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  Author’s Note


   



  Parts of the original 1992 edition of Aristoi were formatted in a unique format, broken into two columns, with the action described in the rightmost column, and the character’s internal dialog (conducted by his daimones) on the left. For this electronic edition, I have spent countless hours trying to duplicate this style in the various e-formats available, all with discouraging results. At worst the final product was unreadable; at best it was distracting.


  The present edition sacrifices to readability the author’s original intent by condensing the two-column text into a single, readable column. It is to be hoped that advances in e-reader technology may some day permit the text to be viewed easily in its original format.


   



   



  Note on Pronunciation


   



  Readers are encouraged to pronounce the foreign words any way that appeals to them, but readers who share with the author a touch of pedantry might prefer the following: The accent marks indicate nothing more than the stress over the syllable. Therápontes is accented on the second syllable, skiagénos in the third.


  The words taken from Chinese are transcribed in Pinyin, not Wade-Giles, and are therefore pronounced more or less as the English-speaking reader finds them, with only two exceptions: the Zh in “Zhenling” is pronounces like the j in “justice,” and the word qi is pronounced “chee.”


  As a final note, I should point out that Aristos and Aristoi have their accent on the first syllable.

  



   



   



  ARISTOI


   



   



  Chapter One


   



  ANIMAL TAMER: Walk in, walk in to my menagerie


  Full of life and cruelty.


   



  At Graduation, every five or seven or ten years, the Aristoi celebrated in Persepolis.


  For the most part they celebrated themselves.


  Persepolis, in the Realized World, was an interesting artifact. It shaded by degrees into “Persepolis,” the real place becoming, with its illusory/electronic deeps and towers, an ever-flexible, ever-unfolding megadimensional dream.


  Persepolis, the place, had been reconstructed on its original Persian floor plan, and sat on its reconstructed plain at the meeting of the reconstructed Pulvar and Kor, where it took its place as the (largely symbolic) capital of a reconstructed Earth2. The city was inhabited only a few days each year, when Pan Wengong, the most senior of the Aristoi, convened the Terran Sessions. Behind the City of a Hundred Columns loomed Kuh-e-Rahmat, the Mount of Mercy, its grey flanks a contrast to the bright gold, vermilion, ivory, and turquoise that accentuated the city. To the hewn tombs of Achaemenid kings carved into the side of the mountain were added those of many Aristoi, laid to rest in their capital beside the descendants of Kurush the Great, whose tenuous spirits were presumed to be flattered by the comparison. Atop the mountain itself, surrounded by a grove of cypress, was the gold monument to the lost Captain Yuan, a place of homage and worship.


  “Persepolis,” the dream, was a far more interesting place. Most of the people who came here did not do so in the flesh but through the oneirochronon, and the two cities superimposed on one another in ways both intricate and obscure. Earth2’s archons and senators strolled along the corridors, holding conversations with people others could not see. Corridors that dead-ended in reality possessed doors and branches in the oneirochronic world. Some led to palaces, dominions, grottos, and fantasies that did not exist on Earth2, or indeed anywhere, but were instead the special habitats of oneirochronic Aristoi, some of whose bodies were long in the grave. In these palaces the inhabitants danced and discussed and feasted and loved— there had long been competition among them to design the most dazzling sensual experiences for one another, delightful unrealities more striking, more “real,” than anything experienced in the flesh.


  To Persepolis, the dream, came Gabriel. Demons buzzed insistently in his head, but he kept them on a tight rein.


  For Persepolis was a place where demons, as well as dreams, were shared.


  *


  A few days before his arrival in Persepolis, in a shimmering predawn on Illyricum, Gabriel glided through his gardens like a ghost. Perfume rose at his footsteps, lingered in the still air. Sometimes he wanted simply to be himself: his daimones were asleep or busy with their own projects, and all was peaceful, as perfect as the plans of this garden he had once built in the oneirochronon before consummating it in the Realized World.


  Rectangles cut the solemn sky as solar panels in the Residence, the Red Lacquer Gallery, and the Autumn Pavilion slid in silence from concealment and deployed to catch the first rays of dawn on their surfaces, layers of matte-black photo-reactive polymer woven with pure gold. The rising sun turned the gold grids to scarlet flame.


  An English bull terrier, Manfred, trotted silently at Gabriel’s heels, absorbing in its own fashion the dawn, the garden, the perfume. The terrier had implanted as a nurse and in another few moments would be assisting Gabriel with some minor surgery.


  Gabriel climbed the cloudy opal steps of the Autumn Pavilion and stepped into the interior. He seated himself, facing the entrance, on a bench of a black soft-crystal ceramic that reacted to his body heat, yielded and conformed to his shape. Manfred curled up at his feet and yawned. An early bird gave a tentative call.


  “Open,” Gabriel said.


  Silent shutters folded themselves away, inviting the mother-of-pearl dawn. Flower perfume crept into the still building. The Autumn Pavilion featured rooms designed by each of Gabriel’s primary daimones, and this room was Horus’s contribution: logically eight-sided, the walls covered with Illyrian Workshop ceramic tiles in aspen-yellow and maple-crimson, each featuring a hand-painted harvest scene from pre-industrial times. Benevolent Demeter gazed down on all this activity from a ceiling fresco set amid a classic rococo plaster frieze. Tables set beneath the windows were unassuming wrought-iron. Antique vases held dried flowers to the nonexistent wind.


  There was a self-portrait in oils by Horus on one wall, Gabriel’s pointed face unusually grave and balanced beneath the curling mass of copper hair, brows a little knit but on the whole approving of what he saw. The startling blue of the eyes was a little deemphasized, the wise epicanthal folds pronounced.


  Gabriel watched, absorbing the sight, as the spinning globe dropped morning into the garden. Photons’ touch caused palati plants to fire pollen from their tube-shaped flowers. Floating particles glowed in the light of the rising sun.


  Dawn, in her golden sandals, Gabriel thought, after Sappho. Whatever thought came next drifted away with the palati pollen before he could catch it.


  He was going to impregnate the Black-Eyed Ghost, his lover. He thought for a moment about that, about gametes floating like pollen, about bits of himself set adrift in the universe.


  His various selves seemed at peace with the notion.


  The dog yawned again. The light, as the sun rose, turned bluer, more precise. Reality took on a hard, photographic edge, qualities for which thousands of artists came to this system, this planet. Illyricum, the World of Clear Light.


  Gabriel’s world. He had built it, designed its effects, contributed to its architecture. Issued decrees to its population, at least when he felt like it, which wasn’t often. He had, in fact, owned the whole thing, till he’d given most of it away.


  Illyricum was one of several worlds that Gabriel had designed.


  He liked to think he hadn’t made too many mistakes with any of them.


  *


  For the opening night’s reception in Persepolis Gabriel dressed his skiagénos in a forest green jacket covered with gold brocade, tight breeches of a lighter green with Hungarian-style laces on the thigh-tops, black reflective Hessian boots with gold tassels. The cravat was pinned with a diamond, gemstones ornamented the fingers, the hair was drawn back with diamond-and-enamel clips. Atop his head Gabriel put a soft bonnet with a diamond pin and dashing feather. He worked some long moments getting his scent precisely the way he wanted it, just the proper combination, a hint of spice and intrigue.


  The finery was not purely ornamental. None of it existed in the Realized World— the outfit was purely oneirochronic— but it all served as advertising for Gabriel’s programming skills. The stiff touch of the brocade had to be plausibly different from the soft feel of the hat, the tickle of the feather, the plaint mass of copper hair, the warm press of Gabriel’s flesh. The reflective look of the polished boots was different from the hard, depthless glitter of the stones on his fingers, the cheerful liquid highlights in his eyes, the soft weave of the jacket and the complex patterned loops of the glowing gold brocade. The tassels on the boots were reflected in the boots themselves and cast complex shadows as they danced.


  It all had to be, not simply real, but finer, more real, than reality itself. True reality was often overlooked in its more exact details, and Gabriel did not want to be overlooked. The careful programming put into Gabriel’s appearance, the slight exaggeration built into its visual and tactile dimensions, was meant to give it an impact somewhat greater than the real— the Realized— thing.


  For the occasion Gabriel flew up to where his yacht, the Pyrrho, waited. He restrained himself with tethers in a null-gee room and had his face constantly scanned by microwatt laser so that his real expression could be transmitted to the skiagénos and that its facial expressions would be Gabriel’s own. In zero-gee he could move his real body in synch with the skiagénos in order to enhance his illusion and the conviction of his performance.


  The most important people in the Logarchy would be watching. He didn’t intend to disappoint them.


  Gabriel entered the oneirochronon and told his reno to establish a tachline link to Earth2. He materialized his skiagénos in the virtual apartment he’d built in the dream Persepolis and looked about him. The furniture, the hangings, all were as he remembered. Shadow-servants in the shapes of fairy-tale bipedal animals moved toward him, triggered by his appearance. An oneirochronic quintet were frozen in one corner, awaiting only the command to play.


  Gabriel inspected the servants’ livery and made certain it suited their somewhat inhuman shapes. They hadn’t been animals at the last Graduation— their shapes (orange tabby, striped Olivian tetrapus, bright-eyed otter) were a more recent whimsy. He made certain the animals’ fur possessed the proper warmth, softness, and resilience— there was even a slight crackle of static as he stroked them— then passed on to the quintet. He triggered their action, gauged and adjusted the tone. The interpretation had been borrowed from his own Residence chamber musicians. The musicians were dressed in 18th Century Viennese court dress, white wigs and all.


  Everything seemed ready. Gabriel froze the action and then left the suite through carven jade doors.


  The doors led to an underground corridor in the palace of Darius I that existed both in reality and in the oneirochonic Persepolis. The first person Gabriel saw he recognized: Therápon Protarchon Akwasibo, who had served under Gabriel decades before, when Gabriel was a very new, very young Aristos.


  As of tomorrow, Akwasibo would be made an Ariste herself.


  Her lanky body was clothed in a dress of diamond-shaped mirrors. Invisible spotlights seemed to bounce off the reflective surfaces, casting gold reflections on the walls. Her Ethiopian eyes were rimmed with kohl; her long neck was supple as that of Nefertiti (and scarcely exaggerated at all, as Gabriel remembered). There was another diamond-shaped mirror set flat in her forehead, and two more dangled from her ears.


  “Greetings, Gabriel Aristos.” Assuming a Posture of Formal Regard.


  Gabriel raised a hand. “Hail, newly-immortal.”


  She smiled. Gabriel embraced her and kissed her hello. Her dream-breath smelled of oranges, and her dream-lips seemed to vibrate slightly, a not unpleasant effect.


  “Are you on your way to the reception?” Gabriel asked.


  “Point of fact, I was on my way to see you. The city’s reno told me you’d arrived and I came right over.”


  Gabriel lifted an eyebrow. “Is your business that urgent?”


  “Depends on your definition of urgent. We can walk to the reception if you like.”


  “Take my arm.”


  “A pleasure.”


  They strolled up the corridor. The wall frescos were a translucent sea blue, and dolphins, gold and white and deep azure, frolicked thereon. The warm Persian wind brought the fresh scent of cypress. It was autumn here, and somehow that sense had been translated into the oneirochronon. Good programmers, here.


  Pan Wengong employed only the best.


  “I wanted simply to thank you,” Akwasibo said. “I think you were the aristos who taught me the most.”


  “I was dreadfully experienced. Under thirty, for heaven’s sake, and I wasn’t that much older than you.”


  “You taught me while you were teaching yourself. Of course it took me over forty years before I could really put it all in practice.”


  “But you’ll make many fewer mistakes than I.”


  “The only thing I can say with confidence is that they probably won’t be the same mistakes.”


  The sound of wind chimes floated on the wind, and then the unreal sound of a reed flute. Gabriel and Akwasibo turned toward the Apadana, the great hall of Darius I.


  Over the dream-city drifted a dream-moon, half-full in a mild blue sky. The real Luna after which it was modeled had long been more Realized than most places— its interior had now been transformed, molecule by molecule, into a huge data store, one of many that made up the Hyperlogos, the universal data pool. Save for that under the Seal of the Aristoi, almost every bit and byte of it was accessible, something that contributed more to peace in the Logarchy than all the social engineers in history.


  “I’m a bit nervous,” Akwasibo confessed. “What sort of thing goes on at these receptions?”


  “Pleasure. Display. Rivalry. Intrigue.” Gabriel smiled. “Everything that makes life worth living.”


  *


  The palati pollen floated through Illyricum’s breathless dawn air. Gabriel rose from the bench, and Manfred picked himself up, stretched, yawned yet again, and followed Gabriel from the pavilion. Fading motes of dawn danced in Gabriel’s path as he returned to the main building of the Residence.


  As he walked past the Shadow Cloister he heard a mumbled, weary chant, and remembered that he’d received a report that the Therápon Dekarchon Yaritomo, the demiourgós in charge of tax assessment for one of Illyricum’s provinces, had announced he would ere long attempt the ritual of Kavandi. Gabriel told Manfred to wait for him and stepped quietly through a turquoise-encrusted archway to watch the ordeal.


  Yaritomo was a stocky man not quite seventeen, a recent graduate of Lincoln College at Illyricum University. He had performed well at the duties that Gabriel had set him in order to acquaint him with the basics of civil administration. Reports from the Psychological Department indicated that Yaritomo’s personality had shown a tendency to avoid fragmentation by milder techniques, and Kavandi was his own choice.


  Yaritomo was naked beneath the metal frame he had strapped to his body. The frame held over fifty stainless-steel spears, all surgically sharp, all pointed inward to his skin.


  Above him was the Shadow Mask on its pillar, the giant robot face— gears, pneumatic systems, and hologram projectors— that Gabriel had designed for his play Mask. The Shadow Mask was set in an expression of harlequin satisfaction, white-featured, thinly-smiling, black triangles over the eyes, rosy circles on the cheeks.


  Gabriel looked from the Mask to the dancing boy below, and approved of Yaritomo’s choice of place. The Shadow Mask was a symbol resonant with Yaritomo’s pronounced intent.


  The young therápon chanted the Sutra of Captain Yuan over and over as he danced in a circle beneath the mask. He’d probably been at this since the previous evening, and he had worn a weary circle in the patient grass. The spears rattled in their frame, driving of their own weight into his flesh. Sweat fell from his forehead.


  “Let madness take my mind,” he chanted. “Let daimones take my soul.”


  There was remarkably little blood. Gabriel noted approvingly that even under severe physical and psychic stress Yaritomo had managed to retain mastery over his narrowed capillaries.


  “Let the spirit rise through my body. Let the spirit fill me with power.”


  Gabriel, using his Aristos Override, pulsed a query through his reno concerning Yaritomo’s pulse rate and blood pressure. His reno connected with the house reno, which queried Yaritomo’s own implant. The therápon’s reno, monitoring his state from its nest at the base of Yaritomo’s skull, returned a reassuring answer. Yaritomo was young and in good condition and with the proper focus of concentration could probably keep this up for days. Gabriel inquired again regarding the level of fatigue toxins, but Yaritomo’s reno, unlike Gabriel’s, didn’t have the ability to make that measurement.


  Certain mental states were aided, sometimes even initiated, by the extreme alterations in body chemistry caused by stress. Yaritomo had doubtless been on a moderate fast for several days, lowering his body’s reserves against stress, rearranging his brain chemistry. The dancing, chanting, and the extremes of pain would have raised stress and fatigue toxins to a high level while lowering reserves of strength, all intended not as an assault on the body, but on the conscious mind.


  Yaritomo, however, wasn’t trying to drive himself out of his mind.


  He was trying to drive himself into it.


  “Let the daimon come. Let me wrestle with this daimon. Let me overcome the daimon and make him a part of me. Let me take the daimon’s power!”


  The last words were a hoarse, determined cry, a shout of triumph over pain, of mental over physical self.


  Gabriel quietly withdrew.


  The pain, he knew, was far from over.


  *


  Vermilion columns, capped with gold, supported the roof of the Apadana. The walls and pillars were encrusted with both the original Persian script and the complex Involved Ideography of Captain Yuan. Aristoi, plumed and feathered, thronged the room. Sebastian, whose oneirochronic body was a shimmering, floating sphere, was conspicuous by his presence.


  Entering with Akwasibo, Gabriel acknowledged a few waves and nods. “I wish I could say that I always knew you would achieve this,” he said. “But in those days I didn’t have the experience to predict these things. And I was too busy to try.”


  “Well.” She smiled. “I’m not certain that I ever knew myself. Not till the last three or four years or so, when all my work started coming together.”


  Akwasibo’s route to the rank of Ariste was the more common: decades of hard work followed by a kind of synthesis in which the years of diligence paid off, when the accumulated knowledge and ability reached a transcendent fusion. Gabriel’s route was more direct, a blazing vertical ascent that ranked him as an Aristos when he was still in his twenties. Some had predicted that he’d burn out, but were of course wrong— instead, nearing the age of eighty, he was more productive than he’d ever been.


  “Do you know everyone?” Gabriel asked. He glanced over the room again and summoned most of his daimones— dealing with his peers en masse was usually challenging.


  “Sebastian’s hard to miss,” Akwasibo said. “I’ve apprenticed with Coetzee and Tallchief. And I probably know most by sight.”


  “Their real appearances, certainly. But here, if you see a dark, hovering creature, like a bat, it’s most likely Dorothy. And Salvador likes to appear as a bird of prey— that bird over there, the,” consulting his reno, “Harris’s hawk, that’s probably him.” (Cliché, said Cyrus, voice echoing in Gabriel’s head. Boring, said the Welcome Rain.)


  “I’m glad I recognized you, at least.”


  “I spent a lot of effort on my physical appearance as well as my oneirochronic one. No sense in altering it now.”


  “I remember your eyes being a different color. And the epicanthal folds . . . ”


  “Give me a sense of wisdom and maturity, I’d like to think.”


  Akwasibo craned her long neck to a somewhat unnatural angle. (Cyrus and Spring Plum argued back and forth about whether she had slipped up or not.)


  “Who else won’t I know?” she said.


  “Shankar will look like someone historical from old Earth1, Abraham Lincoln or Li Po or Charlie Chaplin. Dorothy St.-John, as distinct from Dorothy, likes to surprise people, so she floats around as something small, a moth or mantis or— ”


  “A pair of gold cat’s eyes,” said a pair of gold cat’s eyes that had been gazing from the nearby pillar. Akwasibo couldn’t quite hide her start of surprise. Gabriel, who had far more practice at this, efficiently disguised his own.


  I hate that! yelped Spring Plum.


  “Hail, Dorothy St.-John Ariste,” Gabriel said, assuming a Posture of Formal Regard. “How’re you hanging?”


  “Cheshirely, thanks. And you?”


  “I hang together, not separately,” Gabriel said, meaning himself and his daimones.


  “Pleased to hear it, Flame.” The eyes detached themselves from the lintel and floated between Gabriel and Akwasibo. Cyrus and Spring Plum commented on the eyes’ lustrous amber glow; Augenblick lamented the lack of kinesic clues. “Have you heard what Astoreth and her clique are up to?”


  “No.”


  “They think we’re failing in our duty to motivate and educate the therápontes and the Demos. Or succeeding all too well. They don’t seem to be quite certain on that point. But at any rate they want changes made.”


  “I thought Astoreth’s critique was mainly aesthetic.”


  “She or her colleagues seem to have discovered a political dimension to their ideas.”


  “Who’s involved?”


  “Astoreth. Ctesias. Precious Jade. Han Fu.”


  “Except for Astoreth they’re mostly young,” Gabriel said.


  “No younger than you. I wouldn’t dismiss it as a generational thing.”


  “I have no intention of dismissing it as a generational thing or anything else.” Gabriel gazed into the slitted pupils. “What do you think of their ideas?”


  The eyes fluttered like butterfly wings. “They possess a certain merit. But they are expressed with too much force to win over any significant fraction of the Aristoi. The means are too confrontational.”


  “Astoreth has always been that way.”


  “She’ll regret it eventually. If they’d spent a few decades gathering data, then drawing conclusions, their ideas would have a better foundation— as it is, their notions seem more an artistic impulse than a political creed. If they can’t prove their premises, no one’s likely to respect their conclusions.”


  “Far be it from me,” Gabriel said, “to denigrate artistic impulse.”


  “I didn’t think you would, Flame.” The eyes winked. Dorothy St.-John began to flutter away. “I should go adhere to some other surface and see what news I can gather.”


  “Best of luck.”


  “Nice meeting you,” Akwasibo said, craning her neck after the golden eyes. (Aha! said Cyrus. Told you it was deliberate.)


  Akwasibo turned back to Gabriel. “I hadn’t heard of any of these political developments.”


  “We have a way of keeping them to ourselves,” Gabriel said. “If there’s one thing people don’t need to see, it’s Aristoi yelling at each other.”


  Akwasibo’s eyes widened slightly. “You yell?”


  “Not me personally, no. But if you were in a debate with someone like Virtue’s Icon or Sebastian, you’d be tempted to, wouldn’t you?”


  “I see your point.”


  “I should offer my respects to Pan Wengong. Shall I introduce you to him?”


  “I met him earlier.” She looked about her, absorbing the sight of the Apadana. “Quite a place he built, eh?”


  Gabriel laughed. “You should see what he did for Alexandreia, Byzantium, and Peking.”


  *


  Manfred at his heels, Gabriel entered the Residence’s Biomedical Wing and walked through its invisible, sterilizing doors.


  Therápon Hextarchon Marcus was stretched comfortably on the padded couch in the circular operating theater with its geometrical black-and-white tiles. There was no audience in the seats above. The simple surgical equipment, concealed in a dark wood cabinet brightened by parquetry and bright inlaid silver, had wheeled itself into place. A vase of fresh-cut sunflowers perched happily atop the cabinet like a beaming visitation from Arles.


  Marcus wore a dark blue dressing gown over which white birds flocked, in darting flight, through a series of hovering Corinthian columns. His skin was pale, his hair, eyes, and lashes black. Sitting next to him on a stool was Clancy, Therápon Tritarchon in charge of the Biomedical Wing. She held Marcus’s hand. As Gabriel entered, she rose and assumed, from force of habit, the Second Posture of Formal Regard. Her rosy skin flushed with pleasure.


  Marcus, on his table, attempted an approximation of the same stance.


  Gabriel kissed them each hello. Affection for Marcus floated warmly through his heart.


  “I brought you a gift,” he said. He removed from his long red hair a pair of ivory-and-silver hair clips and presented them to Marcus. The ivory had been carved into delicate long helixes, resembling DNA, and each DNA curve had been carved with a delicate bas-relief face resembling either Gabriel or Marcus or some blend of the two.


  “The genetic code of our child has been microscopically inscribed into the silver,” Gabriel said.


  Marcus’s pale skin flushed with delight. He kissed Gabriel’s hands in thanks, then sat up and pulled away the bands that held his black hair. Gabriel idly combed with his fingers through Marcus’s hair. Manfred jumped on the couch between Marcus’s legs, and Marcus hugged the dog hello. He stroked Manfred’s neck and ears.


  GABRIEL: Reno, give me Marcus’s pulse and pressure, please. <Priority 2>


  RENO: <Priority 2> <Linking through Biomed reno> <Linking through Marcus’s reno> Heartbeat 87, pressure 150 over 88.


  GABRIEL: Reno, keep that data coming.


  “Can I read the code?” Marcus said.


  “If you like,” Gabriel said. He took the hair clips from Marcus and placed the first, frowned, adjusted it more to his liking. “But it will tell you the sex of the child. I thought you didn’t want to know.”


  Marcus frowned. “Perhaps I can just look at the rest.”


  “I created a more-or-less random mixture of our genetics— a classical zygote, if you like. I added nothing, I subtracted nothing-- I only assured myself that the embryo would be free of genetic defect. I don’t think you’d necessarily learn anything from the study.” Gabriel fixed the last of the hair clips in place and studied the result. “Are you nervous?” he asked.


  “Not as much as I thought I’d be, no.”


  Marcus’s vital signs indicated that he was nervous, though only mildly so.


  “Lie back,” Gabriel said. “Perhaps the couch could give you a massage.”


  “It won’t disturb the procedure?”


  “Not at all.”


  Marcus leaned back on the couch. A faint hum announced he had called up the deep-massage function. Marcus closed his eyes and, with a slight visible effort, summoned his daimones. Gabriel called up those of his own who he thought would have an interest in the procedure.


  Horus. Bear. Cyrus. Spring Plum. Psyche. <Priority 2>


  HORUS: <Priority 2> Servant.


  CYRUS: <Priority 2> Servant.


  BEAR: <Priority 2> Servant.


  SPRING PLUM: <Priority 2> Servant.


  PSYCHE: <Priority 2> Servant.


  Gabriel looked up at Clancy. Sunflowers beamed from over her shoulder.


  “Thank you for your offer of assistance.” Gabriel had never actually qualified as a doctor and wanted, for form’s sake, to have one at hand.


  “My pleasure.” Clancy stroked Marcus’s arm through his dressing gown and smiled down at him. “I’ve performed a number of these myself, back on Darkbloom.”


  “I hope you will offer advice when it’s needed.”


  “I doubt I’ll be necessary at all,” she smiled, and gave a little shake of her head. Cyrus, ever the aesthete, called Gabriel’s attention to the pleasant surge of motion through the mass of her hair, to the play of light on its dark sheen. Complex pleasures sang through Gabriel. Clancy was new here. Gabriel had met her several times while discussing this procedure, and found her enthusiasm invigorating.


  Gabriel turned to Marcus. “You know you’ll have to be a little more careful with yourself than you’re used to,” he said. “Actually carrying a pregnancy to term within the human body is far more hazardous than other methods.”


  “I want it, Gabriel Vissarionovich. I want to know every day that it’s there.”


  Gabriel smiled, waved his hands. He found it difficult to refuse anyone a harmless folly. “So be it,” he said.


  Gabriel undid the buttons of Marcus’s dressing gown and revealed the smooth, porcelain-skinned body that had caused him to nickname Marcus “The Black-Eyed Ghost.”


  SPRING PLUM: “The expression of a well-made man appears not only in his face, It is in his limbs and joints also, it is curiously in the joints of his hips and wrists . . .


  GABRIEL: <kisses>


  SPRING PLUM: “To see him pass conveys as much as the best poem, perhaps more.”


  CYRUS: <white birds flocking on blue velvet . . . >


  RENO: Pulse 92, pressure 139 over 90.


  BEAR: The boy is too nervous.


  Spring Plum was a female Limited Personality, the most complete and self-possessed of his LPs yet revealed to Gabriel, and though she was as complete a connoisseur as Cyrus, she had firmer aesthetic standards for male beauty, standards that shimmered with complex structures of desire. Cyrus, Gabriel found, was forever and in contrast calling his attention to women.


  Marcus was in his forties but had stabilized his body at the age of twenty, as soon as he had graduated from the Demos to the status of Therápon. The catlike musculature was distinct, but had a pleasant late-adolescent softness that Gabriel found entrancing. The pale, translucent skin was Marcus’s own; the contrasting black hair and lashes were benign genetic tinkering. Marcus had served his previous apprenticeships under Deborah and Saigo, and failed his exams the one time he had taken them. He had put off taking them a second time, but finally, with Gabriel’s urging, had prepared himself to try again within the next three years.


  CYRUS: <the silver curl of Corinthian caps . . . >


  Perhaps Marcus suspected what Gabriel knew: he would never graduate to the ranks of the Aristoi. He was talented, illustrious in his own chosen sphere of industrial design, but he didn’t possess the blazing and brittle brilliance, the cold and all-consuming ambition, needed to rise to the highest ranks of humanity.


  Still, Gabriel felt, it would help him to know it, one way or another. Know that he hadn’t missed an opportunity, that he was right to be just where he was.


  It wasn’t a coincidence, Gabriel thought, that Marcus’s most developed daimon was a child, an unformed and naive personality who approached the world with delight and transcendent joy. Marcus’s aspirations were not those of a steel-willed Aristos, turning the universe to his own account, but those of the talented, ingenuous, warmhearted young man whose body he had frozen at the age of twenty, and with whom Gabriel had fallen instantly in love.


  Perhaps the inner knowledge of his upcoming failure was why Marcus suddenly wanted this child— and not any child, but the child of himself and an Aristos he loved. Some palpable memory of Gabriel, some hope that the child would achieve what Marcus would not . . .


  Gabriel had good reason to suspect Marcus’s hope. The children of Aristoi did not often achieve their parents’ status. None of his other children had— all were talented, but only half had become therápontes-- and the odds were against this one being any different.


  But Marcus’s child— a girl, Gabriel knew— would be loved. Marcus had a stable future as a talented therápon and his own child-daimon would attach his daughter to him with bonds of affection and shared interest.


  GABRIEL: Reno, give me command of the surgical array.


  RENO: Do you wish full video?


  GABRIEL: Yes.


  CYRUS: <Clancy’s fine-boned hands, brittle light on nails> <fading>


  RENO: <linking with surgical array> Done


  GABRIEL: I’m largely blind. Spring Plum, take command of my body. <Priority 1>


  SPRING PLUM: <Priority 1> At your service, Aristos.


  Gabriel placed a mental finger into the oneirochronon and triggered the surgical cabinet, which rolled forward and deployed its array. He reached into the pocket of his brocade jacket (Spring Plum contrasting Marcus’s pale skin and black hair with the black-and-white tiles of the theater), brought out the mechanical egg in which the blastocyst lay. The textured surface impressed itself on Gabriel’s fingertips, white porcelain lace on Wedgwood blue. Through his reno’s connection with the oneirochronon he ordered the egg to open (Spring Plum showing him brightness gleaming on sliding silver bars as the egg opened, as the blue ceramic turned inward, as he found himself with an open metal lotus in his hand, all gleaming silver petals with the treasure at their center).


  Gabriel (through Spring Plum) glanced down at Marcus’s abdomen, and (through the deploying surgical array and its peritoneoscope) marked a spot just below the navel with a bright spot of low-intensity laser light. “There, Manfred,” he said. “Two hundred microns, okay?”


  The bull terrier leaned forward and began to lick the area, covering it with sterile saliva. Marcus gave a startled laugh.


  “It tickles,” he said.


  The surgical array dipped a two-millimeter peritoneoscope complex into the silver lotus, carefully absorbed the blastocyst, retracted. The egg folded itself inward again, blue and white flashing in Cyrus’s appreciative perception, was extended toward Marcus.


  “A souvenir,” he said.


  Marcus took the egg, admired it, tried to work the mechanism.


  Manfred drew his lips back from his sharklike mouth, extended a carbon tooth tipped with nanodiamond, and stabbed Marcus precisely where Gabriel had indicated with the laser spot. Marcus, absorbed in trying to work the egg, failed to notice. Manfred used modified salivary glands to flood the wound with a fast-working local anaesthetic, then licked away the tiny crimson droplet that welled up. Gabriel (entering the oneirochronon of the peritoneoscope) homed the fiberoptic complex in on the puncture. It entered (Spring Plum relaying Marcus’s startled look as he realized that the operation had actually commenced), and Gabriel’s visual centers filled with a fish-eye view of the bright colors of Marcus’s dermis.


  GABRIEL: Reno, connect me with Clancy, please. <Priority 1>


  RENO: <linking with Clancy’s reno> Done, Aristos. <Priority 1>


  CLANCY: <via link> Manfred’s done your work for you here. Just follow the puncture to its base.


  The fiberoptic complex descended between columnar epithelial cells and vascular loops already ruptured by Manfred’s diamond incisor. Half-formed fibrin clots were dispersed. Leukocytes tried and failed to come to grips with the seamless surface of the invader.


  Yellow fat cells swam through Gabriel’s perspective. He slipped through the fibrous tissue surrounding the lean, crosswoven muscle tissue of the linea alba, descended through tooth-torn myofibril bands.


  “This feels strange. I can feel myself being . . . tugged around down there.” Marcus’s words came distantly to Gabriel’s attention.


  RENO: Pulse 97. Pressure 139 over 94.


  BEAR: The boy is far too nervous. May I speak with him? <Priority 2>


  GABRIEL: Take my voice.


  BEAR: <Priority 2> Done, Aristos.


  “Start a relaxation exercise.” Bear spoke with Gabriel’s voice. “Straighten your spine and square your shoulders as much as you can. Inhale through the nose to the count of ten. Hold to the count of fifteen. Exhale through the mouth to the count of ten.”


  Bear was a comforting, warm presence, a parental embrace in daimonic form. It seemed not to possess gender as Gabriel understood the notion, only endless, universal melting reserves of tenderness, forgiveness, and compassion.


  CLANCY: Careful, here . . . Take your time. There’s your place.


  CYRUS: <appreciation of the classic geometric array of overlapping muscle tissue>


  SPRING PLUM: <bemused, slightly alarmed look on Marcus’s face>


  BEAR: I am commencing a relaxation exercise, Aristos.


  GABRIEL: <approval>


  SPRING PLUM: “The true words do not fail . . . ”


  Gabriel pushed through muscle tissue and a layer of fat, encountered the semitransparent peritoneum. Bulbous viscera loomed, perceived indistinctly. Distantly Gabriel heard the whisper of Marcus drawing breath. He skated easily along a semifluid layer of fat between the peritoneum and the interior muscle wall. The world seemed to beat in harmony with Marcus’s slowing heartbeat, hum with Bear’s comforting phrases.


  There was an audible popping sound as the peritoneum was punctured. (“What was that?” —Marcus’s voice, soothed away by Bear.) Fluids pulsed. The yellow fat cells of the omentum, bright with blood and oxygen, swam through the oneirochronon. (“I’m being yanked around!” said Marcus.)


  For generations there had existed a nanologic package designed to alter, over a period of months, an individual’s sex. Many men in Marcus’s situation would simply have opted to have become female for the amount of time it took to carry the child. Marcus, on the other hand, preferred remaining biologically male, a decision that increased the number of technological challenges involved.


  Gabriel decided to design the pregnancy package himself. There were standard kits available, but they failed, in Gabriel’s view, on one ground or another. Either they depended on brute-force nano to do their work— Gabriel preferred to minimize the amount of nanomachines he actually injected into humans— or they didn’t take enough design factors into account. They lacked, in his view, sufficient technological elegance.


  Gabriel had united the two gametes eight days before; he had wanted the cell package to reach the more vigorous blastocyst stage before implanting. The blastocyst was surrounded by an array of technologies in the form of a flexible biosculpture, a grey corrugated sphere, two millimeters in diameter, that would nestle among the blood-rich cells of the omentum. The outer layer was designed to dissolve over a period of several days, releasing a supply of hormones that would, in the course of the next week, thicken the omentum and build a thick decidual layer between it and the major blood vessels, a stage intended to preempt the usual difficulty with hemorrhages during abdominal pregnancies. Other hormones would increase the blood supply to the omentum and thicken its walls, strengthening it with cross-grained muscle tissue.


  Gabriel was pleased with this aspect of the design. Hormones would encourage the omentum to strengthen itself, but without the intrusive effects of nano invading each cell and restructuring it by force. He wouldn’t have to plant a separate hormone package in Marcus’s body; he’d made it part of the biosculpture himself, and it would vanish when its work was done, unlike some nanos, which were (rarely, he must admit) disinclined to dismantle themselves when their schedule called for it.


  Perhaps because he was the only person on the surface of Illyricum licensed to create nano and use it freely, he employed it only when he must.


  The interior of the biosculpture was roughly textured to supply an adequate simulation of the maternal endometrium, providing a firm place for the blastocyst to lodge and the placenta to grow. It would thin and disappear as the placenta grew into the strengthened omentum itself.


  Gabriel planted the blastocyst, then withdrew the peritoneoscope to view the nesting grey ball. He felt himself soaring, uniting with his daimones in a moment of ringing transcendence.


  PSYCHE: The lotus hovers in flawless awareness


  Solipsistic, a solemnity of potential.


  In a nutshell: Shakyamuni.


  CYRUS: Apposite, as always.


  SPRING PLUM: <applause>


  BEAR: Brava!


  CLANCY: Beautiful.


  HORUS: Proper.


  GABRIEL: <the scent of a rose bouquet>


  Gabriel listened in glowing awe to the rare voice of Psyche. Her verse was presented in ideogramatic form, each character presenting a delicate grey brush-drawn picture resonant with visual as well as verbal consequence. Gabriel waited, letting the dying vibrations echo for a moment in his spirit, and then repeated the words to Marcus. He wished he had brush and paper so that he could show Marcus the form in which the poem had been created.


  Marcus was deep within his breathing regimen and Gabriel suspected that he wouldn’t as yet be able to respond to Psyche’s effort. That didn’t matter: one of Marcus’s daimones would memorize the verse and recite it when the time was more appropriate.


  Gabriel moved about the blastocyst, in theory assuring himself as to its well-being but in actuality wanting to prolong the soaring moment as long as possible, then ordered the peritoneoscope to withdraw. As it moved it exuded minute amounts of a growth hormone that would assist with the repair any damage it had made. The peritoneoscope slipped from Marcus’s abdomen, returned to its housing, and then the housing withdrew into the surgical cabinet. Gabriel moved his daimones to a lower priority level and regained full use of body and sight. He looked down at Marcus’s form and smiled. He raised his arms in the Fourth Posture of Exuberance. Joy welled up in him. Psyche’s words sang through his mind.


  “Congratulations,” he said. “You’re pregnant.”


  Marcus let go a long breath and looked up. “Thank you,” he said. Manfred began to lick Marcus’s abdomen again with his sterilizing tongue.


  “I hope it’s what you really wanted,” Gabriel said. “You surprised me with how nervous you were. Much more than I would have expected.”


  “I surprised myself, Gabriel. Perhaps I’m a little more divided about this than I thought.”


  “Take the day off,” Clancy suggested. “Go up the mountains, to Standing Wave. Talk to yourselves about it.”


  “Yes.” Marcus took Clancy’s hand, squeezed it. “I will.”


  Clancy looked at Gabriel. Her face was a little flushed, her eyes bright enough to dim the sunflowers that smiled behind her. “This is almost as fine as a delivery.”


  Gabriel looked at her, surprise rolling through him at the power of her incandescence. “I trust you’ll have the pleasure of being at the delivery as well,” he said. The child would, of course, be delivered by a surgeon, and Clancy was certainly qualified.


  GABRIEL: Augenblick. Welcome Rain. <Priority 2>


  AUGENBLICK: <Priority 2> At your service, Aristos. <absorbing Clancy> Pulse elevated, skin flushed, eyes dilated, both nipples erect.


  WELCOME RAIN: Yours.


  GABRIEL: Thank you. Fini.


  AUGENBLICK: Your servant. <Priority 2, end.>


  WELCOME RAIN: Your servant. <Priority 2, end>


  “I hope so.” She stroked Marcus’s hair. “Unless Marcus is an Aristos by then, and off in his capital starting his new empire.”


  Marcus rose from the table. He gave Clancy a kiss, then hugged Manfred. He turned to Gabriel and held out his arms. Gabriel embraced him and kissed him for a long moment.


  SCREAM: <Priority 1> Fagit!


  HORUS: <Priority 3> <???>


  SPRING PLUM: <Priority 3> Who the hell was that?


  CYRUS: <Priority 3> Someone come to spoil the party.


  SPRING PLUM: Was that someone new, or . . . ?


  HORUS: From the Paleolithic, I think.


  GABRIEL: Hush, children.


  “I hope you will be happy, Black-Eyed Ghost,” Gabriel said. There was a peculiar metallic aftertaste on his tongue.


  Marcus smiled, touched the ivory surface of one of his hair clips. “I will. Thank you.”


  Marcus made his way out. Gabriel ordered the surgical cabinet to roll itself back into storage and turned to contemplate Clancy. He raised Spring Plum and Cyrus to a higher level of awareness, and Cyrus called attention to her fine, unaltered bone structure, her translucent complexion, roses ever in bloom. Gabriel’s heart warmed. He realized he was in love.


  “Would you like to have breakfast with me in the Autumn Pavilion?” he asked.


  “I’d like that very much. But I’m giving a lecture at ten.”


  “You might give serious thought to canceling it. Perhaps I’ll declare a planetary holiday and make it easy for you.”


  She smiled. Her full upper lip formed a series of pleasant arches. She had, he remembered, a consort, someone he’d never met.


  Someone whose life was going to change.


  *


  Gabriel told Manfred to take the day off, took Clancy's arm, and walked with her out of the Biomedical Wing. As he neared the Shadow Cloister, he found himself listening for the sound of rattling steel spears, for Yaritimo's chanting. He didn't hear anything.


  He and Clancy passed into the cloister and viewed Yaritomo through the cloister's Romanesque, turquoise-encrusted arches. The therápon stood still under the bright morning sky, his feet wide apart, sagging under the weight of the spears and their rack. Sweat sheened his skin, and his breath rasped in his throat. His eyes were rolled up into their sockets. The Shadow Mask, a little sinister in the bright light, smiled coldly on the scene.


  Gabriel kissed Clancy’s hand. “Pardon me for a moment.”


  GABRIEL: Augenblick. Welcome Rain. <Priority 2>


  AUGENBLICK: <Priority 2> <scanning Yaritomo> It’s someone else.


  WELCOME RAIN: We need further definition. Make it talk to us.


  He turned to Yaritomo, assumed the First Posture of Confidence, shoulders back, chin high, spine erect, weight distributed evenly on feet that were slightly apart.


  “Who are you?”


  Yaritomo’s eyes slid down from beneath trembling lids, focused with difficulty. His face worked its way into a sneer.


  “I am the Burning Tiger,” he said. The voice was a deep growl, entirely unlike Yaritomo’s voice.


  “I see.”


  AUGENBLICK: Willful, suspicious, powerful. Insensitive, I’d imagine. A fantasy projection of Yaritomo’s need for power and control in a stressful situation. But the body language is defeatist.


  WELCOME RAIN: Burning Paper Tiger! Confront him, and he’ll fade.


  AUGENBLICK: Easy enough for us, but it’s Therápon Yaritomo who has to do the confronting.


  WELCOME RAIN: There should be no difficulty. The Tiger’s a berserker— someone who looks only ahead is easy enough to trip up from behind.


  “Stay clear!” the Burning Tiger warned.


  “I will go where I please,” Gabriel said. “I am master here.”


  The Burning Tiger growled, made a threatening move toward Gabriel. Gabriel did not respond, and Burning Tiger hesitated. Steel spears rattled in their harness.


  “If you want to intimidate me,” Gabriel said, “you must act like a tiger in truth.” He glared at the daimon that inhabited Yaritomo’s body. “Is your demeanor that of a tiger or that of a drunkard in a windstorm?”


  The Burning Tiger’s eyes widened. He straightened, throwing out his chest. “I will not bear your insults. You have trespassed on my honor.”


  Augenblick and the Welcome Rain hooted derision from the depths of Gabriel’s mind, a verbal echo of the Shadow Mask’s mirthless smile. “You’re tottering like a broken pinwheel,” Gabriel said. “Stand straight if you want to convince me of your mastery.”


  The Burning Tiger growled, but he dragged his body upright. Spears rattled in their harness. Trails of blood coursed down Yaritomo’s arms and legs. He inhaled slowly, filling his chest.


  Good, Gabriel thought. The breath showed that somewhere beneath the Burning Tiger’s surface awareness, Yaritomo’s body had remembered its training.


  “Breathe!” Gabriel affirmed. “Fill your lungs with power! And when you exhale, throw weariness and pain away from you!”


  The Burning Tiger gave a long snarl as he exhaled. Involuntary tremors stormed through the heavy muscles of his thighs. His hands formed fists, held ready near his waist. Gabriel watched from his commanding stance as the Burning Tiger grew in strength, in resolution. “Are you the master, Tiger?” he asked.


  “Yes!”


  “Show me your confidence. Imitate my posture!” Gabriel used the Principal Inflection of Command. He drew his right foot back, bent his legs, lowered his stance till his thigh muscles strained, until his center of gravity settled into the swadhishatana chakra in the pit of the abdomen. His spine was still straight and his hands curled into mudras of attention and compulsion.


  The Burning Tiger sneered, but certain behaviors had been programmed into Yaritomo’s psyche early, and the Burning Tiger was more dominated by reflex than he would have admitted. Driven by the Principal Inflection he snapped into the stance, perhaps without quite meaning to. The doubting look in his eyes demonstrated his uncertainty, and the Welcome Rain mocked him from inside Gabriel’s head. The clear blue light of Illyricum etched the merciless strain on the Tiger’s face, in his trembling muscles. Augenblick took it all in, pinpointed every weakness, every strength. The Burning Tiger was so unformed, so open, that Augenblick’s dissection was scarcely a challenge.


  “Now you seem more a tiger,” Gabriel said. “Ready to spring.”


  “Beware me.”


  “We will see who is master.”


  “Beware me.” The words were chanted, almost a mantra.


  Gabriel gave the Tiger a mocking smile resonant with that of the Shadow Mask. “Do you esteem yourself, Tiger?”


  “Beware me. I am master here.”


  Gabriel gave a shout, clearing his lungs, and raised himself into the First Posture of Esteem, his body straightened, hands at sides, feet close together, his center of gravity rising to the manipura chakra at the base of the breastbone. The Burning Tiger gave a startled shuffle backward, then blinked, snarled, firmed his threatening stance.


  “Do you esteem yourself, Tiger?” Gabriel taunted.


  In a rattle of spears the Burning Tiger shambled into an imitation of Gabriel’s posture. Pain twitched its way across his features. The Welcome Rain cackled amusement.


  Gabriel led the Burning Tiger through a series of neural programming exercises designed to firm the Limited Personality’s uncertain, newborn character, to give him at least a claim to depth and foundation. Certain stances— codified ages before by Captain Yuan in the Book of Postures— were known to possess coherent psychic resonance within the human mind. Gabriel sought to firm the Burning Tiger’s psyche by connecting it to a physical, metalinguistic memory that would strengthen it.


  Captain Yuan had based his Postures on a straightforward appreciation of the way the human brain was wired to the body that supported and shaped it, and was based on careful study of kinesics as used in classical dance, drama, tantric philosophy, and martial arts. A stance with the legs apart, the center of gravity lowered to the swadhishatana chakra in the abdomen, bespoke confidence and readiness, and did so with a surprising universality, in all surviving human cultures, in all known times. The posture could be made more aggressive by balling the fists or drawing one leg back into a boxer’s stance or further back into a classical martial arts pose— all sub-variations of the original confident posture, all clearly understood throughout an increasingly divergent humanity. The fingers could form mudras for more psychic impact.


  The Poses of Esteem were more straight-legged, raised the center of gravity toward the manipura chakra beneath the breastbone. These postures bespoke seriousness, gravity, and self-regard. Raising the arms lifted the center of gravity yet higher, to the anahata chakra, and bespoke Exuberance. Higher still was Glory. On the other end of the scale were the kneeling postures, those of Submission. Precise arm and leg position, the lift and tilt of the head, flexion of the spine, set of the shoulders, all widened the kinesic vocabulary, allowed it greater flexibility of expression. Lowering the head could transfer esteem and respect to others, while raising the chin high cried out Look at me! A vocabulary more important than speech, more fundamental to human nature.


  Gabriel resumed the First Posture of Confidence. The Burning Tiger, conditioned by now, followed his example.


  “Who are you, Burning Tiger?” Gabriel demanded.


  “I am He-Who-Scorches-With-Flame. I am Power-of-the-Daytime. I am That-Which-Drives-Forward. I am Unstoppable-in-Fury. I am master of this place and time.”


  The growling voice was more confident now, more assured. The fragile Limited Personality had firmed through repeatedly inhabiting kinesics of confidence and strength. If Gabriel advanced on him suddenly, Augenblick advised, the Burning Tiger would not flinch. Welcome Rain advised against closing the distance unless a physical confrontation was desired.


  “You are not master here,” Gabriel said.


  “I am master.” The Burning Tiger gestured with one arm, a downward-dropping fist, that emphasized his words. Steel spears quivered in their rack.


  “Yaritomo is master,” Gabriel said.


  “Not so.”


  “It is true. Shall I call him out?”


  The Burning Tiger’s eyes were dull, inhuman. “Yaritomo will not come,” he said. “He is fainthearted. He summoned me to endure that which he could not.”


  “I can bring him out.”


  The Burning Tiger raised his chin in a gesture of contempt. “You are a fool.”


  Gabriel shouted again, a cry from the pit of his stomach that set the air ringing, and followed it with an arm thrust forward, the hand forming the Mudra of Compulsion. His voice took on the Inflection of Command.


  “Therápon Yaritomo, come forth! Stand before me!”


  The Burning Tiger sneered, but there was hesitation in his eyes, an onset of confusion . . .


  “Yaritomo, stand forth! I want to speak to you.”


  The Burning Tiger’s eyes grew blank. His jaw muscles worked with the strain of the battle being fought in his psyche. Then the face cleared, the contemptuous sneer vanishing, replaced by the surprised expression of a bewildered youth. Yaritomo staggered under the weight of his spears, went down to one knee with a crash. He propped himself up with one arm as he panted for breath, then dragged himself to his feet. His eyes managed to focus on Gabriel.


  “At your service, Aristos,” he gasped.


  “Do you know what happened?”


  “Yes. I think.” Yaritomo panted for breath. “I remember . . . someone else.”


  “He called himself the Burning Tiger.”


  “I . . . ” Yaritomo passed a hand over his eyes. “I don’t remember it very clearly. I was in another place. I only had an impression of him.”


  “You’re going to have to call him back.”


  Yaritomo swallowed. “I know.”


  “And defeat him.”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you prepared to do that?”


  Yaritomo shook his head. His voice was barely audible. “I don’t know, Aristos. I suppose so.”


  “Make yourself ready, then.”


  He led Yaritomo through the same kinetic exercise he’d used to program the daimon, then set him to dancing and chanting the Sutra of Captain Yuan again, specifically summoning the Burning Tiger. The Shadow Mask, metaphor for all that took place here, smile ruthlessly down on them all.


  When the Burning Tiger manifested, the desperate rite of chöd would begin. Yaritomo and the Burning Tiger would engage in psychic combat for possession of Yaritomo’s body and mind, each trying to conquer the other.


  *


  Gabriel suppressed Augenblick and the Welcome Rain, then withdrew to the covered walk where Clancy waited for him. “Thank you for waiting,” he said, and kissed her. Her lips were moist, their touch delicate. Cyrus voiced quiet approval.


  She took his hand. As they walked left the Shadow Cloister, Clancy looked over her shoulder at the chanting, rattling figure of Yaritomo. Concern ruffled her brow. “Will he be all right?”


  “I believe so.”


  “He seems to vulnerable, compared to the . . . other.”


  “The Burning Tiger appears powerful, but it’s mostly bluster. He’s also rather stupid— he’s got Yaritomo’s intelligence to draw on, but I suspect he doesn’t know how. Yaritomo should have little difficulty coping with him. And when Yaritomo finds more useful LPs, he may decide to suppress this one altogether.” Gabriel shrugged. “Still, the Tiger’ll do for a start.”


  “I had to go through some fairly intensive hypnotherapy to bring my daimones out— but nothing like that.” Looking over her shoulder again. “Nothing like kavandi.” She turned to him. “Did you ever have such difficulty?”


  Gabriel smiled. “Not at all. The daimones were my friends from an early age.”


  “You had imaginary playmates.”


  “Not so imaginary. But yes. And they required scarcely any coaxing at all to cohere into true shadow personalities.” The memory of the shouting daimon rose in his mind. Fagit! “I heard a new voice today,” he said. “Someone I didn’t know was there. It was rather startling, after all this time. One would have thought I’d know them all by now.”


  “After breakfast I’ll look in on Yaritomo. Make certain that his rite of chöd is going well.”


  Gabriel felt warmed by her concern. “He’s supposed to face his daimon alone.”


  “Without even a coach?”


  “The struggle should be internal. The outward forms are just props.”


  “But didn’t you just coach him yourself?”


  “Ah well.” He laughed. “I’m an Aristos. I can break the rules if I want to.”


  They emerged into sunlight and delicate flower perfume. Gardeners worked along the patient rows of blossoms. Some, the supervisors, were human, and the rest were either machines or implanted mountain gorillas. The gorillas loved plants above all things, and were good and careful gardeners— also, as a practical point, any harmful grubs or beetles could provide them with nourishment.


  Above, in a sky precise as the oneirochronon, soared two silhouettes, gliders floating on nanological libelulla wings. The acutely organized perceptions of Cyrus and Spring Plum floated through Gabriel’s senses. His heart lifted.


  “‘Early summer,’” he quoted, “‘grasses and tall plants


  Around my house, trees flourishing,


  Varieties of birds delighted at finding rest.’”


  Clancy’s face turned abstract for a moment as she queried the Akademe for the source of the quote, found it in Tao Chien. Her eyes glowed as she returned the end of the poem.


  “‘I gaze up and down at heaven and earth.


  Happy? How could I be otherwise?’”


  Gabriel took her in his arms and kissed her. Her body warmed him. The human gardeners, with accustomed professionalism, affected not to notice.


  “It’s a day for birth,” she said, a moment later. “Burning Tiger, and your child with the Black-Eyed Ghost, and— ” She finished the thought with another kiss.


  He took her to Psyche’s room in the Autumn Pavilion. It was comfortably small but with a tall arched ceiling, the architecture soaring, reaching skyward, making an acoustic cap that turned sound wonderfully to the ear. The walls were white plaster accented with gold; the floor gold-brown and scarlet tile. There was a bed and two couches, a writing desk of light wood with pens, brushes, and paper. A self-portrait by Psyche hung above the bed— a few feathery touches only, a swirling copper line for the hair, the darker suggestion of a cheekbone, brows but no eyes, a mouth but no chin. Hardly anything at all, yet somehow there was the intimation of a complete personality. Caught on canvas, a soul in flight.


  Gabriel called for music and made love to Clancy. Melody plucked at his nerves. Cyrus whispered in his inner ear, fine appreciations of skin texture, of curve of limb and breast and abdomen. Spring Plum suggested ways in which Clancy might best be pleasured. The lingering aftertaste of Psyche sang like wine in his consciousness.


  Once only saints or madmen could speak to the daimones, could hear whispering the personalities that dwelt within their own minds. The condition could be caused by an imbalance in brain chemistry, a history of abuse in early childhood so severe that the personality fragmented, a deliberately-induced ordeal, a spiritual agony like kavandi or the sun dance or sitting for years on a pillar like St. Simeon. The voices were mislabeled: angels, past lives, dead spirits, demons.


  All self. Personalities with their own thoughts, their own capabilities, their own glories, wrapped in the primary personality like swaddled children, ready to come out and play in the fields of the mind . . . The ancients had consistently underestimated the glories of their own psyches, preferred to consider these aspects of their own psyches as manifestations of invisible forces, forces divine or demonic.


  Daimones. The old Sokratic name resurfaced: the others were all too judgmental, too freighted with obsolete superstition. Daimones, meaning Divinities— the godlets of the liberated mind. The word now freed from the centuries of ignorance and superstition, freed like all the little souls the word represented.


  How many, Gabriel wondered, made love on Psyche’s bed? How many, his own daimones and Clancy’s, touched the experience with their own enriched perception?


  More than he wanted to count right now, anyway.


  The voices sang in his mind, floating like grains of pollen in the sky.


   



  Chapter Two


  

  PABST: Stimulus and response, response and stimulus


  Get them right, there's little fuss


  They'll do most anything if you pull their strings


  Their response to stimulus.


   



  Aristoi floated through the reception to the sound of a reed flute.


  Standing near the buffet table Gabriel paid his respects to Pan Wengong, primary architect for the resurrected Earth2. The Eldest Brother was a junior, but sole surviving, member of the first bold generation of Aristoi who had, in the turbulent and dangerous centuries after the Earth1 disaster, coalesced around Captain Yuan and, with their fearless and absolute command of technology, re-ordered humanity's future.


  Pan Wengong's appearance belied his millennia. He was a round-faced, round-bodied, cheerful man, secure in his place among the Aristoi and in history, and quite pleased with having escaped the law of averages for so long. His domaine included Earth2 and the inhabited stars around it, and in the centuries since the great reconstruction he'd been taking it easy; his therápontes did most of the work while the Eldest Brother relaxed in one or another of the pleasure-domes he'd built on or about Earth. He was one of the few Aristoi who was actually, physically present in Persepolis, but he was linked with all the others in the oneirochronon and enjoyed the best of both worlds— the company of his peers, and the fact he could eat and drink.


  Pan had been speaking to Saigo, a dour, saturnine man who usually avoided these receptions. Saigo was a specialist in evolution, both human and stellar, and had broadcast his black-browed skiagénos a greater distance than anyone here— he was well out of inhabited space, in a part of distant space called the Gaal Sphere, pursuing his lonely researches.


  Saigo turned his melancholy eyes to Gabriel, offered a Posture of Formal Regard, and took his leave. Gabriel and Pan exchanged embraces and the latest jokes. Pan offered Gabriel a ghost drink, and though Gabriel knew the experience would be well crafted, he declined. He avoided eating and drinking while in the oneirochronon— it just gave him hunger pangs without satisfying its cravings.


  Others arrived to pay their respects to Pan. Gabriel spoke briefly to Maryandroid, then found himself approached by Cressida.


  “Aristos kaí Athánatos,” she began, using the formal title, “forgive me for this interruption.”


  “Forgiven,” said Gabriel, a bit surprised.


  Cressida was an older Ariste; she had passed her exams over three hundred years ago and had restricted the size of her domaine so as to devote herself more exclusively to research. She was honored, distant, and briskly eccentric; and in their few meetings had treated Gabriel with courtesy but without great patience.


  She gazed from her black-skinned face with intent birdlike eyes. “Therápon Protarchon Stephen Rubens y Sedillo, who is in my service, will be visiting Labdakos within a few days to tour the Illyrian Workshop,” she said. “I am thinking of setting up a similar academy here on Painter, and I hope you will do me the favor of giving instructions to the Workshop staff to allow him access.”


  “Really?” Cressida had never shown much interest in crafts. “I will be happy to provide any assistance, of course.”


  She had not adorned herself for this reception, but dressed in the modest sky-blue uniform worn by her household— the uniform might have been a romantic touch, Gabriel thought, but the design was too relentlessly practical, with many pockets and no ornamentation or badges of rank. Her hair was salt-and-pepper, cut short in a businesslike way.


  “I would consider it a favor,” she continued, “if you will also give Therápon Rubens a private appointment at a time convenient to you so that he can present my personal greetings and thanks.” She inclined her head, lowered her eyes, the First Posture of Esteem. “At your service, Aristos.”


  “At your service,” Gabriel murmured. Cressida passed on.


  What the hell was that about? Gabriel inquired.


  Neutral but commanding posture, said Augenblick. Neutral expression. No involuntary muscle movement, no alteration in pupil dilation. Formally courteous expression.


  That’s not much.


  My apologies, Aristos. Skiagenoi are difficult to read at the best of times, and perhaps she was taking good care not to be read. Most Aristoi do.


  Reno, Gabriel commanded, report on the whereabouts of Stephen Rubens y Sedillo, class Therápon, rank Protarchon, employed by Cressida Ariste.


  At your service, Aristos. <search program initiated> Done. Therápon Rubens is aboard the yacht Lorenz, currently assuming an orbit about Illyricum. He hailed traffic control four hours ago. The Lorenz is owned by Ariste Cressida. Rubens has sent a message to your mailbox requesting a personal audience.


  The timing on this is very exact, said the Welcome Rain. There is more here than we see.


  Gabriel thought for a moment. Reno, he said, how many times has Cressida spoken to me?


  Five, Aristos. On four occasions she merely offered polite greetings, and on the other she criticized your behavior at Coetzee’s reception following your Graduation—


  I remember very well, thank you.


  At your service, Aristos.


  He returned his attention to the reception.


  Something was afoot. He knew not what it was.


  He suspected, however, he would enjoy himself while working out the answer.


  *


  Music, angel voices and devil bassoons, eddied in Psyche’s perfect acoustic chamber. A piece Gabriel had composed long ago, Sandor Korondi’s poem “Love-Wind” set to music.


  After a few hours in the Autumn Pavilion with Clancy, Gabriel decided to call her Blushing Rose. She accepted the new name with what seemed a mixture of pleasure and intelligent skepticism.


  She called him Disturber.


  Clancy lay face-down on the bed in exactly the naive position in which it pleased Louis XV to have his mistresses painted. Gabriel, sitting beside her, found himself completely charmed by the rosy sight of her soles. She was all warm autumn colors, he thought, like this pavilion, like his thoughts, a contrast to the Black-Eyed Ghost, all pallor and midnight. He let his fingertips graze on the rounded knobs of Clancy’s spine as the andante movement sang slowly in his heart.


  The Carnation Suite, he remembered, was empty.


  “I promised you breakfast,” he said. “Shall I tell my reno to order? Kem-Kem, my chef, is an improvisatory genius— he’ll cook anything you like to order. ”


  Clancy propped her chin on one hand and frowned. “Would you mind having a machine deliver the food?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Because if Rabjoms is going to find out about this, I’d rather it be from me and not a member of the kitchen staff.”


  “Ah.” He took her hand. “Will that be a problem for you?”


  GABRIEL: Reno. <Priority 2> Query: Rabjoms.


  RENO: <Priority 2> Rabjoms. name: Thundup Rabjoms Sambhota. Informal consort to Therápon Clancy. Age: 31. Class: Demos. Occupation: Artisan (2nd Class), Lowland Machine Works, Labdakos, Illyricum. Born: Gomo Selung, Kampa Province, Phongdo—


  GABRIEL: Thank you. Fini.


  RENO: At your service.


  She looked at him over her full shoulder. “The problem is . . . tactical. How I should tell him, not . . . ”


  “If I can be of any assistance?”


  “No. It’s my little predicament, I suppose.” She gave a tight little smile. “He’s an understanding man.”


  He looked down at the taut ribbon of muscle knot that had, in the last few seconds, formed between her shoulder blades, and began to massage it away. The andante sobbed on. Clancy sighed.


  “You’ve been together how long?”


  “Six years. Since I came here.” She sighed. “He’s a good man.”


  A good man, he thought. Artisan (2nd Class), and of the Demos, not even one of the therápontes. Rabjoms was certainly not the choice of a rising Therápon eager for a position of power.


  “Demos,” Gabriel said.


  “I’m not ambitious that way.” She shrugged. “I’m not ambitious at all. I haven’t gone for my exams in nine years, and I don’t have any plans to. I like it where I am. Being a doctor. Birth, death, trauma, life, well-being . . . everything I really care about, I’m involved with now.”


  “You left me off the list.”


  She smiled, looked over her shoulder again. “Should I care for you, Aristos?”


  “I love you.” Psyche soared through his mind at the words.


  “And I you, Aristos.” Neatly.


  He leaned back and considered her. She was not his usual type. Her body was natural— soft, rounded, without the planed, sculpted, perfected look, genetically or surgically augmented, that normally gratified his taste. The attraction was unusual; Gabriel couldn’t predict its outcome, or how long it would last. Perhaps (a sliver of doubt entering) it was merely a shared enthusiasm for Marcus’s pregnancy. He thought of calling up Augenblick and the Welcome Rain, but decided he didn’t want this handled. Not their way.


   



  “I never was attached to that great sect,” he said,


  “Whose doctrine is that each one should select


  Out of the crowd a mistress or a friend,


  And all the rest, though fair and wise, commend


  To cold oblivion.”


   



  She smiled. “And you’re easily bored.”


  “That as well.” Might as well concede that one.


  She rolled over and regarded him with wide peridot eyes. “Will you make me your maîtresse en titre?”


  “Do you want that? I’m surprised.”


  “May I have it?”


  “If that’s what you desire.”


  She shook her head, then laughed. “I don’t, as it happens. But I needed to know if you’d give it to me.”


  Surprise rolled through him. “Fayre eyes,” he said, “the myrrour of my mazed hart, what woundrous vertue is contaynd in you . . .”


  “I had everything planned. I didn’t think— ” She considered her words. “This lightning would strike. Not this late.” Grinning wryly. “Not this lightning.”


  “It has struck.” He kissed her. “Shall it strike again?”


  She fluttered against his lips. “Yes, Aristos. Of course.”


  Propelled by violas and stinging electric guitar, presto followed andante, and so to finale.


  *


  Gabriel continued his rounds about the reception, greeted Pristine Way and Prince Stanislaus. He succeeded in avoiding Virtue’s Icon. The reed flute wove its way through the throng, accented every conversation.


  He heard his name spoken, turned, and saw Zhenling. Pleasure tingled through his fingertips.


  “Hail to the conqueror of Mount Mallory,” he said.


  GABRIEL: Reno, statistics on Gregory Bonham, if you please.


  RENO: Bonham, formal consort of Zhenling Ariste for the last thirteen years. Failed examinations in this last round, placing thirty-first among those who failed to pass. This is his second failure. He resides in the residential annex of Violet Jade Nanotechnology Laboratories in low orbit around Tienjin . . .


  GABRIEL: And Zhenling currently resides at . . . ?


  RENO: Primary residence is at Jade Garden, Ring Island, Tienjin.


  Zhenling was a slim woman, tall and taut-muscled, with Tatar cheekbones and tilted dark eyes.


  Her frame was taut with catlike, augmented muscle, her form perfectly sculpted. She wore cherry-red breeches, boots, sky-blue jacket with gold brocade, and a hussar jacket of a darker blue, trimmed with ermine and more brocade and worn over her shoulders. A fur hat was tipped over one ear and was decorated with a spray of silver and pearls. Her dark hair was braided with gemstones and fell over one shoulder, giving her silhouette a pleasant asymmetry.


  SPRING PLUM: <appreciation of contrast between gems and shining hair>


  CYRUS: “All that sternness amid charm All that sweetness amid strength.”


  SPRING PLUM: <amusement>


  She had been among the Aristoi only a short while, having been promoted only twelve years ago. She was, astrographically speaking, Gabriel’s neighbor, as her domaine was expanding from an area near Gabriel’s.


  “Thank you,” she said. “I’ve got my next ascent mapped— Mount Trasker this time.”


  AUGENBLICK: We are interested?


  WELCOME RAIN: We are interested. Let us map our own ascent.


  AUGENBLICK: It’s difficult to read skiagenoi. This will take a while.


  GABRIEL: Keep me informed.


  Her name, translated literally into demotic, meant “True Sound.” Figuratively, however, it meant “True Jade,” from the satisfying sound quality jade makes when it’s given a good rap.


  “You’re looking dashing,” Gabriel said.


  “And you’re looking well-satisfied.”


  “Am I? I can’t think why.”


  “Impending fatherhood, perhaps?”


  Gabriel permitted himself a look of surprise. “I wasn’t aware that anyone knew.”


  “It wasn’t hard to work out. Your schedule of the last week implied a number of things, that among them.”


  “Should I be flattered that you bothered to study my schedule of the last week?”


  “Your schedule for the last year. And various other items concerning you.”


  Gabriel lifted his shadow-eyebrows. “May one ask why?”


  “One may.”


  Dorothy, mantalike, floated overhead, and Gabriel paused (reno searching files for something apt). The reed flute filled the gap. After Dorothy passed out of immediate eavesdropping range, he spoke. “Questioning,” he said, “is not the mode of conversation among gentlefolk.”


  “I believe Johnson also said that classical quotation is the parole of literary men.”


  “Am I literary? I never thought myself so.”


  “All that is literature,” <De Quincey, said Gabriel’s reno, after Wordsworth>, “seeks to communicate power; all that is not literature, to communicate knowledge.”


  “Our renos seem to have a very good 18th Century index,” said Gabriel. “Take my arm; let’s talk.”


  “As you like. Though we’ll look like a couple footmen at the Congress of Vienna.”


  “Not footmen. Equerries at least. Or maybe archdukes. I believe there were plenty to spare.”


  Her arm, nonexistent though it was, was quite warm: Augenblick and the Welcome Rain both commented hopefully.


  “I am told,” Gabriel said, “that you and Astoreth are planning to upset our happy galactic order.”


  “Astoreth intends no such thing.”


  “That begs a question, but I’m afraid I just forswore that mode of discourse.”


  “Astoreth wants to create a stir so that she can be at the center of attention. And I— ?” She looked at him, and Gabriel found himself admiring the program that had created the liquid depths of her eyes. “I’m willing to put some notions forward,” she said. “I’m not certain what it would mean yet.”


  “You’ve followed her program otherwise. Rekindling a spirit of adventure through your personal exploits and so on.”


  “I like climbing mountains and stunting around in submarines. It doesn’t have to be someone’s program.”


  “But the problem, as you see it, requires drastic measures.”


  “It requires, first of all, an acknowledgement that there’s a problem.”


  “If you gathered data . . . ”


  “How much data do we need?” She was impatient. “Out of the thousands of therápontes who took the exams this time, how many passed? Nine. How many Aristoi died or announced impending retirement in the time between this batch of exams and the last? Six.”


  “This has been discussed, you know. For decades.”


  “Since most of us restrict population in our own dominions, the only way many of the Demos can have the children they want is to pioneer in new domaines. And since there will be a net increase of only three domaines this time, in essence humanity expands by only three Aristoi.”


  “Of course the Demos can also have children by moving to underpopulated domaines.”


  “There’s a reason those domaines are underpopulated, you know.”


  “I know perfectly well. I merely felt I should make mention of all the alternatives available.”


  “Okay.
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