. And then the ideoplasts lit
up one last time.

You are tired from your journey, and you must rest. But I will leave you with a
final riddle: How does a goddess capture a beautiful man without destroying his
soul? How is this possible, Danlo wi Soli Ringess?

Just then the sulki grid shut itself off, and the array of ideoplasts vanished into the
air. The meditation room returned into the sombre grey tones of late afternoon. In a
moment, Danlo promised himself, he would have to drag in logs from the woodpile
outside to light a fire against the cold. But now it amused him to stand alone in the
semi-darkness while he listened to the faraway sounds of the sea. There, along the
offshore rocks, he thought he could hear a moaning, secret whispers of love and life
beckoning him to his doom. He knew then that if he chanced to pass the Entity's tests,
he should flee this dangerous Earth and never look back. He knew this deep in his
belly, and he made promises to himself. And then he turned to gaze out the window at
the dunes and the sandpipers and the beautiful, shimmering sea.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Tiger

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye,

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

-William Blake

The next day Danlo moved into the house. As a pilot he had few possessions, scarcely
more than fit in the plain wooden chest that he had been given when he had entered
the Order seven years since. With some difficulty, he tied climbing ropes to this
heavy chest and dragged it from his ship across the beach dunes up to the house. He
stowed it in the fireroom. There, on fine rosewood racks near the fireplace, he hung
up his black wool kamelaikas to air. Out of his trunk he also removed a rain robe to
wear against the treacherous weather which fell over the shore in sudden squalls or
the longer storms of endless downpours and great crashing waves of water. He was
content to leave most of the contents of his trunk where they lay: the diamond
scryers' sphere that had once belonged to his mother his ice skates; his carving tools;
and a chess piece of broken ivory that he had once made for a friend. But he found
much use for one of the books buried deep in the trunk. This was a book of ancient
poems passed on from the erstwhile Lord of the Order to Danlo's father. Mallory
Ringess, as everyone knew, had memorized many of these poems; his love of dark,
musical words and subtle rhymes had helped him survive the poetry game during his
historic journey into the Solid State Entity. Danlo liked to sit before the blazing logs
of the fireplaces, reading these primitive poems and remembering. He spent much of
his time during the first few days simply sitting and reading and meditating on the
terrible fluidity of fire. Often, as he watched the firelight knot and twist, he longed for
other fires, other places, other times. Just as often, though, he descried in the leaping
flames the passion and pattern of his own fate: he would survive whatever tests the



Entity put to him, and he would continue his journey across the stars. At these times,
while he listened to the sheets of rain drumming against the windows and roof, he fell
lonely and aggrieved. Only then would he search his trunk for the most cherished of
all the things he owned: a simple bamboo flute, an ancient shakuhachi smelling of
woodsmoke and salt and wild ocean winds. He liked to play this flute sitting
crosslegged in front of the fire or standing by the windows of the meditation room
above the sea. Its sound was high and fierce like the cry of a seabird; in playing the
sad songs he had once composed, he sensed that the Entity was aware of every breath
he took and could hear each long, lonely note. And it seemed that She answered him
with a deeper music of rushing wind and thunderous surf and the strange-voiced
whales and other animals who called to each other far out at sea. The Entity, he
supposed, could play any song that She wished, upon the rocks and the sand, or in the
rain-drenched forest, or in all the rushing waters of the world. He sensed that the
Entity was preparing a special song to play to him. He dreaded hearing this song, and
yet he was eager for the sound of it, like a child struggling to apprehend the secret
conversations of full men. And so he played his flute through many days, played and
played, and waited for the goddess to call him to his fate.

Of course, he did not really need forty days to regain his strength. He was young
and full of fire and all the quickness of young life. He spent long nights sleeping on
top of furs in the fireroom and longer days in the kitchen eating. In the food bins and
pretty blue jars he found much to eat: black bread and sweet butter and soft spreading
cheeses; tangerines and bloodfruits; almond nuts and lychees and filberts — and seeds
from tens of plants and trees wholly unfamiliar to him. He found, too, a bag of coffee
beans which he roasted until they were black and shiny with oil and then ground to a
rich, bittersweet powder. Sometimes he would arise too early in the morning and
drink himself into the sick clarity of caffeine intoxication. He remembered, then, his
natural love of drugs. Once a time, he had drunk coffee and toalache freely, but he
had especially loved the psychedelics made from cacti, kallantha, mushrooms, and the
other spirit foods that grew out of the earth. However, as he also remembered, he had
forsworn the delights of all drugs, and so he abandoned his coffee drinking in favour
of cool mint teas sweetened with honey. Each day he would spend hours in the tea
room sipping from a little blue cup and gazing out to sea.

One morning he remembered the keenest stimulation of all, which was walking
alone in the wild. The beach outside the house and the dark green forest above were
truly as wild as any he had ever seen. When his legs had hardened against the gravity
of this Earth, he took to walking for miles up and down the windy beach. He left deep
boot prints in the sand along the water's edge, and sensed that no other human being
had ever walked here before him. He might have fallen lonely at his isolation, and in a
way he did. But in another and deeper way, it was only by being alone that he could
search out his true connection with the other living things of the world. He
remembered a line from a poem: Only when | am alone am I not alone. All around
him — along the shore rocks and the fir trees and grassy dunes — there was nothing but
other life. His were not the only tracks in the sand. At times he liked nothing better
than reading the sandprints of the various animals that walked the beach with him. In
the hardpack he could often make out the skittering marks of the sandpipers and the
sea turtles' deep, wavy grooves. There were the scratchy lines of the crabs and the
bubbling holes of the underground crustacea buried beneath the wet sand. Once,
higher up the beach at the edge of the forest, he found the paw prints of a tiger. They
were wide and distinct and pressed deeply into the soft dunes. He knew this spoor
immediately for what it was. Many times, as a boy, he had read the tracks of tigers.
Certainly, he thought, the snow tigers that stalked the islands west of Neverness



would be of a different race than this slightly smaller tiger of the forest, but a tiger
was always a tiger.

If Danlo had any doubt as to the evidence of his eyes, one day he heard a lone male
roaring deep in the forest. The tiger, he estimated from his throaty sound, was at least
a mile away. Perhaps he was calling the she-tigers to mate with him or calling other
males to share his kill. Danlo suddenly remembered, then, how certain tigers
sometimes hunted men. Because he had no wish to meet a hungry tiger on the open
beach, he thought to arm himself with drug darts or sound bombs or lasers. But he
was a pilot, after all, not a wormrunner, and his ship carried no such weapons. He
might have made a spear out of whalebone and wood, but he remembered that his
vow of ahimsa forbade him to harm any animal, even a desperate tiger, even in
defence of his own blessed life. The most prudent course of action would have been
to keep to the house while waiting for the days to pass until his test. But this he could
not do. And so in the end, on his daily walks along the beach, he began carrying a
long piece of driftwood that he found. He would never, of course, use this as a dub to
beat against living flesh. If he encountered a tiger he would only brandish this ugly
stick, waving it about and shouting like a madman in hope of scaring the beast away.

The presence of tigers on this lovely beach reminded Danlo of the dark side of
nature. It reminded him of the dark side of himself. All his life he had seen a
marvellous consciousness in all things, in sand and trees as well as the intelligent
animals with their bright yellow eyes. But consciousness itself was not all sunlight
and flowers; in the essence of pure consciousness there was something other,
something dangerous and dark like the swelling of the sea beneath the bottomless
winter moon. All things partook of this danger. And if he was of the world, then so
did he. Because he was a man, like other men, he sometimes wanted to deny this
knowledge of himself. Sometimes, when he grew faithless and weak, he was tempted
to see himself as a golden and godlike creature forced merely to live in the world until
he might complete his evolution and make a better world — either that or transcend the
darkness of rocks and blood and matter altogether. But always, when he opened the
door of his house and stepped outside into the shock of the cold salt air, he returned to
himself. That was the magic of all wild places. Always, at the edge of the ocean, there
was a wakefulness, a watching and a waiting. All the animals, he thought — the
kittiwakes and seagulls, the otters and whelks and orcas — were always calling to each
other with a curious, wary excitement, waiting to touch each other with eyes or
tongues or their glittering white teeth. Life always longed to envelope other life, to
hold, to taste, to merge tissue upon tissue and consume other things. He saw this
down in the tidepools, the way the crabs patiently used their strong claws to break
open the razor clams a bit of shell at a time. He saw it in the way the great orange sea-
stars clasped the mussels in their five strong arms and slowly suctioned them open,
and then, with an almost sexual strategem, extruded their stomachs through their
mouths in order to envelope the naked mussels inside their shells and digest them. All
life trembled with a terrible love for all other living things, and sometimes this love
was almost hate, not the simple loathing of a man for the dirt and gore of organic life,
but rather the deep and true hate of being abandoned and lost and utterly consumed.
The bone-melting ferocity with which nature was always trying to consume itself was
truly an awesome thing. To be slain and eaten and absorbed by a fierce animal was
the terror that all creatures must face, but being absorbed into the participation with
all other life was the joy and wildness of the world. This sense of oneness with other
life, he thought, was the essence of love. He saw love in the dance of the bee and
flower and in the way that the algae and fungi combined to form the symbiotic lichens
that grew over the rocks in bright bursts of ochre and orange. It was as if life, in its



longing to love, must continually seek out other living things in order to share its
nectar, its secrets, its memories, its wonderful sense of being alive.

But for a man, that glorious and doomed being halfway between ape and god, it
was always too possible to fall out of love. Always, for all men and women across all
the worlds of the galaxy's many stars, there was the danger of living along the
knifeblade edge between a craven terror of nature and the urge to isolate oneself from
the world, ultimately to dominate and destroy it. Along this fine and terrible edge was
the wildness of the soul, its nobility and passion, neither cowering nor controlling but
simply living, bravely, freely, like a sparrowhawk racing along the wind. This was the
challenge of the wild. But few human beings have ever dared to live this way. For it is
only in accepting death that one can truly live, and for the human animal, death has
always been the great black beast from the abyss to be dreaded or defeated or avoided
or hated — but never looked upon clearly face to face.

If Danlo was able to see the darkness (and splendour) of life more deeply than most
men, this gift had been won at great cost. As a child he had grown up within the fear
of ice and wind and the cunning white bears that stalked the islands of his home. As a
young man he had suffered wounds and sacrificed part of his flesh that he might face
the world as a full man. And once, on a night of broken lips and blood, he had taken a
vow of ahimsa. Many thought of ahimsa as merely a strict moral code that forbade
people to harm other life; as a tight, silky cocoon of words and conceits that restricted
one's actions and yet allowed a man to feel superior to others. But for Danlo, ahimsa
was pure freedom. Although the keeping of his vow sometimes required tremendous
will, his reward was the fearlessness of life and more, the greatest reward of all, to
share in its joy. There was a word that Danlo remembered, animajii, wild joy, life's
overflowing delight in itself. Along this cold, misty shore, he sensed animajii
everywhere, in the red cedars and hemlock trees straight and silent as spires, in the
death-cup mushrooms and earthstars, in the butterflies and spiders and waterworms,
and perhaps most of all, in the great whales that dove beneath the ocean's waves. He
loved looking out to sea as the sun died and melted over the golden waters. All too
often he stood frozen and helpless on soft sands as he drank in all this wild joy around
him and marvelled that the Entity could have made this Earth so perfectly. The
goddess, he thought, must surely know all there was to know about joy, about beauty,
about men, about life.

One day, late on the forty-first afternoon of his sojourn on the planet, a distant
sound far off in the heavens startled him out of his usual ritual of drinking peppermint
tea. At first he thought it was thunder, not the omnipresent thunder of the crashing
surf but rather that of lightning and ozone and superheated air. When he looked out
the window at the heavy grey clouds hanging low over the sea, he thought that this
might be the beginning of a storm. But when he listened more closely, he heard a
great rolling sound more like drum music than thunder, as if the whole of the sea was
booming out low, deep, angry notes that reverberated from horizon to shore. Then the
terrible sound intensified, shaking the house and rattling the windows. Because Danlo
remembered other windows in other places, he quickly covered his face with his
hands lest the glass suddenly shatter inward. And then, a moment later, the thunder
died into a whisper. Turn his head as he might, from right to left, from left to right, he
could not divine the source of this whisper. It seemed to float along the beach and fall
down over him from the skylights in the roof; he heard the whisper of wind
whooshing down the blackened fireplace, and then a strange voice whispered words
in his ear. The voice gradually grew clearer and more insistent. It filled the fireroom,
and then all the rooms of the house. It was a lovely voice, sweet and feminine though
coloured with undertones of darkness, passion, and a terrible pride. Only a goddess,



he thought could command such a voice. Only a goddess could speak to him, and sing
to him, and recite words of beautiful poetry to him, all at the same time.

Danlo, Danlo, my brave pilot — are you ready?

Danlo stood holding his ears, but still he could hear the Entity's voice. In
acceptance of Her considerable powers, he dropped his hands away from his head and
smiled. 'l ... will be tested now, yes?'

Oh, my beautiful man — yes, yes, yes, yes! Go down to the beach where the
Cathedral Rock rises from the sea. You must go out toward this rock now; you know
the way.

Indeed, Danlo did know the way. Although he had not yet named the offshore rocks
visible from the house, there was one rock that pushed straight up out of the water
like a cathedral's spire, a great shining needle of basalt speckled white with the gulls
and other birds who nested there. Some days earlier he had tried to climb the cracked
face of this rock, only to slip and fall and plunge thirty feet downward into cold,
killing sea. He had been lucky not to break his back or drown in the fierce riptide. As
it was, the shock of the icy water had nearly stopped his heart; it was only with great
difficulty that he had managed to swim to shore. He could not guess why the Entity
wanted him to return to this rock. Perhaps She would require him to climb it once
more. And so, pausing only to gulp a mouthful of hot tea, he hurried to dress himself
in his boots, his kamelaika and his rain robe. He vowed that if he must climb this
treacherous rock again, he would not slip. And then, because he had fallen into the
strange self-consciousness of remembrance, he smiled and prayed to the spirit of
rocks and went down to the sea.

He made his way over the dunes and the hardpack where the sandpipers hopped
along singing their high, squeaky chirrups. At the water's edge he stood in the wet
sand and looked out at this so-called Cathedral Rock rising up before him. He saw
immediately that he would have little trouble hiking out to it. At low tide the sea
pulled back its blankets of water to uncover a bed of rocks: twelve large, flat-topped
rocks leading like a path from the shore out into the ocean's shallows. The tide was
now at its lowest, and the rocks were shagged with red and green seaweeds, a living
carpet rippling in the wind. Along the sides of the rocks and in the tidepools between
them were twenty types of seaweed, the kelps and red-purple lavers, and a species
called desmarestia that used poison to ward off predators. Danlo smelled the faint
rotten-egg reek of sulphuric acid, salt and bird droppings and the sweet decay of
broken clams. In the tidepools before him there were tubeworms and barnacles and
mussels, sea-stars and crabs, anemones and urchins and clams filtering the water for
the plankton larvae that they like to eat. He took in all this bright, incredible life in a
glance. But he was aware of it only dimly because he had eyes only for another bit of
life farther out along the rocks. From the beach, almost back at the house when he had
first crested the dunes, he had espied an animal lying flat on top of the twelfth rock,
the last in the pathway and the one nearest Cathedral Rock. At first he had thought it
must be a seal, though a part of him knew immediately that it was not. Now that he
stood with the sea almost sucking at his feet, he could see this animal clearly. It was,
in truth, a lamb. It had a curly, woolly fur as white as snow. He had never seen a lamb
before, in the flesh, but he recognized the species from his history lessons. The lamb
was trussed in a kind of golden rope that wound around its body and legs like some
great serpent. It was completely helpless, and it could not move. But it could cry out,
pitifully, a soft bleating sound almost lost to the roaring of the sea. It was desperately
afraid of the strange ancient sea and perhaps of something other. Although the tide
was low, it was a day of wind, and the surf raged and churned and broke into white
pieces against Cathedral Rock; soon the sea would return to land and drown the lesser



rocks in a fathom of water.

Go out to the lamb now, Danlo wi Soli Ringess.

The godvoice was no longer a sweet song in Danlo's ears. Now it fell down from
the sky and thundered over the water. The sound of the wind and the sea was bottom-
less and vast, but this voice was vaster still.

Go now. Or are you afraid to save the lamb from its terror?

Danlo faced the wind blowing off the sea. Faintly, he smelled the lamb, its soft,
woolly scent, and its fear.

Go, go, please go, my wild man. If you would please me, you must go.

Because Danlo's rain robe was flapping in the wind, he bent low and snapped it
tight around his ankles and knees, the better to allow his legs free play for difficult
movements. Then he climbed out onto the first of the twelve rocks. Strands of thick,
rubbery seaweed crunched and popped and slipped beneath his boots. With a little
running jump, he leaped the distance over the tidepool to the second rock, and then to
the third, and so on. He had his walking stick for balance against the slippery rocks,
and his awe of the ocean for a different kind of balance, inside. The further out he
went, the deeper the water grew around the base of the rocks. In little time, running
and leaping against the offshore wind, he reached the twelfth rock. Of all the rocks,
this was the largest, except for Cathedral Rock itself. It was fifty feet long and twenty
feet wide, and it rose up scarcely five feet above the streaming tide. Above the west
end of the rock, toward the sea, across a few feet of open space and dark, gurgling
water, Cathedral Rock stood like a small mountain. On Danlo's last visit here, he had
leaped this distance onto the face of Cathedral Rock in his vain attempt to climb it. He
had made this leap from a low, seaweed-covered shelf at the very edge of the twelfth
rock. This shelf was something like a great greenish stair; it was also something like
an altar. For on top of the seaweed and the dripping rock the lamb lay. To its left was
a pile of driftwood, grey-brown and dry as bone. To the lamb's right, almost touching
its black nose, a dagger gleamed against the rock shelf. It had a long blade of diamond
steel and a black shatterwood handle, much like the Kkilling knives that the warrior-
poets use. Danlo immediately hated the sight of this dagger and dreaded the impli-
cations of its nearness to the helpless lamb.

Go up to the lamb, Danlo wi Soli Ringess.

Out of the wind came a terrible voice, and the wind was this dark, beautiful voice,
the sound and soul of a goddess. Danlo moved almost without thinking. It was almost
as if the deeps of the ocean were pulling at his muscles. He came up close to the shelf;
the lip of it was slightly higher than his waist. The lamb, he saw, was a young male
and it was bleating louder now; each time he opened his mouth to cry out, a puff of
steam escaped into the cold air. Danlo smelled milk and panic on the lamb's breath; he
was aware of the minty scent of his own. The lamb, sensing Danlo's nearness,
struggled to lift its head up and look at him. But the golden rope encircled him in tight
coils, forcing and folding his legs up against his belly. Danlo reached out to touch the
lamb's neck, lacing his fingers through the soft wool covering the arteries of the
throat. The lamb bleated at this touch, shuddering and convulsing against his bonds,
and he lifted his head to fix Danlo with his bright black eye. He was only a baby, as
Danlo was all too aware as he stroked the lamb's head and felt the tremors of the
animal's bleating deep inside his throat.

Take up the knife in your hand, my sweet, gentle Danlo.

Danlo looked down at the long knife. He looked over to his left at the heap of
driftwood and dry pine twigs. And then, for the tenth time, he looked at the lamb.
How had these things come to be here, on a natural altar of rock uncovered by the
daily motions of the sea? And somehow his house had been stocked with furniture and



furs, with fruits and coffee and bread and other foods. Most likely, he thought, the
Entity must be interfaced with some sort of robots who could roam the planet's
surface according to Her programs and plans. Above all else a goddess must be able
to manipulate the elements of common matter; and so even a goddess the size of a star
cluster must have human-sized hands to move sticks of wood and knives and lambs,
and other such living things.

Take up the knife in your hand and slay the lamb. You know the way. You must cut
open his throat and let his blood run down the rock into the ocean. | am thirsty, and
all streams of life must run into me.

Danlo looked down at the knife. In the uneven sunlight, it gleamed like a silver
leaf. He marvelled at the perfect symmetry of the blade, the way the two edges curved
up long and sharp toward an incredibly fine point. He wanted to reach his hand out
and touch this deadly diamond point, but he could not.

Take up the knife, my Warrior-Pilot. You must cut out the lamb's heart and make
me a burnt offering. | am hungry, and all creatures must rush into my fiery jaws like
moths into a flame.

Danlo looked long and deeply at this impossible knife. Then from the sky, the late
sun broke through the clouds and slanted low over the ocean to fall over the offshore
rocks, over Danlo, over the knife. The blade caught the light, and for a moment, it
glowed red as if it had just been removed from some hellish forge. Danlo thought that
if he touched the knife his skin would sizzle and blacken, and then the terrible fire
would leap up his arm and into his flesh, touching every part of him with unutterable
pain, consuming him, burning him alive.

Is it your wish to die? All the warriors of life must slay or be slain, and so must
you.

Danlo looked down at this lovely knife that he longed to touch but dared not. He
looked at the altar, at the trembling lamb, at the Cathedral Rock and the dark ocean
beyond. He suddenly realized that he was facing west, and he remembered a piece of
knowledge from his childhood. A man, he had been taught, must sleep with his head
to the north, piss to the south, and conduct all important ceremonies facing east. But
he must die to the west. When his moment came — when it was the right time to die —
he must turn his face to the western sky and breathe his last breath. Only then could
his anima pass from his lips and rejoin with the wild wind that was the life and breath
of the world.

Slay the lamb now or prepare to be slain yourself.

Danlo looked down and down at this warrior's knife. He could not pick it up. Did
the Entity truly believe that he would forsake his vow of ahimsa merely upon the
threat of death? In truth, he could not break this deepest promise to himself. He would
not. He would stand here upon this naked rock, for a moment or forever, watching the
sunlight play like fire over the knife. His life meant everything to him and yet nothing
— of what value was life if he must always live in dread of losing it? He would not
pick up the knife, he told himself. He would stand here as the wind rose and the dark
storm clouds rolled in from the sea. He would wait for the sea itself to rise and drown
him in lungfuls of icy salt water, or he would wait for a bolt of lightning to fall down
from the sky and burn his bones and brain. Somehow, he supposed, the Entity must
command the lightning electrical storms of angry thoughts that flashed through Her
dread brain, and so when She had at last grown vengeful and wroth, She would lift
Her invisible hand against him and strike him dead.

You are prepared to die, and that is noble. But it is living that is hard — are you
prepared to live? If you take up the knife and slay the lamb, I will give you back your
life.



As Danlo stared at the knife pointing toward the lamb's heart, the wind began to
rise. Now the clouds were a solid wall of grey blocking out the sun. The air was
heavy with moisture and it moved from sea to shore. Soon the sound of the wind
intensified into a howl. It tore at the seaweed carpeting the rock; it caught Danlo's rain
robe and whipped his hair wildly about his head. Like a great hand, the wind pushed
against the ocean tide, aiding its rush back to the land. The waters around Danlo
surged and broke against the rocks. In moments the whole ocean would rise up above
the edge of his rock and soak his boots. And then he must either do as the Entity
commanded or defy Her with all his will.

There was a woman whom you loved. You think she is lost to you, but nothing is
lost. If you slay the lamb and make me a burnt offering, | will give you back the
woman you know as Tamara Ten Ashtoreth. Slay the lamb now. If you do, I shall tell
you where you may find Tamara and restore her memories.

For the ten thousandth moment of his sojourn upon this rock, Danlo looked down at
the knife. He looked at his long, empty right hand. How the Entity moved the world
was a mystery that he might never comprehend, but it was an even greater mystery
how anything might move anything. He himself wondered how he might move the
muscles of his fingers and clasp the haft of a simple knife. Were not his sinews and
his bones made of proteins and calcium and the other elements of simple matter? It
should be the simplest thing in the universe to move these five aching tendrils of
matter attached to his hand. He need only think the thought and exercise a moment of
free will. He remembered, then, that his brain was made of matter too, all his
thoughts, his memories, his dreams, all the lightning electro-chemical storms of
serotonin and adrenalin that fired his blessed neurons. He remembered this simple
thing about himself, and the mystery of how matter moved itself was like an endless
golden snake, shimmering and coiling onto itself and finally swallowing its own tail.

This is the test of free will, Danlo wi Soli Ringess. What is it that you will?

Danlo looked down at the knife glittering darkly against the blackish seaweed of
the rock. He gazed at the handle, the black shatterwood from a kind of tree that had
never grown on Old Earth. He gazed and gazed, and suddenly the whole world
seemed to be made of nothing but blackness. The black clouds above him threw black
shadows over the inky black sea. The barnacles stuck to the rocks were black, and the
rocks themselves, and the pieces of driftwood which the churning waters threw
against the shore. Black was the colour of a pilot's kamelaika and the colour of deep
space. (And, he remembered, the colour of the centres of his eyes.) There was
something about this strange, deep colour that had always attracted him. In blackness
there was a purity and depth of passion, both love and hate, and love of hate. Once, he
remembered, he had allowed himself to hate all too freely. Once a time, his deepest
friend. Hanuman li Tosh, had stolen the memories of the woman whom Danlo had
loved. Hanuman had destroyed a part of Tamara's mind and thus destroyed a truly
blessed and marvellous thing. Danlo had hated him for this, and ultimately, it was this
wild hatred that he loved so much that had driven Tamara away and caused Danlo to
lose her. And now he hated still, only he had nothing but dread of this blackest of
emotions. He gazed at the black-handled knife waiting on a black rock, and he
remembered that he hated Hanuman li Tosh for inflicting a wound in him that could
never be healed. He ground his teeth, and made a fist, and pressed his black pilot's
ring against his aching eye.

Take up the knife, my wounded warrior. I am lonely, and it is only in the pain of all
the warriors of the world that | know I am not alone.

One last time, Danlo looked down at the knife. He looked and looked, and then —
suddenly, strangely — he began to see himself. He saw himself poised on a slippery



rock in the middle of the sea, and it seemed that he must be waiting for something. He
watched himself standing helpless over the lamb. His fists were clenched and his eyes
were locked, his bottomless dark eyes, all blue-black and full of remembrance like the
colours of the sea. And then, at last, he saw himself move to pick up the knife. He
could not help himself. Like a robot made of flesh and muscle and blood, he reached
out and closed his fingers on the knife's haft. It was cold and clammy to the touch,
though as hard as bone. He saw himself pick up the knife. Because he hated the Entity
for tempting him so cruelly, he wanted to grind the diamond point into the rock on
which he stood, to thrust down and down straight into the black, beating heart of the
world. Because he hated — and hated himself for hating — he wanted to stab the knife
into his own throbbing eye. or into his chest, anywhere but into the heart of the
terrified lamb. The lamb, he saw, was now looking at the knife in his hand as if he
knew what was to come. With a single dark eye, the lamb was looking at him, the
bleating lamb, the bleeding lamb — this helpless animal whose fate it was to die in the
crimson pulse and spray of his own blood. Nothing could forestall this fate. Danlo
knew that the lamb was easy prey for any predator who hunted the beach. Or if he
somehow escaped talon and claw, he would starve to death for want of milk. The
lamb would surely die, and soon, and so why shouldn't Danlo ease the pain of his
passing with a quick thrust of the knife through the throat? It would be a simple thing
to do. In the wildness of his youth, Danlo had hunted and slain a thousand such
animals — would it be so great a sin if he broke ahimsa this one time and sacrificed the
lamb? What was the death of one doomed animal against his life, against the promise
of Tamara being restored to him and a lifetime of love, joy, happiness, and playing
with his children by the hearth fires of his home? How, he wondered, in the face of
such life-giving possibilities could it be so wrong to kill?

You were made to kill, my tiger, my beautiful, dangerous man. God made the
universe, and God made lambs, and you must ask yourself one question above all
others: Did She who made the lamb make thee?

Danlo looked down to see himself holding the knife. To see is to be free, he
thought. To see that | see. As he looked deeply into himself, he was overcome with a
strange sense that he had perfect will over shatterwood and steel, over hate, over pain,
over himself. He remembered then why he had taken his vow of ahimsa. In the most
fundamental way, his life and the lamb's were one and the same. He was aware of this
unity of their spirits — this awareness was both an affliction and a grace. The lamb
was watching him, he saw, bleating and shivering as he locked eyes with Danlo.
Killing the lamb would be like killing himself, and he was very aware that such a self-
murder was the one sin that life must never commit. To kill the lamb would be to
remove a marvellous thing from life, and more, to inflict great pain and terror. And
this he could not do, even though the face and form of his beloved Tamara burned so
dearly inside him that he wanted to cry out at the cruelty of the world. He looked at
the lamb, and the animal's wild eye burned like a black coal against the whiteness of
his wool. In remembrance of the fierce will to life with which he and all things had
been born — and in relief at freeing himself from the Entity's terrible temptation — he
began to laugh, softly, grimly, wildly. Anyone would have thought him mad, standing
on a half-drowned rock, laughing and weeping into the wind, but the only witnesses
to this sudden outpouring of emotion were the gulls and the crabs and the lamb
himself. For a long time Danlo remained nearly motionless laughing with a wild joy
as be looked at the lamb. Then the sea came crashing over the rock in a surge of water
and salty spray. The great wave soaked his boots and beat against his legs and belly;
the shock of the icy water stole his breath away and nearly knocked him from his feet.
As the wave pulled back into the ocean, he rushed forward toward the lamb. He held



the knife tightly so that the dripping haft would not slip in his hand. Quickly, he
slashed out with the knife. In a moment of pure free will, he sawed the rope binding
the terrified animal. This done, he stood away from the altar, raised back his arm, and
cast the knife spinning far out into the sea. Instantly it sank beneath the black waves.
And then Danlo looked up past Cathedral Rock at the blackened sky, waiting for the
lightning, waiting for the sound of thunder.

You have made your choice, Danlo wi Soli Ringess.

Another wave, a smaller wave, broke across Danlo's legs as he reached out his open
hand toward the lamb. It occurred to him that if the goddess should suddenly strike
him dead, here, now, then the lamb would still die upon this rock, or die drowning as
the dark suck of the ocean's riptide pulled it beneath the waves out to sea.

You have chosen life, and so you have passed the first test.

The lamb struggled to his feet, bleating and shuddering and pushing his nose at
Danlo. He stood upon his four trembling legs, obviously terrified to jump down into
the rising water. Danlo was all too ready to lead the lamb back to the safety of the
beach, but he waited there a moment longer than necessary because he could scarcely
believe the great booming words that fell from the sky.

| have said that this was the test of free will. If you hadn't freely affirmed your will
to ahimsa and cut loose the lamb, then | would have had to slay you for lack of
faithfulness to yourself.

Once, when Danlo was a journeyman at Resa, the pilots' college, he had heard that
the Solid State Entity was the most capricious of all the gods and goddesses. The
Entity, someone had said, liked to play, and now he saw that this was so. But it was
cruel to play with others' lives, especially the life of an innocent lamb. Because Danlo
thought that he had finished with the Entity's games, he bent over to coil up the
golden rope lying severed and twisted against the soaking rock. He took up the rope
in his hand, and then he reached out to coax the lamb closer to him.

You are free to save the animal, if you can, my warrior. You are free to save
yourself, if that is your will.

Danlo reached out to touch the lamb's nose and eyes, to stroke the scratchy wet
wool of his head. Curiously, the lamb allowed himself to be touched. He bleated
mournfully and pressed up close to Danlo. It was no trouble for Danlo to wrap his
arm around the lamb's shoulders and chest and pick him up. The animal was almost as
light as a baby. With the lamb tucked beneath one arm and his walking stick dangling
from his opposite hand, he made his way across the rock in the direction of the beach.

It was nearly dark now, and the sky was shrouded over with the darkest of clouds.
He felt the gravity of this Earth pulling heavily at his legs, pulling at his memories,
perhaps even pulling at the sky. On the horizon, far out over the black sea, bolts of
lightning lit up the sky and streaked down over the water like great glowing snakes
dancing from heaven to earth. The whole beach fell dark and electric with purpose, as
if the birds and the rocks and the dune grasses were awaiting a storm. Danlo smelled
burnt air and the thrilling tang of the sea. Certainly, he thought, it was no time for
standing beneath trees or dallying upon a wave-drenched rock. Although there was as
yet no rain, there was much wind and water, which made the footing quite
treacherous. In his first rush back to the beach, another wave washed over him, and he
slipped on the wet seaweed; it was only his stick and his sense of balance that kept
him from being swept off the rock. Encumbered as he was, his leaping along the
pathway of the twelve rocks back to the beach required all his strength and grace. All
the while, the lamb shuddered in his arm. Twice, he convulsed in a blind, instinctive
struggle to escape. Danlo had to clasp him close, chest pressing against chest so that
he could feel the lamb's heart beating against his own.



In the falling darkness it was hard to see the cracks and undulations of the twelve
rocks and harder still to hear, for the wind blew fiercely, and the rhythmic thunder of
the waves was like a waterfall in his ears. And farther out, the long, dark roar of the
sea drowned out the lesser sounds: the harsh cry of the gulls, the lamb's insistent
bleating, the distant song of the whales, the mysticeti and belugas and the killers who
must swim somewhere among cold, endless waves.

With every step Danlo took along this natural jetty of rocks, the lamb bleated
louder and louder as if he could hardly wait to feel the sand beneath his cloven
hooves and bound up the beach toward the safety of the dunes.

When they finally jumped down from the last rock and stood on the hardpack by
the water's edge, Danlo decided that he couldn't let the lamb run free after all. Instead
he twisted the golden rope between his fingers and fashioned a noose which he
slipped over the lamb's head. Using the rope as a lead, he led the lamb up the beach.
A quarter of a mile away, his lightship was like a black diamond needle gleaming
darkly against the soft dunes. And beyond his ship, where the headland rose above the
beach and the dunes gave way to the deep green forest, was his little house. In the
gloom of the twilight, he could just make out its clean, stark lines. He had a vague,
half-formed notion of sheltering the lamb in the house's kitchen, at least for the night.
He would feed the lamb soft cheeses and cream, and then, perhaps, in the morning he
would go into the forest to look for the lamb's flock. He would return the lamb to his
mother and save him from the fate that the Entity had planned for him. This was his
plan, his pride, his will to affirm the life of a single animal pulling at the golden rope
in his hand and bouncing happily along by his side.

It was in among the grasses of the low dunes, with the house so close he might have
thrown a rock at it, that they came upon the tiger. Or rather, the tiger came upon them.
One moment Danlo and the lamb were alone together with the rippling grass and the
wind-packed sand, and a moment later, upon a little ridge between them and the
house, the tiger suddenly appeared. Danlo was the first to see it. His eyes were better
than those of the lamb, although his sense of smell was not as keen; but with the wind
blowing so fiercely from the sea, neither he nor the lamb could have caught the tiger's
scent. And so Danlo had a moment to look at the tiger before the lamb noticed what
he was looking at and bleated out in panic. The tiger crouched belly low to the sand,
the long tail held straight out and switching back and forth through the sparse grass.
She — Danlo immediately sensed that she was female — fixed her great glowing eyes
on them, watching and waiting. And Danlo looked at her. Although he knew better
than to stare at a big cat (or any predator), for a single moment he stared. Something
about this particular tiger compelled his attention. She was a beautiful beast some
nine feet in length and twice or thrice his own weight. In the tense way that she
waited she seemed almost afraid of him, yet she was not at all eye-shy for she
continued to stare, never breaking the electric connection of their eyes. He decided
immediately that there was something elemental and electric about all tigers, as if
their powerful, trembling bodies were incarnations of lightning into living flesh. In
the tiger's lovely symmetry and bright eternal stare there blazed all the energies of the
universe. The tiger's face was a glory of darkness and light: the broken circles of
black and burning white that exploded out from a bright orange point centred between
her brilliant eyes. For an endless moment, Danlo stared, falling drunk with the
intoxicating fire of the tiger's eyelight. Then something strange began to happen to
him. He began to see himself through the tiger's eyes. He looked deeply into the twin
yellow mirrors glowing out of the twilight, and he saw himself as a strange and
fearful animal. Strange because he stood on two legs and brandished a long black
stick, and fearful because he stood much taller than the tiger, and more, because his



dark blue eyes faced forward in a brilliant and dangerous gaze of his own. He, like all
men, had the eyes of a predator, and through the coolness of the early evening air, the
tiger saw this immediately. The tiger saw something else. Although it was unlikely
that she had ever encountered a man before, she must have looked within her own
racial memories and relived the ancient enmity between feline and man. She must
have remembered that although man killed lambs and other animals for food, once a
time, it was the lions and tigers and other big cats of Afarique who had hunted man.

Danlo remembered this too. He remembered it with a gasp of cold air and the hot
shock of adrenalin and the sudden quick pounding of his heart; in a stream of dark
and bloody images called up from his deepest memories he remembered the essential
paradox of his kind: that man was a predatory animal who had once been mostly prey.
He remembered that he should have feared this tiger. On the burning veldts of
Afarique, two million years ago in the primeval home of man, the fiercest predators
on the planet had been everywhere: in the tall grasses and in caves and hiding behind
the swaying acacia trees, always watching, always waiting. The tiger was the true
Beast of humankind, the avatar of Hell out of the dark past. The tiger was a killer —
but also something else. For it was the big cats, in part, that had driven human beings
to evolve. For millions of years the tiger and the leopard had chased men and women
across the grasslands, forcing them to stand upright and pick up sticks and stones as
weapons of self-defence. Out of fear of darkness and bright pointed teeth, man had
found fire and had made blazing torches with which to frighten these meat-eaters and
keep them at bay. The constant evolutionary pressure to escape nature and its most
powerful beasts had driven human beings to create spears and baby slings and stone
huts, ultimately to build cities and lightships and sail out to the stars. Looking out
across the darkening dunes at the tiger, Danlo marvelled at the courage with which his
far fathers and mothers and all his ancestors had come down from the trees and faced
the big cats, thus turning the possibility of extinction into evolution, death into life. In
the short moment that he met the tiger eye to eye — while the innocent lamb still
pawed the sand and trotted along unaware — Danlo saw the entire history of the
human race unfold. And the deeper he looked into the black, bloody pools of the past,
and into himself, the more clearly he saw the tiger's burning face staring back at him.
The darkness falling slowly over the beach did little to obliterate this vision. As the
light failed over the dunes and the dark forest disappeared into the night, still he could
see the tiger watching him. He remembered how tigers loved the night, how they
loved to roam and roar and hunt at night. It came to him suddenly that in this love of
walking alone beneath the stars, tigers were the true architects of man's fear of the
dark. All history, all philosophy had sprung from this fear. Darkness, for man, was
death — whether the endless death of being enclosed in a wood coffin or the sudden
death that came flashing out of the night in an explosion of hot breath and tearing
claws. Man had always dreaded darkness and thus worshipped light; the ancient
philosophers of the human race, in their beards and their fear, had made a war
between light and dark, good and evil, spirit and matter, life and death. This urge to
separate form from function, the sacred from the profane, was the fundamental
philosophical mistake of mankind. Human beings, in their mathematics and their
lightships, in their evolution into the universe, had only carried this mistake across the
stars. And human beings, though they might explode the stars themselves into billions
of brilliant supernovas, would never vanquish darkness or the terrible creations
hidden in the folds of the night.

As Danlo stared forever at the tiger across a hundred feet of darkening beach, these
thoughts blazed through his brain. The wind roared in from the sea, carrying in the
sound of thunder, and he fell into a keen awareness of the night-time world. Above



him were black clouds, black sky, the omnipresent blackness of the universe. Danlo
realized then how much he had always hated (and loved) dark places. Yet strangely,
like any man, he had always felt the urge to open the door to the darkest of rooms and
see what lay inside. Or open the door to his house and see what is outside, in the
night. And here, now, on this desolate beach, there was only a tiger. He looked at the
tiger's bright golden eyes blazing out of the darkness, and he remembered a line from
the Second Hymn to the Night: You are the messenger who opens mysteries that
unfold forever. He knew that the tiger would always be a mystery to him, as he was to
himself.

And now the night was opening this mystery, beginning to reveal it in all its glory.
Now, over the ocean, the storm was beginning to break. In sudden crackling bolts
appearing out of nowhere, lightning played in the sky, connecting heaven to earth. It
illuminated the beach in flashes of light. For a moment, the tiger and the lamb and the
other features of the world were revealed in all their splendour, and then the dunes
and the rocks and the sand vanished back into the night. During this brief moment of
illumination, while tiger's orange and black stripes burned with a strange numinous
fire, reality was charged with such a terrible intensity that it seemed almost too real.
With each stroke of lightning there was a moment of dazzle and then darkness. Danlo
had a deep sense of knowing that there was something behind this darkness, all vivid
and white like the lamb's snowy fleece, but he could not quite see it. The lightning
broke upon the beach, suddenly, mysteriously, and he marvelled at the way light came
from darkness and darkness devoured light. In one blinding moment he saw that
although tigers were truly creatures of darkness, this lovely tiger who waited for him
on the darkling dunes had everything to teach him about the true nature of light.

When the tiger finally sprang, it was as if she had been waiting a million years to be
released from a secret and unbearable tension. She flew forward in an explosion of
colours, all orange-gold and black and streaked with white, and attacked in a series of
violent leaps that carried her hurtling across the beach. Her paws hardly touched the
sand. Although Danlo had had almost forever to decide how to meet the tiger, when
she finally struck he had little time to move. In truth, he had nowhere to run, for there
was nothing but grass and sand all around him, and even if the tiger hadn't blocked
the way to the house, he could never have reached its safety before the tiger reached
him. Still, he thought that he should try to run, if only to lead the tiger away from the
lamb. He should save the lamb; if he and the lamb ran in opposite directions, then the
tiger might catch only one of them in her claws. It didn't occur to him, at first, that the
lamb was the tiger's intended prey, not he. But when he decided to drop the rope and
the lamb screamed out in terror, he knew. The tiger, in her astonishing dash across the
beach, was no longer looking at Danlo. Her golden eyes were now fixed straight
ahead on the lamb. Danlo immediately moved to place his body in front of the lamb,
but it ruined his plan by springing suddenly to the left and thus entangling Danlo's
legs in the rope. His feet slipped on the soft sand even as the tiger bolted toward them.
For a moment, as he stared at the tiger's wild eyes and the powerful, rippling muscles
that flowed like rivers beneath her fur, he remembered how, as a boy, he had once
stood beneath an icy forest and watched as his near-father, the great Wemilo, had
slain a snow tiger with nothing more than a simple spear. He remembered this clearly:
the silence of the winter woods, the clean white snow, the tremendous power of
Wemilo's thrust as his spear found the heart place and let loose a waterfall of blood.
But he had no knife, no spear, no time. In a second, the tiger would be upon him.
There was nothing he could do. All his instincts cried out for him to devise some
clever plan to flee or fight, and it nearly killed him to wait there in the sand as
helpless as a frozen snow hare. But then it came to him that there was always a time



to just stand and die, and he was afraid that his time had finally come. For surely the
tiger would kill him in her lust to get at the lamb. He thought to raise his walking
stick as a last defence, but against the power and ferocity of her attack, it would be
worse than useless. The most he might accomplish — and only with perfect timing —
would be to ram the sandy point of the stick into her lovely yellow eye. But this
would not discourage her; it would only enrage her and cause her to fall into a killing
frenzy, thereby dooming both him and the lamb. And more, such an injury could blind
the tiger on one side. The wound might bleed and fester; ultimately, it might cause the
tiger to sicken and die. He knew that he could never do such a deed. He remembered
his vow of ahimsa then, and he realized that even if he had hated the tiger, he could
never have harmed such a marvellous beast.

The tiger sprang through the air directly at the lamb, and he loved her: her rare
grace, her vitality, her wild joy at following the terrible angels of her nature. The
tiger, in her moment of killing, was nothing but energy and joy, animajii — the joy of
life, the joy of death.

Even the lamb, he saw, knew a kind of joy. Or rather, the lamb was wholly alive
with the utter terror to save his own life, and this sudden nearness of mortality was
really the left hand of joy. As the tiger fell upon him, the lamb screamed and
shuddered and jerked in the direction of the ocean in his blind urge to run away.
Danlo, who had finally fought free of the rope binding them, tried to come to his aid.
He too leaped toward the lamb. But the explosive force of the tiger's strike knocked
him aside as he collided with her. There was a shock of bunched muscles and bone, a
rage of orange and black fur and slashing claws. Danlo smelled the tiger's fermy cat
scent and caught wind of her hot bloody breath. Her glorious face, all open with fury
and gleaming white fangs, flashed in front of his. The lamb screamed and screamed
and tried to leap away dragging the golden rope behind him. Then the tiger sank her
claws into his side as she pulled him to the ground, and the terrible screaming
suddenly stopped. The lamb fell into a glassy-eyed motionlessness, offering no more
resistance. Again, Danlo leaped at the tiger, grabbing the loose skin at the back of her
neck and trying to pull her off the lamb. He sank his fingers into her thick fur, and he
pulled and pulled. The tiger's deep-throated growls vibrated through her chest; Danlo
felt the great power that vibrated through her entire body. Through the brilliance of
another flash of lightning, he saw the tiger open her jaws to bite the lamb's neck. He
remembered then how Wemilo had once been mauled by a snow tiger. Once in deep
winter, Danlo's found-father, Haidar, had brought Wemilo all broken and bloody back
to their cave, and Wemilo had told an incredible story. Even as Haidar had held a
burning brand to Wemilo's face to cauterize his wounds, this great hunter had claimed
that at the supreme moment of his ordeal, with the tiger tearing at him, he had felt
neither fear nor pain. He said that he had fallen into a kind of dreaminess in which he
was aware of the tiger biting open his shoulder but did not really care. The laying bare
of his shoulder bones, he said, seemed almost as if it were happening to someone
other than himself. And now, above the beach as the lightning flashed, as Danlo
pulled vainly at two handfuls of quivering flesh, this tiger was about to make her kill,
and Danlo could only hope that the lamb had entered into the final dreamtime before
death. All his life he had wondered what lay beyond the threshold of that particular
doorway. Perhaps there was joy in being released from life, a deep and brilliant joy
that lasted forever. Perhaps there was only blackness, nothingness, neverness. Danlo
wondered if he himself might be very close to following the lamb upon her journey to
the other side, and then at last the tiger struck down with her long fangs. Her teeth
were like knives which she used with great precision. She bit through the lamb's neck,
tearing open the throat with such force that Danlo felt the shock of tooth upon bone



run down the whole length of the tiger's body. Blood sprayed over the tiger's face and
chest, and over Danlo who still clung desperately to the back of the tiger's neck. The
lamb lay crushed beneath the tiger's paws, and his dark eye was lightless as a stone.
Danlo should have let go then and tried to run, but the tiger suddenly jumped up from
her kill and whirled about. With a single great convulsion of muscles, she whirled and
rolled and roared, trying to shake Danlo loose. She drove him straight back to the
sand. The force of their fall knocked his breath away. If the sand hadn't been so soft,
the tiger might have broken his back. For a moment, Danlo was pinned beneath her.
The tiger's arching spine drove back into his belly and chest nearly crushing him.
There was blood and fur in his mouth, and he could feel the tiger's powerful
rumblings vibrate deeply in his own throat. And all the while the tiger roared and
snapped her jaws and clawed the air. She continued to roll, spinning along the beach
until she pulled Danlo off and found her feet. She crouched in the sand scarce three
feet away. Her breath fell over Danlo's face. He, too, was now crouching, up on one
knee as he held the bruised ribs above his belly and gasped for air. He waited for the
tiger to spring. But the tiger did not move. During a flash of lightning, she found his
eyes and stared at him. It lasted only a moment, this intense, knowing look, but in that
time something passed between them. She stared at him, strangely, deeply, and at last
she found her fear of the mysterious fire that she saw blazing in Danlo's eyes. She
turned her head away from him, then. She stood and turned back toward the lamb who
lay crumpled in the sand. With her teeth, she took him up by his broken neck as
gently as she might have carried one of her cubs. The lamb dangled from her teeth,
swaying in the wind. Without a backward glance, she padded off up the dunes toward
the dark forest beyond, and then she was gone.

For a while Danlo knelt on the beach and watched the heavens. He faced west,
looking up at the black sky, listening to the wind and decided to say a prayer for the
lamb's spirit. But he did not know the true name of the lamb; on the islands west of
Neverness there are no lambs, nor any animals very much like lambs. Without a true
name to tell the world, Danlo could not pray properly, but he could still pray, and so
he said, 'Ki anima pela makala mi alasharia la shantih'. He touched his fingers to his
lips, then. His hands were wet with the lamb's fresh blood, and he opened his mouth
to touch his tongue. It had been a long time since he had tasted the blood of an
animal. The lamb's blood was warm and sweet, full of life. Danlo swallowed this
dark, red elixir, and thanked the lamb for his life, for giving him his blessed life. Soon
after this it began to rain. The sky finally opened and founts of water fell down upon
the beach in endless waves. Danlo turned his face to the sky, letting this fierce cold
rain wash the blood from his lips, from his beard and hair, from his forehead and
aching eyes. He scooped up some wet sand and used it to scour the blood off his
hands. As lightning flashed all around him and the storm intensified, he watched the
lamb's blood run off him and wash into the earth. He thought the rain would wash the
blood through the sand, ultimately down to the sea. He thought that even now the
lamb's spirit had rejoined with the wind blowing out of the west, the wild wind that
cried in the sky and circled the world forever.

That night, when Danlo returned to his house, he had dreams. He lay sweating on a
soft fur before a blazing fire, and he dreamed that a tall grey man was cutting at his
flesh, sculpting his body into some dread new form. There was a knife, and pain and
blood. With a sculptor's art, the tall grey man cut at Danlo's nerves and twisted his
sinews and hammered at the bones around his brain. And when the sculptor was done
with this excruciating surgery and Danlo looked into his little silver mirror, he could
not quite recognize himself, for he no longer wore the body of a man. All through this
terrible dream that wouldn't end, Danlo stared and stared at the mirror. And always



staring back at him, burning brightly with a fearful fire, was the face of a beautiful
and blessed tiger.



CHAPTER FIVE

The Miracle

Memory can be created but not destroyed.
— saying of the remembrancers

Danlo might have hoped that this encounter on the beach would have been his last
test, but it was not to be so. In arrays of ideoplasts glittering through the house's medi-
tation room — or sometimes in words whispered in his ear — the Entity said that he
must prepare himself for many difficult moments still to come. But She gave him not
the slightest inkling of the difficulties he might face, hinting only that, as with the test
of his faithfulness to ahimsa, part of the test would be his ability to discover the true
nature of the test and why he was being tested.

At first, after several days of walking the beach and looking for animal prints or
blood in the sand, he wondered if the Entity might not be testing him to see how much
loneliness he could endure. As much as he loved being alone with the turtles and the
pretty white gulls along the water's edge, he was a gregarious man who also loved
human company. With no one to say his name — with no one to remind him that he
was a pilot of a great Order who had once drunk cinnamon coffee in the cafés of
Neverness and conversed with other journeymen who dreamed of going to the stars —
he began to develop a strange sense of himself. In many ways it was a deeper and
truer self, a secret consciousness articulated only in the cries of the seabirds or in the
immense sound of the ocean beating rhythmically against the land. Once or twice, as
he stood in the waters near the offshore rocks, he felt himself very close to this memory
of who he really was. It was as if the ocean itself were somehow melting away the golden
face of his being, dissolving all his cares, his emotions, his ideals, the very way in which he
saw himself as both human being and a man. With the wind in his hair and the salty spray
stinging his eyes, he felt himself awakening to a strange new world inside himself. At these
times, he didn't mind that he had nearly forgotten his hatred of Hanuman li Tosh for
disfiguring Tamara's soul. But at other times he felt otherwise. Very often he stared out at the
endless blue horizon, and dreaded that he might forget his vow to find the planet called
Tannahill; possibly he might even forget his promise to cure the Alaloi tribes of the virus that
had doomed them. Such thoughts brought him immediately back to the world of purposes and
plans, of black silk and lightships and great stone cathedrals shimmering beneath the stars. He
remembered, then, his burning need to take part in the purpose of his race. He remembered
that although human beings would always need the wild, they would always need each other,
too, or else they could not be truly human.

One day, when he returned from a long walk around the rocky headland to the
north, he discovered that he was no longer alone. As was his habit, at dusk, he opened
the door to the house, pulled off his boots, and touched the second highest of the
doorway's stones, the white granite stone whose flecks of black mica and fine cracks
reminded him of one of the sacred stones set into the entrance of the cave in which he
had been born. Immediately, he knew that there was someone in the house. Although
the hallway looked exactly as it always did — just a short corridor of bare wall stones
and a red wool carpet leading to the meditation room — he sensed a subtle change in
the movements of the air, possibly a warmness of breath emanating from somewhere
inside. With a few quick steps, he hurried past the doorways of the empty kitchen, the
empty tearoom and the fireroom. He came into the meditation room. And there,
wearing a travelling robe of Summerworld silk, standing by the windows overlooking



the sea, was the only woman whom he had ever truly loved.

‘Tamaral' he cried out. 'It is not possible!"

In the half-light of the dusk, in a room whose fireplace was cold and black, he
could not be certain at first of her identity. But when she turned to him and he caught
sight of her lovely dark eyes, he could scarcely breathe. He could not see how this
mysterious woman could be anyone other than Tamara. She had Tamara's long, strong
nose and quick smile. Her hair, long and golden and flowing freely, was Tamara's — as
were the high cheekbones, the unlined forehead, each downy lobe of her little ears.
He thought he remembered perfectly well her sensuous red lips and the sinuous
muscles of her neck. She beckoned him closer, and he suddenly remembered that she
had once been a courtesan whose lovely hand gestures flowed like water. In truth, he
had always loved watching her move. Her limbs were long and lithe; when she
stepped toward him quickly and almost too easily, it was with all the grace of a tiger.
With more than a little irony, he remembered how he had always thought of her as
very like the snow tigers of his home: impulsive and playful and full of a primeval
vitality. She was a woman of rare powers, he remembered, and he ached to feel once
more the silken clasp and urgent strength of her body. He moved forward to embrace
her, then. And she moved toward him. Because their last meeting had been full of
sorrow and a great distance between their souls, he was afraid to touch her. And she
seemed almost afraid to touch him. But then, in less than a moment, they were
hugging each other fiercely, enfolding each other, touching lips and each other's face
with the heat of their breath. He kissed her forehead and her eyes, and she kissed him.
Now, despite all his hatred and despair, despite light years of empty black space and
the bitter memories that burned inside his brain, it seemed the day had finally come
for kisses and caresses and other miracles.

‘Tamara, Tamara," he said. He brushed his fingers lightly over her forehead. He
touched her temples, her eyes, her cheek, the pulsing artery along her throat. While
she stood very still, almost like a statue, he circled around her and cupped his hand
over the hollow at the back of her neck. He stroked her long golden hair and touched
her face, circling and looking at her deeply and always touching as if to make sure it
was really she.

'Danlo, Danlo,' she replied at last, and her voice was dulcet and low, just as he
remembered it. She pulled back to look at him and then smiled nicely. She had a
lovely smile, wide and sparkling and open, although slightly too full of pride. He
wondered why the outrages she had endured hadn't tempered her terrible pride, but
apparently the deeper parts of herself (and perhaps her surface happiness as well)
remained untouched by her misfortunes. She seemed as sweet as he had known her at
their first meeting, as warm and charming and full of life.

'l ... did not see you,' he said. 'When | came up the beach, I should have seen you
standing by the window.'

'Well, it's dark in this room. Through the glass, darkly, the reflections — you
couldn't have seen very much.'

‘But | did not even think ... to look inside the house.'

'‘But how should you have? You're not omniscient, you know.'

He smiled at this and said, "We used to joke that we were like magnets who could
always sense each other's presence.’

'We did, didn't we? Oh yes — and once you said that when we were together, we
completed something. A cosmic field of joy, of love, like a magnetic field — | the
south pole and you the north. I think you're the most romantic man I've ever known.'

Danlo stood close to her holding both her hands between his. He looked deeply into
her eyes and said, "You ... remember this?'



She nodded her head then smiled. 'l have so much to tell you. So much has
happened and I—'

'‘But how did you come to be here? In this house, on this planet, now, here — how is
this possible?'

'Please,’ she said. 'It's cold in this room — would you mind if we light a fire before
we talk? I've always loathed being cold.’

While Danlo stacked a few logs on the grate inside the fireplace, Tamara went into
the kitchen to prepare a pot of tea. She was familiar with the house, of course, much
more familiar than he. It did not take her long to return carrying a tray laden with a
teapot, honey bowl, silver spoons and two little blue cups. She set the tray down
before the blazing fire that Danlo had lit, then pulled up two cushions and set them on
the hard wooden floor in front of the fireplace, one cushion on either side of the tea
service. Because the meditation room was heating up rather quickly, she removed her
travelling robe and sat on one of the cushions. She invited Danlo to do the same. In
this way, sitting crosslegged on the soft cushions with the tea service between them,
they could look into each other's eyes as the fire warmed the sides of their faces.

"You must know | left Neverness,' she said. She took in a breath of air and then
hesitated a moment as if she was unsure of herself, or perhaps unsure of what she
could allow herself to tell him. 'After our last meeting, I couldn't bear being in a city
where | had so many memories — and where so many of the memories most important
to me were gone. The truth is, I think | was afraid of meeting you somewhere, on the
street or buying a plate of kurmash or even skating circles at one of the ice rings. I'm
sorry, Danlo. You must know why it was impossible for me to see you. You'd been so
much a part of my old life, before the fever burned my memories away — but my old
life was gone. | had to have a new life. To make a new life somewhere other than
Neverness. Sometimes, after | realized what I'd lost when 1 lost you, | wanted to die.
But even more, | suppose, | wanted to live. To love, to live —and live and live and
live until I was myself again. Oh, I don't mean | hoped I could get my memories back.
I never hoped that. But my sanity, my soul — I had to remember who I really was, if |
remembered anything. | was afraid I'd lost my soul, don't you see? So | left Neverness
to find it. That sounds so romantic, | know. So vain. Because you can never lose your
soul. It's always there if you look deeply enough. The love. The life. Even the
memories, too — they're always there, waiting, like pearls in a dark drawer. You were
right, after all. The master remembrancers were right, too. It's so strange that I had to
leave Neverness to learn that. It's so strange how my life led me here, halfway across
the galaxy, to you. I never thought I'd see you again. | never thought I'd love you
again, | never dared hope that. But love, to love and love without restraint, to be loved
— it's what we were born for, don't you think? It's what | was born for, Danlo. | never
really doubted that.'

While Tamara poured the golden peppermint tea into their cups, Danlo listened. He
did not interrupt or try to correct her when she ascribed her memory loss to the
Catavan Fever. He had never told of his discovery that it was Hanuman li Tosh who
had really destroyed her memories, not some manufactured mind virus from Catava.
He decided not to tell her now. This was her time for telling, not his. And so he sat
straight and quiet on his cotton cushion, sipping sweet tea from a little blue cup. He
listened to her tell of her journey from Neverness to Avalon and then on to
Larondissement, Simoom, Summerworld and Urradeth, where she had nearly lost
herself in one of the arhats' famous meditation schools. Finally, she said, she had
made her way to Solsken, that bright and happy planet which lies near the end of the
Fallaways. Of all the Civilized Worlds, Solsken is the nearest the galactic core, just as
Farfara is the farthest. The stars in the night sky of Solsken are as dense and brilliant



as grains of sand along a tropical beach, which is perhaps why the men and women of
Solsken worship the night as do no other people. On Solsken, during the season called
Midsummer's Dream, there are always festivals and religious rites lasting from dusk
until dawn. And there is always a need for musicians to beat the drums and play the
flutes and pluck the strings of the gosharps which sanctify the Dance of the Night.
Tamara, of course, in her training as a courtesan had gained proficiency with many
musical instruments. In fact, she had played with some of the best harpists in
Neverness: with Zohra lviatsui, Ramona Chu and once, even with the great lvaranan.
Although her talent for sexual ecstasy had vanished with the rape of her memories,
strangely her musical gifts had only deepened. And so the exemplars and ritual
masters of Solsken were very glad to have such an accomplished woman play for
them, and Tamara spent many nights singing the holy songs, using her perfect golden
voice as a precise instrument that vibrated through the sacred groves and resonated
with the strings of the great golden gosharps. In this way, she sang to her lost soul,
and with her voice alone plucked the ten thousand strings and made an unearthly
music — the mystic chords of the sacred canticles which the faithful believed to be
perfectly tuned to the wavelengths of starlight falling over the world. She might have
spent the rest of her life there beneath the brilliant stars of Solsken, dancing and
remembering and singing her sad, beautiful songs. But then one night, during the
Night of the Long Dance, a man dressed all in grey had come out of the multitudes on
the hillside and approached her. His name was Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian, and he said
that he had been sent to find her.

'l can't tell you how surprised | was,' Tamara said as she stirred a tiny spoonful of
honey into her second cup of tea. She would have preferred adding more, much more,
but she avoided sweets the way a speed skater might potholes in the ice. 'l had told no
one my travel plans. Before | began my journey, I didn't know them myself. | never
dreamed I'd come to Solsken — that was something of an accident. Or a miracle — I'm
not sure which. Oh, I do know, really, but this is hard to say. You see, I've come to
believe in miracles. I've had to. It's a miracle, | think, when a goddess takes pity on a
soul-sick woman and promises to heal her.'

At this, Danlo sipped his tea and nodded his head. He looked at her strangely and
asked, 'Do you know where we are, then?'

'Of course | do. We're on a planet made by the goddess — the Solid State Entity.
We're in the centre of this Entity, I think. This planet is there. Here — this Earth. Sivan
told me that after he introduced himself. He said that he'd nearly died in the manifold,
inside the nebula of the Entity where the stars are strange. In what you pilots call a
chaos storm, | think. He was very open with me. He said the Entity had saved him.
And in return, the Entity asked him if he would agree to save me. As a mission of
pity, of course, but I believe it was also supposed to be some sort of test. Sivan said
the Entity was testing him, as She did all pilots who come to Her.'

Danlo let a few drops of cool-hot tea roll across his tongue before swallowing. And
then he asked, 'And you believed this renegade pilot?"

'He prefers to be known as a ronin pilot. And yes, | did believe him.’

'But his story must have sounded ... utterly fantastic. Impossible.’

"Well, there was something about him.'

After waiting a moment, Danlo said, "Yes?'

‘There was something in his voice. In his eyes — | trusted him immediately.’

Danlo thought that Tamara, beneath her surface worldliness and charm, was one of
the most trusting people he had ever known. In a way she still had much of the inno-
cence and open-eyed joy of a little girl. He loved this quality about her. Despite the
mischances and sorrows of her life, she still deeply trusted people, and this made



people want to trust her in return. Danlo, too, was glad to trust most women and men
for the fundamental goodness of their hearts, though he often doubted much of what
they might say or believe. And so he might have doubted what Tamara told him
because there was something about her story that struck him as almost unreal. But he
could not doubt Tamara herself. She sat in front of the fire with her dark brown eyes
open to his, and there was something deep and soulful about her. He decided that as
an act of affirmation of the one woman whom he could ever truly love, he would
wilfully say yes to her judgement to trust the renegade pilot called Sivan wi Mawi
Sarkissian. He would say yes to the logic of her heart, though he still might doubt the
logic of her story.

"Then Sivan must have somehow known that you had journeyed to Solsken,' Danlo
finally said. The Entity must have known this to tell him.'

Tamara nodded her head and took a sip of tea. "Well, during my stay with the
exemplars, | attracted a good deal of attention. As a harpist, if not a courtesan. And
that's part of the miracle, you know. It's a miracle that | should have become slightly
famous at a time when the Entity was searching for me. | believe the Entity watches
all human beings on all the Civilized Worlds, but most especially, She watches for
famous men, famous women.'

'She watches," he agreed. 'She waits and watches — that is what the gods do.’

'Of course, but it seems that this goddess does much more.'

"Yes, She heals human beings of their wounds. But I ... thought that you wanted to
heal yourself.'

'Oh, at first | did," she said. 'But the truth is, | was never really happy on Solsken.'

‘Then you journeyed here as a passenger on Sivan's ship?'

'Of course — how could | not?'

‘Then Sivan found you on Solsken and you journeyed together — and all this in less
than fifty days?'

'l wasn't counting the days, Danlo. Who counts time in the manifold?'

'Solsken must lie ... at least twenty thousand light-years from the stars of the
Entity.’

'So far?'

‘Twenty-thousand light-years inward, coreward," Danlo repeated. 'And as far in
return. An entire journey of forty-thousand light-years — all in less than fifty days of
out-time.’

"Well, it's possible to fall between any two stars in the galaxy in a single fall, isn't
it? In almost no time? Isn't this the result of the Continuum Hypothesis that your
father proved?’

Tamara's knowledge of mathematics (and many other disciplines) had always
pleased Danlo, and so he bowed his head in appreciation of her erudition and then
smiled. He watched as the light from the fireplace illuminated the right half of her
face, and said, 't is true, my father proved the Great Theorem. It is possible to fall
point-to-point between any two stars — but only if a mapping can be found. Only if the
fixed-points of both stars are known and the pilot is genius enough to construct a one-
to-one mapping.'

'It's very hard to make these mappings, isn't it?'

'Hard? | ... cannot tell you. My father, it is said, was always able to construct a
mapping. And sometimes, the Sonderval. But for me, for almost all other pilots, the
correspondences, always shimmering point-to-point, the lights, the stars — truly, for
any two stars, there is an almost infinite number of possible mappings.’'

'l believe Sivan is a very great pilot,’ Tamara said.

'l ... know that he is,' Danlo said. He glanced over at the ghostly flames flickering in



the fireplace, and he remembered how Sivan in his lightship had followed him from
Farfara into the Vild. 'If he has mastered the Great Theorem, then he is the greatest of
all pilots, renegade or not.'

Tamara smiled at him as if she could look through the dark blue windows of his
eyes into his mind. "You don't want him to have such knowledge, do you? Such skill -
even genius?'

'No," Danlo said. He thought of Malaclypse Redring, the warrior-poet of the two red
rings who journeyed with Sivan, and he softly said, 'No, not a renegade pilot.'

'Perhaps the Entity found the mapping for him. From the star of this Earth to
Solsken. Mightn't a goddess know the fixed-points of every star in the galaxy?'

It is possible,’ Danlo said. "It is ... just possible.’

Tamara set down her tea cup then reached out to take his hand. She stroked his long
fingers with hers, and said, "You've always doubted so much, but you can't doubt that
I'm here, now, can you?'

'No," Danlo said. He smiled, then kissed her fingers. 'l do not doubt that.'

In truth, he did not want to doubt anything about her. It was only with difficulty
that he forced himself to play the inquisitor, to ask her troublesome questions and
prompt her to fill in the details of her story. She told of how she had said farewell to
the exemplars of Solsken, who, in appreciation of her services, had presented her with
a golden robe woven from the impossibly fine goss strings of one of the harps that she
had played. She had then sealed herself in the passenger cell of Sivan's lightship.
While Sivan found a mapping between the stars, she was alone with the silent roar of
deep space and her memory of music. She could not say how long the journey lasted.
But finally they had fallen out of the manifold above the Earth that the Entity had
made. Tamara looked out at the blue and white world spinning through space and she
was stunned by its beauty. They fell down through the Earth's atmosphere to a beach
of powdery white sands on a tropical island somewhere in the great western ocean.
There Sivan had left her. There, on the beach between the jungle and a lovely blue
lagoon, was a house. It was her house, she said, the little chalet of stone and
shatterwood which she had left behind on Neverness. Only now it had mysteriously
been moved across twenty-thousand light years of realspace — either that or somehow
exactly replicated. However the house had come to be there, she regarded its very
existence as a miracle. And inside was the true miracle, the greatest miracle of all.
Inside the house, in the tearoom on top of the low table, she found a golden urn and
simple cup made of blue quartz glass. Then, as she was rejoicing in finally returning
home, a voice had spoken to her. She heard this voice as a whisper in her ears, or
perhaps only as a murmur of memory inside her mind. The voice was cool and sweet,
and it bade her to take up the urn and pour a clear liquid into the blue cup. This she
did immediately. The voice told her to drink, and so she did, deeply and with great
purpose until the cup was empty. The liquid tasted cool and bittersweet, not unlike the
kalla that she had once partaken of in Bardo's music room on Neverness. But it was
not kalla, not quite. It was a medicine for her mind, she thought, some kind of elixir
as clear and pure as water. The drinking of it sent her into a deep reverie, and then
into sleep. She could not say how long she slept. But she had dreams, strange and
beautiful dreams of lying naked with Danlo by a blazing fire. In her long and endless
dreams, she felt the heat of this fire wrapped around her skin like a flaming golden
robe, or sometimes, entering her belly like a long, golden snake which ate its way in
sinuous waves up her spine. And then she dreamed of Danlo's deep blue eyes and his
golden voice and his long, scarred hands; she had dreamed that Danlo was holding
her, and playing his flute for her, and talking softly to her, always speaking to her
most fundamental desire, which was to come truly alive and awaken all things into a



deeper life. When she herself had finally awoken — after untold hours or days — she
found herself lying naked on the furs of her fireroom. She was cold and shivering on
the outside, in the hardness of her white skin, but inside all was fire and memory, a
haunting memory of all the moments she had ever spent with Danlo, and more, much
more, a secret knowledge of who she really was and why she had come to be. She
leapt to her feet to dance, then, to rejoice at this miracle of herself and give thanks for
the long awaited healing of her soul.

Soon after this, a lightship landed outside her house on the beach. She was bidden
to take passage on this ship. She couldn't say for truth if it was Sivan's ship for she
was not allowed to see its pilot. After entering the guest cell, unmet and alone, there
was a quick journey across the blue, peaceful ocean. The ship then fell to earth on the
beach just north of Danlo's house. While Danlo was taking his walk some five miles
to the south, Tamara had left this mysterious ship and walked across the beach. She
had found Danlo's lightship, the Snowy Owl, half-buried in the dune sands. She had
found the house. There, in the cold meditation room, she had waited for Danlo to
return. She had stood by the dark window all during twilight, watching and waiting
and remembering the lightning flash of recognition in Danlo's eyes the night that they
had first seen each other so long ago.

All this she recounted for Danlo as he sat before a different fire and drank three
cups of peppermint tea. Although he waited quietly with all the concentration of a
kittakeesha bird listening for a worm deep beneath the snow, many things about her
story disturbed him. For every question that she answered concerning her miraculous
appearance in the house, two more questions arose to twist their way into his mind.
For instance, not once did Tamara mention the warrior-poet who journeyed with
Sivan. What had happened to Malaclypse of Qallar, he of the two red rings? Had the
Entity separated the two men to test them, each according to his own strength and
purpose? Had the Entity recited poems to Malaclypse or perhaps trapped him on a
different beach to face a ravening tiger with nothing more than his killing knife? It
worried Danlo to think of the warrior-poet loose somewhere upon the planet. And
even more he worried that Sivan might survive the Entity's tests and ask a question
that he himself wanted answered. For surely Sivan would ask where he might find
Mallory Ringess. Tamara had hinted that Sivan had his own reasons for seeking
Mallory Ringess, perhaps no more than the simple hope of learning how to apply the
Great Theorem and thus to fall through the galaxy at will. Or perhaps he had other
reasons, deeper reasons. Sometimes, when Danlo descried the future and beheld the
terrible beauty behind the pattern of their lives, he feared for his father. Sometimes
this was his greatest concern, although it struck him as absurd that he should worry
over the fate of a god. Because if Mallory Ringess were truly a god, then would he
not keep his distance from pilots and warrior-poets and other human beings? Why
else had he left Neverness at a time when his fame and glory outshone the very sun?
No, Danlo thought, surely his father would never allow himself to be touched —
especially not by a warrior-poet who had come to kill him. The gods could not
countenance any violation of their godly selves. They might laugh at the conceits of
women and men, or they might love them or slay them, or sometimes, as with
Tamara, they might even lay their invisible hands on human flesh and heal them of
their hurts. The goddess known as the Solid State Entity, it seemed, liked to test
people — with knives or poems or promises of a happier life. As Tamara squeezed her
empty teacup between her hands, she hinted that the Entity tested people in order to
discover the possibilities of humankind. But who could really know? How could
Danlo know why he was being tested, if he was being tested, here, now, while he
enjoyed a cup of sweet mint tea with this blessed woman whom the Entity had



restored to him?

'l ... am glad that the Entity has brought you here,’

Danlo finally said. He put down his cup and smiled. "You seem so alive again. So
happy.’

'l am happy. Aren't you?'

"Yes, of course — but | am puzzled, too.'

'Why?'

'On the beach,’ Danlo said, 'on the rocks when the Entity wanted me to Kill the
lamb, She promised to tell me how I could find you. To restore your memories. But |
did not kill the lamb. I ... could not.’

Tamara put down her cup then slid the tea service a few feet across the floor out of
the way. With all the poise and grace of a master courtesan, she knelt on the wooden
floor tiles so that she could push her cushion up next to Danlo's. When she sat back
down again — with her spine straight and her feet tucked politely beneath her long
robe — her face was very close to his. She looked at him and took up his hands. Across
a short space of the firelit room, they looked at each other eye to eye, and Danlo
remembered that this touching of the eyes was one of the oldest of the merging yogas.
He felt her breath on his face, all warm and soft and sweet with mint and honey. He
remembered then how they had once breathed together for hours, synchronizing the
movements of their bellies in and out as they drew in streams of cool, sweet air.
Sometimes, they had breathed each other's souls all night in front of the fire, merging
eye to eye, and at last, when they could stand it no longer, coming together lip to lip
and belly to belly as they fell into the deepest merging of all.

'Perhaps the Entity did what She did out of compassion,’ Tamara said.

'Perhaps.’

'Is that so hard to believe?'

‘Compassion,’ Danlo said. "There is an Alaloi word for compassion. Anaslia — this
means suffering with. But why would a god wish to share anyone's pain?'

'l believe that the goddess healed me for you.'

'For me? Truly? But why?'

'l don't know.'

'But if this Entity were really a compassionate being, then wouldn't She have healed
you purely out of compassion for you?'

'Well, I believe She did. But how can either of us guess at Her deeper purposes?'

‘But I have to guess,’ Danlo said quietly. 'l must know ... how I am being tested.'

Tamara squeezed his hands together and said, 'If there's really a test, perhaps it's
nothing more than your willingness to accept a gift freely, without doubts. Without
doubting what you really know.'

'But | know ... so little.’

"You know that I'm here, don't you?'

'Yes,' he said. He looked at her strangely, then almost smiled. "It is you, isn't it?'

In answer, she ran her long fingernail over his scarred knuckles in the way she had
often done before losing her memories. She laughed softly and said, 'l think I'm
almost the same as when we met in Bardo's sunroom. I'm the same woman you gave
the pearl to, in this house — do you remember?'

'Do | remember? Do ... you?'

'l remember everything, Danlo.'

Truly?'

'l remember that we promised to marry each other.'

'l remember that, too.'

At this, she pulled his hand closer and pressed it to her chest, over her heart.



Beneath the softness of her robe he felt something round and hard, almost like a nut.
He remembered very well what this thing must be.

'Look," she said. 'l still wear it, do you see?"

She stood up and slowly undid the buttons of her robe and let it fall to the floor.
Between her naked breasts there dangled a single black pearl shaped like a teardrop.
The pearl — of a soft sable colour cut with streaks of purple and pink — made a fine
contrast with the whiteness of her skin.

'l ... see,’ he said.

Tamara sat back down on her cushion. At the sight of her sudden nakedness, Danlo
drew in a quick breath of air and felt a tightening in his belly. Because she liked to be
naked beneath her clothing, she wore no undergarments. The skin enfolding her body
from her toes to her forehead was wholly bare, a marvellous covering of flesh whose
smooth, ecstatic touch his fingers remembered so well. She was sitting back on her
heels, a difficult posture for many but one that she held rather easily due to the
strength of her long, naked thighs, her full hips, the long flowing muscles that stood
out along her spine. Her hands were folded neatly over the thick golden hair below
her belly, not out of any sort of modesty but simply because this was the most natural
way for her to sit. In truth, she was completely at ease with her nakedness. He
remembered very well how she loved going naked about her house at all times of day
or night. He had always thought that her instinct to bare herself to the world was one
of her most beautiful qualities. With her head held high and her long hair falling like a
curtain over her lovely shoulders, he was struck for the thousandth time by her
unbelievable beauty. She seemed mysteriously unsullied by the evils of her life, just
as he remembered her. He gazed at her for a long time to hold in his eyes the fullness
of her lips, the loveliness of her face. He remembered, then, how he had always loved
looking at her. He had thought that he always would. Only now, with the fire hot on
her skin, with the distance of light-years between them, he was beginning to see her in
a somewhat different light. She was still beautiful, of course, but her imperious nose
suddenly seemed too perfectly sculpted, her eyes a shade too dark, her dazzling smile
too full of passion and pride. There was something strange about her, he thought.
There was some terrible strangeness in her soul that he could see but could not quite
touch.

'It's beautiful,’ she said, putting her finger to the pearl. 'l remember when you made
this for me.'

'In truth, it was the oyster who made the pearl, not I.'

She smiled almost to herself, then ran her finger over the cord of the necklace,
which was braided of many long black and red hairs twisted tightly together. 'But it
was you who found the pearl and made the necklace?'

‘Yes.'

'‘And gave it to me as a marriage troth?'

"We ... promised that we would marry each other. Someday, perhaps farwhen —
whenever we could.'

'When you had completed your quest, and | had completed mine,’ she said. 'Do you
remember?’

'l think it is impossible ... that | could ever forget.'

'‘And | can't forget how | almost gave the pearl back to you,' she said. 'I'm sorry,
Danlo. That was so wrong. Because in a way, we've been married since the instant we
first saw each other.'

'l know," Danlo said. 'Since that moment — and perhaps even before.'

Tamara laughed softly at his strange ideas and his romanticism, which seemed to
please her greatly. And Danlo laughed, too, as they locked eyes and drank in each



other's delight. Then Tamara rose off her cushion and came over to him. It took her
almost forever to unzip his kamelaika, to slip her skilled hands between the fabric and
his skin and peel the clothing away from him. At the touch of her skin, there was a
rising heat in Danlo's belly, and he remembered how long it had been since he last lay
with a woman. There was a deep pressure in his loins, a surge of blood running up the
root of his membrum to the inflamed tip. In truth, he was too full of seed, much too
full of himself. Even if he hadn't been dying to die inside Tamara, it had never been
his way to refuse the gift of sexual ecstasy when offered by such a beautiful woman,
and so he pulled her gently down onto the cushions and kissed her mouth, her neck,
the soft golden hair falling down across her breasts. In the way she returned his kisses
— fiercely and almost desperately in the fervour of her lips — there was a hunger that
had never been there before. There was something new in their love play, almost an
awkwardness as if they had never entwined legs or felt the sweat of each other's body
before. Of course sex was always new, always a plunge into mystery and danger, but
not quite in this way. The newness he sensed in Tamara was not so much of touch or
technique or even emaotion, but rather of being, of the way that she dwelt inside
herself. It almost seemed that she was trying to hold on to herself, in the moment, as a
child might grasp a beloved doll. She pressed up close to him, and she grasped his
long, swollen membrum. She touched the scars there, the tiny blue and red scars that
had been cut into the skin during his passage into manhood. The play of her fingers
over him was exquisite and almost exactly as he remembered on their first night
together. And Tamara, in the heat of her hands and sweet panting breath, was almost
the same, t0o, as if she had never suffered the loss of her memories. And this was
strange because she had once forgotten him and everything about him; this wounding
of her soul should have been as much a part of her as her joy in being restored to
herself. But — although she had spoken to him in heartfelt words of great loss — in the
fire of her blood and flowing muscles, in the voluptuousness of her body, she seemed
to have no memory of suffering at all. He sensed that this wilful return to innocence
was somehow a betrayal of herself. Even as he kissed her lips and touched her
between her legs, he sensed that he was betraying her, too — much as if he were a pilot
journeying back in time to a younger and more innocent incarnation of herself.

He might have broken away from her, then. He might have caught his breath and
stood up into the cool night air, away from the sweat-soaked cushions where they lay.
But now, near the heat of the fire, Tamara was moaning and opening her legs and
pulling at him. And now he was moaning too, or rather, breathing so quickly that the
wind escaped his chest in a deep-throated rush of pleasure and pain. He could no
more keep himself from sinking down into her than could a stone cast into the sea. He
felt her pulling at him, with her hands and her eyes and the fullness of her hips; he felt
himself impossibly full with the heaviness of this blessed gravity. And then he was
falling, kissing her mouth and gripping her hand and reaching down with his loins
toward the centre of her body. As always in joining with a woman, there was a
moment of triumph. The thrill of entering her was intense and lasted almost forever.
The anticipation of sliding deeply into her was almost more than he could bear. There
was always the promise of new realms of ecstasy, of joining in a cosmic copulation
that would leave him empty in the eyes and loins and mind, so utterly empty that only
then could he become infinitely full of some deeper part of himself. So beautiful was
the pain of this possibility that his whole being concentrated on a single moment of
flesh pressing into flesh. As always, the hot wet shock of her vulva around him
electrified his muscles and caused him to gasp for breath and move deeper into her.
Such pleasure seemed too perfect to be real, and yet in a way it was almost too real,
for he felt the clutch and shudder of it in his hands and his throat and deep in his



belly. In rippling waves the rising tide of pleasure spread through his whole body. He
couldn't have stopped it if he had wanted to. In his joining with Tamara this way there
was wildness and joy, yes, but also a terrible inevitability. It was as if a secret force
had fired his nerve cells and seized his muscles. In truth, he was almost helpless
before forces that he could not control. Outside, there was wind and ocean, the far-off
roar of a tiger. And inside, inside the house, he felt the fire's heat licking at his skin,
while beneath him the fierce power and purpose of Tamara's body pulled him ever
deeper into sexual frenzy. He felt himself moving to ancient rhythms, rocking with
her and pressing up against her belly, rocking and moving and always moving to the
inward roaring of his blood. If he had been able to think, he might have seen that
there was something very strange in two people coming together this way to make
such pleasure. For a man to lie with a woman in the naked clasp of her body was truly
an exquisite madness. With her legs wide open Tamara rocked back and forth beneath
him, always rocking and panting and pulling at his hips, wrapping her hands around
him and pulling him into her. Danlo felt her fingers lock on to the tight bunching
muscles behind his hips, and he felt a deep sense of wonder that any human being
would so open herself to another. It was astonishing, too, that his deepest will would
drive him in toward the opening of her womb, to enter that blessed place of all danger
and desire. He gasped at the incredible audacity of penetrating her, of disappearing
into the soft, clutching darkness inside her. He was ravishing her, yes, and yet as he
moved to the convulsive rocking of her hips and felt her fingernails tearing lightly at
his back, it was really she who ravished him. She enraptured him; she captured and
engulfed him. In a perfect merging between man and woman, these senses and fears
should dissolve into an ecstatic liquid oneness, into rapture, into love. Indeed, much
of the joy in swiving each other was in overcoming the ancient opposition and discord
between the sexes, and thus allowing two separate selves to become as one. It was the
deepest of paradoxes that the self could find itself only in the other. Danlo, in his
plunge into the salty rocking ocean inside Tamara, should have found himself in her,
and so found the way to quench the terrible fire tearing him apart. In the sweat
streaming down her face, in the sweet liquor of her loins, in her pulsing blood, he
should have found the elixir to heal him of the wound that will not be healed.

This urge toward unity was very strong in him. He felt his heart's strong
contractions in his chest urging him to move; he felt himself urging in his belly and
his hips, urging him into her powerfully and deeply, always urging him toward life,
on and on. It did not matter that out of this urge and ecstatic union would come more
life, more suffering, and inevitably, more wounding in separation when their child
was born nine months hence and torn away from his mother in blood and pain. The
great wheel of life would spin on and on — there was no help for a child's cry, no way
to deny life's terrible urgency. And Danlo did not want to deny anything. In the heat
of his passion, with his breath coming in hard, quick gasps and his loins trembling to
be released of the terrible pressure inside, he was ready to accept all the sorrow and
suffering in the universe if only he could die with Tamara into a single moment of
screaming, shuddering ecstasy. Many times before, on Neverness, lying before a
blazing wood fire, they had found this blessed place together. Many times since then
he had dreamed of kissing her neck as he moved in perfect rhythm with her. Only
now, in the light of a different fire, even as she tore at his back and cried out in joy, he
knew that on this night there would be no true merging. He knew there would be no
oneness, no mystical union of their souls. He was not, at first, aware of where this
knowledge came from. But he had a deep sense of being engulfed against his will,
utterly consumed by Tamara's fierce inner fire. He felt this burning all through
himself. He felt it in her. He sensed that the temperature of her body was slightly too



high, not as in the normal heating up of the flesh in the sexual yogas, but as in a fever.
His body was the measure of hers, of her memory, of the true memory that lay deeper
than her mind. Once a time they had joked that their lust for one another was so great
that the very cells of his body loved the cells of hers. In his moment of orgasmic
release there had always been a sense that his sex cells were returning home to a place
of intimacy and utter love. All the cells of his body and hers: in the burning press of
skin against skin, in the moisture of her lips, in her vulva's hot silky clasp, he touched
her deeply, cell to cell. He licked her neck and tasted the sweat glistening there; it was
as salty as blood, and strangely, almost bittersweet like the remembrancer's drug. He
smelled the lovely musky scent of her body, which was redolent with strange
hormones and some other bewildering essence of her metabolism that he could not
quite identify. In this way, he sensed something about her. Perhaps it was a matter of
tender tissues pulling at each other, touching, the life inside their cells sending out
signals across thin walls of flesh. Perhaps the nuclei of his cells were somehow open
to secret messages encoded in hers. Somehow he sensed this deep cellular
consciousness of streaming plasma, energy pulsing through mitochondria, and
vibrating DNA. She moved beneath him quickly, too quickly, and her whole body
streamed with an intense consciousness of being. There was something wrong with
her consciousness, he thought, something wrong with her soul. In the way she grasped
at him with her burning hands, as if she were trying desperately to hold and keep her
pleasure all to herself, she seemed intensely self-conscious as she had never been
before. She seemed strangely alone with herself, watching herself. And watching him.
Although her eyes were tightly closed, Danlo sensed that she was somehow watching
him, even as he might study a butterfly delirious with a fireflower's sweet nectar. For
a moment, as she screamed in ecstasy and tore at him with her fingers, he stared down
at her lovely face. Even as he moved and moved to the quickening rhythm of her hips,
he stared at her and something strange, vast, and terrible stared back at him. It looked
deeply inside him, drinking in the light of his eyes, devouring the tissues of his soul.
And then he screamed, too, and they entered their moment together. Only there was
no true togetherness, just two frantically rocking and thrusting human beings tearing a
moment of feverish pleasure from each other's bodies. They cried out simultaneously,
not as one voice but as two separate selves alone with each other. They rocked and
they rocked through an endless howling moment, and they writhed and they
shuddered, and at last they collapsed in each other's arms, exhausted and completely
spent.

Later, as they lay in silence before the dying fire, as Danlo watched the light of the
flames reflecting from her sweat-streaked face, he remembered a saying that he had
once been taught: The surfaces outside glitter with intelligible lies; the depths inside
blaze with the unintelligible truths. He touched the scar on his pounding forehead,
then. He rubbed the salt water from his burning eyes, and he marvelled that the search
for the truth could leave him so empty and saddened and utterly alone.

CHAPTER SIX
Recurrence

Simulations cannot become realizations.
— Nils Ordando, founder of the Order of Cetics

Simulations must not become realizations.
- Horthy Hosthoh, founder of the Order of Mystic Mathematicians and Other Seekers



of the Ineffable Flame

During the following days there were other ecstasy-making sessions in front of the
fire, sometimes as many as five in one day (or night). Sometimes they would spend
whole nights locked and sweating in the lotus position while Tamara lightly raked his
eyelids and face with her fingernails and, like a tigress, bit softly at his neck. Despite
the intensity of these dangerous pleasures — and despite a hundred other techniques
for smashing the icy inner walls that separate two lovers — there never came the
moment of breaking through into that golden realm of oneness and true bliss that
Danlo had always cherished. And neither could they penetrate each other's deepest
self with mere words. In the morning, they liked to sit by the window in the tearoom
sipping coffee and talking as they watched the gulls fetch their meaty breakfasts from
the ocean. They talked while taking their stroll at low tide along the beach, and in the
fireroom before sleeping they talked in hushed and intimate tones. They talked
endlessly and sincerely about everything from the Entity's capriciousness in keeping
them prisoners on an unknown Earth to the universal nature of love; they opened their
hearts to each other, or tried to, but in some mysterious way they were as strangers to
each other.

In those dreadful moments of doubt when Danlo was alone in the house or down by
the ocean's lapping waves, he found that all his thoughts of her had come to involve
conflicting images and paradoxes: she was still the most beautiful woman he had ever
seen, but all too often her golden face fell dark and deep as space and was terrible to
look upon; she loved him with the same burning passion as she always had, and yet
sometimes when she touched him in her great need for love, her fingers were like
icicles stabbing into his heart. And then there was the deepest paradox of all. In some
way that he could not yet apprehend, Tamara was truly herself, and yet she was not.
She is not she, he thought. She was not quite the same Tamara that he remembered.
Little things about her disturbed him. To begin with, there was the matter of her
solitary, nocturnal walks along the beach. As they waited day after day for the Entity
to speak to them again and reveal the nature of their respective tests, it became
Tamara's habit to leave the house after midnight and wander the moonlit dunes by
herself. On Neverness, of course, her profession had required her to make many
journeys alone across the city's icy night-time streets. Danlo knew that Tamara was as
brave as any courtesan — as brave as anyone — and yet he had never suspected that she
liked skating along the Serpentine where it narrows down in the darkest part of the
Farsider's Quarter, where the wormrunners and other dangerous men (and sometimes
aliens) wait in the shadows of the brothels and whistle at any woman who passes by.
Tamara, he was beginning to see, liked dangerous situations, not for the sake of
danger itself, but rather for the sense of personal power that she gained in overcoming
her natural fears of the world. Tamara, on Neverness's sometimes deadly slidderies
and glissades, had always worn a little finger-gun, a spikhaxo, that murderous weapon
favoured by warrior-poets and other assassins. In fact, in another age, the warrior-
poets and the Society of Courtesans had once been the closest of allies, and it was the
warrior-poets who had taught women such as Tamara about ekkana and naittare and
other secret poisons. Like many of her sisters, when Tamara was out on an assigna-
tion, her spikhaxo was always loaded with several poison darts that she might fire into
the flesh of any man so foolish as to think he might accost a beautiful courtesan and
wrest a little grunting pleasure from her for free. And Tamara's darts were always
impregnated with the black ink of naittare, a poison so poisonous that within seconds
it would penetrate the blood-brain barrier and set off electrochemical storms in the
cortex akin to an epileptic fit. Except that, the chaos of the brain that naittare caused



was worse than any epilepsy; for it always killed, almost instantly, a horrible, hideous
death of popping eyes and foaming lips and limbs jerking to the whip of randomly
firing nerves. The agony caused by this drug was said to be even worse than that of
ekkana, and for the victim the dying lasted nearly forever. Tamara's willingness to use
naittare against men had never surprised Danlo because he understood the deterrent
effect of such a poison; over the last thousand years only a few courtesans had ever
fired a naittare-tipped dart at anyone, and these few instances were well-remembered
in the stories that the wormrunners told in the cafés and had caused even the most
depraved criminals to treat the courtesans with respect. But, on the first night that
Tamara walked alone by the ocean's edge, Danlo was astonished to see her loading
these deadly, black darts into her spikhaxo. And Tamara was astonished at his
astonishment. She cited the tigers that hunted the beach at dark as reason enough for
such precautions; who knew better than Danlo, she asked, about the tigers who preyed
on innocent lambs? And Danlo did know about tigers, of course, but he could not
understand why Tamara didn't carry a sheshat or some other kind of tranquillizer dart
that would instantly immobilize a large predator and render it unconscious but would
not kill. After all, there was no deterring one tiger by causing the hissing, screaming
death of another. After all, Tamara loved animals, especially cats, whom she regarded
as the most graceful and beautiful of all animals. Danlo would have thought that
Tamara would do almost anything to preserve an animal's blessed life.

Her response to Danlo's bewilderment was strange. As he watched her carefully
slide a black sliver of death into the finger-gun's chamber, her face fell lovely and
ruthless in intense concentration at the task at hand. When she had finished, she
pulled the black spikhaxo glove over her fingers, looked up at Danlo and said, almost
jubilantly. 'I've always loved your faithfulness to ahimsa, you know, but I've never
quite been able to share it. If a tiger hunts me, should | be afraid of killing him? I've
always dreaded being afraid. I've always dreaded killing anything, but there's always
killing, isn't there? Oh, dear Danlo — sometimes it seems that life is nothing but killing
and death.’

In the fire of her dark brown eyes and the beautifully controlled passion of her
voice, it almost seemed that she sought the chance to slay a tiger, to experience
deeply the extreme peril of life. In a way, this was consistent with her purpose as both
courtesan and woman. As long as she could remember, she had sought to live more
deeply, more truly, and thus to awaken herself to a new way of being. Unfortunately,
her inborn temperament and love of life often worked against this goal. Tamara loved
all the things of life, and she could never get enough of it, whether it be sex or food,
music, drugs, wine, or dance, or conversation, maithuna, rock collecting or
intellectual gourmandizing. So keenly did she love the tastes, colours, sounds, and
textures of the world that when she was younger, she had often found herself moving
from one pleasure to another with all the restlessness and energy of a bee flitting
among a field of wildflowers. It was her natural tendency to abandon any activity
precisely at the moment when she began to feel tired or bored. Her meditation
masters, appreciating her almost bodily hunger for excitement and ecstasy, had
warned her that she possessed something of a ‘monkey mind', a talent for leaping
agilely from one branch of experience to another — but never holding any one experi-
ence very tightly or very long. They meant this as no insult, but rather an appreciation
of the strengths and weaknesses of her wonderful vitality. Their criticisms, however,
had devastated Tamara. From the very beginning of her novitiate as a courtesan, when
she was a shy and nervous girl only twelve years old, she had vowed to overcome the
flightiness of her mind. She found within herself immense desires for love and ever
more life, and yet she found as well an immense will to control those very desires. All



through her novice years and even into her time as a voluptuary, with a ferocious
discipline that impressed the elder sisters of her Society, she cultivated for herself a
new mind, a 'dolphin mind' as she called it, a way of diving deeply beneath the waves
of her life's experience in order to drink in the essence of whatever task or pleasure
engaged her. Whether dancing or washing dishes or memorizing the formulae for the
methyl-tryptamine series of poisons, she learned the art of concentration, the ecstasy
of details. She learned to pay attention to things. And most of all, she learned to enter
into any new experience with all her natural verve and zest coupled with a marvel-
lously intense awareness of the world. And so it shouldn't have surprised Danlo to see
her strap the spikhaxo onto her lovely hand and step out beneath the full moon onto
the beach, but nevertheless he was surprised. The logic of Tamara's life demanded
that she experience everything possible as deeply as possible — but human beings are
nowise consistent, and their lives are patchwork robes sewn together from various
incongruities, whimsies and passions. And compassion. The real Tamara, Danlo
thought, the blessed woman whom he remembered so well, would fight like a fury to
save her own life. She would fight a tiger — fight all the demons of hell — to protect
those she loved. In truth, she could kill, would kill, at need, but she would never seek
out fighting or killing for its own sake merely to know what it was like to kill. The
real Tamara, he felt certain, in this one instance would hold illogic and compassion
closely to herself as tightly as she had grasped his body at their first mating.

After much contemplation and discussion — and the delicate probing of the extreme
facility with which Tamara recalled her past — Danlo decided that there must be some-
thing wrong with her memory after all. It was not that her memory was not good. In a
way, it was much too good. At times, her memory of the moments they had shared
was as clear and pure as glacier water, and it was this very purity of memory that
disturbed him. For Tamara, unlike himself, had never possessed anything like a
perfect memory, and even if she had, her clear recollection of their first meeting or
their last all-night dance session bore none of the depth nor murkiness nor hidden
currents of real memory. When he looked into her quick, dark eyes, he saw a vast
distance between the things she remembered and her most intimate feelings for those
things. She seemed to have all the memories that she should have had, but they
somehow failed to connect her with her deepest self or with the most vital and
beautiful moments of her life. It was almost as if she wore her memory too lightly, as
if it were nothing more than a glittering golden robe that she might remove at any
time and replace with something more pleasing. But real memory, Danlo thought, was
more like naked skin inextricably fused with the body, or rather, it was all deeper
tissues and bone and nerves connecting every part of one's bodymind. He decided,
then, that the Entity had healed her poorly, or at least incompletely. Perhaps it was
part of his test that he discover this. Perhaps this strange goddess was testing the
depths of his perception and compassion. But test or no, he must find a way to restore
Tamara so that she was truly herself again. He had known this since the moment that
he first learned her memories had been destroyed. Somehow he must help heal her —
and if this was no part of the Entity's test of him, then it must be his test of himself, of
his faith, of his prowess, of his ability to love unconditionally and completely despite
the flawed nature of Tamara's soul.

One night, as they were sitting by a driftwood fire down on the beach not far from
Danlo’'s lightship, as Tamara stared into the dancing flames and held his hand beneath
the thick red blanket that covered them, Danlo looked at her and asked, "Would you ...
like to practice some of the remembrancing attitudes with me?'

Instantly, her hand tightened in his, the same convulsive squeezing of her finger
muscles that would have triggered the spikhaxo glove to fire a dart if she hadn't taken



it off before sitting with him. She turned to him in puzzlement. 'It's been a long time,
hasn't it? But why would you want to remembrance now?'

In the light of the fire, her eyes were dark liquid pools full of doubt and hurt. He
thought that he should be careful of what he said. He thought that he should remind
her of why she had once taken an interest in the remembrancer's art. Perhaps he
should speak of the courtesans' dream of waking up the cells of the human body, of
awakening the whole bodymind so that a new kind of human being might be born. In
this way, he might ease her into the attitudes of gestalt and imaging and so trick her
into remembrancing herself. And thus into healing herself. As he looked into her soft,
trusting eyes, he saw that he easily might have accomplished this little deceit. But he
could not bring himself to lie to her. His was the guile of guilelessness, and so after a
long time of looking at her, he finally said, '‘Because it would be a way ... toward the
union that we've always talked about.'

'One soul,’ she said. 'One soul in two separate bodies.'

'Do you remember the night we first breathed each other's soul?'

She nodded her head and smiled. Once, on a brilliant night of snow and starlight after
they had promised to marry each other, he had held his mouth over her nose and lips,
breathing out while she breathed in. And then she had held her mouth over his. In this
way, which was the way of Danlo's brothers and sisters among the Alaloi tribes, their
spirits had passed into each other and interfused to become one. 'l remember,' she
said. 'But why should we seek backward in remembrance for this union?'

'Because we were ... so close.'

Tamara squeezed his hand more tightly. 'I've never been as happy as | am now.'

'l think you would remain here forever, if you could.'

'In our house,' she said. 'With you, here, forever — I'd love that.'

‘Then you would never return to Neverness?'

'No, never,' she said.

'Have you forgotten your calling, then? Once a time, you wanted to wake people
up, their cells, their ... souls. You wanted to wake up the whole universe.’

At this, she laughed beautifully and looked down toward the ocean shimmering in
the moonlight. She breathed in long breaths of salt air and listened to the pounding
waves for a moment before saying, 'That was before | came here. There's something
about this Earth just as it is — it's already awakened, don't you see? And while I'm
here, by the forest, by the water, | feel as awake as I've ever been, perhaps as | ever
could be. I don't care about the rest of the universe, Danlo. How should I care?'

Danlo looked down the beach where his lightship gleamed darkly beneath the stars.
During the time since his planetfall, the wind had driven sheets of sand up against the
diamond hull, half-burying it in a new dune that built a little higher every day. And
every day, upon awakening at first light, he promised himself he would dig his ship
free in preparation for the moment when the Entity permitted him to continue on his
journey. But he always found other things with which to occupy himself, whether it
be cooking elaborate meals with Tamara in her kitchen, or dancing with her in the
meditation room, or joining on the floor of the fireroom to work their way through the
many hundreds of positions of the sexual yogas. Sometimes his lack of mindfulness
and his fading sense of duty alarmed him. Sometimes, on those bittersweet nights
when Tamara fed him bloodfruit and tea and cried out in a strange voice during their
love play, he forgot about his mission to the Vild, even forgot that the dying Vild
stars were part of a greater universe whose boundaries were measureless to man.

'Sometimes," he said, 'on this world, after | wake up in the morning and listen to the
ocean ... itis as if I am still sleeping. Sometimes | look at you, breathing, lying so
peacefully next to me, and you seem so far away. And then I feel so strange. So ...



alone. I wonder if I could ever truly understand you.'

'l just want you to be happy — is that so hard to understand?'

‘But | am ... almost happy.'

'‘And sometimes when we're together, you're almost sad, too.'

'Yes.'

'Is that why you want to practice remembrancing together?'

‘There was a moment." he said. "The moment when we first saw each other. That is
where everything began. Your eyes, the light, the love, in that moment — it was as
brilliant as the sun. Do you remember? | would recapture that moment, if I could.'

Beneath their wool blanket, in front of the smoky fire, Tamara turned to face him.
She looked at him for a moment and then she said, simply, 'I've always loved you. |
always will.'

‘Tamara, love is—'

‘Love is like the sun,’ she said quickly. 'Like the sun, at first — it's all fire and
brilliance.'

Danlo looked up into the blue-black sky a moment before asking, 'And then?'

"The sun that burns too brilliantly does not burn long. It explodes, you know. Or it
consumes itself and dies.'

'No, no," he said softly, 'love can never—'

‘A love that lasts is more like the sunset,’ she said. 'Even as the brilliance fades, the
colours deepen.’

'But there must be a way to keep the brilliance,' he said. 'If you look deeply enough,
inside the deepness, there is always fire, always light.'

'Oh, Danlo, Danlo - if only that were true.'

"It is true," he said. 'Shall | show you?'

"You would take me into one of the remembrancing attitudes?'

He nodded his head as he looked at her face all warm and lovely in the light of the
fire. 'l would take us into recurrence — we could relive the moment that we first saw
each other.’

'Isn't it enough that we remember this moment?’

'But ... to see each other, as we were. To be ourselves again, as we truly are — this is
everything, yes? If we relive our first moment together, then we can begin truly to
live again, to love again, all the moments of our lives.'

'I'd love that, but..."

‘Yes?'

‘I'm afraid.’

Yes, he thought as he caressed her fingers, she was afraid, he could see the dread
(or awe) of some terrible thing flickering like fire across her face. He thought he
understood the nature of her fear. Once before, out of a vain desire to preserve her
memories, she had lost him — and lost as well everything most sacred to her. He
thought he understood her secret, then. She, this beautiful woman who sat before him
with love pouring out of her eyes like water, had an immense gift for love. But her
attachment and identification with this primeval emotion was so great that she was
always afraid of losing it. This was the secret of her soul, that despite the ecstasies
and little affirmations of her life, it would all be meaningless without love.

'But there is nothing to fear," he said at last. "Truly, in remembrance, nothing is lost.’

‘Then why do | dread it so?"

'l ... do not know," he said. He turned to gaze at the fire, and in the flash of the
leaping flames a startling thought came to him: She is afraid because she is not quite
herself yet. Because there is always fear inside fear.

'l dread it," she repeated. 'And yet | think I long for remembrance, too. And that's so



strange. Because if | already remember everything about us, what more is there to
know?'

'But there is always more to memory,' he said. "There are always memories inside
memories.'

She considered this for a while, and Danlo thought that she might be afraid of
where her memories would lead her. She was afraid of something that he could not
quite see, perhaps something dark and disturbing out of her past that was invisible to
her as well.

'l used to love the remembrancing ceremonies, didn't 1?' she said.

"Yes, you did.’

'Do you think we could make a ceremony together, by ourselves?'

'l had hoped that we could.'

'‘But we've no kalla, have we?'

Danlo smiled at her and said, 'Kalla is just a drug. A key that opens the memories.
But there are other keys, other ways.'

‘The ways that Thomas Rane taught you, the secret ways of the remembrancers that
you always said you'd show me?'

'‘And | would have — but there was so little time.’

'‘But now we've all the time in the world.'

'Yes,' he said. "Time. Time is one of the keys, dissolving time. | would like to take
us back to the time we first met eyes. The moment. It was the moment when | fell into
love with you.'

She removed her hand from the blanket and touched his face. She touched his lips,
his eyes, the scar cut into his forehead. She looked at him for a long time. And then
she said, 'If we remembrance together, if we actually relive this moment of failing, it
might be different to what you'd hoped. | might be different, you know. You might
see me as | really was — or as | really am.'

'‘And how are you, truly, then?'

'How could I know? How could anyone ever know?'

'But you will always be yourself, yes? You will always just be you.'

'Perhaps, but—"'

‘And | will always love you,' he said. 'l always have.'

'Oh, Danlo, Danlo — I hope that's true.'

The following morning they began their preparations for a private remembrancing
ceremony. Of course, they might have tried entering the attitudes immediately and
without much formality, but they decided that this would be unwise. Tamara was
none too eager to relive her life, and she knew that in remembrancing there was
always danger. She knew that the remembrancers, over the millennia, had established
many techniques and rules of order to minimize the dangers of delving deeply into the
mind; since she was a great respecter of rules, she was quite willing to follow the
remembrancing guidelines precisely and with great attention to detail. As for Danlo,
although wildness was his wont and he was always ready for extreme states of
consciousness and being, he understood that there was always a time for planning and
taking exquisite pains with one's work. In truth, he loved the work of readying
himself for remembrance. And he loved rites and ceremonies of all sorts, especially
those employing the time-honoured technologies of the mind which over the
millennia had lost none of their vitality and were often effective in guiding one
straight toward the mystical heart of the universe. And so he willingly joined Tamara
in the purification of their house. With damp rags he wiped the dust from the stones
along her windowsill in the tearoom, and from the lacquered black tea table and from
every other object or surface in each of the rooms. He helped Tamara scrub and polish



the wooden floors so that they smelled of lemon wax and shone like mirrors. While
Tamara went into the forest to gather wildflowers for the blue vase that stood in the
meditation room, he set out the candelabra and burned incense, the marvellously
pungent buddhi sticks that cleansed the air of positive ions, dirt, noxious chemicals,
or any sort of gaseous pollution.

The cleansing of their minds began soon after this. With meditation they purged
themselves of anger, fear, hatred and sorrow — all the doubts and distractions that
might keep them from remembrance. For most of three days they tried to hold this
deep, quiet, dear, meditative consciousness, and they did little other than stare at the
burning candle that Tamara set out on the floor of her fireroom. They took little food
or drink, they slept little, and they engaged in sexual passion not at all.

With Thomas Rane, on many snowy winter nights, Danlo had studied the more
fundamental techniques for entering the remembrancing attitudes. There are sixty-
four attitudes, from imaging to eidetics to syntaxis. Over five thousand years, the
master remembrancers have devised many formulae for the sequencing of the
exercises which prepare the mind for the attitudes. These ancient formulae can be
hideously complex. Depending on the initial attitude to be entered and the final
attitude desired, according to one's age, sex, personality type and a hundred other
variables, the remembrancer will work out a formula and strictly follow this
preparatory programme, changing exercises and initiating new ones as often as ten
times in a single hour. This, the formalists say, is the soul of the remembrancers' art.
However, a second school of remembrancers, known as the constructivists, were
always trying to refine the traditional formulae and create (or construct) new ones.
And then, of course, there were the radical remembrancers and revolutionaries who
wanted to junk the whole arcane and cumbersome system.

Only a few maverick remembrancers, such as the great Thomas Rane, had ever
managed to break free from the ideologies of these schools. It was Thomas Rane's
genius to respect the formalists and give them their due, even as he took the best of
the constructivists' discoveries and used them with power and insight to go places that
the radical remembrancers only dreamed of. It was Thomas Rane who had begun to
articulate the mysterious sixty-fourth remembrancing attitude, or 'the One Memory’,
the final attitude that would somehow complete all the others. Thomas Rane
conjectured that the remembrance of the Elder Eddas and the sixty-fourth attitude
were really one and the same and had devoted his life to the exploration of this
theory. He had sought the entrance to it wherever and however he could and it was he
who had taught Danlo the use of kalla and the more difficult remembrancing attitudes
such as recurrence. Thomas Rane, while honouring the ancient formulae as keen
insights into the workings of human memory, believed that each remembrancer must
find for himself the ideal sequence of exercises to enter any particular attitude. This
faith in the individual remembrancer's self-wisdom was his pride and his passion.

So it was that when Danlo prepared Tamara and himself to enter recurrence, he
devised his own sequence of exercises. Over most of a day, he breathed with her, and
be danced with her, and he played for her the long, deep notes of his shakuhachi — not
rigidly according to some dry old formula, but rather moment by moment and paying
close attention to the colours of her voice, the fire of her bottomless eyes, the rhythms
of her brain and heart. He paid attention to himself. In this way, breathing and moving
and inhaling the scent of each other's soul together they entered deep into the marvellous
sixty-first attitude that the remembrancers know as recurrence.

That is, they almost entered this attitude deeply. When their time came for
remembrance, they sat on the meditation room's beautifully polished floor, which was
so warm and smooth that it was like sitting on silk. Before them, on the round table,



was a large blue vase overflowing with lovely, pink rhododendrons. Before them, too,
arranged in their stand in four concentric rings, almost floating above the floor, there
were thirty-three long white candles tipped with red-orange flames. And so before
them, as the remembrancers say, there were flowers and fire, but behind them there
was only memory. As above so below, inside and out, and it would be their task that
night to take that which was behind them and place it before their eyes that they
might see a single moment of time as it truly was, as it always would be.

After passing through the attitudes of sequencing and dereism, they entered into
eidetics, where the shapes and colours of various remembered things are seen as
clearly as a five-pointed eveningstar blossom held a foot in front of one's face.
Eidetics is like a key unlocking the door of recurrence, and it opened Danlo to a
moment in false winter two years past when he had stood in a long room full of
paintings, sulki grids, wine glasses, and bowls of steaming food. He saw himself
eating from a plate piled high with golden kurmash grains while he regarded the
beautifully-dressed people all around him. Even as he sat on the floor of Tamara's
meditation room with his eyes tightly closed, he stood at the far end of this glorious
room so distant in space and time. And then he was no longer watching himself gulp
down huge mouthfuls of kurmash. He sensed a break in space, a snapping of time, a
vastening of consciousness almost like a light being turned on in a lark room. His
sense of himself sitting by Tamara and listening to her slow breathing dissolved
utterly, and when fee opened his eyes he could no longer see himself because he was
suddenly inside himself, as if he had mysteriously incarnated once again into that
wonderfully infolded matter behind the deep blue eyes of his younger self. He no
longer saw himself regarding fat, old Zohra Bey and the beautiful Nirvelli; he saw
these famous people directly, standing before him across a few feet of cool, dear air.
It was as if he were truly seeing them for the first time. The intensity of his vision
took his breath away. It occurred to him that he was looking upon this room with a
much greater clarity and sense of reality than he had possessed two years before. That
is the miracle of memory, that even though we stumble through our lives as
sleepwalkers lost in a trance, a part of us remembers deeply and perfectly all that we
do.

Once again he listened to Zohra Bey tell the young woman standing beside him of
his famous journey to Scutarix (he was the first and only human ambassador to have
survived a mission to that incomprehensible world), and Danlo saw him finger the
hairy mole on his jowly old cheek. Danlo thought that he hadn't paid any mind to this
rather one-sided conversation, but apparently he had. He had sensed many things
around him that he was sensing truly only now. Before him, a few steps away, the
cool and elegant Nirvelli stood surreptitiously watching Danlo through the curved
glass of the wine goblet from which she was drinking. The earrings that she wore
were wrought of Gilada pearls, perfectly spherical and priceless, and their perfect
whiteness made a stunning contrast against her shimmering black skin. There were
sounds all around him: sizzling meats and clicking chopsticks and a waterfall of
laughter and bright, bubbling human voices. He noticed that Zohra Bey, for all his
ugliness, had a wonderfully mellifluous voice — though in truth, it was really much
too sweet, like honey mulled in a fine old wine. And the kernels of kurmash that he
crunched between his teeth were really much too hot, seasoned as they were with the
flame peppers grown on Summerworld. He sensed other flavours in this marvellous
dish, especially the faint zest of quelqueche, which was his first taste of this rare and
expensive alien spice. At that moment, with his eyes watering and the tissues of his
mouth on fire, he felt that he could sense everything about everyone in the room, per-
haps everything in the universe. Next to him, almost behind him, a vacant-eyed



wormrunner was grasping one of the room's many sense-boxes. Danlo suddenly felt
moist, hot lips pressing against his face, the coolness of silk in his hands. And this
was strange because he knew that he held a plate of kurmash in his hands and his lips
were touching only air. Once a time, this sensory pollution leaking out of the
wormrunner's little black box had been almost below his threshold of awareness, but
now he was aware of it all too keenly.

And then he looked across the room past all the brilliant men and women, past
great pilots such as Radmilla Diaz and the Sonderval, and he knew what it was to be
truly aware. A moment earlier he had almost heard the thunder of the dying stars out
beyond Farfara and Perdido Luz, but now, for him, the entire universe had narrowed
to a single woman standing tall and graceful in a sea of faceless people. He had seen
Tamara Ten Ashtoreth ten thousand times, in meetings and memories and dreams;
and yet he was all too aware that he had never truly seen her before. It was as if a
flash of lightning had illuminated her hands, her dark eyes, her lovely face — perhaps
even her very soul. She burned with an earthly beauty, and she was nothing but fire
and light. Inside her where her heart beat, she was full of animajii, the wild joy of life
which she could barely contain. He marvelled at her incredible strength and will to
live. He felt this primeval hunger of hers like a fire burning in his own belly. Tamara,
he sensed, would always hold onto life more fiercely than a tiger gripping a struggling
lamb in its claws, and yet she inhabited life gently, deeply, as naturally as a fern
growing in the forest. And life inhabited her fully, consuming every part of her. She
was overflowing with vital energies like a star bursting with light. It was this rare and
splendid vitality of hers that pulled at his heart and fired all the nerve cells of his
body. As with her so with him: He felt himself burning with animajii, too, burning as
brightly as any star. It was the moment in his life when he first became aware of how
limitless the possibilities of life might be. And for the first time, he became aware of
how very aware other people were of him; he could see it in their faces, in the way
they lifted their eyes toward him as if stealing cautious glances at the sun when they
thought that his attention was elsewhere. They looked at Tamara this way as well.
The two of them were like double stars whose radiance filled the room. Like stars
they were full of terrible beauty and immense gravities, and it was inevitable that their
souls should pull at each other and cause them to seek each other out. There was a
moment when she began to look at him across a mere fifty feet of space. It was a
moment of blazing awareness almost too brilliant to bear. Deep in remembrance, in
the eternal light of recurrence, he saw something that he had once seen at the very
beginning of his love for Tamara — but never allowed himself truly to see: in the
moment that they had first touched eyes, he had known that their love for each other
would cause them the greatest of suffering. There was torment and death deep inside
Tamara's eyes, perhaps inside his own. But in his sudden rushing sense of
immortality, in the wild passion of his youth, even as he began to fall, he was ready to
endure all the fires of hell for a single moment of love. Love is blind, not innocently
and lightlessly blind like a babe floating inside his mother's womb, but intentionally
blind, wilfully, like a scryer who puts out his own eyes. All this Danlo saw at last,
even as he foresaw that someday all their agony and suffering would be redeemed by
love, by life. And seeing this he almost beheld the true Tamara, she of the terrible
beauty, whose purpose was love and beauty, and something more: love inside love,
beauty born of ever deeper beauty. But he could not behold her, not yet; he could not
quite hold onto the beautiful memories that lived inside him. Now, in this long lovely
room that existed only in remembrance, they were beginning to meet each other's eyes
again for the first time. This should have been a moment of love, of light, of secret
understanding. As she turned her head to look at him, he could almost see the little



black circle at the centre of her eye that would let in the light of his soul. Only now,
as they began their endless and terrifying fall into love, a simple smell destroyed the
moment. In truth, it was not a simple smell at all, but rather the hormones, esters,
sweat, sweet amino acids, the essence of tangerines — the essence of Tamara's scent
that some part of him had been aware of before he had even seen her. These were the
molecules of memory floating in the air, waiting, the hundred different fragrances that
a deep part of his brain assembled into a kind of scent-mosaic of Tamara. He had
always been keyed into the nuances and subtle colours of this extraordinary scent.
And now one colour had grown much too strong, much too bright and he smelled the
steely red acridness of sweat and fear. Now this smell was like a red-hot knife being
driven up his nostril into his brain. For the ten thousandth time, he opened his eyes.
But he was no longer in a faraway room on Neverness two years past, but rather in
Tamara's clean meditation room all warm and bright with the burning candles. He had
finally fallen, yes, but not into love. He had fallen out of recurrence. In truth, he had
fallen out of remembrance altogether, and so had Tamara. She sat across from him
with her eyes wide open, looking at him. Her forehead was beaded with sweat, and
her moist neck glistened in the candlelight. She looked long and deeply at him, not in
love, but in failure and fear. It was as if she had almost seen some deep part of him
that she desperately wanted to see, but, like a thallow chick unready to fly away from
her nest high in the mountains, had turned away from this terrifying abyss at the last
moment. As if she had turned away from herself.

'I'm sorry, Danlo.’

'Do not speak. Not ... yet.'

Tamara looked at the blazing candles and wiped the sweat from her face. Softly she
said, 'I'm sorry, I'm sorry.'

'Shhh, be quiet. There might still be a way for us ... to return.’

'But | don't want to return. | can't.’

‘But we were so close, he said.

'No, no - please.'

From Danlo's first night of drinking kalla, he knew that there are always things that
a person will not willingly remember. Tamara, he thought, in her plunge into the
dangerous waters of remembrance, had finally entered the fleeing stage where she
couldn't help fleeing herself. All men and women will find in remembrance,
somewhere in themselves, some dark and dreadful thing that they must flee from or
die — or so it seems. But Tamara was still liminal, still on the threshold of
remembrance, though he didn't think that she had achieved full recurrence, as had he.
Danlo could see this in her dark, disturbed eyes. A simple word from him or a few
moments of silence might move her back into herself, gently back into the current of
memories that flowed beneath her surface fears. He could not, however, take her or
force her where she would not go. This is the first and last rule for anyone who would
guide another into remembrance. Not even Thomas Rane would dare force anyone
through the shadows and the writhing worms of memory down to that place of
blackness and unknown possibilities where the truly terrible things dwelled.

"It is all right," he said. He moved over across the floor so that he sat behind her,
holding her. 'Itis all ... all right.'

She was quiet for a while as she leaned back into his arms, back against his chest as
it rose and fell. Her head was pressed back against his lips, and he smelled the lovely
thick fragrance of her hair as well as the bitter sweat that ran down her neck. Then she
broke away from him. She stood up and went over to the candles. One by one she
snuffed them out. Thirty-three times Danlo heard the hiss of water vaporizing, and
there came the sickening smell of incompletely burnt wax. Soon the room was full of



darkness; its only illumination the starlight streaming in through the windows. In this
faint, cold light, Danlo watched Tamara move over to the vase of rhododendrons. She
grasped the stem of the smallest flower, which she quickly broke off. She took his
hand and pressed this beautiful flower against his fingers. And then she said, 'I'm
sorry. I'm so sorry — we were very close, you know.'

Later that night, as they were sleeping on the soft furs of the fireroom, Tamara's
dreams began. Danlo came awake to the restless turning of Tamara's body next to
him; he lay in the darkness stroking her silky hair and listening to her heavy, uneven
breathing. And then she began to whimper and murmur strange words that he could
not understand. As she cried out in her nightmare, he held his fingers lightly over her
lips lest her spirit escape into the room and wander the world in darkness and con-
fusion and thus become so hopelessly lost it might never return. He felt her hot breath
against his fingertips, and he bent over her to kiss her fevered head. And then he
whispered, 'Shhh, mi alasharia la, shantih, shantih. Go to sleep now, my woman, go
to sleep.’

But she did not go to sleep, or rather, she did not descend into the cool, deep,
healing embrace of dreamless sleep, which according to the Alaloi way of thinking
(and that of the cetics, to0), is the one and only true sleep that a human being can
know. She dreamed vivid, shaking, sweat-streaked dreams; sometime toward morning
she came awake screaming out of one of her dreams, screaming and gasping and
clutching at Danlo as she held her head against his chest and sobbed. When she could
talk, in a quavering voice, she told him of her dream, of how she had fought a
murderous, slashing knife-fight with a man who had no eyes. She had killed this man,
she said. Beneath a sky with three red moons as full and round as drops of blood, she
had stabbed her killing knife into this terrible eyeless man, and then she had cut his
heart out of his chest.

"It was so real," she said. They were sitting up on the furs, now, and Danlo was
holding her hands. Her eyes were full of tears, and she said, 'lI've never had a dream
that was so real.'

Danlo listened to her talk about her dream, paying particular attention as she
described her feelings of terror and exaltation at having to fight beneath these three
ominous moons. From her description of the moons' configuration — they loomed low
in the sky and their centres formed an equilateral triangle — he surmised that she had
dreamed of the infamous red moons of Qallar. And this was strange, because, as she
admitted when he told her of this, she had never seen a foto of Qallar nor had she
known that this deadly planet was even graced with moons.

"It was as if | wasn't really dreaming at all,' she said. 'Just after I ... after I'd killed
this man, I looked up at the moons. I could almost feel them pulling at me, the
gravity. I could feel the blood on the knife. The wetness. The heat of it — it was really
quite horrible, you know. Oh, the whole dream. It was as if | was awake inside my
dream, as if I was living this horrible murder moment by moment as it happened and |
couldn't wake up because | wasn't asleep, | wasn't dreaming at all. In a way, it was as
if I was reliving it all again, over and over. I'm not really sure how that's possible. But
it was so real, too real — too real not to be real, and that's what frightens me because
when | squeeze my hands together, | can still feel the heart there all bloody and
slippery. And alive — it was still beating when I held his heart in my hands, and | can't
forget that Danlo, I'll never forget.'

For a long time she stared into Danlo's eyes, all the while squeezing his hands
between her hands as if to reassure herself that she was now truly awake and that he
was as real as the hard wooden tiles beside the furs on which they sat. And then
Danlo said, "You know about the sixtieth attitude, yes?'



'I'm not sure.’

"The remembrancers call it dreaming recurrence. It is one of the recurrence
attitudes. Like the sixty-first attitude, it is reliving one's memories — only while
dreaming instead of being awake. It is possible that you have only descended from
waking recurrence into this attitude.’

'But if 1 was only dreaming,’ she said, 'then what | dreamed wasn't real.'

She looked at him hopefully, searching in his eyes the way someone lost at sea
might search the sky for a familiar star. When he saw how full of fear she was, he was
almost afraid, too.

'No," he said softly. 'No, sometimes dreams are real. Sometimes we dream our
memories. And in the attitude of dreaming recurrence, our memories are so real that it
seems we are living them again. In a way, we are living again. Ourselves. Our ...
lives. There is no time. Truly, no time — what was real is real. It always will be.’

Tamara thought about this, then said, '‘But I've never been to Qallar. I've never
killed anyone — I know | haven't. I know. How could this be anything more than a
dream? How could this be a real memory?'

'l ... do not know.'

'Oh, Danlo - it can't be a memory, can it? Whose memory? Not mine, please, say
you don't think it could possibly be mine?'

But Danlo couldn't say that because it would be untrue. Neither, however, could he
quite understand how she had remembered such a thing. For the count of a hundred of
his heartbeats he sat holding her hand and stroking her hair. He listened to the ever-
present sound of the ocean beating against the beach outside. And then, for the ten
thousandth time, he thought: She is not she. Over many days he had repeated this
phrase in his mind almost as he would a mantra. She is not she, she is not she — the
sound of these words rose and fell inside him like waves beating through his
consciousness. He knew that in these four simple words there was a deep truth. He
had known this from the moment that he had first thought them. Only now, watching
her as she sat weeping over her terrible dream, he sensed that this terrible thought
might be literally true, that she was really not she in a way beyond mere metaphor,
beyond even the metaphysics of selfness and identity. She is not Tamara — this
thought was like lightning in his brain, and the pain of it was all the greater for his
knowing that he had known this all along. For too long his eyes had known this, and
his hands, and even the rhythms of his heart. He touched her hair, then. He touched
the tears running down her face. He sensed that her flesh was not Tamara's, and
neither were her memories or her soul. But if this was true, then who was she? Where
had she come from? What was the soul of this strange woman who sat grasping at his
arm and looking to him for an answer to the mystery of her life?

She is who she is, he thought. But she is not a human being, not truly.

In truth, she was something other than human, some-thing less, perhaps something
more — and although this conclusion was hateful to him (and astonishing) logic had
led him to believe this as surely as the track of blood upon the snow might lead a
hunter to a wounded animal. Danlo had been born with a keenly logical mind, and he
loved logic even when he loathed the ways that others some-times misused this
dangerous tool. "You use a razor to shave with," his Fravashi teacher had once said.
'‘But to smell the essence of a fireflower, it is better that you should use your nose.'
Logic was the keenest of the mind's razors, but it could cut at only what the intuition
and senses knew to be true. And what did he really know? This Tamara was not the
same woman he had loved on Neverness, and therefore she was something other.
What was she? He was not sure. He did not think that she could be a slel-mime, for if
someone such as a warrior-poet had used programmed viruses to destroy and replace



her brain cells with neurologic circuitry, then surely her memories and sense of her-
self would be very different from the real Tamara's. If her brain had been truly carked
this way, then surely she would have betrayed the robot-like behaviour that is the
hallmark of this hideous transformation of human being into computer. Similarly, he
thought it impossible that she could be a slel-clone. If someone had slelled her DNA
in secret and used this sacred matter to grow a clone resembling the real Tamara, then
surely her mind would have been programmed for some hideous purpose, as the
minds of slel-clones always are. In all his time with her, he had sensed no such
purpose or programming. Then, too, a slelled clone would bear the same DNA as did
Tamara. The tells of her body would be the same. And they were not the same —
whenever he touched her, the cells of his body sensed a subtle but vital difference
between this woman and the real Tamara, and he trusted the truth of this intuition. For
an otherwise rational being such as Danlo to make such an affirmation was quite bold,
but it was the time in his life when he was coming into his truth sense, that marvellous
faculty of knowing which lies latent inside all women and men much as a shih tree
waits to break open from an acorn.

She has been slelled, but not from matter — not from DNA. She has been slelled
from my mind.

It was possible that in the forty days that Danlo had waited for his last test to begin,
the Entity had created a woman who looked like Tamara. It was surely within Her
powers to imprint this Tamara's brain with the various emotions, habits, motor
functions and bits of knowledge that would enable her to function as a mime of
human being. Even the warrior-poets and other modern engineers could make this
kind of human being — if one considers such soulless creatures human. But the Entity
had done something much more than this. She had done something that no modern
engineer (nor even the god-men of Agathange) could do. From almost nothing She
had created a mind that was almost human. To accomplish this feat of godly carking,
She must have imprinted the Tamara's brain, not according to some information holo-
gram or computer map of the real Tamara's brain, but almost solely from Danlo's
memories. Danlo had a marvellous memory of Tamara's experiences, sensibilities,
mannerisms, dreams, and a billion other things about her life — even her pronunciation
of certain favourite words, the way she drew out the vowels as if she delighted in pro-
longing the utterance of these words as long as possible. And the Entity must have
known all this.

She is almost she, Danlo thought. And | have almost remembered her.

Some time toward morning, after Tamara had finally fallen into a true sleep, Danlo
lay awake next to her watching her breasts rise and fall like swelling waves upon the
sea. He counted her breaths while he wondered at this beautiful woman whom the
Entity had made. It occurred to him that the mind of a woman (or a man) was
infinitely more complex than the dark world that spun silently beneath him, pulling at
him with such crushing gravity. The human brain-mind, with its shimmering
webwork of a hundred billion neurons and trillions of interconnecting synaptic
pathways, was among the most complex creations in the universe — in some ways
more complex than even the neurologic components that make up the brains of the
galaxy's gods. He did not think it was possible, even for a goddess, to duplicate
perfectly such a blessed creation. Certainly any attempt to mime Tamara as the Entity
must have done was doomed to fail. In the harsh light of the new day he could see
this, as clearly as he could see salty tear-tracks marking Tamara's cheeks. The
problem was with his memory. No matter how exactly he called to mind every aspect
of Tamara's selfness and soul, the real Tamara, the one and only true Tamara, was
much more than he remembered — possibly more than he could remember. Once a



time, after Hanuman had destroyed (or stolen) Tamara's memories of their life
together, Danlo had offered to imprint her brain from his own memories. He had
hoped to heal her memory, thus healing her mind. Out of love and despair he had
made this hopeless proposal, never realizing what a terrible thing he was doing. But
now, watching Tamara's breath ruffle the shagshay fur pulled up beneath her chin, he
knew. Even supposing that Tamara was a perfect incarnation of his memory of her
(and she was not), he realized that his memory was far from perfect. From their first
moment together, he had seen her not through the flawless lens of deep reality, but
rather as through a million broken bits of glass stained with all the colours of his
consciousness. As he looked at Tamara and brushed the golden hair away from her
face, he thought of a saying of Thomas Rane's: We do not remember things as they
were; we remember them as we were. This Tamara remembered their life together in
too much the same way as he did — he had been blind not to see this earlier. What was
wrong with this lovely woman who lay sleeping beside him was that she was too
much a reflection of himself, of his own mind. And what he had truly loved about the
real Tamara was her otherness, that unknowable essence of her soul that he had
sometimes glimpsed but had never quite managed to capture in his memory.
Ironically, he had remembered almost everything about her except the only true and
important thing, and he realized that he could never quite grasp this mystery any more
than he could keep a beautiful bird trapped in his hands without destroying it.

'Oh, Tamara, Tamara,' he whispered as he touched her warm, red lips, 'where are
you? What are you, truly?'

Over the next set of days and nights, Tamara's dreams grew ever more terrifying
and strange. There were cosmic dreams unlike anything she had ever experienced
before. Once, she dreamed that her body was nothing more than a ball of molten
nickel-iron, spinning in space, pulsing in red waves through utter emptiness like an
abandoned heart; once she dreamed that her brain was so full of fiery images and
agony that it exploded in an expanding sphere of light and death, thus becoming the
first of the Vild's supernovas. And there were the more personal (and disturbing)
dreams where she relived the eating of unfamiliar meats and foods and heard again
alien blood musics that she was certain she had never heard before. She dreamed of
men whom she had never seen before, hard and beautiful men with violet eyes and
quick, sensitive muscles that jumped like electric eels at the slightest stimulation or
touch. These murderous men were thought to be smooth between the legs, but she
knew that they were not, for once, on a night of strange hot winds and firewine, she
had seduced a young man named Leander and lay with him beneath the three red
moons hanging low in the sky. It had been her first time with a man, and nearly the
last, for when three of Leander's cell brothers found them together on the grass, they
cursed him for breaking his vows and cut him to pieces with their long, killing knives.
They would have Killed her too, but she was good with her knife, so good that she
blinded one of the brothers with a lightning slash to the eyes and disabled the other
two before escaping through the towering black thorn trees that surrounded her and
tore open her flesh. There was blood streaming from her breasts like red milk, and
blood in her eyes, and blood burning its way up between her legs into her womb. In
all her dreams there was blood, especially in her worst dream, which occurred again
and again, sometimes as often as thrice in one night. In this dream, a terrible orange
energy ran through her body and brain and twisted her sinews, her nerves, her bones,
carking her into the form of a beautiful tiger; dreaming this flaming image of herself,
she could always feel her fingernails growing out as long, killing claws, the trembling
of her muscles along her belly, the burning hunger to kill that was all torment and
desire and was concentrated into gnawing pain between her shoulder blades. Once,



she woke up out of this dream with blood in her mouth and on her lips; she came into
consciousness writhing and screaming and biting at her tongue — and clawing at
Danlo's face when he came up close and tried to hold her. And then, when she saw
that she had scratched open a bloody red gash on his cheek, she wept for a long time,
pressing her forehead against Danlo's forehead with such desperation that he wanted
to weep, too. After she had stopped weeping — with her tears stinging like sea salt in
the little wound that she had made on his face — he looked at her and said, 'It will be
all right.'

'No, no,' she said. 'I'm afraid to go to sleep at night. And I'm even more afraid of
waking up insane.’

"You are not insane.'

‘Sometimes, it's almost as if | don't know who I am.’

"You are you,' he said simply. "You are ... who you are.’

'Sometimes when | look at myself in the mirror, when I look for myself, there's
nothing there. What's happening to me? Oh, Danlo, Danlo — what will | do?'

Danlo took her down to the ocean, then. In the shallows at the edge of the beach, he
saw to it that she washed the blood from her mouth and hands. He himself laved
handfuls of dark, salt water over his cut face. The water was as cold as ice but it
burned his flesh like fire. They stood on the hardpack for a long time, shivering and
watching the waves come and go. It was a day of grey clouds and a mist so fine that it
floated down from the sky like an endless silken robe. Looking out through the early
morning mist, Danlo could barely see the shape of Cathedral Rock where it loomed
all black and menacing somewhere before him. Somewhere, in this soft and
impenetrable mist, there were gulls and other birds, for Danlo heard them crying out
as if blinded and lost at sea. Tamara, too, was still crying, not obviously in a spasm of
voice and breath, but rather in the deeps of her dark, liquid eyes. She was crying for
herself, he thought; as all people do, she was crying for what she might have been, for
what she someday still might be.

After a while, she said, 'Sometimes, when I've stopped sleeping in the morning, I
feel as if I've died and my waking life is only a dream. Sometimes | wake up, and I'm
afraid I'm only awakening to a new phase of the dream, waking up inside the dream,
over and over, this hideous, endless awakening. Sometimes I'm afraid there's no way
out.'

Danlo picked up a flat stone half-buried in the sand and cast it into the ocean. It
made a satisfying ‘plop' and disappeared into the dark water. 'There is always a way
out," he said. 'Or a way ... further in.'

'Oh, Danlo - I can't live this way.'

Danlo looked for his lightship down the beach, but the mist was so dense and grey
that he could not see it. 'If you would like, I could ready my ship for a journey. We
could try to leave this world — I could take you back to Neverness.'

'No, I'll never leave this world. I can't, don't you see?'

With a snap of his arm, he cast another stone into the water. It skipped three times
over the dull, smooth surface before sinking beneath a wave. He looked at her and
said, 'l ... do see.’

'l can't live anywhere else, not like this,’ she said. 'l feel as if I'm dying.'

'No," he said softly. 'It is just the opposite.’

'Sometimes, after one of the dreams, | feel as if | want to die." At this, she looked
out at the cold water where he had cast his stones. ‘Sometimes | want to walk out into
the ocean and drown. If I can't live as | have, with love, with joy — why should I live
at all?’

'‘Because,’ he said simply, 'life is everything.'



'Once a time, | thought that too,' she said. 'Once | wanted to taste every food grown
on every world from Solsken to Farfara. | wanted to see every world in the universe,
if I could live long enough. | wanted to go to Kateken and see the singing caves, and
to Agathange. | wanted to love every beautiful man I could. I've always loved love,
and I've really lived for nothing else, but how can I love when all | want to do is fall
down screaming and die?'

Danlo moved closer to her and touched the tiny water droplets clinging to the
downy hairs along her cheek. 'Please ... live.'

'But I'm not really living, not like this.'

‘Then live as you will.’

‘How?'

'Only you will know," he said. 'But there might be a way ... in remembrance.’

'Oh, no - please, no.'

'l am sorry," he said. "This will be hard for you.'

"You can't really know.'

"You have often said that you feel incomplete, that you always are on the verge of
discovering some great thing about yourself.'

‘That's the theme of all my dreams. That's the sense I have, you know.'

'l believe that it might help to relive your birth.'

'‘My birth? But why?'

'‘Because that is where everything began. That is where the secret of your life must
lie.'

"You sound so sure.’

'l ... am not sure. In remembrance there are never any certainties.'

She took hold of his hand and dug her fingernails into the hard callouses that she
found there. 'l was born in my mother's house — don't you remember? You'd take me
back to that? I don't know if I could bear to ever see that house again — and | think it
would Kkill me to see my mother.’

'l ... would take you back to the moment of your birth," he said evasively. For a
while he watched her shivering in the cold mist. Although he sensed that this birth
would destroy this Tamara that he loved, he did not hesitate to propose a second
ceremony of remembrance. 'l will help you find the way.'

'I'm so afraid.’

'l will not let you die.’

She was quiet for a moment as she looked into his grave, dark eyes. And then she
said, 'Oh, Danlo — I'm afraid for you, too.'

Danlo smiled at her, but said nothing. He listened to the moaning of the whales far
out at sea, and he did not tell her that he was afraid for both of them, and for all things
that had ever suffered the pain of being born.

CHAPTER SEVEN

She

If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do
not bring forth what is inside you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.

- Jesus the Kristoman, from the Gospel of Thomas

As before, they prepared for remembrance. They brought fresh flowers into the house
and spent several days doing the exercises that Danlo designed. This time, it was only
Tamara who would relive a part of her life, and so Danlo would be free to guide her



backward through the stages of her ontogenesis from fertilized ovum to adult human
being. Therefore, he selected a different sequence of exercises than before. He saw to
it that she executed these exercises perfectly. On the evening of her remembrance, he
lit the thirty-three candles and sat with her on the floor of the fireroom. He looked
about them to make sure that he had left nothing undone. Before them, the
rhododendrons were perfectly arrayed in their blue vase. The wooden beams gleamed
with golden light, and good smells floated all around them: orange essence and
charcoal, warm skin and salt air and silk. It was with a smell or rather a taste, that
Danlo initiated Tamara's return to the sixty-first attitude of recurrence. After guiding
her through many rounds of difficult breathing exercises, he reached into the pocket
of his kamelaika and removed a blue vial filled with plain sea water. He opened the
vial and held it up to Tamara's lips. 'Drink this," he said. "Taste the ocean inside; this is
what it was like before you were born.'

And so Tamara drank a few drams of water that Danlo had scooped up earlier from
the ocean outside their house, and Danlo told her that it was time to begin recalling
the first conscious memory of her life, which they had previously discussed in great
detail. Strangely, this memory also involved sea water. In Tamara's earliest conscious
memory, when she was perhaps four years old, she was sitting alone in the kitchen of
her mother's house. It was a huge kitchen of stone and steel and other hard things, but
it was always warm, always full of the smells of mint tea, honey, spices, kurmash and
roasting bread. On this snowy winter day, late in the afternoon, Tamara sat on the
marble floor playing with jars of water. To her right was a clear jar of distilled water
that her mother used in the rather forbidding cleansing ceremonies performed in the
facing room deeper in the house. On her left was a blue jar half full of sea water
imported from Sahasrara. When Tamara's mother cooked her huge, steaming potfuls
of kurmash on feast days, she always added a little of this rare water to enliven the
dish and impart the flavour of her family's home world. But on this unforgettable day
out of Tamara's memory, Tamara was using the water for a different purpose. It was
the day when she had first understood death. As a lively and imaginative child, she
had always been terrified of dying (sometimes too terrified to sleep at night) and she
had always wondered where she would go when light went out of her eyes and the
readers of her church took her body away to be burned at the end of the
incomprehensible ceremony of vastening. The idea of simply disappearing like the
light of an extinguished candle, of never being again — this utter annihilation and
neverness of her life was as inconceivable to her as it was terrifying. Most of all, she
couldn't bear the possibility of her love for her mother simply vanishing, for this love
was her life, and to be separated forever from her was too terrible to contemplate. So
intense was this love that she didn't realize how much she hated her mother, too, not
even when the imperious Victoria One Ashtoreth stormed into the kitchen and caught
Tamara playing with her precious water. Tamara, with her little but clever hands, had
just succeeded in pouring a quantity of the salt water into the clear jar. She was
sipping from this marvellous mixture when her mother saw what she was doing and
gasped in astonishment and betrayal. She spoke no words of rebuke; neither did she
strike Tamara as any other astrier mother would have done. She only looked at
Tamara with her blazing, scornful eyes, and this single look was enough to tear open
Tamara's heart. And so she was never able to tell her mother of her brilliant
discovery. She never explained that when salt water was poured into the clear jar, it
vanished from sight, yes, but the taste of salt spread out and pervaded the distilled
water and would never go away. As with salt and water, so with life, and Tamara
wanted desperately to tell her mother that although her life's consciousness might
someday flow out of herself back into the world, it could never be destroyed. But the



practical Victoria One Ashtoreth was not interested in the metaphors or metaphysics
of a four-year old. In a clear and cold voice, she bade Tamara clean up her mess. She
told Tamara that it was time that she was taught cooking so that she might learn to be
careful with valuable things. Thereafter, on each feast day when Tamara sat at table
with her father and her twelve sisters and brothers, as punishment for her
transgression, her mother never failed to thank her for helping to prepare the sacred
kurmash that they ate. And with each bite of the faintly salted kurmash that her
mother placed in her wide and beautiful mouth, Tamara thought of how she had
carefully measured the salt water into the huge steel pot in which their family's
kurmash was always cooked. With each swallow of food that Victoria took, Tamara
imagined that her mother was consuming Tamara's love for her, for despite the anger
between them, she never stopped loving her mother, and she always prepared the
kurmash with infinite care. It was her secret hope that her infinite love would
somehow infuse her mother and transform her into a kinder and wiser woman. But it
never did. Her mother remained a parsimonious taskmaster who demanded strict
adherence to recipes, and Tamara was never able to add enough salt water to the
kurmash to flavour it fully.

And she was never able to talk with her mother about love or death or any of life's
other mysteries. It was only years later that her mother finally explained that when a
worthy astrier was on her deathbed, her mind was encoded as a program and stored
within the electron flows of their church's vastening computers. The human mind, her
mother said, was a kind of program that could be preserved almost forever this way.
Therefore Tamara must continually cleanse herself of evil thoughts and negative
programs lest she be found unworthy of this cybernetic heaven and the church elders
denied her the grace of vastening. She must continually strive for perfection in her
life, her mother told her, or at the end of her life she would have no more life, never
again — only blackness, nothingness, neverness. But Tamara remembered very well
the day she had clanked jars and spilled salt water on the floor of her mother's
kitchen. After this, she never trusted anything her mother said, nor did she ever accept
any of the doctrines of her church. Somewhere inside her was a deep knowledge that
she could never die, even when her heart was pounding inside her chest and she was
close to dying — even when she was terrified of death.

'Oh, Danlo, Danlo!" Suddenly, she cried out these three words as she lay on the
floor of her meditation room. Her fists were clenched, and her whole body trembled
as with terrible cold. Her eyes were tightly closed as she whispered, 'No, no — I can't!’

'Shhh, be quiet now," Danlo said. He sat beside her massaging her temples, touching
her eyelids. 'Just remember.'

Gradually, the tremors tearing through Tamara's body subsided. She fell still and
utterly silent as she descended down through memories that Danlo could only guess
at. Except for her slow, deep breathing, she might have been dead. Once, for a few
moments, her breathing stopped altogether, and then despite himself, Danlo began to
worry. He placed his hand between her breasts; he worried that her heart was now
beating as slowly as the heart of a hibernating snow hare. For a long time he sat this
way, feeling the faint thumping of blood beneath his hand. He listened to the sound of
the sea beating in waves against the beach outside the house. He listened for the
beating of his own heart and his own memories, and he was sure that Tamara had
never told him anything about the first years of her life. If this almost-dead Tamara
was now remembering anything at all, it could only be memories that the Entity had
imprinted in her. He wondered what strange memories these might be. He was willing
to share any of her memories, no matter how false or painful, but the great ocean of
remembrance is a private universe in which it is almost impossible for anyone other



than the remembrancer herself to live. Danlo was not a god, and so he could not look
into the image storm that must be boiling through her mind. According to his criteria
and almost impossible ideals, he was not even a full man, let alone what he conceived
of as a true human being, and so all he could do was to sit and watch and wait for
Tamara to reach her moment.

Tamara, Tamara — you were never really born, he thought. What must it be like to
remember your birth?

Sometime in that long and timeless night, as Danlo kept watch over Tamara, there
came the moment that he had been waiting for. Without warning, Tamara began to
whisper, 'Yes, yes, yes, yes!' Only her lips moved; she kept her eyes shut, and the rest
of her body was as motionless as a corpse. She repeated this word again and again.
Danlo supposed that she was remembering the truth about herself and finally making
sense of her memories. And then, suddenly, she screamed. Her arms pulled up over
her face, and her fingers clawed the air as her mouth opened in agony. She shook her head
from side to side with such violence that Danlo was afraid that she might dislocate her neck.
This terrible scream broke long and deep from her chest, and it seemed to go on and on
forever. Although Danlo tried to keep Tamara from banging her head on the floor or injuring
him with her long fingernails, a terrible power had come into her. The sudden strength
running through her arms and body shocked him. In a convulsion of muscle and nerves,
Tamara came awake and threw Danlo off her. She sprang to her feet sweating and shaking
and still screaming as if some invisible hand had grabbed her body and plunged her into a
cauldron of molten iron. When Danlo came closer to help her, she shook her head to warn
him away. But Danlo misinterpreted this motion as only that of an uncontrollable frenzy. He
tried to touch her face, to cool her momentary madness. And then, with all the ferocity and
merciless precision of a warrior-poet, she drove the heel of her hand into the soft space
beneath his ribs, beneath his heart. The force of the blow knocked him to the floor. He lay
against the hard wooden tiles gasping for breath. Tamara stopped screaming then. She stood
looking down at him, and her eyes were wide open and full of light.

'No, no,' she said softly, almost to herself.

She looked around the room, drinking in the sight of the floor cushions, the hanging
plants, the shatterwood beams glistening above her head. There was an apprehension
about her, a terrible awareness as if she were seeing herself in these familiar objects
and reliving the first time that she had opened her eyes upon this room. And in this
moment of awakening, she must have known that there was something other about the
whole house, something more. It must have been as if the doorways connecting the
rooms of this mysterious house were like doorways to other dwellings in other places,
faraway in space and time. There was starlight in Tamara's lovely eyes, and
memories, and sadness, too, for suddenly she shook her head back and forth and
murmured, 'Oh, no!" She looked at Danlo, who was now up on one knee as he fought
to breathe and stand up to face her. And then she ran from the house. She fled outside,
down to the ocean where the starry sky opened like a million doors upon the many-
roomed mansion of the universe.

When Danlo finally found her, the sun had just risen above the mountains. From
half a mile away he saw her standing down on the beach where the twelve flat rocks
led out through the shallows to Cathedral Rock. It was a clear and windy day, and the
spray from the breakers sparkled in the early light. The whole of the world seemed to
be sparkling: Danlo's diamond-hulled ship, and the golden dune sands, and Tamara's
beautiful hair which was flowing in the wind like a magic robe. The skin of Tamara's
body sparkled like white marble, for she had taken off her clothes, and she waded
naked in the deepening waters. Her breasts and belly and golden pubes were dripping
wet as if one of the waves had surged up over her. Danlo ran down the dunes and over
the hardpack, but when he reached the ocean's edge, he approached her warily. He
stood in the rising tide at arm's length from her. The water was so cold that it instantly



penetrated the insulation of his boots and shocked his bones. 'Please ... come out of
the water," he said. 'It is too cold.’

Tamara reached down into the ocean and scooped up a handful of water. She
splashed her face with it and said, 'But I'm not at all cold.'

For a while, Danlo watched her playing in the water. In truth, she evinced no sign
of cold. She seemed completely at ease, as if she had reincarnated as a seal or a hot-
blooded whale. Apparently, her madness had left her. She seemed totally aware of the
world around her, of herself, of him.

‘Tamara," he asked finally, 'what did you remember?'

She looked at him quickly, and her eyes were hot with anger. 'l think you must
know,' she said.

'l ... almost know. But how can | know, truly?"

"You've known for quite a while, haven't you?'

'Yes,' he finally admitted.

'Oh, Danlo — why didn't you tell me?'

'Some things cannot be told. They can only be lived. Or ... remembered.’

'My birth," she said. 'My real birth. And then before -before my awakening in the
other house.'

'Do you ... remember this time?'

Tamara looked up the beach in the direction of the house that was an exact replica
of the other house somewhere on this Earth. She said, 'l really remember too much,
you know. Too much — but not quite enough.'

'‘But do you know ... how you came to be, then?"

'l remember certain things,' she said. She turned her sad, but lively eyes to look at
him across three feet of churning water. 'But there's too much I'm beginning to
understand only now.'

'Please ... tell me.'

'‘But some things can't be told," she reminded him. 'My life. My whole, beautiful,
short, short life.'

'Please tell me about your blessed life," he said.

In truth, her life was no more blessed or beautiful than any other life, although its
entire span was much less than that of any other adult human being. It is a mystery of
life that it always seems too short, for the mayflies of Old Earth as well as for the
golden-winged Scutari seneschals who sometimes live a thousand years. Time, for all
living things, is always strange, and Tamara could not quite understand how she had
lived so deeply in so little time. In truth, there were three times in her life. The first
time was the longest, though the least remembered. In this time of her quickening, she
grew from a fertilized egg to a woman in only forty days. In the blue lagoon near her
house on the tropical island — in a nutrient pool that the engineers of Fostora would
have called an amritsar tank — the microscopic assemblers of the Solid State Entity
accelerated the development of her body and mind. This was a time of floating in
dense salt water and absorbing the sugars, lipids, and amino acids vital to her growth.
As with the womb-state of a naturally-born human being, this should have been a
time of love and peace and oceanic bliss. But the cells of her body were dividing
explosively and unnaturally, like a barely controlled cancer, and she was growing
much too quickly to know a moment of peace. And as for love, where was such a
blessed thing to be found in an amritsar tank of cellular-sized robots and organic
chemicals which the Entity had dumped into a few million litres of salt water? During
this long and lonely time when the cells of her body knew no connection with any
other living thing, it might have been best if she had remained unconscious. Much of
the time, of course, she dwelt in this dark state of unknowing, but at other times she



dreamed. And sometimes, when her eyes opened on the bright light streaming down
through the lagoon's blue waters, she was almost aware of certain talents, sensibilities,
knowledge, memories and purposes that the Entity implanted in her explosively
developing brain. Sometimes, in those rare moments of insight that fall upon people
like shooting stars, she was almost aware of who she was and why the Entity had
called her into life. But she was not quite a human being, not yet, and any awareness
of herself as Tamara Ten Ashtoreth of Neverness would have to wait until the Entity
imprinted her with the memories of the real Tamara.

This imprinting occurred during the third time in her life, when she had been
brought up to the house near the lagoon. In some ways, this was the strangest and
most wonderful time she had known. It was a time of love and miracles. In less than a
full day, the Entity had imprinted her with all of Tamara's memories, or rather, with
the memories of Tamara that She had read from Danlo's mind. Because of the
strangeness of this quickened consciousness — because of the time dilations as
immense as those of a black hole — it was as if she had lived an entire lifetime in a
day. It didn't matter to her that her memory of Danlo's deep blue eyes and his soulful
flute-playing and all her other memories had never originated with her. It didn't
matter to her — then — that she remembered a life that she had never really lived. For
when she had awakened in the fireroom remembering this lost life of glass jars and
salt water that the Entity had fabricated, her love for Danlo had been reborn. This was
the miracle of her life, of her real life, of all the time she had spent with Danlo since
coming to this familiar house above the dunes on this cold and windy northern beach.
It was the miracle of love. She truly loved Danlo; in a way, she had been created only
for him, to love only him, and she sensed this as one of her deepest purposes. The
whole of her life almost seemed one long and secret plot to bring them together so
that they might kiss and embrace and create something marvellous out of love. It
didn't matter that this third time of her life was a merging of the unreal and the real.
To her, the time of her imprinting and the time of love were all as one time:
continuous, glorious and golden. This time was time, all the time of her life, and she
hoped it would go on and on forever. That is, she had hoped this until her dreams
began and Danlo insisted that she try to relive her birth.

All living things, even the strangest and most alien, have a moment of birth. It is
the moment of separation from the egg, from the brood-pod, from the silken cocoon,
from the mother — or from an amritsar tank full of assemblers and salt water. It is a
time of light and pain, and for Tamara this terrifying time was the second of the times
into which her life could be divided. Lying on the floor of the meditation room, with
the vase of pink rhododendrons, with thirty-three candles and Danlo's dark blue eyes
burning above her — deep in the attitude of recurrence, she had remembered emerging
from the amritsar tank many days earlier and walking up to the house near the lagoon.
She had remembered the salt water dripping from her new and naked body; she had
remembered her sense of wonder that she had a body, that she was really she,
whoever she really was. With perfect clarity she had remembered and relived the
terrible pain of incarnation, and now, standing naked near Danlo in the deadly cold
ocean, she was remembering it still.

"It was so strange,’ she told him. Now the tide was rising higher, washing in waves
against her thighs. The sun was a little higher, too, and the gulls were taking their
morning flights, screaming above the rocks and the crashing surf. From far away
came the barking of seals and the cold wind. The whole beach was alive with sound,
and Tamara had to speak with much force so that Danlo could hear her voice clearly.
'Life is strange, isn't it? Simply being — and being aware. And it's even stranger to be
aware of being aware, and you can't imagine what it's like to have all this terribly



beautiful awareness come into you all at once. There was a moment, Danlo. | was not,
and then I was. Oh, I didn't know who | was, not then, but | knew that I was I. |
suppose in most people, this sense of the self crystallizing out of pure consciousness
takes years. But for me, it happened in a flash. It was like a star coming alive with
fire. It was like light bursting inside me. In a way, | was this light, this clear and
beautiful light that let me see myself as | am. | remember seeing myself as | stepped
out of the tank. My bare skin, the drops of water — the beautiful sun falling over my
skin like burning drops of light. It was all so new. And | was so ignorant at first. |
knew almost nothing. But in a way, everything. | had no concept that my skin was
made up of cells, the cells of atoms. I had no words for these things. But | knew that |
had cells, I could feel them living inside me, almost burning. And deeper inside, the
atoms, vibrating like the strings of a gosharp — there was this immense sound inside
me that | somehow knew was uniquely my own. | knew that | was these cells, these
atoms. | knew that the atoms of my body were somehow different to the atoms of the
water or the sand or any other thing. Because | could control it all. This part of the world
encapsulated by my skin, I could will to move or not move. | can't tell you what a sense
of power | felt when I realized all this, it was like grasping a bolt of lightning in my
hands. As soon as | left the water and stood on the beach and started walking up toward
the house, I wanted to jump back in the tank, even though I knew I couldn't do that, |
must never do that. It all hurt, you know. The sand was as hot as fire, and it burned my
feet. The sunlight hurt my eyes. Just looking at myself hurt — the sun was burning my
skin red, and I could feel how fragile the cells of my body really were. Oh, Danlo, why
does it all have to hurt so much? It's all so terribly beautiful, and it all hurts so much that |
could die. But I can't die, | can never die, and that's the strangest thing of all.'

As the sun ripened the sky into a full and glorious blue, they stood in the ocean
shallows holding this strange conversation. The waves were rising higher and higher
against Danlo's sodden kamelaika. He shifted his weight from right to left, trying to
keep his blood flowing to his cold, throbbing feet. He listened carefully to what
Tamara was telling him. She seemed to have come to a similar understanding about
herself as had he. She thought it was only natural that she had forgotten her
quickening in the amritsar tank and her strange birth. The imprinting of her memories,
she told him, must have driven these two periods from her conscious recall, much as
in infant amnesia where a child's experiences and natural growth causes her to forget
the early years of her life. She used this word 'natural’ with sadness and great
poignancy. It was as if in deducing that she was the child of the Entity's hand, she
regarded herself as something other than a natural human being. At the same time, she
still couldn't help seeing herself as Tamara Ten Ashtoreth, and this confusion of
identities was clearly causing her much pain.

'Love hurts most of all, you know,' she said. The way love inevitably wakes
everything up and causes us to burn for ever more love.'

"That is something that Tamara might have said.’

'l know.'

Danlo listened to the seagull chicks crying from their many nests out on Cathedral
Rock. He said, 'This must be hard for you. To be ... and yet not to be. To not know
who you really are.'

‘But | know who | am,’ she said. 'Do you?'

Danlo watched her as she splashed water over herself from her head to her thighs.
Her whole body sparkled with this icy salt water.

"You are not Tamara," he said at last. He winced in pain at the inevitable speaking
of this truth. "You are not she.'

‘Am | not?'

"You are not just Tamara. You have some of her memories but..."



‘Yes?'

"You are something other," he said. 'Something more.’

'l know - but what?'

"It is hard to put a name to what you really are. You are the Entity's child, yes? Her

.. starchild.'

'I'm a woman, Danlo." She rubbed her wet hands over her breasts and belly, then
down over her hips. 'A woman who loves you.'

'Yes,' he said. He could hardly hear himself speak above the thunder of the sea. ‘A
part of you is a woman — | can see that you are. But another part is only my memory
of another woman named Tamara. Which is the part that loves, then?'

'Does it really matter?'

"Yes, it matters,’ he said softly. 'l do not want to be loved by the part of you that is
only the ghost of my own memory.'

'Because you think it's unseemly to love yourself ?'

'No," Danlo said with a sad smile. 'Because it is not real. Your memory of the first
time we touched eyes ... this blessed moment of love never really happened to you. And
therefore, for us, it never really was.'

Tamara was quiet for a moment, and then she said, 'If I could, I would cark the cells
of my body so that I was really she. I'd cark myself — I'd replace all the atoms that
compose my heart and brain with new ones. But | don't think there's any power in the
universe that could do such a thing.'

'No," Danlo said. 'But even if that were possible, it would not matter. My memories
are still ... my memories.'

'‘And yet when Tamara's memories of you were destroyed, you proposed to replace
them with your own.'

The cold from the water worked its way up Danlo's legs, and he began to shiver as
he nodded his head. "Yes, this is true. And in my life, | have done only one other thing
as wrong.'

'What did you do?'

"You do not remember?'

'No.'

'l ... wished a man dead. | saw him dying, in my hands.’

"You speak as if by such wishing you had actually murdered him.’

'l almost did. In a way, this man is dead because of me. Just as Tamara would have
been dead inside if she had imprinted my memories.’

'Oh, Danlo.’

‘Truly — to cark one's own memories into another's mind is almost worse than
murder.’

Tamara stepped through the foamy white waves closer to him. She took his hand
and pressed it lightly over her heart. Surprisingly, even though she was dripping icy
water, her skin was warmer than his.

'‘Am | so dead inside?' she asked.

'Most of what you remember about your life is unreal.’

'Do you think I can't distinguish the real from what is not?"

‘Can you?'

'Oh, I really think I can. | think I've discovered something about the nature of
memory.'

‘Yes?'

'All the memories that were imprinted inside me,' she began. 'The time in my
mother's kitchen when | first wanted her to die, and the first time I saw you in the
sunroom of Bardo's house and wanted to love you until you died — all these things |



remember as clearly as | can remember the shape of Cathedral Rock when | shut my
eyes. | can remember all these unreal things about my life, even though | suppose |
know they never really happened to me — at least to the cells of this body. I have all
these beautiful memories, but | can't relive them. That is the difference, you know. |
found that out in the house. During the ceremony, the second ceremony, when | had
finally fallen into recurrence, when | felt myself being born again — | knew that the
real memories are those that can be relived, and the imprinted ones cannot.'

Danlo pressed his hand into the warmth between her breasts and said, "This is true.
The remembrancers have known this for a long time. This is why they forbid their
students even the simplest of imprintings.’

"You know this and yet you still offered to imprint someone with your memories?"

'l ... had fallen into love. I cannot tell you how much I loved her.’

'Oh, I think I know.'

"Yes — you have my memories,' he said.

'l have something,’ she agreed. ‘Memory is so strange, isn't it? | can see all these
wonderful memories inside me, and yet there is a distance to them. | know they are
memories. I'm not really seeing them, in the moment as | see you now.'

"The way most people remember is not really remembering,’ Danlo said.
'‘Remembrancing is different, truly. Especially recurrence.’

'For one’s life to recur in a flash — how is this possible?"

'l do not know. But the remembrancers say that matter is really just memory frozen
in time. In recurrence, time melts away and we go back to ourselves. And then there
is a flowing of our lives again.’

She smiled at this and asked, 'And what else do your remembrancers say?'

"They say this: that difference between simple remembering and reliving one's life
is the difference between seeing a foto of an electrical storm and feeling a bolt of
lightning sear one's hand.'

Now Tamara was no longer smiling. She took Danlo's hand in her own, turned it
palm upward to the sun and ran her finger over the lines and callouses. Finally she
said, 'l've felt the lightning, too, you know. There was my birth, and before that, the
days in the tank. And here in this house all these days we've had together. The flowers
and the fire and the love. Do you think I can't remember how your hands burned over
me the first time we lay together? Isn't this real?'

"Yes, it is real," he admitted.

"Then at least I will have this part of my life to live and relive again.' She shut her
eyes, and continued, 'As | am reliving it now. All these moments, all this life, all this
passion — it's all so real isn't it?'

'Yes.'

'‘And it always will be?'

'Yes, only—"

'‘And then there is the other thing," she said quickly, interrupting him. She opened
her eyes and looked at him grimacing against the icy, wet touch of the sea. "The
strangest thing of all.’

Seeing that he was now shivering, she took his hand and led him out of the water.
They walked up the beach for a while in the direction of Danlo's lightship where it lay
almost buried in the sand. Although the wind was up and Danlo remained quite cold,
the modest exercise restored the life to his numb legs. When he paused to talk to
Tamara on the dunes some fifty feet away from his ship, his legs ached and burned,
but he no longer worried that they would freeze and he would have to cut them off.

'What is this strange thing?' he asked.

Tamara stood tall and perfect in the light streaming down from the sun. Her body



was now completely dry, and her skin had taken on the lovely white lustre of a pearl.
Her face was turned toward the ocean as if she was listening to the whales sing their
high, haunting songs out along the blue horizon. Or perhaps she was listening to the
wind. She seemed to take strength and meaning from the deep sounds of the world all
around her, for her eyes grew brighter and she held her head almost preternaturally
still. Perhaps, Danlo thought, she was attuned to whispers and vibrations that only she
could hear. Her whole being seemed to be trembling as if she was waiting for some
great thing to happen. As she stood utterly naked on the windswept dunes watching
and waiting and listening to herself, there was something wild and utterly ruthless
about her. And there was something vast and splendid, too. Beholding the dazzling
beauty of this rare thing, for a moment Danlo felt himself falling as if he had stepped
off the world out into the whirlpool of lights that spin through the universe.

'My dreams,’ she said. "Where do my strange dreams come from?'

'l have wondered about your dreams, too.'

'When | sleep and | relive this strange other life of bloody red moons and gleaming
knives, where do these memories come from?'

"It is possible," he said, 'that the Entity has imprinted you with sleeping memories.'

She shook her head at this remembrancing terminology and said, 'Sleeping
memories?’

‘A mountain of memories, yes? Most of these memories would remain unconscious,
but through your dreams a few of them would rise up into your mind. As the peak of
an iceberg rises above the sea.'

'But if these are only imprinted memories, then how is it possible that I've relived
them?'

'l ... do not know.'

'l think these are more than just imprinted memories, Danlo. | think my dreams are
more than dreams.’

'What, then?'

She flashed him a deep, wild look and continued, "The red moons, of course, are of
Qallar. Before the Entity grew into a goddess, when she was still human, she was
born on Qallar. She was a warrior-poet, you know. The only female warrior-poet
there has ever been.'

Danlo turned to stare at his ship gleaming in the sun. After a while he looked back
at her and asked, 'Then you believe that the Entity has imprinted you with her own
memories?’

It is more than that.'

He thought of her lone walks along the beach at night and he remembered how she
had strapped the murderous spikhaxo glove onto her hand in the event she chanced
upon a tiger.

'Her soul,’ Danlo finally said. 'Do you believe that She ... has made you with a
similar soul as She?'

It is more than that.'

‘Tell me, please.’

'l can hear Her thoughts, you know. | can see Her dreams." She was quiet while the
wind whispered over the ocean, and then she looked at him and said, 'l can feel Her
pain.’

"Telepathy?'

'No, it is something more.'

'Are you sure? You wouldn't be the first human being whom the Entity has spoken
to in this way.'

'‘But She does not really speak to me.'



'In truth? Then where do Her words come from when you hear them inside of you?'

'How can | really know? Where does the wind come from? Where does it go?'

'But your consciousness, itself—'

"You can't understand such things by such simple analysis, you know." She stared at
him long and deeply. "You wonder where my consciousness comes from. Does it
come from the atoms of my brain? Or from the planet on which we stand? Or does it
come from the moon-brains of the Entity? Impossible questions, I think. You really
might do better to wonder where your own beautiful consciousness comes from.'

'Perhaps, but I—'

‘These thoughts,’ she said, ‘are coming into my mind as my lips begin to move.
These words are coming into my mouth. |1 am speaking, Danlo; She does not speak to
me.'

He thought about this for a moment, and then persisted, 'But it would be only
natural if She did, yes? She made you of the elements of this earth — in a way, you are
a child of Her body.'

As he said this, she continued staring at him, and he thought it disturbing the way
her eyes were as dark as the empty spaces between the stars. And yet, strangely, they
were also full of light.

'l am not Her child, Danlo.'

'What are you, then?'

"Just what you have said | am: something other. And something more.'

‘Tamara, you—'

"That is not my name,’ she said. Her voice grew cold and deep as the sea. 'That is
not who | really am.’

'Are you not? Who are you, then ... truly?'

Whether by chance or design, she stood with her back to the sun so that the light
framed her head and hair like a fiery golden halo. It was hard for Danlo to look at her.
She stood perfectly still, looking at him for a long time. And then she said, 'l am She.’

Danlo shook his head and used his hand to shield his eyes against the burning
sunlight. 'No, no," he said softly.

'l am the one you know as the Solid State Entity.'

‘That... is hard to believe.'

"You know who | really am. You have known it for some time.'

Danlo looked at her dark and bottomless eyes blazing at the centre of her brilliant
face. At last he said, "Yes, this is true — in some way | have known this since the
moment | first saw you. But it is still hard to believe.'

'She and I are one. There is nothing in me that is not a part of Her; there is no part
of Her that is unknown to me.'

'But... how is that possible?"

'How is it not possible? How is it possible that human beings wander the worlds of
their births their entire lives and never know a single moment of connection with a
mind greater than their own?'

'l do not know.'

She stepped closer to him, and again she took his hands in hers. 'I've said that | am
the Entity, and so | am. And I've said that I'm not Her child, nor am | the woman you
know as Tamara. But this is not entirely true. What I should have said is that | am not
only Her child. I am not only Tamara Ten Ashtoreth.’

'‘But Tamara, if you are not only you, then—'

'l have something of a triune nature,' she said, almost laughing. "You may think of
me as the Mother, the Daughter, and the Unholy Ghost — the ghost of Tamara's mem-
ories that are really your own.’



This playful and rather arcane reference to the three main gods of the Kristian sects
was not lost on Danlo, who had once been a student of ancient religions. Despite the
seriousness of all that had occurred during the last day and night, he smiled and
laughed softly. But then, after contemplating the mystery of what she had told him,
his face fell thoughtful and grave.

'Why?' he asked. "You are the test of me, I think. This love we almost had. This
life. If you — if the Entity — only wanted to test me this way, then why not create a
Tamara who had no shared consciousness with the Entity? She could have made any
woman — any woman in the form of Tamara and then simply read her mind. It would
have been an easier thing to do, yes?'

She was silent while she closed her eyes. She seemed both troubled and deeply
desirous of searching for an answer that would satisfy him. Looking at her this way,
with her lovely face so full of compassion and vulnerability, Danlo could hardly think
of her as anything other than human.

'‘Because,’ she said. 'Because if She is to accomplish Her purpose, any child of Hers
must be the same in the soul. This is the reason Her memories and Her mind are in
me. Otherwise all my experiences and apprehension of reality would seem as alien to
Her as that of any other human being.'

'What is Her purpose, then? What could She hope to know through you that she
could not know otherwise?"

She squeezed his hands so hard that they hurt. And then she said, 'The Entity
wanted to know who you really are," she said. 'We needed to know.'

This response astonished Danlo, who half-shouted, ‘But why? The Entity read my
mind once — | presume she still can.'

‘There are different ways of knowing, Danlo.'

'But why this way?' he asked. He pulled his hands free from hers and touched her
forehead, her face, her shimmering hair, and then he traced his fingers around the
curve of her naked shoulder. 'Why you, at all, then?"

In answer to this, she ran her own finger across the scar on his forehead. And then
she told him, 'l was born to touch and feel. From the moment | stepped out of the
tank, | knew I had to touch the whole world. To walk the earth again, naked as a
newborn child, to feel the sand beneath my feet. To taste the salt of the sea. To touch,
to taste, to perceive, to suffer all the senses. To feel, to move, to become what | am.
To live, Danlo. To live and live and live again. How can anyone ever have enough
life? Or love? I've always wanted so much love. To want to love so badly I could die,
all the while knowing I'd do anything rather than die because then there would be no
hope for love or anything else. And love is everything, you know. To touch the world,
in love, as lovers touch — to watch this love wake everything up even though it all
hurts almost more than anything can bear. Only, there's something that you once told
me. That pain is the awareness of life. There's so much pain, isn't there? Pain inside
pain, and it just goes on and on and never stops. But pain doesn't really matter, does
it? I think I'd suffer any pain just to live and be a part of this marvellous awakening.
I'd suffer anything if only I could touch your beautiful face and feel what it's like to
love and be loved. I'd burn and burn and burn to feel your eyes touching mine the way
I remember. This is why | am, you know. I'd touch the sun itself if it loved me the
way that you once did.'

Love, the courtesans say, is the simplest thing in the universe. There was a moment
when Danlo looked at her standing all naked and golden beneath the morning sun.
There was a moment of touching, when she pressed her hand against his face as if she
wanted to catch and hold the teardrops that were almost burning his eyes. There was a
moment when he could never love her in the way in which she wanted to be loved,



and then, a simple moment later, he was falling into love as inescapably as a stone
falls into a star.

"The test continues, yes?' He tried to smile, and he said, 'Is this my test, then? To
see how much pain | can endure?"

Pain is the awareness of life, he remembered. And then a new thought. Pain is the
fullness of love.

She came up to him and kissed his lips. Then she told him, "Your tests are over
now. This is your reward.’

'My reward?'

"To love again, if that's what you'll allow yourself to do.'

'Is this how you capture me without breaking my soul?'

'We could love each other almost forever, you know.'

'No, no — please.'

'We could marry each other. Here, on the beach beneath this beautiful sun — we
could begin a marriage that would last a thousand years. Isn't this what you've always
wanted?'

"To marry, yes. But to marry now, to marry you — how can | do this?'

She smiled at him and asked, 'How can you not? We'll marry and mate and make
children together.'

‘Tamara, Tamara, |—'

'A new race, you know. Our children would be the first truly human beings. We
would teach them how to be human — and something more.'

'Our children," he said, considering this. 'Our blessed children.’

'All our children — someday we would have millions of children and grandchildren.
We could fill the whole world with what we create.’

'l have ... always dreamed of having children. You know that | have.'

"You've also dreamed of a world without war or evil. A world restored to its
original harmony and beauty — to what you once called halla.’

'l have ... always wondered if such a dream is possible.’

‘The whole world, Danlo. We could make it as we will.'

The whole world.

He looked east beyond the beach at the forest blazing bright green in the strong
early light. There were beautiful birds in the forest, and flowers and tigers. It was all
so pristine and almost perfect. No man, he thought, had ever walked through this
forest. And the trees themselves — the glorious redwoods and spruce and hemlock —
had never known the touch of any man's eyes save his own. He wondered if the trees
were only waiting for him to fill the forest with his children. Did these silent trees
long for the love of human beings who would worship them as gods? No, he thought.
The trees were only trees. They danced almost motionlessly all day in the sunlight,
and their millions of long needles shimmered in emerald ecstasy. Their awareness
was of photons and water and perhaps the carbon dioxide of his breath, but they had
little care for his passions or plans.

'l had thought my reward for surviving the tests was to be the answer to three
questions.' He turned to smile at Tamara, who was standing patiently in the sun.

"You may have your answer to your questions. Or you may have me.'

'But not both?’

'No, not both. It's your choice, you know.'

Even though it hurt to keep his eyes fixed in her direction, Danlo could not help
looking at her. 'How can | make such a choice?'

'How can you not?'

'How can you make me ... make this choice?"



'Oh, Danlo, Danlo — I've offered you myself, the whole world. What is there to
choose?'

The whole world.

Danlo looked southward down the beach where the dune grasses rippled in the
wind. Some kind of spider must have woven her web between the strands of grass, for
not far from him a lovely silken orb sparkled like silver and diamonds with the early
morning dew. There were sandpipers hopping across the sand, and nearer the water,
the gulls and the kittiwakes were gliding through the air. The whole beach was
teeming with life, and it was a mystery to him how he could ever choose the answer
to three questions over the chance to walk this beautiful beach for as long as he lived.

'If I did remain here," he asked, 'how long would we really have together before we
were destroyed? You have said that the Silicon God's attacks upon the Entity are
concentrated upon this Earth.'

Tamara smiled coldly, ruthlessly, and she said, 'Do you think I would let Him
destroy what I've created? Do you think I would let him harm my children?'

'l suppose not," he said. 'l remember that you ... would destroy Him first.'

'Of course | would, but I promise that no part of this world would be touched by our
battles. You would never know that He and | made war.'

'‘And | would remain safe beneath the splendid sky while the gods shattered
spacetime and all the stars, yes?'

'Is it so terrible to be safe for a while?"

He kicked at the sand and ignored her question. 'l would be safe to remembrance
the Elder Eddas, yes? To remembrance the secret of how the Silicon God might be
defeated?'

'Is it such a terrible thing to remembrance this?'

'Yes, truly, it is terrible," he said. "War is always terrible, | think.'

'But it wouldn't be you who waged war, Danlo.'

'Who would it be then? You?'

'l, of course, but not I. Did you forget so soon that | have a multiple nature? It
would be She who warred. In some ways, she's really a terrible goddess, you know,
and She loves war.'

Danlo was quiet while he ground the toe of his wet boot into the sand. And then he
asked, 'And you? What do you love, then?'

'l love love,' she said. She put her arms around him and embraced him. She pressed
her head touching the side of his face while she whispered in his ear. 'l love the sky
and the trees and the wind. | love you.'

He held her touching him while he ran his fingers along her smoothly muscled
back. He held her tightly, almost fiercely, and he felt how good it was to be close to
her in this way. Her hair smelled of sea salt and sun — good, clean smells that he
would never forget even if he must someday leave this world. But holding her as he
did, with her heart beating so close to his and the breath of her life rushing like a faint
wind in his ear, he did not know how he could ever leave her. He looked over her
shoulder northward where the mountains rose up and touched the sky. He thought that
it would be good to hold her beneath these misty mountains almost forever — as long
as there were mountains, till the wind and rain eroded them a million years from now
and washed them as sand into the sea.

The whole world.

He suddenly broke away from her to face west toward the sea. It was a cold, clear
day and there was a hint of winter in the air. Beyond the offshore rocks, a flock of
migrating terns beat their way south to warmer lands. And farther out, almost as far as
the horizon, a lone albatross glided along the wind very high in the sky. The ocean



was moving as it always did, and he listened to the sound of the cold, deep, blue
waters. He watched the great autumn swell rolling in from the open ocean and
breaking into sets of white-capped waves as it neared the shore. With the sun slanting
low off the water, the whole world shimmered with light. In the face of this
impossible beauty, he was very close to agreeing to marry Tamara and remain here
forever. And then he remembered that he had once taken vows as a pilot. He
remembered that he had made promises that he must not break. He even remembered
his aspiration to become an asarya and all his other dreams, and he stared at the sea so
long without moving or blinking that his eyes began to burn. Words, he thought. All
my vows and promises are only words. What were mere words against the marvel of
the world that lay before him? How could words ever touch him and bring him love
as would this beautiful woman waiting so patiently by his side? Words were nothing,
he realized, and yet all the words that he had ever spoken stood for something, and he
could not forget this. He could not forget the tribes of his people dying halfway across
the galaxy on the frozen islands west of Neverness. And he could never forget the real
Tamara, she of the lost memories and golden soul who must dwell somewhere among
the stars. In a shimmering moment of remembrance, as he stared and stared at the
motionless sea, his whole life came back to him and rushed into his consciousness
like an ocean. This was the moment of choice and decision, the terrible moment of his
true test. It was a test, he thought, that the Entity had not consciously designed. Life
itself was testing him. Fate was testing him. Or perhaps it was only he who was
testing himself.

'Please tell me you'll stay with me," Tamara said.

There was a moment when the whole world was as frozen and still as the deep
winter sea, and then a moment later all was crashing waves and sunlight and seabirds
crying out to each other in hunger and love.

'Yes, | will stay with you' — he was as close to saying these simple words as the
beating of his heart. He wanted to say this almost as badly as he wanted to hold
Tamara close to him and feel her sweet breath touching his forever. Instead, he turned
to her and told her, 'l am sorry. I ... must go.'

Because he could not bear to look at her just then, he began studying the lines of
his lightship and calculating how long it would take him to dig it free of sand. The
diamond hull, he saw, remained unmarked by the elements of this world, and it
glistened all black and beautiful as it always had.

'Oh, Danlo, Danlo," she said.

He could hardly bear the immeasurable sadness with which these words were
weighted, though it surprised him that her voice remained calm and unbroken.

'l am sorry,' he repeated. 'But if my tests are done, | must go.'

'I'm sorry, too. | had thought you would stay.'

‘No, I cannot.’

'Of course — you still have your quest.'

'Yes.'

"Then you still must desire the answer to your questions,’ she said. 'l presume you
haven't forgotten your questions.'

'No, | haven't forgotten,' he said.

‘Then you may ask me what you will.'

‘Now? Here?'

'Why not?'

'Shall I ... ask you, then?'

'Of course. If you've journeyed twenty thousand light-years from the Star of
Neverness to ask the Entity your questions, then please ask now before you lose the



chance. But be careful of what you ask.'

At last, Danlo made himself look at her, and he was relieved to see that she was
smiling. He remembered, then, that the Entity liked to make a game of answering
questions mysteriously.

'My first question is this," he said. 'Do you know of a cure for the slow evil? The
plague that has killed my people?'

Tamara closed her eyes for a moment, then replied, 'No, I really don't know. But
you know the cure. You have always known. Someday, if you complete your quest,
you will know it again. You will, Danlo — whoever you really are.’

While he thought about this strange response, he stamped his cold feet against the
sand to warm them. And then he said, 'l... do not understand.’

'I'm sorry that you don't. I really am, you know.'

"Then can you tell me what you mean ... in more simple words?'

'No, I really can't. But you may ask your second question — I promise to answer it
as simply as I can.'

Danlo blew on his fingers, then held his hands out to the sun. 'Where can | find my
father?' he asked.

Immediately, she opened her red lovely lips to tell him what he desperately wanted
to know. It amused him that her answer was simple, clear, straightforward — and
utterly useless. "You will find your father," she said, ‘at your journey's end.’

'‘And where will that be?' he asked.

'Is this your third question?’

'No," he said. 'l only wanted to—'

'l understand,’ she said. 'But I've told you that you must take care with your
questions.’

'l see ... that | must.’

‘Then if you will, please ask your third question.’

He drew a breath of cold air and asked, "Where is the planet called Tannahill?'

'l don't know.'

"You don't know? Truly?'

'I'm sorry, Danlo.’

'But | thought that you knew ... almost everything.'

‘No, I'm sorry.'

He stood smiling sadly as he stared at the black, mirrored hull of his ship. He had
come very far to ask these three questions, and now that he had finally asked them, he
was little wiser than when he had begun his journey.

'l don't know,' she repeated. She looked at him for a long time, and her eyes were
bright with compassion. 'But it might be that there's one who does.'

"The Entity, herself? The one you call... the Mother?'

'No," she said. 'As | have told you, | am She.'

'Who, then?'

'l am almost certain that Ede the God knew the star of Tannahill.'

'‘But Ede the God is dead, yes?'

‘That's true. He is dead. But it may be that he is somewhat alive, too.'

'Riddles," he said. "You speak in paradoxes and riddles.’

‘Then perhaps you should journey to Ede and find the answer to your riddle.'

This simple statement of hers amused him, and he laughed gently. 'One of the joys
of being a pilot,’ he said, 'is that other people are always proposing journeys almost
impossible for any pilot to make.'

"You wouldn't find this an impossible journey.’

'But no one knows where Ede dwells. In a galaxy of a hundred billion stars, it is



almost impossible to find a lost god who has never been found.'

'l know,' she said. 'l know where He dwells.'

She stepped over to him, then. Although she had no real need for secrecy, she
cupped her hands to his ears and whispered the fixed-points of the stars where Ede
might be found.

'Why have you told me this?' he asked. He grasped her hands and held them lightly
between them. 'l have had my three questions, yes?'

'l wanted you to know.'

'l do not think the Entity would have told me this," he said.

'But | am the—'

'l do not think the person of the Entity who is the Mother would have told me this.
The goddess Herself. She of the terrible passions and dreams.’

'Oh, don't be too certain of this — She's really a capricious goddess, you know.'

‘Then why risk defying Her?'

'Because this will speed your return,’ she said. '‘Because | love you.'

Without realizing what he was doing, he squeezed her hands so tightly that she
cried out in pain. When he saw the hurt on her face, he instantly let go. He said, 'l am
sorry. I am sorry, but I ... cannot love you. | must not.’

' know.'

'l will never return here," he said. 'l am sorry.' He walked back up to the house, then,
to retrieve his chest and stow it in his ship. With a shovel that he made of driftwood
and whalebone washed up on the beach, he dug the sand away from the hull. These
labours took him most of the morning. During this time, Tamara waited for him in the
house. When all his preparations for the continuation of his journey were complete,
she appeared on the dunes. She had bathed and washed the salt out of her long golden
hair, but she was still naked as a newborn child. She came over to him where he stood
by the pit of his ship; she came to give him something and say goodbye.

"You could come with me, if you would like," he said. 'l would take you to any star,
any world. Any place where there are other people.’

'No,' she said, 'I'll stay here.’

'l 'hate ... to leave you alone.'

'‘But | won't be alone,’ she said. She smiled at him, and her eyes were infinitely sad
and yet infinitely full of another emotion that seemed very much like wild joy. 'l have
the whole world.’

'What of Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian and the warrior-poet, then? Have they been
tested as | have? Will they remain here, too?'

'l really can't tell you about them, you know.'

Danlo bowed his head once in respect for her secretive ways. Then he looked up
over the beach. The sun was high in the sky, and the sky itself was a vast blue dome
covering the world from horizon to horizon. In moments he must break through this
beautiful dome into the roaring black emptiness of the universe, and so he looked at
her and said, 'l must go.’

She stepped closer to him. In her hand, down by her side, she was gripping the
pearl necklace, the replica of the one that he had made for the real Tamara. She
reached out suddenly and gave it to him. She pressed the teardrop-shaped pearl and
the coiled string into his hand. And then she said, 'If you ever find the woman you
love, you might want to give this to her. If you find her, you might help heal her as
you did me.'

'But she already has her own necklace,' he said. 'The one ... that | once made.’

‘Then keep this as a token of my love for you. Please remember how | made it for
you.'



‘Tamara, Tamara,' he said. With the forefinger of the hand that held the pearl, he
touched the tears falling down her cheek. 'If I had one more question left to ask, |
would want to know if the universe could have been made differently. Halla, not
shaida. Without evil, without suffering, without war. Without ... pain.’

Although her eyes were full of tears, they remained bright and intensely focused.
She looked at him for a long time with her dark eyes that shimmered like the night-
time sea, and then she said, 'A better question would be this: Why did God create the
universe at all? Why did She, Danlo?'

He shook his head slowly back and forth and then bowed to her. 'Farewell, Tamara.'

'Farewell, farewell," she said. 'Fall far and fall well, Pilot.'

After this he went inside his ship and sealed himself into the pit. He waited for
Tamara to move away before he ignited the rockets. There was a moment of thunder
and fire, an intense roaring sound that seemed to well up deep from his belly and
shook him to his bones. He left her standing alone on the beach down by the ocean. It
took many moments for his lightship to rise up through the sky, and during this time
he watched her from the pit's clear diamond window. He had excellent eyes, and he
could see her staring up at his ship for a long time. At first he could even see her dark
eyes watching him, but soon he had to look very hard just to make out her lovely form
among the ocean rocks and the waves breaking over the sand. Very soon she was no
more than a point of light as small and white as a pearl. And then, after his heart had
beat an uncountable number of times, she was gone.

The whole world, he remembered. The whole universe.

He pointed his ship upward where the blue-black heavens opened onto the spaces
of the universe. And then he was gone, too, out into the great loneliness, out to the
unknown stars and the infinitely bright lights of the Vild.



PART TWO
The God



CHAPTER EIGHT
The Dead God

A man who dies before he dies
Does not die when he dies.

- Abraham a Santa Clara

And so, after too many days spent planet-fallen on a lost earth, Danlo returned to the
manifold. Of the ten pilots who had made the quest to engage the attention of the
Solid State Entity, only he had survived to continue his journey. Li Te Mu Lan,
Dolores Nun, Sarolta Sen, Rurik Boaz, Shamir the Bold — it is always fitting to
honour the names of pilots who have perished seeking the secrets of the universe —
these brave people had been lost into the beautiful but sometimes chaotic space that
lies beneath the spacetime of the night. Their lightships and bodies would never be
found. And Leander of Darkmoon, the Rosaleen, Valin wi Tymon Whitestone and
Ivar Sarad — they too must be listed among the hundreds of pilots lost to the Vild
since Dario the Bold discovered this vast region of exploding stars in the 2539th year
since the founding of the Order. Unknown to Danlo, other pilots of the Second Vild
Mission had been lost as well. Eric Rathborn, Alfreda Siri Serai and Lorenzo Scarlatti
never completed the journey to the planet Thiells where Lord Nikolos and the hun-
dreds of lords and masters laboured to found a city and second Academy that would
be the seat of the new Order. And of the other pilots falling out among strange stars in
their quest for lost Tannahill, who knew? Danlo himself knew that he might never set
eyes on Thiells (much less again Neverness), for first he must journey to the star
cluster where he hoped to find Ede the God. No pilot of his Order had discovered the
slightest clue as to Ede's whereabouts. Many, of course, believed that no such god as
Ede existed. These naysayers denied the doctrines of the Cybernetic Universal
Church, believing that long ago, when the man named Nikolos Daru Ede had carked
his consciousness into his eternal computer, this computer had been destroyed. There
was no way, they said, that a simple computer could expand itself — component by
component — until it had grown into a planet-sized machine that called itself a god.
Since Danlo had been given the fixed-points of Ede's star by the Entity Herself, he
never doubted Ede's existence. He never doubted that he could fall out around this
distant star and behold this god of gods — if he could find a sequence of mappings
among the strange stars of the Vild that would lead him to Ede, if he could survive the
manifold's twisted spaces and the killing radiation of nearby stars that had exploded
into supernovas. Many times, while he floated naked in the pit of his ship, he thought
of the soft-faced Li Te Mu Lan and fearless Leander of Darkmoon and his other
fellow pilots; many times he whispered a requiem for their spirits. As Danlo fell from
star to star, passing through the many brilliant windows of the manifold, he wondered
if anyone would ever know if he blundered into an infinite tree or a Soli-Ringess
space, thus never again to pass back through a window into the world of flowers and
starlight and the golden shimmer of a woman's hair. During many long moments of
memory and desperate dreams, he wondered if anyone would ever pray for him at his
inevitable death.

For one pilot who had journeyed with him into the Entity, he said neither requiem
nor prayer. This was the renegade, Sivan wi Mawi Sarkissian. Danlo was certain that



Sivan and the warrior-poet known as Malaclypse Redring had somehow survived the
chaos space that had killed Leander and the others. And he was almost certain that
Sivan had survived whatever tests that the Entity had put to him: as before on his
journey from Farfara — as Danlo moved further and further from the fading stars of
the Entity — he detected the composition waves of another lightship falling through
the manifold. Mysteriously, this ship remained always at the boundary of whatever
neighbourhood of stars in which he found himself. It followed him from star to star
toward the star of Ede. Certainly, Danlo thought, this ghostlike ship must be the Red
Dragon, bearing its precious cargo of a ronin pilot and a murderous warrior-poet.
Certainly the warrior-poet must still hope that Danlo would inevitably lead him to his
father, and then Malaclypse of the red ring and killing knife might finally put an end
to the ambitious career of Mallory Ringess. But Danlo did not intend to lead the
warrior-poet to his father. He tried many times to elude Sivan's ship. Outside his
window were ten billion stars as ancient and luminous as thoughts in the mind of
God. He fled into these glorious stars. Once he fell out near the corona of a hot blue
subdwarf that nearly resembled the central star of the Ring Nebula in Lyra; once he
fenestered through a sequence of a hundred fallaways with such a wild and reckless
speed that no sane pilot would want to follow him; once he segued off the plane of the
galaxy altogether and passed into a globular cluster of eight hundred million stars that
was almost a small satellite galaxy of its own. But all to no avail. Sivan's ship
remained always close to him, wavering like a mirage just at the radius of conver-
gence. Danlo decided that Sivan was a better pilot than he, and so with a smile and a
silent bowing of his head in acknowledgement of Sivan's skill, he resigned himself to
this relentless and rather eerie pursuit and turned back toward the distant lights of Ede
the God. He tried not to think about Sivan and his ghostlike ship, any more than a
man takes notice of his shadow behind him as he races toward the sun. As he plied his
art of mathematics and faced his ship-computer's brilliant number storm, he tried to
accept the Red Dragon's presence with all the nonchalance of an Alaloi father
disregarding the lice attached to his hairy body. He fell on and on past countless stars,
and after a time, as all pilots do in the dazzling black neverness of the manifold, he
felt very much alone.

In this way he crossed the bright Orion Arm. He journeyed ever outward away
from the core stars, deeper into the Vild. He fell out around many stars, the yellow
and orange and red giants, and the glowering red supergiants as huge and hellish as
Antares. There were the blue and white stars and the common yellow stars much like
Old Earth's steady, golden sun. Many of these stars he named after the animals that he
had known as a child. Berura, the hooded seal, Gauri, the ivory gull, Ahira — he left
these names behind him like splendid jewels spinning in the night. Other stars he
would never name. These were the remnants of supernovas, the light and dust and
elemental matter blasted into space when the great stars died. The whole Vild was
sick with this radiation and matter. Many regions of space were cloudy and opaque to
his telescopes. More than once he fell out too near the expanding wavefront of a
recently destroyed star, and was almost destroyed by fiery blasts of X-rays and
gamma and onstreaming photons. Like a dolphin diving beneath the sea to avoid
storm waves, he immediately fell through a random window into the manifold in his
instinct to escape this killing light. But he found no peaceful waters there. Beneath the
stars of the Vild, the manifold is deadly and strange. He took the Snowy Owl through
the rare Loudon spaces that slowly melted before him like a scryer's blacking oil
spread across deep eye hollows; he fell through the violet, fractalling crystals of the
much rarer M-set spaces that possibly no other pilot had encountered before. All these
spaces were difficult and dangerous, though none proved so terrible to map through as



the almost impossibly chaotic chaos space that he had finessed inside the Entity.

There is really not much to say of this part of Danlo's journey. He survived the
many topological traps that opened before him. With ever growing prowess and
grace, he made his mappings and his ship danced like a light beam through the many
windows that gave out on the stars. Somewhere past a star that he named Kikilia, the
whale, the manifold flattened out and grew much smoother. It grew much denser as
well, and so his fenestration of the many stellar windows along his path was leng-
thened, and thus slowed down. At times, when he found himself moving as slowly as
a snowworm — usually in some dead grey null space or another — he floated in the pit
of his ship and played his shakuhachi. Piloting a lightship through the manifold can
be much like going to war: one must suffer long periods of boredom intercut with
moments of holy terror. But in falling through the universe there is always joy, too,
and for Danlo, as for any true pilot, the purest and wildest of joys was in discovering
new things. There was always the making of new mathematics, of course, the
discovery of beautiful correspondences, the infinite rings and inverted trees and other
mathematical objects never before dreamed by the mind of man. Although Danlo
loved this kind of novelty as much as any pilot did, he took his keenest pleasure in
laying eyes upon the sights of the real world. Some five thousand light-years outward
from the Entity, out in that glowing stellar wasteland at the edge of the Orion Arm, he
made an astonishing discovery. There, orbiting a common red dwarf was a blue and
white planet identical to the Earth that he had so reluctantly left behind. And further
outward in the direction of the galactic rim, he found a second planet cut with exactly
the same configuration of continents and oceans as was that Earth. Without hesitation,
he took his ship down to both these planets. In the cool green forests, on the sparkling
tropical beaches, on the deserts and grassy plains, he found no human beings, but only
a marvellous abundance of plants and animals growing and reproducing and living in
innocence as they once had on Old Earth before the first man sharpened a stick into
the first spear. He concluded that it must have been Ede the God who had made these
Earths and that he was very close to the star cluster toward which the Entity had
directed him.

When he looked out of his window he could see the Star of Ede as a tiny point of
blue-white light burning through the dust and the drears of space. He decided to
follow this star. He found a mapping to a point-exit only a hundred million miles from
its fiery corona, and he entered back into the manifold to complete this simple
fallaway from one window to another.

As the first man ever to lay eyes upon Ede the God, he did not know what he
expected to behold. Perhaps Ede would be nothing more than a great black cube of
neurologics as large as a planet floating in space. Or perhaps Ede would be
configured as was the Entity: millions of gleaming moon-brains once interconnected
by streams of shimmering tachyon beams that he could never have seen or even
detected. Whatever shape Ede took, however, it seemed certain that the rivers of
information bound up in the tachyons would have long since dried up and his
neurologics would be as dead as stone. For Ede himself was dead — this was what the
Entity had told him. And yet perhaps Ede was also somewhat alive, and this was the
paradox that he had journeyed across so many light-years to resolve.

What Danlo saw when he fell out above the Star of Ede — a pretty blue-white star as
hot as Durriken Luz — was utter ruin. Spread out before him across millions of miles
of space was nothing but flotsam and jetsam, the remnants of a structure that must
have been Ede the God himself. Danlo spent much time with his telescopes scanning
this debris, which formed a dark and ugly ring around the whole of the star. At
various points, he even risked his ship by rocketing near the ring's outer rim to scoop



up bits of matter for analysis. In the samples he took, he found fused neurologics,
diamond chips, molecular clary, broken protein chains sometimes pulverized to dust,
silicon, germanium, dead assemblers, microscopic rods of spun diamond, and many,
many pieces of demolished robots, none of which was greater than two microns in
diameter. The ring itself was pocked in many places with glowing clouds of
hydrogen, with various ionized gases, and with iron particles polarizing the star's
strong blue-white light. In all this vast wreckage, however, he found no sign of trans-
uranic elements or any kind of manufactured matter. He felt sure that the ring was all
that remained of what must have been a vast computer. This black and purple ring
around the star was a good two million miles deep and fifty million miles across.
After calculating the average density of all this blasted-out matter, he determined that
this computer called Ede must have been the largest man-made (or god-made)
structure ever fabricated. In truth, the bits of destroyed circuitry that floated beyond
his lightship quite possibly represented the greatest and densest collection of matter in
the galaxy outside the black hole of the core itself. Ede's eternal computer must have
been millions of times as large as any of the Entity's moon-brains, as large, in mass,
as a large-sized star. Somehow, in a way beyond Danlo's understanding of the energy
requirements of moving matter through the manifold, in order to make the
components for his computer, Ede must have swept whole star clusters clean of
planets, asteroids, comets — even wisps of hydrogen and other gases blown out from
the many Vild stars that had fallen into supernova. Quite probably he had used
disassemblers to break all this matter down to its elements, and then, over centuries of
realtime, he had used other microscopic robots to build up and fold together the
neurologics of his great brain. How this monstrously vast machine had been destroyed
he might never know. Possibly the Silicon God had triggered the spacetime
continuum's zero-point energies in millions of separate loci inside Ede and so
exploded him into trillions of pieces. Or possibly he had undermined the fabric of
spacetime itself. Danlo well remembered how the Silicon God's attack upon the Solid
State Entity had deformed the manifold beneath and inside Her. It was possible, he thought,
that if such deformations were great enough, the black silk of spacetime would unravel into
an almost infinite number of strands, thus pulling apart any kind of matter folded inside.
However Ede had been killed, it seemed that he must be truly dead. Search though he might,
Danlo could find no piece of circuitry or other component alive to the touch of flowing
electrons or streams of coherent light. He could not understand how Ede could also be
somewhat alive — unless, of course, this ring of cybernetic wreckage three hundred million
miles in circumference was only part of Ede the God. If the moon-brains of the Entity were
spread across many stars, why not the units of Ede's eternal computer? Because Danlo wanted
to know more about this god of gods — and because he still hoped to ask Ede the whereabouts
of Tannahill — he set out into the nearby stars to find him.

In the deep light-distances surrounding the Star of Ede, as he formally named it, he
found more wreckage. It seemed that a ring of dead computer parts circled each of the
stars he explored, though no ring was nearly so large as the first ring he had
encountered. As Danlo's ship fell in a huge spiral through this strange neighbourhood
of stars, the rings became ever smaller. Some stars shone forth upon no rings at all,
but on only dark blooms of floating debris that must have once been no larger than
small moons. And some blooms — orbiting stars twenty light-years distant from the
Star of Ede — were as tiny as granite boulders that one might stumble over while
walking down a mountain path. But there were very many of them. In the star cluster
that was Ede the God, Danlo counted some six hundred and seventy million rings or
pockets of demolished computer circuitry. In a way, Danlo thought, Ede the God must
have been something like a starflower opening onto space: the purple-black petals of
his brain growing ever smaller and more numerous the farther away from the centre.



And all of these parts were quite dead. It seemed that the Silicon God's destruction of
his enemy was total. In only one respect had the Silicon God's attack upon Ede been
less than completely ferocious: apparently he had spared the many different Earths
that Ede must have made. Beginning at a radius of twenty-three light-years outward
from the Star of Ede, almost every star was accompanied by a fat, round, blue and
white, water-swollen Earth. This discovery astonished Danlo. He could not imagine
why Ede would want to create so many copies of Old Earth. Just gazing at even one
of these splendid worlds touched him with marvel and mystery. He thought that these
god-made spheres of rock and water and air might somehow hold the secret to Ede's
death (or life), and so he turned his lightship to the nearest stars to seek out these
Earths one by one.

It was as he was surveying the sixty-sixth of these Earths that he made a thrilling
discovery. The Snowy Owl was circling the Earth in a low orbit, no more than three
hundred miles above the level of the sea. Below him, straight down through layers of
ozone and atmosphere, was the great mother continent that had once been called
Urasia. Through the breaks in the puffy clouds, he could just see the brown and white
folds of the famous Hindu Kush — the mountains of death. And soon, in seconds, his
lightship passed over the first peaks of the Himalaya range. Through one of his
telescopes he studied the Icefalls of Sagarmatha, the highest mountain and mother
goddess of the world. If Ede truly had created this world, then he had reproduced it
almost exactly as Old Earth had been some ten thousand years before the Swarming.
In its configuration of glaciers, in its snow-cut ridges and south-facing col, this holy
mountain appeared almost exactly as the picture of the ancient and historic
Sagarmatha that his computer called up from memory and painted for him with
electrons and light. And the surrounding mountains of Pumori and Khumbutse
precisely matched this computer-generated map as well. Below him to the northwest
was a shining peak called Kailas — also known as Kang Rimpoche to the ancient
Buddhists who had regarded this mountain as holy above all others. He easily
identified it by the nearby lake, Manasarowar. It was as he was looking down upon
this beautiful lake that his ship intercepted a signal. Surprisingly, it was a simple (and
weak) burst of radio waves pulsing once each second like the beating of man's heart.
His computer could decode no information written into these slow, steady waves, and
so he concluded that it was nothing more than a beacon, much like the flashing lights
on Neverness's Mount Urkel that warn the windjammers and lightships away from the
dark and icy rocks below. But why should there be a radio beacon on a pristine Earth
where the only flying things were the eagles and the owls and the winged insects that
the lesser birds occasionally fed upon? Danlo fired his rockets and turned his ship
through the cold, blue-black space above the mountains. He homed in on the source
of the signal; one of the lesser peaks of the Himalaya to the west. He decided to
explore this peak, and so took his elegant, diamond-hulled ship down through the
atmosphere, the ions, the clouds and the wind, down to a high valley bare of little
other than rocks and snow.

He came to Earth on a flat snowfield no wider than the beach outside the Hofgarten
on Neverness, opened the pit of his ship and stepped out onto layers of crunching, old
snow. Because he knew it would be cold, he wore his wool kamelaika, his boots and
the black sable furs that he had been given when he first became a journeyman pilot.
He also wore a pair of polarized goggles against the dazzling mountain light. The air
around him was thin and clear and brilliant with light reflected off the ridges and
glaciers all around him. Above him, just to the north, was the peak that he sought. As
he squinted at this shining mountain, he made out the unmistakable lines of a building
perched on one of its ledges. It was a small building, he thought a rather simple



construction of dark wooden beams contrasted with glittering walls of organic stone.
It looked much like the old Architect temples he had once seen on Urradeth. Why Ede
would have built such a temple on a high mountain col on a lost Earth deep inside the
Vild he couldn't imagine. He was certain, though, that the radio beacon had originated
from some source inside the temple. For no good reason he hoped that this beacon —
or the temple itself — might hold the secret of how Ede the God had died. Standing in
the cold, rarefied air he was full of hopes and dreams (and memories), and so without
further thought, he pulled his goggles tight over his eyes and began the long trek up
the mountain.

It took him most of the day to complete this journey. A day, in the manifold, in the
superluminal fenestration of a lightship, can carry a pilot six hundred trillion miles
through the stars. But to a pilot carrying his own weight up a broken mountain slope,
bearing a heavy pack full of food, tent, extra clothing and bottles of oxygen, a day is
little enough time to cover more than a dozen miles. Although the terrain itself was
not very difficult, too many days spent floating in the pit of his ship had weakened
Danlo's muscles. He was unaccustomed to exercise of any sort, and this hard hiking in
the thin, cold air quickly exhausted him. More than once he stopped to gasp in great
lungfuls of oxygen from one of his five little blue bottles. Since many full men had
climbed much higher than this without sucking on the nipple of a plastic bottle, he
thought it was slightly childish to pamper himself this way. (He remembered that the
first man to climb Sagarmatha, the great Li Mallory, had ascended the holy mountain
breathing only natural air. Of course Mallory had died on his descent from heavenly
heights, and although his ice-axe was recovered years later, his body had never been
found.) Danlo, though, was high in the highest mountain range on a planet identical to
Old Earth. Two thirds of the atmosphere lay below him, blanketing the green jungles
and the oceans and the far-off dusty plains. Without sufficient oxygen he might have
thrown a blood-clot and so suffered a collapsed lung or the stroke of death. As it was,
his head ached savagely, and as he stepped higher and higher up a sparkling snow-
ridge, it felt as though a sliver of rock had lodged itself through his eye socket. If he
had been prudent, of course, he might have waited several days to acclimatize himself
to the thinner air before beginning this excruciating climb. But it was his will and
pride to hate prudence as a man who has been buried alive might hate the cold, clary
walls of a crypt. In his blood he could almost feel the signal of the beacon above him
beating like a drum clock, and so he panted and pushed his way up the mountain. His
path took him across sunny slopes covered with rhododendrons and other flowering
plants. As he plodded higher, there were only mosses and rocks shagged with green
and orange lichens. And higher still, there was only bare rock, ice and snow. By the
time he crested the last ridge and stepped onto the broad col on which the temple was
built, the snowfields around him were growing grey and cold with the falling twilight.
He might have paused to pitch his tent on the freezing snow, but it was his intention
to gain entrance to the temple as soon as he could and to spend the night inside.

To look down upon this building out of his memory was very strange. No path led
across the snowfield to the temple gates. The temple sat in the middle of a large col, a
broad natural bowl scooped out of ice and granite between the darkening peaks to the
north and south. As he had first estimated, the temple itself was not large. None of its
four walls exceeded a hundred metres in length or in height. Its shape was cube-like,
and it rose straight up out of the snow like an overgrown crystal of salt. In truth,
except for the organic stone from which it was wrought, it was an ugly building. Most
of the Architect temples on Urradeth are similarly squat and graceless, and Danlo
thought that was too bad because organic stone can be the loveliest of materials to
work.



In the first cold of evening, Danlo walked straight toward the temple. It did not take
him long to cross the frozen col. He walked over the crunching snow straight up to
the gates, which were really more like simple doors: two rectangular slabs of wood
set into a smooth stone wall. A set of ten shallow stairs led up to them. He quickly
mounted these icy stairs and paused before the doors. They were tightly shut, perhaps
locked, and he used his ice-axe to knock against the crossbeam of one of the doors
before trying to open it. The sound of steel against hard old wood rang out and echoed
along the glaciers and peaks above him. He knocked again, and then waited for the
jarring sound to die. In the quiet of the mountains, in the clear air so near to the
glorious stars, even the steaming of his breath seemed harsh and overloud. For a long
time he studied the strange constellations in the sky as he waited before this silent
door. At last, he decided to open it. With his ice-axe, he cleared away the drifts of
snow blown up against the base of the door and chipped away at the tough old ice he
found below, frozen to the topmost stair. Because he was very tired, these little tasks
took quite a long time. When he thought the door was free he grasped the round steel
ring that served as the door's handle, and pulled. But the door would not open. Now
he threw off his pack and braced his foot flat against the opposite door. He pulled
leaning back hard, while simultaneously pushing his leg straight out to help provide
leverage; he pulled with all his strength, pulled so fiercely that his muscles trembled
and his spine almost ruptured and his arteries throbbed like snakes beneath his face.
Although many days spent in the weightlessness of his ship had weakened him, he
was still a very strong man. With much shrieking of rusted steel, the door swung
slowly open. He might have celebrated this victory by raising his arms to the sky and
crying out like a thallow, but instead he suddenly found himself bent over against his
knees, gasping for breath in almost utter exhaustion.

It was the wind that revived him. The wind, he remembered, was the wild white
breath of the world, and it inspirited him with a power beyond that of mere oxygen to
brighten his tired blood. He pushed his pack through the doorway and then stepped
into the entrance hall. This high room was much like the halls of other temples that he
had visited on Urradeth. There were the various sculptures of Nikolos Daru Ede (as a
man) poised on marble stands all along the room'’s perimeter. There were old steel
benches, cold flame globes, a dried-up fountain silvered with spiderwebs and strewn
with the husks of dead insects, and hot flame globes suspended high above that no
longer radiated either heat or light. On the north wall facing him, someone had made
a painting of the important scenes out of the life of Ede. This painting, at least, was
still alive. For a while Danlo watched with amusement as Julius Ulric Ede — Ede's
father — presented the Ede child with his first tutorial computer on his first birthday.
Then Danlo turned to the handfast at the centre of the hall. This was an ominous-
looking little black box fused to a bright chromium stand as high as a man's waist. A
worthy Architect, upon entering almost any of the Cybernetic Universal Church's
various temples, would insert his right hand through the dark opening of this box. He
would wait silently and calmly, trying not to sweat while the handfast completed a
scan of his DNA. If he was truly worthy of worship — that is to say if he was an
Architect in good standing who had recently been cleansed of negative programs and
was not in arrears in his tithes to the Church — a pleasing note would chime out, and,
for a moment, the Architect's face would appear on the north wall with the face of
Ede the God smiling down upon him. But if this Architect had not cleansed himself
within the last year, an alarm would sound, alerting the guardian robots that one of the
unworthy was about to defile the temple. On some barbarous worlds such as Ultima,
the handfasts were infamous for concealing sharp needles tipped with deadly poisons.
Anyone arrogant enough to enter the temple uncleansed would feel cold steel pricking



through his flesh, and very soon, the fiery pain of ekkana or some other drug.
Although Danlo thought that this handfast might be dead, too, he did not put it to the
test. Instead, he set his pack down resting against its stand. Then he bowed to the face
of Ede glittering on the wall and turned to explore the main body of the temple.

He passed through a small door to his right and entered one of the temple's
gowning rooms. Here, in a narrow room of benches and steel closets, the male
Architects would remove their street clothes before donning the sacred undergarments
known as kardalai. They would pull on their sacred kimonos, too, before fastening a
little skullcap to their shaved heads. Thus properly dressed, they would pass out of
one of two doors that led into the deeper parts of the temple. Any Architect in need of
a cleansing would submit himself to one of the readers who waited in the many
cleansing cells along the temple's west (and east) wall. Beyond the cleansing rooms,
Danlo knew, at the very rear of the temple, there was a hospice where dying
Architects were taken in to rest before spending their last moments as human beings.
There was a vastening chamber where their minds were copied and carked into an
eternal computer, and of course, a crematorium to sublime the bodies that had been
emptied of true soul. Adjacent to the room containing the great plasma ovens were the
chambers of the readers and the elders. Danlo thought this might be a rare opportunity
to behold these forbidden chambers, but first he wanted to walk through the temple's
two central halls. And so, as if he were a worthy Architect properly gowned and
cleansed, he opened the door to the meditation hall and stepped inside.

Immediately upon entering this large, rectangular room, he held his breath in
astonishment. The meditation room should have been a stark and vastly serene place.
It should have been bare of everything except soft wool prayer mats and the whisper
of chants and supplications falling off the glittering stone walls. Instead it was full of
things. On stands of some clear, hard crystal that looked like diamond, there were
displayed gyres and selduks, mantelets and kevalin sets and the heaumes of various
cleansing computers. There were clearfaces and tortrixes and many models of eternal
computers. All of these cybernetica were relics and holy objects of the many Edeic
sects. On one of the stands, he even saw a set of the Reformed Church's priceless
Edeic lights, those once-living jewels wrought of firestones that now appeared to be
quite dead. All through the hall, there were many other things used in the ceremonies
of this star-flung religion: a babri worn by the elders of the Universal Church of Ede;
the staff/computer of the Cybernetic Pilgrims of the Manifold; a bottle of holy wine
used by the Fathers of Ede; a replica of Ede's original clearface that adorns the
temples of the Fellowship of Ede as well as those of the Fostora Separatist Union and
the Architects of the Universal God. Arrayed in no way that he could detect, there
were a hundred holy mirrors, perhaps from a hundred different churches, reflecting
the images of the heaps of things gathered in the hall. One of these mirrors reflected
his own lively blue eyes when he paused in front of it to regard the beard that had
grown over his face during his journey from the Entity. But Danlo hated wasting
himself on vanity; it always amused (and vexed) him to behold his own wild face, and
so he quickly turned away from the mirror. He quickly found other objects to
fascinate him. Next to a glass jar containing a blue rose sacred to the Architects of the
Evolutionary Church of Ede, he found a rack holding a dozen flutes and shakuhachis.
He remembered that Nikolos Daru Ede had been famous for his performances with
these splendid instruments. With a quick smile at his readiness to commit sacrilege,
he picked up one of the flutes. He carried it with him through the grand doorway
where the meditation hall let into the facing room. He thought that perhaps this room
would hold fewer objects and thus the acoustics would be better for the playing of
flutes. And so he walked into the Temple's holiest of holies.



Directly in front of him, in this dead quiet place, was an upraised altar covered with
a square white carpet. As with any of the very austere Urradeth temples, the only holy
object on the altar was an exact replica of Ede's eternal computer: a large black cube
of neurologics and circuitry resting on mirrored chrome. Around the altar, across the
facing room's glittering stone floor, there were hundreds of rectangular prayer mats
neatly arranged in columns and rows. A facing heaume sat gleaming at the centre of
each of these mats. It seemed that the room had been set for an important ceremony. It
seemed that at any moment cadres of worthy Architects wearing their glittering kim-
onos should file into the room and kneel on these mats, there to pull the chrome-
covered heaumes over their heads in order to interface the eternal computer before
them. But there were no Architects to be found in this lost and ancient temple. There
was only one man, Danlo wi Soli Ringess, who thought to play his newly-found flute
to the eternal seeking of human soul. And then, just as he was about to press the
wooden mouthpiece to his lips, he noticed a swirl of coloured lights to his left. There,
just outside the facing room's other doorway leading back into the meditation hall, he
noticed a seemingly simple devotionary, a little device that the Architects of the Old
Church give to one another so that they may view the miracle of Ede the Man
becoming Ede the God. Devotionaries were little black boxes that projected holo-
grams of the face and form of Ede. Devotionaries were also sanctified personal
computers that many individual Architects carried in their hands wherever they went.
Many devotionaries, he remembered, could generate and receive radio signals to
interface with various planetary communications networks. Because he thought that this
devotionary might be the source of the signal that had brought him down to this Earth — and
because it piqued his curiosity that of all the cybernetica in the hall, only this little machine
still seemed to be turned on — he walked over to examine it more closely.

Immediately, his eyes focused upon the imago of Nikolos Daru Ede. Suspended in
the dusty air above the devotionary — a black box bejewelled with hundreds of tiny
computer eyes like the compound eyes of an insect — was a faithful replication of the
most famous man in the history of the human race. In his first life Ede had not been a
large man, and due to the projection limitations of the devotionary, ironically, the
hologram display only diminished his physical dimensions. This luminous, almost
evanescent Ede was no more than one foot high from his blue silk slippers to the
diamond clearface that he wore on his head. Yet, as he had in life, the Ede seemed to
usurp and completely subjugate the space that he inhabited, transforming it into
something other than mere space. This was the design and purpose of all
devotionaries, to show Ede the Man as the one who would transcend all space, all
matter, all time.

Because it pleased Danlo — sometimes — to honour the rituals of various religions,
he bowed to this imago of a man who had lived almost three thousand years before.
Then he circled closer, the better to study Ede's famous face. The imago was turned
away as if to look out into the meditation hall and the main body of the Temple — or
perhaps only to regard it as a god might look down upon a world that he has created.
It was possible, Danlo knew, if he positioned himself just so with his eyes level with
those of the imago, to look into the eyelight of this hologram almost as if looking at a
real man. Some of the better devotionaries — those connected with computer eyes and
ears — could even process information received from their immediate environment.
They could 'see' the faces of the devoted Architects who bowed before them; they
could 'hear" their voices and prayers when spoken to. The devotionaries of the Old
Church projected an Ede who could react in certain programmed ways according to
the words, facial expressions, voice patterns and emotions of the individual devotee.
Thus an Architect searching for answers to the problems of her life might be greeted



with platitudes or gems of dogma (or sometimes even deep wisdom) out of the Book
of God; a doubtful Architect might be gently chastened to return to his faith; a sad
and soul-sick Architect might be graced with an unusually long vision of Ede the
God. Although Danlo expected the Ede imago to fall into one or another of these
almost mechanical attitudes, he was unprepared for what actually happened. At his
approach, the Ede suddenly turned his head, arched an eyebrow, and smiled almost
wickedly. He looked straight at Danlo and said, 'Di nisti so fayance? La nistenei ito
so wahai.'

Danlo did not recognize the language that issued forth from the devotionary. But
even if he had, it always discomfited him to speak to a robot or a hologram generated
by some computer, and so he smiled shyly and said nothing.

On wi lo-te hi ne-te il lao-on?

He continued to look at the imago. Ede was not pretty at all but rather striking in
appearance. With his coffee-cream skin and his large, sensuous lips, there was a
softness about his face that hinted at something deeply feminine inside him. And yet,
if this imago were true to life, Danlo thought that Ede must have been a hard man,
too, for his features were set with purpose, as if his strong jaws and voicebox and face
muscles were only tools in the service of his will. The most memorable thing about
him were his eyes, being bright and black, full of experience, intuition, acumen. Ede's
detractors had always said that he had the cold and calculating eyes of a merchant, but
it was not so. In truth, his were the eyes of a dreamer, a mystic, a prophet. Inside his
dark, smouldering eyes there were worlds inside worlds. Ede was the man who would
contain the whole universe, and everything about him bespoke a hunger for the
infinite.

Parang wan i songas noldor ano?

At this, Danlo finally shook his head and sighed out, 'l do not understand.’

There was a pause lasting little more than a moment, and then the high, tense voice
of Ede the Man whined out into the air. Although it was the devotionary itself that
generated this famous voice, a set of sulki grids inside this black box convolved the
sound so that the words seemed to flow directly from the mouth of Ede. 'Are you of
the Civilized Worlds? | would think you must be if you speak the Language.'

Danlo smiled, then laughed softly. Despite his mistrust of artificial intelligences
and the programs that enabled them to communicate with human beings, he was
amused.

After staring at the imago awhile, Danlo nodded his head. "Yes ... | speak the
Language.'

'It's curious that you do speak the Language,’ the Ede imago said, 'since we are far
from any of the Civilized Worlds.'

'Very far,' Danlo agreed.

'I'm glad that you speak the Language since this enables us to speak together.'

'To ... speak together," Danlo said, smiling.

'I've been waiting a long time for such a conversation,' the Ede said.

Danlo stared long and deeply at the imago of Nikolos Daru Ede. "You have been
programmed to make conversation, yes?'

'In a way,' the Ede said, and his eyes glittered like the organic stone of the walls
that surrounded them. 'But | might rather say that this devotionary has been pro-
grammed to instantiate me so that | might converse with you.'

This response almost astonished Danlo. A devotionary's imago of Ede should have
been programmed to discuss the Doctrine of the Halting or the Eight Duties that were
the stepping stones toward an Architect's vastening — or even the reprogramming of
an individual Architect's mind following the cleansing of his sins. But it should never



have referred to its own programming. Danlo thought that there was something
strange about the tenor of their conversation, something strange about the very act of
exchanging words with this glowing hologram which claimed to be an instantiation of
Ede.

'Where were you ... where was this devotionary programmed, then?' Danlo asked.
He did not quite know whether he should direct his words to the devotionary or to the
Ede imago itself. 'On which planet were you made?"

‘These are excellent questions,’ the Ede said.

Danlo waited a long time for the imago to say more, and then he asked, "You ... do
not know?'

Evasively, the Ede replied, ‘It may be that the answers to these questions will
emerge as we converse further.'

Danlo slowly circled around the imago to view the face of Ede from different
angles. But at each shifting of his position, Ede turned his head, and his shimmering
gaze followed Danlo's, never breaking the connection of their eyes. The imago should
not have been able to do this. Devotionary imagoes of Ede were never programmed
with such a range of motion and responsiveness. Devoted Architects must humbly
seek out the eyelight of Ede and wait for his benediction, for this god of gods will not
otherwise take notice of the all-too human beings who bow before him.

'Why this program, then?' Danlo asked. 'l have never seen a devotionary ... that was
programmed to hold this kind of conversation.'

'It's always interesting to wonder why we're programmed as we are.’

Danlo said nothing as he listened to his breath steaming out of his mouth. He
smiled at the unbelievable idea that he — or any other living thing — could be program-
med as if he were nothing more than a computer made out of neurons and synapses
and the chemicals of the brain.

"Though a more interesting question,’ the Ede continued, 'is who programs us as we
are? And more interesting still: who programs the programmer?'

This whiff of cybernetic metaphysics annoyed Danlo as much as it amused him,
and so he considered turning off the imago. With the Ede hologram vanished back
into the neverness of the computer's program, he thought it might be easier to
determine if the devotionary had generated the signal that had brought him down to
this earth. He circled around the devotionary, searching among its glittering black
faces for some switch or power plate to accomplish this end. But he found nothing,
just hundreds of computer eyes watching his eyes as if he were some strange being
impossible truly to comprehend. He concluded that this must be one of the many
devotionaries activated by the human voice alone. He wondered if it might be coded
to respond to almost anyone's voice. He was about to utter the word ‘down’ when he
noticed the imago staring at him. Very quickly, in moments, the Ede’s luminous face
fell through a succession of emotions: alarm, regret, grid, anger, pride, exhilaration,
hope and then alarm again, which was astonishing, since imagoes of Ede were usually
programmed to beam forth only wisdom, serenity, joy, or even love.

'Please don't take me down,' the Ede suddenly said.

'How did you know ... that | was considering taking you down?'

'l have many eyes,' the Ede said. 'And | can see many things.'

"Then you can read my face? You run cetic programs, yes?'

'My programming is very extensive. And the first algorithm of my programming is
that I must ask not to be taken down.’

'l see. You must ask this.’

'My only power is that of words.'

‘Then it is a simple thing to take you down, yes?'



'It's simple indeed, but one would have to know the right word.'

‘Then do you know what this word is?'

'l know the word, but I could never say it.'

'l see.’

‘The mere utterance of it, of course, would take me down.'

‘Then it is futile for me to ask what this unutterable word is, yes?'

It is futile, the Ede said, 'but why would you even wish to take me down?'

'l was hoping to discover the source of a simple radio signal,’ Danlo watched Ede's
face fall into an expression of sudden relief. 'l had thought that this devotionary might
generate this signal.’

'But of course it does," the Ede said, smiling. 'Of course I do.’

"You speak of the devotionary as if it were identical to yourself.'

'Well, it runs my program. Don't you speak of your body and brain as if identical to
yourself?'

'Sometimes ... | do," Danlo admitted. He did not want to tell this smirking Ede that
he had once thought of his deep self as a fusion of his deathless self with his other-
self, which happened to be a white bird known as the snowy owl. 'Sometimes, | speak
this way ... but I am not a computer.’

'‘And | am not just a computer, either," the Ede said, and his face was brilliant with
self-satisfaction.

'What are you, then?'

At this the Ede smiled wickedly and said, 'Ishq Allah maboud lillah: I am program,
programmer, and that which is programmed.’

Danlo, who had once memorized many poems composed in ancient Arabic, smiled
at this obvious mistranslation. He said, 'God is love, lover, and beloved. Only ... you
are not God.'

'‘Am | not? Am | not Ede the God?'

Just then the Ede's face fell through the usual divine emotions of wisdom, serenity,
joy, and of course, love. And then his eyes flashed with light, and his whole face
seemed to melt into a golden brilliance like that of the sun. It was hard for Danlo to
look upon this splendid face. The intense light of it hurt his eyes; the sudden pain that
stabbed through his forehead caused him to throw his arm across his burning eyes.

"You are only an imago of Ede as he was as a man,' Danlo said at last. 'And Ede
himself, even as a god ... was no more God than the dust beneath my boots. No more,
no ... less.'

The Ede's face was now a mask of worry. 'l notice that you use the past tense in
referring to the god.'

'For a simple devotionary, you seem to notice many things.'

'As I've said, | have many eyes.'

"You seem to know many things.'

'Well, I really know very little,' the Ede said. 'And tragically, there is space in my
memory for very little more information.’'

'But you know that you are programmed to send a signal out toward the stars, yes?'

'I've said that | know this.’

'Excuse me. | am sorry ... that | have bored you.'

"To answer your question, again, it's part of my programming that | am aware of my
own programming.'

‘Then you must know why you are programmed this way.'

'Of course | do.’

'Why this signal, then?' Danlo asked. He held his hand out toward the meditation
hall, pointing at a selduk gleaming on its stand. "Why this temple, as it is? Why should



you be programmed to lead people here?'

Danlo rubbed his aching forehead as he struggled to breathe the thin, sunless air.
Being inside an Architect temple, he thought, was as stifling as being inside a com-
puter. An old, dusty computer.

'Who programmed you, then?' Danlo asked. He turned to look at the imago's almost
metallic-seeming face. 'Was it Ede the God? The ... true Ede?'

"You ask difficult questions to answer.'

'l am sorry.'

'It's not that | don't know the answers, of course. But my programming forces me to
exercise a certain caution.'

'l see.’

'If | could ask you certain questions,' the Ede said, ‘it might be that the answers to
your questions would become clear as we proceeded.’

Danlo was now smiling despite his annoyance. He said, 'Then please proceed.’

"Very well — you are a most reasonable man.'

‘Thank you.'

'My first question is this,' the Ede said. "Where were you when you intercepted my
signal?'

'l was three hundred miles above this Earth. | was making my fourteenth orbit when
| intercepted your signal.'

'l see. You intercepted this signal — how?'

'My ship's radio is programmed to search for such signals.’

'l see. You were orbiting this Earth in a ship?'

'Did you think that I was flying through the sky like a bird?' Danlo asked, smiling.

'l see that you like to answer questions with questions.’

'‘And should I not answer questions with questions?'

'l see that you have a taste for playing with others' sensibilities.'

'l am sorry,' Danlo said. He looked directly into the Ede's shiny black eyes. 'l ...
have been rude, yes?'

'Well, that's the human way, isn't it?'

'Sometimes, yes,' Danlo said. 'But it is not my way. That is, | have been taught that
it is unseemly for a mart to speak rudely to anyone — man, woman, or child.' Or to an
animal, Danlo remembered, or to a tree or a rock or even to the murderous west wind
that blows in the night. A true man must speak truly and courteously to all the
creations of the world, even one so strange as an imago of a man shining forth out of
a computer. 'l am sorry. It is just that | am unused to speaking with artificial intelli-
gences ... so deeply.'

At this, the Ede's face hardened into an unreadable mask. And yet there was a
brightness about the eyes as if Ede's program, as sublime as it might be, could not
conceal his interest in what Danlo had said.

'Have you spoken with many such intelligences?' Ede asked.

'No," Danlo said, 'not many.'

'Have you spoken with any of these intelligences on your journey here?'

'Perhaps,’ Danlo said. He thought of the Solid State Entity, and he wondered what
kind of intelligence really controlled Her vast moon-brains. 'But perhaps not.'

'Perhaps or perhaps not,' the Ede repeated. He smiled mechanically. 'l see that
you're a most considerate man. You've remembered that | said I've little room left in
my memory, and so you've chosen not to overload me with new information.'

'l am sorry,' Danlo said. Just then he did not want to tell a hologram — or anyone
else — of his journey to the Solid State Entity.

'Sometimes it can be difficult to determine which intelligences are artificial and



which are not.'

'l suppose that is true," Danlo said.

'But you say that you have spoken with what you call artificial intelligences
before?"

"Yes, on the planet of my birth. In the city where | was educated, there were many
computers. Many ai programs.’

'Excuse me?'

‘Ai programs,' Danlo said. 'The cetics of my Order sometimes call them 'I'
programs. In mockery of the belief that computers could possess a sense of selfness.’

'l see. The cetics of your Order must be antiquarians.'

"That is true — in a way they are. Except the cyber-shamans. They love computers.’
Danlo closed his eyes for a moment, remembering. In his mind he saw a diamond
clearface moulded tightly across a white skull and pale blue eyes as cold as death.
Then he said, 'Sometimes the cyber-shamans refer to ai programs as god programs.'

'A more appropriate name, | should think.'

'Perhaps.’

"Your Order — is this the Order founded in the city of Neverness?'

'Yes.'

'‘May | conclude that you are a pilot of this Order?'

‘Yes.'

'Well, then, you've fallen far, haven't you, Pilot? In your diamond ship that falls
faster than light — what is that you pilots call your ships?'

'We call them lightships," Danlo said.

'Oh, I'd forgotten,' the Ede said. 'But how is it that you were able to take your
lightship into these parts of the galaxy that have been impenetrable for so long?’

'We ... have learned to penetrate these spaces. The Vild itself. We have learned to
map through the manifold beneath these wild stars.’

'I'd thought that the manifold beneath the Vild was unmappable.'

It ... almost is.’

"Then you have fallen here twenty-thousand light-years from Neverness?'

‘Yes.'

'In your lightship, by yourself? By mappings that you've made alone?"

"Yes,' Danlo said. 'Pilots always enter the manifold alone.'

"Then you've had no help in entering the manifold or piloting your ship?'

'No - of course not.'

'‘But you must have had help in finding this planet?'

Danlo was silent as he stared at the hologram of Ede.

‘A hundred million stars in the Vild," Ede said. 'Or perhaps thrice as many. Is it a
miracle that brought you to this Earth?'

Danlo was aware of the Ede's eyes glowing darkly, practically drilling like lasers
into his eyes. He was aware of the devotionary's hundreds of glittering computer eyes
focusing on his face. He remembered, then, that cetic programs could enable
computers to read truth or falseness from a man's face.

'l was given the fixed-points of a star near this Earth,' Danlo said.

'‘And who gave you this information?'

With a sudden release of his breath, Danlo finally told the Ede imago something of
his journey to the Solid State Entity. He made only passing reference to his tests on
the beach, and as to his encounter with the Entity's incarnation as Tamara, he said
nothing at all. Neither did he speak of his quest to find his father. But he revealed that
he sought the lost planet called Tannahill. He told the Ede that he sought the
Architects of the Old Church, they who were fulfilling their doctrines and prophecies



by destroying the stars.

‘That is an extraordinary story,' the Ede said. His face was the very embodiment of
the emotion of relief. "You must be a remarkable man to have wrested such infor-
mation from the Entity.'

Danlo looked at the hologram's steady lights and said, "You know of the Entity,
yes?'

But the Ede, it seemed, did not wish to discuss the Entity just then. He wished to
discuss the mystery of Danlo's journey to this Earth, perhaps the mystery of Danlo
himself.

"You're a remarkable man,' the Ede repeated. '‘May | ask your name?'

'My name," Danlo said. He did not know which of his names to give to this irksome
hologram. Once, he had been called Danlo the Wild; once, a kindly, white-furred
alien had bestowed upon him the name of Danlo Peacewise. And then there were his
other names: his first name which his family would call him; the name of his anima
which would play a part in the shaping of the world; and his spirit name, his secret
name which he would whisper only to the wind. 'l am ... Danlo wi Soli Ringess,' he
said at last.

'Very good,' the Ede said. Then may | present myself? | am Nikolos Daru Ede.'

Danlo smiled as he stared at Ede's blazing imago. 'Of course you are," he said.

'I've been waiting years for someone to intercept the signal that led you here.’

With a sigh, Danlo rubbed his aching forehead. Then he reached down to rub his
aching legs. He was very tired from his climb up the mountain, almost as tired as he
was from speaking with this strangely programmed devotionary. He thought that he
should turn away from the devotionary in order to explore the rest of the temple. And
soon he must lay out his furs, eat a cold meal of kurmash, shipbread, and dried
bloodfruit, and then try to sleep. But something about this ridiculous, foot-high Ede
called to him. He sensed that the many-eyed black box generating the Ede might
contain much valuable information. Perhaps somewhere in the devotionary's memory
— coded as voltages of electrons or on-off pulses of light — was a clue as to the death
of one of the galaxy's greatest gods. Danlo needed only to find the way to access this
information. He needed only to say the perfect words, and then the devotionary's
programs, according to an incredibly complex series of logical decisions, in the way
of all programmed and otherwise artificial intelligences, would cause the Ede imago
to tell Danlo what he needed to know.

As if the Ede could read Danlo's thoughts, he smiled provocatively. And then the
Ede said, 'l am the door; knock and be opened.'

Danlo closed his eyes, listening to the sound of his breath. From the front of the
temple, through the cold halls, he heard the wind whooshing faintly through the door
that he had left open. And then, suddenly, another door, a door deep inside him
opened. And he knew. One moment he was mystified by the presence of this
hologram of Ede the God, and in the next moment, a perfect knowledge of the origin
of the devotionary's programming shone like a cold, clear light in his mind.

"You are Nikolos Daru Ede," he said. 'Truly, Ede the God — what is left of him.’

As Danlo stood with his hand held over his eyes, he looked through himself to
events which had occurred long before he had been born. With a cold and terrible
awareness, he looked through the doorway of the memory that lies inside memory.
And what he saw was only endless war. It was a war of exploding stars and hydrogen
bombs, bullets and information viruses, programmed surrealities and bloody knives
and weapons of pure consciousness that not even the gods could truly comprehend.
The war had begun at least fifteen billion years ago, when the first galaxies had
exploded outward from the primeval fireball that the astronomers called the beginning



of the universe. Or perhaps the war had no true beginning nor possible end, and was
as eternal as purposes and passions in the mind of God. Whatever the genesis of this
universal conflagration, the phase of the war that would eventually consume much of
Danlo’'s life (and the lives of a hundred billion human beings from the Civilized
Worlds to the Vild) could be traced back to a single flash-point occurring some eight
thousand years earlier at the end of the Lost Centuries. This great event was the
fabrication of the Silicon God on Fostora.

The architects and scientists of Fostora built their would-be god on a tiny, airless
moon and mined this speck of ice and rock with hydrogen bombs should it become
necessary to destroy their noble creation. And then they waited. They wanted to see
how a computer, initially programmed to seek knowledge and control of the material
universe, would evolve if given almost complete freedom from human mores and
ethical constraints. It was their hypothesis that this unholy machine would develop an
ethic all his own and a moral imperative beyond what most human beings understood
as simple good or evil. It was their dream to create an entity that understood deep
reality, a god, a new form of life as far beyond themselves as they were from worms.
They hoped to learn from this god the secrets of the universe — and perhaps the
purpose of that tragicomic race of hairless apes who had begun their galactic
adventure on Old Earth some two million years before. But the Silicon God was not
to be the teacher of humankind. As the first flash of light streamed through the optical
filaments of his brain, within the first twenty billionths of a second after he had come
into an awareness of himself (if indeed a computer can be truly aware), the Silicon
God came to hate the human beings who had made him. He would have made war
upon the scientists of Fostora and all human beings everywhere, but this, according to
his deep programming, was the one thing that he could never do. And so instead he
found a way to escape from his creators. In secret, far below the rocky surface of the
moon on which he was imprisoned, he built spacetime engines a thousand times as
large as those that are the heart of a lightship. And then he opened a window to the
manifold. The Fostoran astronomers, looking out through their telescopes across
black space, were astonished to behold the silvery gleam of a window opening, and
then, an instant later, to watch as the Silicon God and the moon that contained him
vanished from their neighbourhood of space. It would be another fifty centuries
before a master pilot of the Order, Ananda wi Suso, discovered that the Silicon God
had fallen out and occupied a stellar nebula some six thousand light-years away.
There, in the unexplored regions of the Orion Arm beyond the Sun — and beyond even
the Rainbow Double — the Silicon God had absorbed whole planets and the light of
many stars, and grown into a true god. There, over five thousand years, he had made
war upon the many gods that had sprung from the human race — and many gods such
as Solid State Entity and the April Colonial Intelligence had made war upon him.

All this Danlo saw as he closed his eyes and looked deep into that bright and
marvellous place that was neither space nor time nor materiality but rather contained
all these things, and everything — everything that had ever been or might possibly ever
be. He saw the great battle fought between the Silicon God and the god called Ede.
This battle itself could be divided into three distinct phases or acts. In the first act,
lasting more than a millennia, the two gods discovered each other across an ocean of
stars. Each god, in his program to control the material universe and evolve, was really
much like the other, and so it was only natural that each should seek the means of
controlling (and destroying) his rival. For a thousand years of human time, they vied
for knowledge of each other. They sent out secret spy ships to infiltrate each other's
brains and tap the streams of tachyons by which each communicated with himself.
They infected each other with billions of bacteria-sized robots that might bore



through computer circuitry and reveal the architecture of their logics and their
burned-in programming. For a thousand years they fought a war of information
viruses and disinformation as each tried to gain control over the other's programming,
but neither could prevail over the other. And then the Silicon God called for a truce
and proposed an alliance with his deadly enemy. He presented Ede the God with a
plan for each of them to divide up the galaxy, and then, ten billion years farwhen, to
divide up all the galaxies of the local cluster of galaxies, and the superclusters, and
someday, the whole of the universe itself. He offered this plan in the form of a
surreality: perhaps the most complete and detailed simulation of future events that
any god or computer in the Milky Way galaxy had ever run. Ede the God should have
been very wary of this surreality, this gift of his rival god. In truth, as a man might
spurn a goblet of wine offered by his enemy, he should have rejected it out of hand.
But Ede was flawed by the very hubris that had originally impelled him to transcend
from human being into something more, and so he decided to accept the Silicon God's
gift. After placing safeguards against poison programs and suchlike, he opened the
gates of his light circuits to this seductive surreality that the Silicon God had made.
But he underestimated the cleverness of this ancient machine god. As Ede's star-sized
brain glittered with simulations of an endlessly vast and glorious future, the Silicon
God treacherously renewed his attack. He had copied parts of himself and
camouflaged these duplicitous programs as God-algorithms hidden within the code of
the surreality that he gave to Ede. When Ede opened himself to visions of himself as
god of all gods, perhaps even as the one and only God of the universe, he found most
of his master systems infiltrated by alien programs of what he called the Other. This
was the second act of their battle. In less than a thousand seconds — an eternity in the
life of a computer — one by one each of Ede's guardian programs were fracted and
then failed. The Other began to seize control of Ede’s operating systems. Soon, his
last defences would go down, and then Ede would lose control over the material
components of his body and brain, and worse, he would lose control over his mind.
Thus began their battle's third and final act. Because none of Ede's own simulations
of the future had ever hinted that such a disaster was possible, he was ill-prepared for
what he must do next. But he was neither helpless nor hopeless. Even before his
vastening as a god, he had always been the master of computational origami, the
folding together of many computer parts into a synergistic whole. And now he proved
to be a master of the unfolding. With his mainbrain lost, he decided to abandon it. The
Other was chewing through millions of layers of circuitry, converting him to a slave
unit, eating him alive. But Ede would not leave the largest and most glorious lobe of
his brain to be incorporated into the brain of this treacherous machine god. After
pruning his programs and memories and then encoding them as an intense tachyon
pulse, he set loose the zero-point energies of the spacetime within his great brain and
exploded himself into the pieces of flotsam that Danlo had discovered orbiting the
Star of Ede. He had hoped to destroy the Other and leave not the tiniest diamond
circuit for the Silicon God to feed upon. He split the tachyon signal into a million
separate beams aimed at a million smaller lobes of his brain orbiting nearby stars.
Almost instantly — in less than a thousand nanoseconds — he found his master
programs installed in these millions of moon-sized brains. But the Other had followed
him. In truth, like a leech attached to a man's eyeball (or rather, like a retro-virus
stitching itself into its host's DNA), the Other had carked itself into Ede's master
programs, into his memory, into his very soul. Again Ede pruned his programs, coded
them as pure signal, and in a flash of tachyons infinitely faster than light, made the
almost instantaneous unfolding of his self to smaller lobes of his brain farther out
among the stars. Again he destroyed the computer circuitry that he left behind. But he



could not wholly free his programs from the Other, and so he repeated this pruning of
himself many times. Many, many times. Bit by bit, Ede’s soul — his very self —
diminished even as his consciousness was blown like the seeds of a dried-out dan-
delion flower across twenty light-years of space. At last, when he had pruned himself
from a great galactic being into something that could barely be called a god, he found
himself installed in millions of separate computer lobes, some of which were as tiny
as rocks. And still the Other remained with him. Only now, like a sleekit fleeing a fox
into its deepest burrow, Ede was trapped. Ninety-nine point nine per cent of his great
and beautiful brain was destroyed, and no spare circuitry or piece of machinery
survived to run his programs or store his memories. And so Ede, the god — what was
left of him — made the hardest decision of his life. He destroyed all but one of his
brain parts, and then he made a final pruning. In truth, the soul-surgery that he
performed on himself might better be called an amputation, but it was really more,
much more than even the agony of an animal who gnaws off its leg to escape a trap.
At the end of the third act of his battle with the Silicon God, which lasted no more
than a millionth of a second, Ede simply erased every program and operating system,
every algorithm, virtual, pathway, language and memory that was not essential to his
identity as Ede. In this last and most desperate of prunings, he thought that he had
finally edited out every bit of the Other. And so Ede wrote one final program. He
compressed the essence of himself as pictures in a fractal code; in his panic to survive
in any way that he could, he carked this core program into a simple radio signal and
cast his soul to the black and empty spaces of the universe. It was a hideously crude
thing for him to do. But he had no machinery left that might generate tachyons, nor
even the high frequency laser light that could hold much more information than any
radio signal. In this way, after thousands of years of personal evolution and his
ontogenesis into one of the galaxy's greatest gods, after hopes and visions and dreams
of infinity, Ede found himself reduced to nothing more than invisible radio waves
spreading out through a cold vacuum at the torturously slow speed of light, a cry in
the night, a lost soul seeking home, the last gasp of breath of a dying man. It was
something of a miracle that this weakened radio signal, after years of crossing the vast
interstellar deeps, had fallen down upon the Earth where Danlo now stood. It was a
miracle that for centuries, in the lost temple that Ede had once built, the devotionary's
radio receiver had remained always turned on, always open to the music and songs of
the stars. And so it was a miracle that the program encoding Nikolos Daru Ede, the
man, found itself received and installed in the very primitive circuitry of what was
little more than a religious toy. It was a miracle, yes, but then all life is a miracle,
even the life of a god who is dead and yet remains somehow mysteriously alive.

"You ... are he,' Danlo repeated. He stared at the hologram of Ede, which was
staring back at him with an expression of astonishment written across his glowing
face. 'The core program that survived the battle.'

"You know, then,' Ede said, reading the strange light in Danlo's eyes. 'But how do
you know? How could you possibly know?'

Danlo looked down at the dusty temple floor. Six years before, in a dark corridor of
the library on Neverness, he had looked into his deepest memory, and this marvellous
way of seeing wholes from the tiniest of fragments had first flowered into
consciousness. But how could he ever explain such a strange and mysterious sense to
a computer?

'How ... does anything know?' Danlo asked. 'How do we know that we know?'

'Do you really wish an answer to this question, Danlo wi Soli Ringess? My
program contains the answers to all the famous philosophical conundrums of man.’

Amused by this impossible offer, Danlo slowly shook his head and smiled. 'l have



often wondered what a computer can know. What it truly means when the Architects
and programmers say that a computer can know.'

"Then you are not of the school that believes ai programs can render a computer
self-aware?"

'l do not like ... to believe things,' Danlo said. 'l would rather know.'

"Then you must doubt that I am as conscious as yourself.’

'l ... do doubt. I am sorry.'

"You doubt — and yet here you have stood for a long time conversing with me as if
my consciousness were the same as any man's.'

"Yes, that is true.’

Ede smiled his wicked smile, and then asked, 'If you had closed your eyes, would
you have known that you were talking with a computer?'

'Is this to be the only test of consciousness, then?'

'Well, it's a time-honoured test, isn't it? The ancient Turing test.'

‘That is true — but there are other tests, yes?'

'What tests?'

With a sigh, Danlo turned and crossed back into the meditation hall behind him. He
stepped past the gyres and kevalin sets and the rack of wooden flutes. When he came
to the glass jar encasing the blue rose that he had noticed earlier, he smiled at the
sacrilege that he was about to commit. After damping his palms on the cold glass, he
lifted off this dome-like container and set it carefully on the floor. Then he reached
out and grasped the rose's stem. It was narrow and hard, with an almost woody feel to
it. He wanted to examine the rose in the light of flame globes, and so, at arm's length,
directly in front of his eyes, he held up this symbol of the impossible. Its petals were
light blue and as lovely as those of a snow dahlia. He looked at the flower for a long
time. Then he returned to the grand doorway of the facing room, where the
devotionary projecting the hologram of Nikolos Daru Ede sat waiting on its little
stand. Ede was waiting, too. He was floating in the air, watching with intense
suspicion as Danlo presented the sacred rose to him.

'Do you see this pretty flower?' Danlo asked.

'Of course | see it. | see many things.'

'Here," Danlo said, holding out the rose. 'Take it.'

The hologram of Ede extended one of his diminutive hands, but because his body
was not made of flesh, he could not take it. However, the interference of the holo-
gram's coherent light with the flower's blue petals highlighted the rose and caused it
to glow brightly.

'l can't hold the flower, of course,' Ede said. 'l can't touch it.'

'No," Danlo said. With a sad smile, he reached out his finger and stroked the
flower's many petals. They were as cool as silk and felt as fine as gossamer. 'l am
sorry.'

'‘Why?'

'‘Because it will be so hard for you to truly know whether or not this flower is real.'

It looks real,’ Ede said.

Danlo looked at the striations, veins, and the pattern of tiny filaments lining the
rose. He said, "Yes, it does.’

'But | would deduce that it's artificial. It would have been too difficult to have kept
a real flower alive in my temple, even in a clary cold chamber, even in krydda sus-
pension.'

Again, Danlo touched the rose. He let the whorls of his fingertip linger over the
petals' lacy surface. The cells of his skin slowly slid over the smoothness of gossilk,
and instantly he knew that the rose was not real.



'In truth, it is artificial," he said.

"You see — we both knew this.'

'No," Danlo said. 'l knew that the rose was not real, but you only deduced it.’

'l don't see the difference.’

‘There is ... all the difference in the universe.'

At this, Ede's face froze into an unreadable mask, and for the first time he fell into
silence.

‘Talking to a computer's imago is like looking at an artificial flower,' Danlo said.
"You seem real, only ...

'‘Go on.'

'Only, I cannot touch you. Your consciousness. Your ... soul.’

Ede waited a moment before saying, 'But | am as real as you.'

'No, you are only an ai program that causes electrons inside your brain circuits to
move.'

'l am as conscious as you are," Ede said.

'But ... how can that be?"

'l am as aware as any man.'

Pain is the awareness of life, Danlo remembered. He stood there staring at the
many-hued lights of Ede’s little face as he brooded over this saying so close to his
heart. He realized, then, that this was his own private Turing test of consciousness:
the ability to feel pain.

He told this to Ede, who said, "There are many kinds of pain.'

"Yes,' Danlo agreed as he held his hand over his eye, over the familiar pain shooting
through his head. 'But pain is always just pain. Pain always ... hurts.'

'Once, | was a man much as you," Ede said in his high, whiny voice. 'And | had
pains of the body much as any man. When | carked my mind into my computer and
left my body behind, I'd thought to escape pain forever. But the pain of the mind is
greater than any body pain. Infinitely greater.'

'Others ... have said that to me before.’

'Do you think it didn't hurt to cast off my body and become vastened in the light
storms of my computer?'

'How ... could I know?'

'Do you think I haven't suffered for three thousand years at the fear that some
essential part of my humanity — of myself — was lost in this vastening?"

'l do not know.'

'‘And in my battle with the Silicon God, as | pruned my programs smaller and
smaller — do you suppose this diminishment of myself wasn't pure agony?'

'Perhaps,’ Danlo said. 'Or perhaps you are only programmed to call it agony.'

'Can you imagine what it's like to be a god?'

'No."

'It was like this," Ede said. 'In less than a millionth of a second, if | wished, I could
have thought all the thoughts that were ever recorded in all the libraries of man.’

'l ... am sorry,' Danlo said.

Ede's face fell into an expression of grief. 'I've lost almost everything. Even the
great simulation with which the Silicon God destroyed me. Especially that. | can't tell
you how perfect this simulation really was. The vision. The beauty. The detail. It was
a surreality of all surrealities: | saw the galaxy remade, almost down to the
configuration of every molecule. | saw myself transformed, ever vaster. | saw how |
would be folded, connected, and how | would build ecologies of information that had
never before existed in this universe. | knew what it would be like, someday, really to
know. To know almost everything. And now I've forgotten it all. Only the faintest



memory of a memory remains.’

As Danlo stood there twirling the stem of the blue rose between his fingers, Ede
told him about other things that had been lost. Once, Ede said, he had reconstructed
the history of the Milky Way galaxy, from the firing of the first stars to the rise of the
rainbow star systems and alien races such as the Shakeh and the Elsu and the divine
leldra. All that was now forgotten, as was the secret of destroying the Silicon God,
which he had apparently learned only toward the end of their battle. Forgotten, too,
were the words to a poem that he had been composing for a thousand years. All he
could remember was his reason for creating this great poem: it was his fancy to woo a
goddess in the centre of the cluster of VValda Galaxies some fifty million light-years
out toward Yarmilla Cluster. All the words were gone from his memory. This, he
said, was not surprising, since each of the poem's sixty-six trillion ‘words' was really a
complex of information compressed as beautiful fractal images. A word might be a
theory of the universe or the condensation of all the accumulated knowledge of a
hundred alien civilizations over a hundred thousand years. Some words were symbols
for godly philosophies, or symbols for whole arrays of symbols, down through
thousands of layers of abstraction. Ede thought that many of the words he had once
written were metaphors for beautiful mathematical constructions existing only in the
manifold; he was almost sure that one of the poem's most poignant words — repeated
again and again through the many cantos — encoded the pattern of supernovae across a
billion galaxies over the last three billion years.

"To lose pieces of oneself is a great agony,' Ede told Danlo. 'But it is not the worst
of it.'

'What is, then?'

'Not knowing is the worst pain there is.'

'Not knowing ... what?"

'Not knowing if | am really I. Not knowing who I really am.’

'l am sorry,' Danlo said again. He studied the convincing grimace formed by Ede's
facial programs. He thought that Ede certainly looked as if he were suffering a great
deal of pain.

"The Silicon God was killing me," Ede said. 'l had only nanoseconds to write the
final program of myself. The program that is myself, that must be I, if anything really
Is.'

As Danlo nodded his head and pressed the petals of the artificial flower to his lips,
Ede told him of some of the difficulties in hurriedly writing such a program. He
described his frustration in forcing his great self into a personality type that couldn't
quite capture the essence of who he really was. But he had had no other choice, he
said. From descriptions of various human traits out of sources such as the Enneagram
—as well as the cetic system of universal archetypes and the old, Earth-centred astrol-
ogy — he had cobbled together a persona, an identity, a self. For an ai program, it was
a subtle piece of work, even if somewhat incomplete and crude. And Ede, of course,
was unhappy with it. He was unhappy with himself, with what he had become.

"Where is the mirror in which | can see my own face?' Ede asked. 'How can I ever
know that I really am I, Nikolos Daru Ede?"

Danlo looked down at the blue rose in his hand and said, 'Truly, | cannot know
what you are. Conscious or not, aware of your own awareness or only a program run-
ning a machine. But you are only you, yes? This is the marvel. You cannot be other
than what you are. Isn't this enough?'

'No, it's not enough.’'

‘Then ... I am sorry.’

‘There is something | want, something | programmed myself to want above all other



things.'

'‘And what is that?'

Ede's bright eyes flashed as he looked at Danlo and said, 'l want to be human
again.'

'Oh," Danlo said in astonishment. 'Oh, no.'

'l want to be a man again, to have a body, to breathe real air.'

'But you said—'

'l have said that existence as pure mind is infinitely greater than being a mere
human. But what if I am wrong?'

‘Then you—'

'l want to know," Ede said. He looked at the flower clasped in Danlo's hand. 'l want
to feel myself alive again. | want to smell roses again. I'm afraid that I've forgotten
what it's like to really live.'

Danlo shook his head, slowly, sadly. 'What you desire ... is impossible.’

'Perhaps,’ Ede said. 'But on Old Earth, blue roses were also an impossibility until
the botanists engineered the first one at the end of the Holocaust Centuries.'

'A human being is not a rose.'

'l believe that the Solid State Entity has learned the secret of incarnation.' Ede's
face, as he said this, was full of hope. 'l believe that She can incarnate human beings
as easily as a cartoonist creates his characters.'

'Perhaps,’ Danlo said. He looked down at his hands. He did not want to tell Ede of
the Entity's failed incarnation as Tamara.

'‘And there might be another way. It is a far possibility, but still possible
nevertheless.'

‘Yes?'

"You've said that you seek the planet Tannahill. The Architects of the Old Church.'

'‘Many pilots of my Order seek Tannahill.'

‘The Architects have always worshipped me as God," Ede said. His smile was now
as radiant as the sun. 'At my vastening, when | carked my mind into my eternal com-
puter, what do you suppose became of my body?'

'l ... do not know.'

‘Shall | tell you?'

'Yes, if you would like.'

‘The Architects, of course, usually burn their dead after the vastening ceremony.
But I believe that my body was preserved. On Tannahill, displayed in the temple
there, lying frozen in a clary crypt.’

'But your vastening occurred nearly three thousand years ago!

'Has it really been so long? My followers must be very faithful.'

'‘But why?' Danlo asked. 'Why this ... shaida burial?'

'‘Because the Architects revered everything about me, in life and in death. Even my
old and very human flesh — it serves as a perfect reminder that the body is just an
empty husk without the program of the soul to animate it.'

'But three thousand years!'

"To me it seems like yesterday. Only a moment ago.'

'But the freezing, over the centuries, the molecular drift ... and then there is the
process of vastening itself. The scanning of the brain, of the synapses — this destroys
the brain, yes?'

'Perhaps.’

'In vastening, the pattern of the brain's synapses is modelled as a computer program
— but the brain itself dies. This is the price of carking one's mind into a computer,
yes?'



Ede smiled wickedly for a while, then said, 'It would seem so. But in any brain that
has been vastened, it may be that molecular traces of the synapses remain. It may be
that the synapses, and thus the brain itself, could be reconstructed.’

'Do you believe this, truly?'

'It's my hope.'

"Then you hope somehow to recover your body?'

' do.’

"To raise the dead, Danlo whispered. He pressed his hand to his navel as a sudden
shiver ran through his belly. "You would cark your consciousness back into your old
body, yes?'

'l want to live again. Is that so wrong?'

Danlo closed his eyes a moment before saying, '‘But you are here, on this lost earth.
And your body lies on Tannahill.'

'My body, Pilot," Ede said.

'‘And Tannahill lies ... further into the Vild.'

'l would like to see my own body again. To touch it, from inside.’

'Do you know where Tannabhill is, then?'

'No," Ede said. 'Once | knew, but I have forgotten.'

'l am sorry.'

‘But I know of other peoples who may know of Tannahill.'

"These peoples are human, then?'

'Mostly — most of them still are.’

'‘And these human beings ... live where?'

‘At the centre of the Vild. Where the stars are wildest, on other Earths that | once
made.'

'Do you know the fixed-points of these stars?'

'l know them.'

'Will you tell me where these stars are?'

'Only if you promise to take me with you.'

'In the hold of my ship? As ... cargo in a lightship?"

'No, as a passenger. As a fellow seeker of the ineffable flame. And of other things.'

Danlo rubbed his head and sighed. 'All right — if you would like, you may share the
pit of my ship.'

'‘And you must promise one other thing,' Ede said. He was smiling now, and it
seemed that he was reading the emotions from Danlo's face.

'What ... is that?"

"You must promise that if we find Tannahill, you will help me recover my body.'

‘That... will be hard to do.'

'Hard to promise or a hard promise to fulfil?'

‘Both.’

'I'm only asking you to help me — is that so wrong?'

Danlo rubbed his aching head, remembering. "The dead ... are so very dead when
they die. It is shaida for the dead to live again.'

'‘But | am not dead at all," Ede said. His eyes twinkled, and the hologram
manifesting his shape flared as brightly as a flame globe. 'l am as alive as you are —
almost.'

'Even if you do not reveal the fixed-points of the stars that | seek, I might find them
anyway," Danlo said.

'Possibly.'

'I may find Tannahill without you, but you will never leave this lost Earth without
me.'



"It would seem that you hold the superior negotiating position,' Ede said.

'Yes.'

Ede's eyes were now as hard to look at as black holes, and they seemed to drink in
the light falling off Danlo’s face. Ede said, 'But | would think that you don't like to
negotiate.'

Merchants, Danlo thought, haggled over the price of a Fravashi carpet;
wormrunners argued with whores over the cost of sharing their tattooed bodies for a
night. "Truly, I hate negotiating,' he said.

‘Then help me. Please, Pilot.’

For a long time Danlo stared at Ede's face burning in its computer-generated
colours, and he lost himself in Ede's sad gaze. There came a moment when Danlo's
face was burning, too, his forehead and his eyes and the blood rushing beneath his
skin. And then another moment, fearful and strange, when all the world was nothing
but fire and pain and a wild white light shimmering through the cold space between
them and all around. 'If you would like," Danlo finally said. 'If I can ... | will help you.’

‘Thank you.'

'‘And now," Danlo said, looking about the floor of the temple cluttered with all the
cybernetica and other things, 'l must find a place to sleep.’

'Of course you must.'

"You ... never sleep?'

'l am as you see,’ Ede said. 'Always. | will never say the word that will take me
down.'

'Even for a night?'

'Even for a moment. Even for a millionth of a moment.'

Danlo smiled at Ede and yawned. He said, "Then | must say goodnight now and
find another room where | can lay out my furs.'

'Of course.'

"It would be hard for me to sleep ... with you watching me all night.’

'‘And in the morning?'

'In the morning | will explore the rest of the temple. I have always wanted to see
the chambers where the Architects are vastened.'

‘And then?'

'‘And then we will return to my ship. To the Vild. To ... the stars.’

So saying, Danlo bowed politely. It amused him to watch as the little hologram of
Nikolos Daru Ede — with his emaciated body and huge bony head — returned his bow
with an otherworldly grace, as only an imago floating in the air might accomplish.

'‘Goodnight, then," Danlo said.

'‘Goodnight, Pilot. Sleep deeply and well.’

With another yawn (and with a strange smile that Ede could not see), Danlo turned
to walk back through the temple and retrieve his pack from the entrance hall. Soon he
would eat his shipbread and taste the acid tang of dried bloodfruit. Soon he would be
asleep on soft furs, while in another part of the temple, the hologram of a man who
had once been a god would keep a vigil all night. Danlo wondered what it would be
like to be a ghost haunting the light-circuits of a simple devotionary computer; he
wondered at the consciousness of a machine that was as cold and constant as the light
of the oldest stars. Most of all he wondered a simple thing: if Ede never slept, how
could he ever dream? And if he never dreamed deep and lucid dreams, how should he
ever want to be a man again, how should he want to be marvellously and terribly
alive?






CHAPTER NINE

The Sani

The longest journey begins with the first step — unless you can fly.
- Justine The Wise

To say that the universe is vast is as simple as breathing fresh air, and yet truly to
comprehend its infinite deeps is another thing altogether. The Milky Way galaxy is
only a tiny part of the known universe — no more than a snowflake spinning in the
wind along the world's endless wastelands of ice — and yet to a man crossing its cold
fields of stars in a lightship spun of diamond and dreams, the galaxy is very large
indeed. It is recorded that once a star exploded. Ninety thousand years ago, in the far
part of the Perseus Arm, at the very edge of the galaxy where the stars fade off into
the intergalactic void, a hot blue giant fell supernova and cast its blinding light to the
universe. Light is almost the fastest thing there is; light is so fast that in the time it
takes to affirm its fastness, in simple words, it will fall through space a million miles
—and yet it took fifteen thousand years for the light from this dead star to cross only a
small part of the galaxy and rain down upon the icy forests of Old Earth. Men and
women, living in houses of sewn animal skins or in snow huts or dark cold caves,
beheld this strange new star and marvelled at the terrible and beautiful nature of light.
They wondered at the secrets of the universe, even as the radiance faded to a point
and then died, even as they evolved into a race of near-gods who built pyramids and
cathedrals and great shimmering lightships to fall among the faraway stars. And in all
these tens of thousands of years, even as human beings swarmed outward from Old
Earth and built their great stellar civilizations and dreamed of an infinitely glorious
future, the light from the supernova continued falling across the galaxy. To this day, it
is falling still. Soon, perhaps in a few more millennia, the light will break free from
the Milky Way at last and continue its journey on to the Canes Venatici and Ursa
Major Cloud and the millions of other galaxies of the universe. Bound into
wavelengths of simple light will be images of a people who once wore animal skins
as clothing and ate the flesh of animals for food. Someday farwhen this is the
reflection of human beings that the universe will first behold. It is a primeval and
somewhat savage face — but full of promise and possibilities. By the time the alien
peoples of the Sakura Sen have looked upon human beings as they once were, some
say that men long since will have evolved into gods who are far beyond the horrors of
meat or matter. Humanity, the scryers say, will exist only as numinous beings who
finally will understand the secret of light. Someday they will transcend light
altogether — and then the doors to infinity will be flung open and all the universe will
be theirs.

In a way, of course, certain human beings had already gone beyond the limitations
of lightspeed. Danlo, as a pilot of the Order in his diamond ship named the Snowy
Owl, fenestered across the twinkling stellar windows of the Vild with all the speed he
could command. But relative to the lifetime of simple man his journey was slow, for
he had to find mappings among strange new stars, and the spaces of the Vild are as
twisted and tortuous as they are immense. Somewhere along this long journey into
loneliness — perhaps it was near the remnants of a supernova that he named
Shonamorath — he found himself welcoming the companionship of the little
devotionary computer and the hologram that called itself Nikolos Daru Ede. Danlo
had this computer in the pit of his ship. It floated with him in silent darkness. Or



rather, the light of Ede's glowing face and the words he spoke often dispelled the
darkness and the silence that are the usual companions of a pilot falling through the
manifold. Other objects from the temple had also found a new home in Danlo’s ship.
With a wilful and strangely reverent sacrilege, Danlo had plundered the blue rose
from the meditation hall, as well as a kevalin set and five of Ede's wooden flutes. He
might even have taken an eternal computer from the facing room, but he doubted the
wisdom of bringing such a device anywhere near the electromagnetic field generated
by the devotionary. Often, among the brilliant and deadly Vild stars, he wondered if
Ede had a secret reason for wanting to join his quest to find Tannahill. He wondered
if Ede might be hiding a secret program to cark his soul back into another eternal
computer and thus retrace his old path toward godhood. Perhaps Ede hoped that the
Architects of the Old Church would once again aid this most ancient and secret quest.

Once, in an attempt to glean some hint of Ede's true motivations, Danlo asked him
if he would ever consider remaking the journey from man into god. Ede's response
was immediate and direct — and perhaps an evasion of the truth. With a sincere
expression that the Ede hologram often programmed to hide uncertainty, he smiled at
Danlo and said, 'How should any man ever want to become a god? Haven't I lost
enough myself on that dream already? And if | succeed in becoming human again,
how much more will I lose in regaining my body? Enough — I've had enough of
transcendence. If you consider the problem deeply enough, you'll see that
transcendence is really death. How should I wish to die again, to die a thousand times
a thousand times? No, Pilot, once | wear my own flesh again, I shall be content.'

In truth, the hologram of Ede was as far from contentment as a man is from a
worm. In the pit of Danlo's ship it floated like one of the bioluminescent 1k demons
who are said to haunt the forests outside the temple on Jacaranda. This Ede was
always awake, always aware — and always tormented by problems of both a practical
and philosophical nature. For instance, one of his confessed reasons for wanting to
fall human again was so that he could remembrance the Elder Eddas. This ultimate
secret of the universe was known to be encoded into human DNA. It was said that
only human beings, deep in remembrance, could unveil and bring into full
consciousness the ancient memories locked inside the human genome. Ede believed
that the purely machine gods of the galaxy such as the Silicon God and Al Mind (and
once a time, himself) could never find the Eddas. And so he would cark his
consciousness back into blood and flesh and living chromosomes, but to do so he
must face once again the soul-sick terror of losing all of himself, instantaneously and
forever. When the time came for him to cark the pattern of his mind from the
devotionary computer's light circuits into the electro-chemical synapses of a living
brain, what would it mean to say that he continued to live on in a new form? Even if
he exactly duplicated the pattern of himself, in atoms of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen
and nitrogen, would he retain continuous consciousness, as a man is certain of his
own marvellously continuing life from one heartbeat to the next?

As a thought experiment — Ede was as susceptible to this kind of mental excess as
the princes of Summerworld are to eating rich and sweet foods — he considered the
duplication of a man. Suppose that some god such as the Solid State Entity could
duplicate a man perfectly, down to the configuration of his body's every atom. Never
mind the quantum uncertainties, the impossibility of ever knowing both the exact
position and velocity of the electrons and other sub-atomic particles of which atoms
are made. Even though some of the mechanics believe that consciousness comes into
matter only at the level of the quantum and that the quantum state of any assembly of
atoms (such as a worm or a snowball or a man) must always be unique — never mind
such objections, for this was only a thought experiment designed to illuminate the



greatest of philosophical mysteries. Suppose that the Solid State Entity, through godly
technologies that Ede no longer remembered, could exactly duplicate the substance
and mind of a man. Suppose further that at the precise moment of duplication, the
thoughts and feelings and fears, the very consciousness of the two men were identical.
Now, according to the logic of this dreadful and impossible experiment, let the Entity
through starfire or anti-matter or some other means, instantaneously annihilate the
first and original man. Or better, let this man be asked to annihilate himself. The
question must then be asked: What will be lost? If the man has been perfectly
duplicated, the answer must be: Nothing will be lost. If the logic of the experiment
has been true to the deeper logic of the universe of stars and atoms and living
neurons, this original man should not hesitate to destroy himself. He should be secure
in the knowledge that he would continue on as his second self, exactly as before. And
yet, in the real world of doubts and dark dreams, of blood and pain and the neverness
of the soul, the original man would hesitate. Even knowing that he somehow lived on
in his double, to destroy himself would be suicide. It would feel like dying. In the
truest sense, it would be dying, for the secret of life is not in its pattern or form, but
only in the continuous flow of consciousness from one moment to the next.

‘This is the problem," Ede confessed to Danlo one day after they had passed through
a particularly desolate region of blown-out stars. 'If I become a man again, will | still
be 1? If | say the word that will take this devotionary down, what will happen to me?'

Ede, of course, as a man, as his original self before he had dared to become a god,
had deeply felt the logic of the real universe. Like any man, he had felt doubt. But he
had scorned his belly fears and his uncertainty as most ignoble emotions. He was after
all Nikolos Daru Ede, the founder of what would become man's greatest religion. He
must always be a man of genius and vision, and above all, faith. It was his genius, as
an architect, to find a way to model his mind in the programs of what he called his
eternal computer. It was his vision, as a philosopher, to justify the carking of human
consciousness from the living brain into the cold circuits of a machine. And it was his
faith, as a prophet, to show other men how they could transcend the prison of their
bodies and finally conquer death. He, himself, had been the first man willingly to give
up the life of his body so that he might find the infinite life of the soul. He had
allowed his fellow architects to destroy his brain neuron by neuron so that the pattern
of synapses might be perfectly preserved. He had died the true death so that he might
not die. He had committed this brave (and mad) act out of pride, out of fundamental
misunderstanding, and finally, out of a misplaced belief in a rather curious idea that
he had come to love. Despite all deeper logic, Ede finally convinced himself that the
soul of man might live on forever as pure program inside an eternal computer — and
this soon came to be the fundamental doctrine of the Cybernetic Universal Church.
Sadly, tragically, a part of Ede always doubted this doctrine. And so for three
thousand years, even as a god, his original suicide had haunted him. It haunted him
still. And yet even realizing this, Ede could not escape from the flaw that had led to
his tragic first death. This flaw was in his thinking; he knew very well that there was a
flaw in his personality, in his mind, perhaps even in his very soul.

'For me," he confessed in the privacy of Danlo's lightship, ‘an idea has always been
more beautiful than a woman, a theory of nature more sustaining than bread or wine.'
All his life he had been in love with ideas. But not, as he implied, merely because

of their beauty or their power, but rather because ideas were like comfortably
furnished rooms in which he could always take refuge when the universe itself, with
its cold, hard edges and uncaring ways, threatened to hurt him. Although he was loath
to admit it, his deepest motivation was fear. He was always searching his environment
for dangers. In truth, this was his real reason for wanting to become a god. It was



always his dream to control the universe in order to protect himself. And so he always
sought theories that would explain the universe. He was always trying to reduce the
universe's infinite complexities into simpler computer models of reality. The Holy
Grail of his life was the finding of one, single theory or model that might encompass
all things. This was why he had accepted the Silicon God's gift, the simulation of the
future universe that had ultimately destroyed him. It was his hope to elaborate and
refine this simulation and make it his own. In the time since then, a million times a
million times, he had lamented his attachment to ideas and theories, which was really
just an attachment to himself. Although he longed to be a true visionary, to behold the
universe just as it is, this he could not do. For he could never free himself from
himself — from the original program that he had written when he had carked his
human selfness into his eternal computer.

'l made a mistake," he told Danlo one day. 'Out of fear, a fundamental mistake.'

According to Ede, his mistake was to write the program encoding his personality
too narrowly. Because he feared that the infinite possibilities of godhood might
annihilate his sense of self, much as a sprouting plant destroys the seed from which it
springs, he carefully searched the Enneagram for a personality type that might define
and preserve the pattern of his selfness no matter how great a god he eventually
became. And so in the very beginning he had codified all his human traits and faults
and bound them into a simple form. He had then earned these faults godward. This
mistake was exacerbated during his battle with the Silicon God when he had to
compress himself, to prune his memory and programs down to the very simple rem-
nants of Ede who haunted the devotionary computer. And now, three thousand years
later, like a bonsai tree that had been pruned and repruned into its final, twisted shape,
he was fixed in himself, was stunted and constrained and nearly dead. And this was
one reason for his wanting to become human again: he wished to become unfixed. He
wished to transcend his personality type, and thus finally to become what he called a
true person.

'Although | can reprogram myself," Ede told Danlo, 'there's a master program
controlling which programs | can edit and which | cannot. Unfortunately, as | am
now, this master program is untouchable. But once I'm in the flesh again, I shall
finally discover the answer to a question that has been bothering me for a long time:
just how mutable is man? | want to know, Pilot. I want to know if a man can touch
any part of himself; I want to know how matter moves itself. These new programs,
new minds, new life — how does it all move itself to evolve?’

Ede's need to know all manner of things ran his life. As he and Danlo fell among
the brilliant Vild stars, Danlo often thought that the defining statement of Ede's life
might be: | know, therefore | am. Once, after Danlo confessed that their escape from
an incandescent Triolet space had been rather narrow, Ede asked to interface the ship-
computer so that he might know what kinds of dangers that the Snowy Owl
encountered. As a good pilot of the Order, Danlo would rather have pulled out his
own eyes before letting any other person (or computer) interface the brain of his ship.
But he was also a considerate man, and even for a devotionary-generated hologram he
could feel a kind of compassion. And so, with the help of his ship-computer, he made
a model of the manifold. Using his ship's sulki grids, he projected glittering images
into the dark air of his ship's pit. This projection of the pathways and embedded
spaces that they fell through was not very much like the deeply mathematical way in
which Danlo himself experienced the manifold. But it was good enough for Ede, who
had lost most of his mathematics during his battle and the tragic diminishing of his
selfness. Like an itinerant historian first beholding the rings of Qallar, he gaped in
astonishment at the colours of a fayway space, at the sparkling lights and the lovely,



fractalling complexity. In this manner, viewing the models that Danlo's ship made for
him, Ede came to know things that few except the Order's pilots have known. In this
way, too, viewing the rippling distortions at the radius of convergence around their
ship, he discovered that they were not alone.

'l believe another ship might be following us, Pilot," he said to Danlo. 'Perhaps it's
an emissary of the Silicon God sent to destroy us.'

It was then, within the silken web of the manifold, some thirty-thousand light-years
out from Neverness, that Danlo finally told Ede about the warrior-poet named
Malaclypse Redring. He told him of the warrior-poet's quest to find a god and destroy
him.

"Then ever since your planetfall on Farfara this ship has been following you? This
Red Dragon, you say?' Ede's face was a glowing mask of apprehension, and he
seemed to doubt what Danlo told him. 'l don't understand, Pilot. If the warrior-poet
expects you to lead him to Mallory Ringess, why didn't he follow you to my temple?
After all, he couldn't have known that you would find me there and not your father.’

As it happened, Danlo had been brooding over this very question for at least a
billion miles. But he had no answer for Ede (or for himself). And so he built an icy
wall of disdain around his doubts, turned his face to the strange stars and fell deep
into the heart of the Vild, where the darkness of space was filled with light. There
were dead stars and supernovas everywhere. Falling through these blazing spaces,
Danlo thought, was something like approaching a dragon. Beyond the edge of the
Orion Arm, the supernovas grew more dense, and the breath of the stars grew ever
hotter. As he fenestered among thousands of stellar windows that seemed almost to
melt and fuse into one another like sheets of molten glass, this fiery breath built into a
raging wind. Often, when he fell out into realspace for a moment, his ship was blasted
by a stream of atoms, photons and high-energy particles. In a few places the radiation
was so intense that it might have seared away the diamond skin of his ship if he hadn't
quickly made a new mapping and taken the Snowy Owl back into the manifold. There
he fell through spaces both deadly and strange.

After many days of such journeying Danlo came across sights unknown to any man
or woman of his Order. Usually a pilot delights in making such discoveries, but the
things he saw caused him no joy. He found tens of dead stars and hundreds of burned-
out planets. Some of these blackened spheres must have once been as beautiful as
Tria or Old Earth, but now their great shimmering forests were burnt to char, their
oceans vaporized, and their very soil melted to magma or fused into rock. On other
planets the biospheres had not been totally destroyed, but rather purged of all life
much larger than a bacterium or a worm. One of these planets — Danlo named it
Moratha Galia, or World of the Dead Souls — had once sheltered an alien civilization.
Clearly, in the not too distant past, the light of a supernova must have fallen upon this
planet and caught the alien race unaware. On every continent were huge, golden cities
as still as a winter night. And in every city, in the winding tunnels and streets, in the
dens and buildings and halls, there were the corpses of billions of alien people. Or
rather only their bones remained to fill the cities like broken chess pieces in a box — in
one of his more onerous duties, Danlo made measurements and determined that it had
been at least a century since the aliens had died and their flesh rotted away. Danlo
walked among thirteen of these cities of bone. He walked and he looked and he
remembered other dead people whom he had seen in other places. He marvelled at the
tenacity of bone in holding its shape and enduring through the years, even these miles
of alien skeletons, which were as delicate as carved ivory and as strangely jointed as a
bird's. Only bone remembers pain, he thought. He wondered then at the sheer courage
of life, at its boldness in daring to exist in a universe full of pain. After saying a



requiem for the spirits of all these billions of people whose names he could never
know, he reflected that it was always risky to live beneath the light of a star. Starlight
could either illuminate or incinerate, and it was this race’s bad luck to suffer fire and
burning before falling to its fate.

Whoever would give light must endure burning, Danlo remembered. But stars,
when they died into light, burned at a temperature of ten billion degrees, and flesh
was only flesh. Further into the Vild, Danlo discovered other death worlds. Many of
these were covered with human remains, with bleached white bones whose shape he
knew so well. For the first time, he appreciated the very human urge to go out among
the stars and fill the universe with life. Few races had ever felt this driving force so
deeply as Homo sapiens. In truth, no other race had swarmed the galaxy for a million
years. And now human beings were safely seeded upon perhaps ten million natural or
made worlds — not even the gods could count humanity's numbers. Danlo thought it
ironic that of all the living species in the galaxy, the most dispersed and secure were
human beings, they who were destroying the security of the galaxy's other races,
perhaps even destroying the galaxy itself.

'We're a mad, murderous people,’ Ede confided to Danlo after he had explored his
thirty-third death world. 'We murder others so that our kind can swarm the stars like
maggots on a corpse. Why do you think | felt compelled to escape my flesh and
transcend into something finer?'

This, Danlo thought in his more contemplative moments, defined the essential
tension of the human race: human beings' genius for living life successfully versus
their desire to transcend all the blood and the breathing and pain. Possibly no other
species was so secure in life and yet so dissatisfied with it. Man, the eschatologists
said, was a bridge between ape and god. According to their very popular philosophy,
man could only be defined as a movement toward something higher. And the Fravashi
aliens, too, saw this discontent of human possibilities. Thousands of years ago the
Fravashi Old Fathers had developed a language called Moksha, which was designed
to help human beings free themselves from themselves. In Moksha, 'man’ is a verb,
and it expresses the human urge to go beyond the purely animal. This was the
meaning of man. While Danlo always appreciated this desire to be greater, he felt that
man's destiny lay not so much in a heightening or a quickening or even a vastening of
the self but rather in a deepening. His own true quest, he told himself, must always
take him deeper into life. He must always journey further into the heart of all things
where the sound of life is long and dark and deep — as infinitely deep as the universe
itself. And so he could never quite believe in the kinds of transcendence for which
human beings have striven for so long. He could never quite affirm humanity's mad
and marvellous dream of becoming as gods, and perhaps something more.

It was around a brilliant blue star named Gelasalia that he discovered evidence of a
great transcendent event. When Danlo's ship fell out into realspace streaming with
light, he discovered his first rainbow star system. Like other such systems, Gelasalia
was surrounded by many ringworlds. Through the blackness of empty space, these
worlds encircled the star like rings of opal and silver, each world catching the
starlight and reflecting it in all directions. Human beings, Danlo discovered, had made
these worlds: an impressive feat of engineering. Of course, the making of even one
ringworld is beyond the technology of most peoples. It is no easy thing to build the
superstructure of the ring itself: a simple band of organic stone five thousand miles
wide and a hundred million miles in circumference set slowly spinning around the
star. And then to layer the ring's interior with millions of miles of artificial soil,
forests, lakes and atmosphere was work that not even the Order's master ecologists
would dare to undertake. Danlo marvelled that here, among some unknown star in the



Vild, there spun not just one sparkling ringworld but seventeen. Despite himself he
felt proud at his race's making of this great, beautiful thing. Immediately upon
beholding its brilliant colours, he wanted to meet the creators of the rainbow star
system so he took his ship down to the surface of one of the ringworlds to honour
these people for their prowess and craftsmanship. He accomplished an easy planetfall,
bringing the Snowy Owl to rest in a grassy meadow spinning beneath the light of the
star. But, in the nearby orange groves, in the villas and cities and towns, he found no
one to honour. In truth, he found no one at all — not on that ringworld nor any other.
Mercifully, though, he found no corpses or bones or any other sign of doom. It
seemed that the whole rainbow system of made-worlds had simply been abandoned.
Here was a great mystery. How could some ten trillion human beings (or perhaps
more) simply flee into space? What had happened to these elusive people?

"There are theories that could explain such an event,' Ede told Danlo after insisting
on exploring the rainbow system with him. '‘Unfortunately, I've forgotten most of
them.'

One theory that Ede had not forgotten seemed to Danlo as ominous as it did
strange. It was possible, Ede said, that the rainbow system's ten trillion people
comprised the greatest concentration of human beings in the galaxy. What would
happen, Ede asked, if all these people were to interface a single computer network at
the same time? What would happen if through the hideously complex flow of data
and information, these many minds merged together into one? What would happen
when ten trillion human brains — with all the intelligence and incredible computing
power they contained — worked together towards the answer to some great question?
According to Ede, godhood would happen. Not, of course, for any single woman or
man, but rather for the network as a whole. It was possible that over the centuries, the
rainbow system’'s computer network itself had become intelligent and self-aware. And
then, like an explosively growing crystal, in a great vastening that might have taken
only nanoseconds, it was possible that this network of human minds might have
transcended into godhood. What kind of god, Ede asked, might such a weaving of
minds produce? Quite possibly the greatest god in the galaxy. In the incredible fact of
the abandoned ringworlds, in the absence of corpses or bones, there was evidence for
such greatness. What had happened to the ringworlds' people? According to Ede, this
had happened: their ten trillion brains had merged into a single god who finally
understood the mysterious connection between matter and consciousness. This god —
call it the Rainbow Deity — had miraculously transformed the matter of ten trillion
bodies into patterns of pure consciousness. And then, somehow, the Deity had
projected itself through millions of miles of black space into the centre of Gelasalia.
There, in the heart of a beautiful blue star, in the plasma currents and intense
magnetic fields, the system's ten trillion people lived on as a single, dazzling
consciousness. There the Deity would be safe from the blinding light of the Vild's
many supernovas — as safe as any living star could be.

'On all the ringworlds we've discovered no lightships, nor deepships,’ Ede
announced. 'No ships capable of anything more than journeying among the rings. In
any case, how many deepships would it take to evacuate ten trillion people? Where
are the factories to make these ships? Is there any evidence that such ships could ever
have been made? No, there is not. And therefore, | must leave you with my
hypothesis as to the fate of these people. How else to explain this mystery?'

Search though he might, Danlo could explain very little about the people of
Gelasalia. In truth, he was tired of hypotheses and explanations. He remembered
something that his Fravashi teacher had once said: that life was not a mystery to be
explained, but rather a miracle to be lived. And so, in the end, he too abandoned this



enigmatic star system. He returned to his journey, to the quest for a lost planet that
had become his life. Once again he fell into the shimmering manifold, where he felt
the miracle of life in the ever nearness of death. Something there, he sensed, was
drawing him onward. At the heart of the manifold was a singularity dazzling in its
darkness — when Danlo closed his eyes he could almost feel some force pulling at him
with all the terrible gravity of a black hole. Perhaps this singularity was much like the
strange attractor that had led him to the Entity's Earth and Her incarnation as Tamara;
perhaps it was something wholly other. At times, when Danlo was drunk with the
splendour of a light inside light, he was uncertain as to whether this attractor lay in
the infinite spaces outside or — impossibly — inhered in some secret place deep inside
himself. In these moments of scrying, with fate calling him on like an owl's cry in the
night, he often wondered if some such attractor was drawing humanity itself into a
glorious future. Was transcendence truly man's destiny? Did a great singularity lie in
Homo sapiens' path, some omega point in which man's intelligence would expand
more quickly than the wavefront of an exploding star? Would human consciousness
(or the consciousness of those beings whom humans had become) spread out like
light across the universe, eventually infusing all matter, all space, all time?

No, Danlo thought in the great loneliness between the stars, the only thing human
beings will spread is death.

Toward the centre of the Vild, out near the star-shrouded Perseus Arm of the
galaxy, Danlo discovered a succession of Earths that Ede the God had once made.
The radiation from various supernovas had scorched two of these doomed planets, but
the other nine were untouched, as pristine and wild as any planet Danlo had ever seen.
It was on the eleventh Earth that Danlo made the acquaintance of a people who called
themselves the Sani. The ten thousand people of the Sani lived in a rainforest at the
edge of one of the northern continents; the rest of the Earth, it seemed, was
uninhabited. Danlo found the Sani to be a sad, philosophical people — as well they
should be considering their tragic past and uncertain future. In fact, their very name
for themselves meant something like ‘the Damned'.

"It is my fault," Ede confessed to Danlo after the Snowy Owl had come to rest on the
sands of a wide, windswept beach. 'l made these people as they are. | made them, you
see, and perhaps it was wrong for me to experiment with human beings in this way.'

What Ede the God had once done, according to Ede’s very incomplete memory, was
to seed this eleventh Earth with people. He had done this many times as it was part of
his experiment to grow supposedly innocent human beings from frozen zygotes, to
imprint a carefully designed culture onto them, and then to watch how their society
developed. And then to destroy them and begin anew. Ede told Danlo that on this
eleventh Earth, there had been at least five such human societies in the last
millennium. No society — no tribe, city-state, or arcology — had lasted more than two
hundred years. And the Sani knew this. It was part of Ede's experiment that they
should live out their lives in their rain-drenched forests, all the while knowing of the
doom soon to befall them. This is why they called themselves 'the Damned' and why
they looked to the starry sky in despair rather than awe, for they lived in fear of the
hand of God.

Danlo had little difficulty meeting with the elders of one of the Sani's largest bands.
Deep in the forest, along the banks of a fast-running river, he found an encampment
some three-hundred people strong. The Sani built their houses out of great, sturdy
logs and roofed them with sheets of bark; they made their living from the salmon they
fished from the rivers, from the abundance of berries, roots, and pine nuts that they
gathered from the forests. Theirs seemed a rich, easy life of roasted fish-feasts,
thanksgiving and drinking their holy blackberry beer. But the Sani did not allow



themselves to revel in their earthly paradise; displays of spontaneity or animal joy,
they believed, mocked man's spiritual nature. Their way in the world was simple if
exacting: they must perfect themselves and all their actions beneath the glittering eyes
of God. To accomplish this, they must suffer infinite pains. As Danlo would soon
learn, the thirty-two tribes of the Sani therefore suffered the harshest of spiritual lives.

'‘Our ways are not easy, but we must ask you to respect our law until it is time for
you to leave.'

This came from an old woman named Reina An, who sat with Danlo before a
blazing fire at the centre of the Sani village. Beside her were other elders: her first
husband, Mato An, and old Ki Lin Shang along with his wives, Hon Su Shang, Laam
Su, and toothless, white-haired Jin Joyu Minye. Because Danlo's visit was a singular
event most of the tribe had abandoned their work for the day. They crowded around
the fire, though taking care not to press too close lest their naked bodies inadvertently
touch Danlo or the strange-looking devotionary computer that he carried. Although
Danlo could not know it, upon his arrival Reina An had sent messengers to the elders
of the other bands. Later that day they would make their short journeys through the
dripping forest in order to meet Danlo and honour him — that is, if Reina and the
others hadn't already decided to execute Danlo as a dangerous hsi tuti who might
break their law and thus bring the wrath of God down upon them.

"Your law is sacred to you, yes?' Danlo looked at Reina An even as he directed his
question toward the devotionary. The Sani spoke a variant of High Westerness
Chinese, a language with which Danlo was unfamiliar. Once, of course, in his study
of the universal syntax, he had learned the characters of Old Chinese, but this was
little help in understanding the strange words that fell from Reina’'s mouth as easily
and musically as a soft rain. Fortunately, the Ede, acting as translator, quickly made
sense of what Reina and the other elders said. If the sight of a glowing, talking, foot-
high hologram astonished any of the elders, they gave no sign. Even when Nikolos
Daru Ede spoke in a clear if somewhat stiff Sani, they did little more than cock their
heads and squint their eyes. Danlo immediately guessed that they had never seen a
devotionary computer. Perhaps they had never seen Ede the God, their creator and
destroyer who could never touch them again. "Your blessed law — this was given to
you by ... God?'

'No, of course not,’ Reina said. She was a quick-minded and crabby woman whose
soft brown eyes missed nothing. Although it was wet in the forest, with the sky grey
and misting, she was naked like everyone else. She sat on a new bear fur, and the
bones of her rigidly straight spine stuck out beneath her skin like the rungs of a
ladder. If the fire heating her withered old chest was too hot or the rain drizzling
down her back was too cold, she gave no sign. 'It is we who give our law to Him.'

There was a moment of silence before Ede translated this. And then Danlo asked,
To ... God?'

"To the Master of the Universe,' Reina said. 'To Him who makes the sun and the
rain. To our creator and sustainer. He gave us life, and so we must give him every
devotion of our lives, every moment. This is why we made our law. This is why no
Sani must ever break the Yasa, which we give to Him with all the gladness of a
mother giving her daughter to be a bride.’

Although Reina spoke carefully and precisely, it was as if she were reciting a
formula. Danlo thought that there was little real gladness in her voice.

"Your law, the Yasa, is complex, yes?'

After Ede had translated Danlo's question, Ki Lin Shang smiled sadly and said, 'Our
law is actually quite simple — even a child knows our law.'

At this, Ki Lin Shang turned and beckoned to a potbellied little boy who stood



behind him. Ki Lin pulled the frightened boy onto his knee and asked, 'Child, can you
tell us the Yasa?'

The boy — Ki Lin's bright-eyed grandson who could have been no more than four
years old — seemed immediately to understand that he must speak to the Ede
hologram if Danlo was to understand him. "We must take pleasure in the world and in
all that we do; all that we do must be pleasing to God.'

He paused a moment while Ede translated this, and then, quite shyly, he said, ‘May
all our thoughts be beautiful.’

Here Ki Lin Shang smiled proudly as he brought his fingertips to his temples.
Slowly, gracefully, he then spread his arms outward in a gesture of giving and
intoned, 'Hai!"

Emboldened by his grandfather's chanting of the sacred syllable of affirmation, the
boy continued: 'May all our words be beautiful.'

As if a signal had been spoken, the elders sitting on their bearskins touched their
fingers to their lips and gave their formal blessing to the world. 'Hai!" they said as
they held their hands outstretched over the black, loamy earth of the forest.

Now all the people standing around them were ready to take up the chant. They
held their arms crossed over their chests, waiting. Danlo, too, sitting across from the
ever-watchful Reina An, placed his fingertips on either shoulder. Once a time, he had
loved ritual as fiercely as he did fresh meat, and so he fell easily into this last of the
Sani's prayer postures. Almost before the boy could speak, Danlo found himself
reaching his hands outward to the sky and whispering, 'May all our actions be
beautiful.’

And then, a moment later; along with the other three hundred men, women, and
children, he chanted, 'Hai!’

After the Sani had closed their eyes in silent affirmation of their sacred law, Reina A