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To S T., who was there before and to “ Doc” Smith: Darktraders pay their debts.

The Court of The TwiceBorn 1: What's Past s Prologue

Man'stropismisfor the heights. He is educated, in his youth, to visua-ize the grand design, to see
actionsthat shape vast strings of events, and to assume hisrightful role in the cosmic opera

Every child, in short, iseducated to rule. And having been o fitted to one purpose only, thisfictive
child spendsthe rest of hislife asthe recipient of a series of rude surprises. fate does not mean himto
govern, but to grovel. All therest of hislifeis spent trying to reach a height from which to exercise his
vison.

Only afew attainit. Thosefew are driven just asther confreres ore, by the knowledge of their rightful
office-but how dectrifying the spur of possibility. These few might actudly attain the sunlit heights of
magtery and have dangled within their reach the grandest and most glittering prize of al.

Power Absolute.



1
Meet the Tiger

My nameis Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere and | have dl the trouble anyone could possibly want.
Peopleve said so. Often.

I'm beginning to believe them.

Just now | had enough different troublesthat even | couldn't kegp my mind on them from the beginning
of thelist to the end, but at the exact moment my particular trouble was a"borrowed" Imperia
Battle-Y acht that hadn't read its own design specs.

| pulled the angelstick for the Drop. | saw the world outside Ghost Dance's cockpit turnto silver silk.
We come to angeltown, the subjective mathematica convention that isn't redly anywhere.

| started locking down the boards. Y ou don't use your enginesin hyperspace-well, not
much-angeltown iswhat powers your goforths, and al you got to figure is how to get in and out. | was
hoping it was going to be awhole bunch of hours before our mystery coordinates dumped us back out

into rea space.

"Now, che-bal," | said to Baijon Stardust, ex-hellflower at large, "dl wegottodois...”

Berathia squawked. She was looking out the canopy; | wasn't. | started back around to see what she
was havering at when dl kinds bells and whistles went off a once across Dance's boards and dl the
cockpit lights went red-green-amber and "'I'm not ready for this." The goforths what was supposed to be
blocked and locked woke up and redlined, the navicomp grabbed for something that wasn't there and
went nullset, and | got set back on my tail in my very damned expensive mercy seat as Dance turned
herself whichway loose and did something she wasn't supposed to be ableto do.

Shehit theMains.

"S. Cyr!" weefed Berathia over the howl of engines gone radicd, but there wasn't no point caling my
name. We was on the wrong side of most of the shielding Dance had and | knew what came next.

"Close your eyed Both of you!"

Therewasablinding flare. Bad disorientation. | groped for the cockpit-opague as hot gold Mains-light
best through my bones. An endless spiral, white-gold and furious, and our stolen starwings whip-ping
down the center, fdling infinitely faster than the speed of light. Welcometo the Mains.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Therestwo kinds of not-real space: angeltown, which anyone with a ship can get into, and the Mains.
The Mains are superfast directiona currentsthat exist in hyperspace (it says herein the Pilot's Manuad):
on the Mainsyou can cross athousand lightsin ahandful of hours.

Riding the Mains makes Trangt to angetown look safe. Mainlining takes abig ship-lots of mass-in
finestkind condition, or forget about ever making the Drop to real space again.

| findly found theright toggle. Dance's cockpit went black and seemed-like dead silent. | shook my
head to clear the nonexistent roar of the Mains out of my cars and took a couple deep breaths so as not



to throw up.

"San'Cyr?' Bajon said. | opened my eyes. Bright purple-green sundogs swam behind my eyes, and
behind them | could seefaint red as the cockpit safelights came up.

Baijon looked worried. | did my best to look trustworthy, bearing in mind that for our galactic cousins
the aMayne, asmileiswhat they do before they kill you.

"Now you know why | never decided to be alegit Stardancer, 'bai.” Baijon nodded, just like he knew
what | was talking about. Com-pany pilots top the Mains dl the time. Darktradersdon't. I'd used to be a
darktrader, before I'd took up with treason, revolt, and hellflower honor.

"Where arewe-" he started.

"Where are we going?' Berathiademanded. She shoved out of the songbird seat to come and stare at
my boards, just like they was going to tell her something. "How did you cut yourself loose from
Toystore s security system?”

"Why did Archangd decide to destroy Toystore and what are we going to do now?" | finished up for
her, since she was making arun-down of the hot topics of my life. "And while we're on the subject, Thia,
just what made you think you was safer with us than with some-body € se?

"We are not safe," Baijon said. Berathia smiled so asto show no hard fedlings, which was pretty damn
gracious of almperid spy what had just changed sides.

"Je." | went through locking down the boards again. "Y ou got that right, babby."

The goforths was revving higher than they maybe ought, and from the (unshielded) cockpit the
powersong was making fair inroads on my bones. | got up.

"C'mon. Dance can take care of hersdf for whiles."

Berathialooked past meto the hole in the cockpit farings where I'd torn out the navicomp, without
which no ship can kyte. She looked at the touchpad keyboard 1'd canniballed into its place so | could
input coordinates direct to the Jump-compuiter. | bet she wondered where I'd got them, too.

Thefact of the matter wasthat I'd been using Jump-numbers sup-plied to my jury-rigged navicomp by
the ghost of arenegade Old Feder-ation Library what had set up light housekeeping amongst some of my
lesser-known braincells and was trying to turn meinside out in its spare time.

Like | said. Trouble. Moren anyone could possibly want. Even me.
"Captain . Cyr," Berathiasaid again, "where are we going?"
“And when do we begin to kill Archangel?' said Baijon.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

If you've been following aong from the beginning you can skip this part. For therest of you, it'slike
this. A long time ago-when | till had amind of my own and afuture-l went and did the dumbest thing |
ever managed in alife career of doing dumb things and rescued a hellflower from someroaring boysina
Free Port. Only the hellflower turned out to be the Honorable Puer Walks-by-Night Kennor's-son



Starbringer Amrath Valijon of Chernbereth-Molkath, Third Person of House Starborn of Washonnet
357-11/aMayne-that's Baijon Stardust for short-in the throes of hisfirst attempt at being murdered.

Somebody'd let him shag off from his consular ship without ID in the pious hope thet either thelaw or
the natives of alittle piece of lazy- fair cdled Wanderweb Free Port would sign the lease on hisred
estatein short order.

Thereason for this gets complicated. It starts out that once upon atime the Nobly-Born
Governor-Generd HisImperid Highnessthe TwiceBorn Prince Malorum Archangd-what I'd just gave
the dip to for the second time latel y-decided he wanted to put the Azarine Coa-lition in his pocket and
walk off in the direction of becoming Emperor his own sdf, the Azarine Codlition being the sum total of
al the merce-naries available in your Phoenix Empire and mine.

For any number of rude reasons, the only way to do that was to rewrite the Gordinar Canticlesthat
govern the Codition and abrogate the hell out of Azarine Codlition Neutrality.

Archangel couldn't do that while Baijon's father Kennor Star-bringer was president of that same
Codlition, Kennor Starbringer being a Constructionist who took Coalition Neutraity to bed with him at
night.

Anybody with political weltschrnerz would say it looked like Ken-nor was after having alifespan
measurable in centimeters, but offing Kennor direct would just stir up had trouble back on aMayne. So
no body was going to do that-they was just going to arrange for Kennor to become a Officid dMayne
Nonperson and Imperid crimina by murdering Kennor's son.

That was Baijon. If Baijon died, Kennor would either have to avenge his death (illega in the Empire) or
not avengeit (illegal on dMayne). Either way Kennor got himself removed from the catbird seet.

Only it didn't work that way-because | rescued Baijon back at that Free Port, remember? So Baijon
just vanished and put al of Kennor’s problems on hold.

Until | did stupid thing number two.

I brought him back to hisda. And in the process the two of ustripped over the fact that Malorum
Archangel, Imperid Prince, Gover-nor-Generad, and second in line for the Throne, was elbow-deepina
schemeto useinfinitely-illegal Old Federation Technology to take over the universe.

Thereisaserious down in the Empire on the possession-never-mind the use-of what the Technology
Police cals Ingppropriate Tech-nology-which is among other things everything that came out of the last
adropolitical unit to work this neighborhood, the Old Federation. The Old Fed isn't around anymore,
because about a thousand years ago -back when our friendly neighborhood Phoenix Empire wasn't even
atwinklein the Federation's eye-some bright kiddy came up with the notion of putting pureintellectina
box and cdling it aLibrary.

And sincethe Federal es thought they had more important thingsto do with their time, they turned over
the running of their Federation to the Libraries and madeit so Libraries could build more Libraries.
Migtake.

Because-so the story goes-the Libraries had more important things to do with their time, too, and
thought that organic life clashed with their decor.

Therewasawar. And ten centurieslater the Empireis till hunting the nonexistent surviving Libraries



from that war.
Mostly nonexistent.

Because Archangel'd got his hands on one-the second 1'd ever seen, but that's another long story.
Archangd's Library was aFina Wegpon called Archive, and it wasllittle consolation to anyone that it'd
of ate him for brekkersif me and my ex-partner hadn't iced it first. Paladin. My partner, the Library.
Ex-partner.

And you would think that with Archive gone, Brother Archangd's problemsin the redlm of having
something he oughtn't was nonfiction, but the Tech Police don't work that way, and Archangel couldn't
be sure how many of them'd stay bought. He was still in as much trouble ashe'd ever been.

I knew it. Kennor knew it. Baijon knew it. And Archangel knew we knew it. In fact, just as soon as
Brother Mallorum had his hand in the Old Fed Tech cookiejar it'd be obvious to anyone with more
brainsthan | had that the next place Archangel was going wasthe largest and only legit cache of Old Fed
Tech insgde the Empire's borders-the logotek of the War College at Wailing on dMayne.

So Archangel went on to Step Two, and Kennor Starbringer turned out not to be as standup as
popularly advertised.

Earlier in our last exciting episode, Kennor'd sent me and Baijon off to Washonnet 357-11/dMayne. He
told usit was for aship and papers, so Baijon and me could take off and hide in the never-never and
Archangd couldn't get holt of Baijon to frame Kennor to resign. | knew from the git-go it was acon, but
| had it by the wrong end.

| thought Kennor's plan was to execute Baijon (who would never be safe while hewasaway into
Kennor anyway) and frame mefor it. Kennor thought Kennor's plan was to have Baijon accuse
Archan-gd of High Book-that's Chapter 5 of the Revised Ingppropriate Tech-nology Act of the 975th
Y ear of Imperid Grace (all rights reserved)- and raise the hdllflowers against the Empire, which would
interfere nicely with Archangel's plan to annex the dMayne War College and stedl all its Old Fed Tech to
help him rebuild the Library Archive what Baijon and med blown up with alittle help from our friends. It
there was one thing hellflowers hated worse than death and hell and chaudatu it waswhét they called
The Machine and the rest of the universe called Libraries, so anybody saying Archangdl wasalLibrarian
ought to get everybody's cooperation un gcadl toot de swest, right?

What Kennor didn't realize was that Archangel'd swung agood bloc of the home vote back on sunny
dMayne.

Hellflowersis xenophobes amost more 'n they's technophobes, and Archangd won the heart of
Baijon's aunt-who was the Dowager Reg-nant of dMaynein her spare time-by promising to sed
aMayne up tight, giveit Interdicted status, and not |et the chaudatu bite.

So instead of getting a ship and a crusade when we showed up on dMayne at Kennor's corkscrew
behest, Baijon and me started acivil war: hellflower againgt hdllflower, and dl over the musica question
of Was Mdlorum Archangel Redlly aLibrarian (or Malmakosim, which means something atad bit
different in helltongue) and if he wasn't, was there any such thing asaLibrary anyway?

Baijon and me got out of there about six minutes ahead of the faction as wanted to ook for the answer
inour entrails, and copped aride with a Gentry-legger | knew, what was running stregt-lethalsinto a
place called Royd.



Ex-place.

Because in one of the galaxy's better coincidences, our freeride off dMayne wasthe ship origindly
hired by Kennor Starbringer to take me, Baijon, and a surprise package to Royal-something none of us
knew at the time. The surprise package was a decoy so that Kennor could get the real Brightlaw
Prototype from a place called Toystore and take it to somewheres else what probably ain't there no
more ether at the rate Archangd's rearranging stars.

The Brightlaw Prototype, to put it mildly, isafake Library that doeswhat it'stold. Something so close
to Old Fed Tech anathema that when the real thing came aong Kennor Starbringer didn't blink twice.
Brother Kennor'd been hip-deep in anathemafor years.

Because Kennor meant Archange to do just what Archangel did--hellbomb Royad to destroy the
mythica Brightlaw Prototype and do it with aweapon that only an Old Federation Library could build.
Kennor'd planned Royal to make Archangd show himsalf high wide and public. To make Archangd his
own self trigger the High Book investigation that would bring the TwiceBorn Lord Prince Malorum
Archangd down.

Kennor hoped.

Kennor'd paid out ten billion people he didn't own to get Archan-gd. He'd spent his only son. But the
Empire held billions more. Prey for Archangel.

Saved by Kennor. If his plan worked.

Only Archangd'd had adifferent plan. Archangd's plan had been to bomb Roya and say the
hellflowers d doneit. People might even of believed him long enough for him to pull his smash-and-grab
on the War College logotek and get his hands on another Library. With what he'd learned from Library
Archive he could put aliving one together from the bits and piecesthere.

| knew he could. Because | could. Because whiles back 1'd got aringside scat at the fight where my
good buddy Paadin took the evil Library Archive apart. And because it was so up close and persond.
Archived made sure that Paladin didn't just copy Archiveinto Paadin. Archive d copied itsown sdl' into
metoo. At least parts of it. Enough so | could plug acomputer into my head and not go mad. Enough so
| could be the navicomp for agtarship.

Enough so | thought like a Library. Permanent, incurable, and getting worse.
Therewasredly only onething worth doing in thetime | had left until | forgot | was me.
Kill Malorum Archangd.

And make sure nobody €l se used Old Fed Tech to art awar. Any questions?
"San'Cyr?"

Wed got down to Dance's galey, safe on the cuddly side of the shielding. Baijon was standing over
me holding ahot box of teain away what told me he'd been standing there whiles.

One of Baijon's purposesin life wasto cut off my head as soon as| forgot which side of the organic life
fence | was on. The other wasto kill Malorum Archangel. As soon as he got as close as he could get to
doing both things he'd be dead too, becausein our last thrilling install-ment, Archangd'd run Baijon's



hdlflower arthame through amolecular debonder. No Knife, no hdllflower. Suicide follows, details at
eleven.

But Baijon'd found something more important than doing right by hellflower honor. I1ts name was
Archangd.

| took thetea.

That only left Berathia Notevan unaccounted for. | looked at her. "Now, jillybai. Y ou was just about to
explain why it was you de-cided to jump aburning Toystore with us."

"Well, no one expected Prince Mdlorumto . . ." shetrailed off, thinking of Toystore going up likea
roaming candle, the Empireslarg-est sink of outlaw technology gone to smoke and mirrorsin the blink of
aillegd Heet.

"He's gone mad. We have to warn the Court.”

If she meant the Court of the TwiceBorn back at dear old Grand Central the seat of Empire, shed
been out in the starshine too long. The only way the Emperor and his good buddies was going to listen to
me and mine was on tape in the past tense, Library, rogue Al, or not. "And will your chaudatu Court
listen, when it is Archangd who leads them-Archangel, whose shadow taints dl with his corruption?
Archangd who-"

"Archangel who destroyed Toystore trying to get his hands on the Brightlaw Al your father built, Prince
Vdijon!" Berathiacameright back.

"Button it!" | shouted. Both of them looked at me.

Berathias hole-and-corner escape hadn't dented her much. Shewas till Imperia Image from her
spike-hedled moldfast sandasto the high-ticket A-grav play-pretties holding up her hair. She/d been
Kennor's holecard on dMayne-and if Kennor'd been the one who'd built the Brightlaw Al, shed been
the one who assigned the work.

And sheéd jumped Sides a Toystore. Why?

"It'slikethis, Thia | need Baijon, and | like Baijon, and | want Baijon. Can't say most of those things
about you. Ship Ghost Dance hasred reet air lock. Maybe you give me some good reason you
shouldn't ingpect it from outsde?"

"l can be useful.” Berathialicked her lips, playing scared, but play-ing waswhat it wasand | knew that
for stonetruth.

"How?"' Baijon said, al scorn. | kept forgetting how young he was. Grown-up to the hellflowers,
maybe, but only fourteen Imperid Stan-dard Y earsto the rest of us. And if there was anything our boy
liked lessthan chaudatu, it was chaudatu spies.

"Back on Toystore you said you wanted Malorum Archangd. | can get him for you.”
Baijon lit up. He bought the pony and forgave ‘Thiadl her genet-ics.

"Which iswhy you was so wishful to kytewith us, Thia? Get red," | said.



Baijon might not of had all the stardust knocked out of him yet, but my suspicions had just come back
cleaned and blocked from their thirty million klik overhaul.

"Do you think you can get to him alone? Malorum Archange is second in linefor the Phoenix Throne.
He'sthe Imperiad Governor-General, one of the Court of the TwiceBorn. Even if everything you haveto
say about himistrue, you'll never get within adozen lights of him without acollar and leash.” Berathia
wheedled.

"Ne, jillybai. | can get tohim." | held up my left arm, the onethat ain't real anymoresince |l met all
Baijon'srelations. Now it's cybereisis prosthetics, jinked terreckly into my brain. 1'd lost three of the fake
fingers at the same party Baijon lost hisKnife. | wiggled what | had left and the universal connectors|'d
black-boxed in dropped out of the hole carved in the fake skin.

"l can get in anywhere| want."

Berathialooked from meto Baijon. | saw it occur to her that getting out to walk might be agresat idea.
Neurons fired, associative pathways opened, concatenate memory-nets were activated: | remembered all
the other timesit'd been like this. When I'd watched some organic try to bargain for morelifethan | was
going to giveit. Archiveésmemories.

Mine.

The only difference between me and a Old Fed Library was quanti-tative. Maybe.

"So makethe pitch, jillybal," | told her.

"What . . . areyou?' Berathias voice did skittery things with her Interphon. She was scared. Finally.
Pdadin, why wasn't you here to keep me out of trouble like this?

| looked a Berathialooking at me, and findly understood what scared Baijon about not having any
Knife no more. The Knife didn't make him human. But without it how did he know when held stopped?

"Malmakosim, shaulla-chaudatu. Y ou have claimed to study the Gentle People to cloak your
espionage in decency. Y ou have hunted the secrets of the Machine, Sheis Malmakosim, " Baijon said.

Librarian. But what it relly meansin helltongueis"the Machine that takes human form.”

"Don'tbe...If Captain St. Cyr wereaLibrarian, you . . . "Would of shot me, 'Thia? Sure. That's
second on hislist of thingsto do.”

| didn't likeit when Baijon cdled me Malmakosim with Berathiato hear. Nothing living will succor a
Librarian, and the pendtiesfor High

Book are nothing you want to even flirt with. But everyone in the Empire was after us and this yacht
aready. Even High Book wouldn't make any difference.

And who could shetdll?
Berathialooked from Baijon to me and bought back all her com-posure.

"And Archangd, | suppose, isfirt? Well, I've certainly gotten my-sdf into amessthistime. | can just
hear Daddy now."



For some reason, me being a Librarian made Berathiafed better. Sometimes| think everyonein the
Empireiscrazy but me.

And I'm not sure about me.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

| went back to the cockpit. The Mainswas awhite-hot yammer dl around. | had the canopy stopped
down to sunblock forty-seven and | could gtill seeit. Theroaring throat of hell.

| guessed Dance could stand up to it. She must of been built to hyperjump anyway; factory-issue
goforths don't have that two-step cycle to kick a ship over. Maybe sheld even last long enough so we
could dl come out the other end, in whatever safe place I'd keyed blind into the Jump-computer out of
Archive's memories when the dternative was plasma conversion in the middle of Archangel's battle-fleet.

| stared out at nothing and tried not to fed sorry for mysdif. 1'd lost everything. And now | was going to
die not even for something a person could ship and spend. | was going to die for an ideal-for theidea
that peace was better than war and people did not have the right to ice other people just along of being
inconvenient.

And for the ideathat evil hasto be argued with.

And even with Baijon by me, | wasgoing to dieaone.

"God damnyou dl to hdll, Pdadin.”

ok Kk K Kk Kk K K Kk * * *

Once upon atime | had apartner | could trust. His name was Paladin, and hewas aLibrary.

But they never told me the fine detail s about techamith hellgod abominations back at GranolaSimple
School, and when | was contract warmgoods at Market Garden they didn't tell me anything outside of
what | needed to know to be aname-brand product.

They never told me not to rescue and rebuild anillegal Old Fed Library.
They never told me not to name it Paladin and make it my partner for twenty years.

I'd never heard of Libraries, then. I'd needed a navicomp the way | needed oxygen, and the broken
black box | lucked into in aplace caled Pandoralooked more like a numbercruncher than anything else
local did. It was adamn good thing what it turned out to be was maybe the only pacifist Library there
ever was.

Pdadin.
* * * * * * * * * * * *
Flashback:

The housecore: at Rialla was too hot too dark and too damn full of too many things that bit. |
was here to rescue my partner, only nobody knew that, even Baijon. They thought | was here to
end history for an Old Fed Library called Archive, in which | hadn't believed when | look the job.



"Surrender and | will let you live," Archive said. | knew, it was lying. Archive was born to kill-to
be the revenge of the Libraries on humanity in the unlikely happenstance they happened to lose.

Only they'd lost some time back. And Archive had slept for a thou-sand years waiting for some
idiot to resurrect it.

Like Archangel.

"Paladin?" | said. But the only thing in reach was Archive-which had moretricks than | did
available when it came to staying alive. | drew my spare blaster and started in to where | knew it
was. ..

*x * * * * * * * * * * *x

Archived had too many tricks and not quite enough, but before Paadin killed it Archive managed to
arrange for meto spend the rest of areal short life knowing exactly what it wasliketo be aLibrary.

Pdadin didn't know that. Paladin used what he'd got out of Archive's memoriesto dump me. Better off
apart, he said. Endangered by hisvery proximity, he said. My friend, my partner, the edge | needed to
day diveinthe never-never-hisory.

And jugt alittle too soon, because now | was walking treason al on my lonesome, even without a
Library for apartner. Because whiles Paladin was turning Archive into spare parts, Archive was doing its
best to turn meinto Archive. And having Archive's memories would of been had enough, but memories
wasn't dl it'd stuck me with when it recon-figured my chitlins. The old reliable Butterfly St. Cyr-as-was
could never of walked into a protected memory core through adumb terminal and shut down al the
power on aplanet.

Royd. Ex-planet.

And the icing on the brass cupcake-the thing that made dl this such alaugh aminute-wasthat 1'd never
needed to go to Riallaand meet Archive at all. 1I'd gone to rescue Paladin, and Paladin hadn't needed
rescuing. Once held found out about Archive he'd taken it apart for the tech he needed to hop onto the
Imperid DataNet and ride starlight forever. HEd been planning to ditch me anyway. Archive just made it
esse.

| hadn't needed to go to Ridlaat all.

Now my head wasfull of Archive's memories, with maybe afew of Paadin'sthrown in for good
measure. And if a person isthe sum of hisexperience, and | had thirty-five gdactic sandard years of
being Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere, Luddite Saint from Granola and dark-trader, and fifty timesthat
of being two other guys that happened to be Old Federation Libraries, which was going to win out?

Guess.

"San'Cyr?' Baijon came in through the cockpit door that didn't lock. | pulled my eyes away from the
Mainslight and my mind away from wherever it'd been.

L ess than three hundred days ago Baijon Stardust'd been your average hdlflower dlitterborn. Since
then held died and had anumber of other illuminating experiences.

“Where do we go?" he asked, putting himsdlf into the worry seet. | looked a him. Perfect trust in



whatever | was going to do.
| looked back out at the Mains.
"Don't know, babby. Someplace Archive thought was safe.”
"A thousand years ago," Baijon pointed out.
"Might of changed,” | admitted.
"And then?' he prompted.

Our original plan-which isto say, thelast onein aseries of great ideas that hadn't worked-wasto get
our hands on some beaucoup illegal cybertech called the Keysto Paradise and useiit to track down
Pdadin. With Paladin on our side, the chances of leading a preemptive strike down Archangel's throat
was pretty good, actualy.

That'swhat we'd goneto Toystorefor in the first place. And got, mostly by accident. They was
somewheresin the cockpit now if | reemembered right. | made a mental noteto tidy.

"What we do depends on what we find. And how hard who'slook-ing. And if we can trust Berathia
any way a dl."

"The chaudatu woman has a transparent shadow,” Baijon said, which airy persiflage | guess made
them weep back on dear old alMayne.

"Yeah, sure” | said.
We dtill didn't know where we was going. Or how long it'd take to get there.
Or who'd be on Ghost Dance when she did get there.

| was dying by inches, sure asif 1'd been poisoned, and no remedy in sight. Baijon and me had to kill
Archange before Baijon had to kill me and if Paadin hadn't lied to me none of thiswould ever of

happened.



The Court of the TwiceBorn 2: The School of Night

Thefirst unwelcome shock of childhood isthe necessity of cooperation. A child ishelpless. coercionis
beyond his power. Treachery istaught in the womb; bribery and misrepresentati on-cooperation-are the
only tools available when onefirst beginsto shape the world.

Parallel to and inseparable from the need to palitick isthe ddight taken by somein aperfect equdity: in
practical terms, in causing othersto fail asthey themsaveshavefalled. Thusthefirst of Lifes many
paradoxes: to achieve anything one must cooperate in the plans of others-even when their plans
encompass one's own downfall.

For example, Malorum Archangdl.

Hewishesto rule-1, to fulfill my destiny. Neither of us may dis-pose of the other, as each may dispose
of so many underlings. For the moment, each of uslivesin aflaved cosmoswherein dl things are not
subject to our whim.

But mineis perfectible, because the dominion | seek isapower not contingent upon the gargoyle
masks of threst: wegpons, armies, dlies. And Archangd will fail, because dl hewishesistorule. He
condemned himsdf to failure a the very start, when he sought alies and wegpons.

The Federation upon which our Empireis built bequesathed to us many things-ataste, most of al, for
the exquisite perfection of itsdaily life, borne from asphere of infinite capability and infinite license. Who
has not wondered what world he would make if indeed imagination was the only boundary? For an
ingtant of time such power was within the grasp of humankind, in the long afternoon when the Libraries
served Life, ingtead of hunting it.

But the boundless equdity was shattered, and the war that fol-lowed destroyed everything save
memory.

In some cases, faulty memory. Archangel believed that the Librar-ieswould be content to serve once
more-in short, that they would be grateful for resurrection. Any student of human nature could have told
him better, but Malorum Archangel never learned the lessons of pow-erlessness. Only the powerless
cooperate.

Or those wishing ultimate power.

And so | cooperated with Malorum Archangel. He resurrected the Library Archiveand | said nothing.
He Corrupted the Court, made him-self autonomous within it, carved out his separate crown and
eimi-nated hislesser rivals, and | said nothing.

He had guaranteed his own destruction, after all.

Now he has stripped Throne Sector of itsfleet, searching for anew incarnation of his ultimate
wegpon-asif possesson of some talisman will save him where Strategy will not.

He has done my work for me, drawing al anarchy to himsdf. When Malorum Archangel isdead,
nothing will remain.



But me.



2
Thieves Picnic

Time passed with nothing to do and | spent it in the cockpit. | couldn't set the Keys without more
med-tech than the ship had and | didn't have a DatalNet termind to plug them into anyway. Baijon's
life-interests was settled down to the short-list: waiting to kill Archangel, keeping awesther eye on me.
Berathiad got out of the Twenty Questions busi-ness. She'd locked herself up in one of Dances luxury
accommodations, and | il didn't know what she found so fascinating about the company of Baijon and
me-other than the ship we'd stole.

When I'd kyted Ghost Dance sheld been ableto talk, which | put an end to real quick, but she still had
away of making her opinions known.

Just now it was the way everything went black. "Baijon, get your tail up herel™

The safelightsin the cockpit dimmed out dmaost to nothing and the telltales burned up even brighter,
giving theimpresson that what passed for pseudo-consciousnessin Dance's gutswas just bursting with
gparkling chat.

| did the crash harness around me nice and tight and pulled the mail. If powersuck was any guideline,
we was aux ange now. | let redlity in through the canopy one angstrom at atime. It got dmost dl the
way to clear before| could see slver silk angeltown outside.

Baijon best it in through the hatch and took in the Situation with asweeping glance. Hewas bright, he
was motivated, and he didn't ask stupid questions. He was also crazier than Destiny's Five Cornered
Dog and waiting to off me.

Someday I've got to do a better job choosing my friends.
"But where are we, San'Cyr?’ Baijon said, like it wasthe punchlineto ajoke.
"Maybe we |ook-see."

With angels, how you go in decides where you come out, but if you aren't fussy you can Trangit to
real space anywhere along the way if you tickle the goforthsright. | was about to do that, but the goforths
spiked again and Dance dropped us into real space.

Wed arrived. Somewhere.
"At least no oneisshooting a us," Baijon said helpfully.

"Cute." But why was this place supposed to be better than al other places, according to one Archive
Library'sinformation circaathousand years ago?

One chunk of spacelooksalot like another unless you're fortunate enough to have something like a
cluster galaxy or anebulaon your horizon. Even if you'reinsde asystem you might missthe one star
that'sjust alittle brighter than all the others. Y our starcharts and your astrogator iswhat kegps you from
having this problem.

It was just redl too bad we didn't have either one. | put Dance's eyes and ears on. If there was any
traffic-directiona beams, markers, planet-to-space traffic, other ships-we'd register it and maybe even



pick it up but even if wewas lucky enough to be at the edge of a system it'd take hours to confirm there
wasthingslike planets and sarsin range. Thisiswhat your astrogator and navicomp are for, and why not
even Captain Jump in the talkingbooks takes off for the never-never without he'sgot al hiscompson

line

Baijon looked around. His expression said that held already seen this, thank you, and it didn't look like
it held anything of interest so why didn't we move on to something new?

Sowedid.

The songbird board blipped likeit'd hit asignd. The lights skimmed a couple octaveslocking onto it
and then burned steady on green. The transmission did over to my board, where | was supposed to see
it glyphed out in Intersign on one of the flatscreens.

Wheat | saw was gibberish. | put it on audio.

More gibberish-and that wasn't right, because nobody in the Em-pire uses anything but Interphon for
ship-to- It wasn't aclandestine beacon signing out in flashcant or any of the other diaects | knew, and
even if we was outside the Empire-in Hamat or Soddity space-asmart officia ship like Dance ought to
trandatefor us.

| looked at Baijon. No bellsfrom the hellflower sde.

With the beacon to latch on to, the rest of the sensor suite began phoning home. | was about three
|AU's out from a standard-issue star; three planets but there might be more; no gravel. That meant some
thing inhabited that kept up itslight housekeeping, but | knew that aready, thanks.

No other shipsin sight or sound out herein the Big Empty. No landing or directiona or warning
beacons, just thisthing with theinde-finable air of the prerecorded message.

The gibberish kept rolling dong, but now Baijon was listening with afunny look on hisface. |
wondered if wed get something different if we answered it.

"l know wherewe are, San'Cyr," he said, sounding strained.

"Oke." | have dways been too outgoing for my own good. "Where?'

"Mereyon-peru.”

Mereyon-peru. The Land Besde. Hellflower heaven.

And, in the lingua franca of deep space, the Ghost Capital of the Old Federation.

Archived brought me here?

"Y ou can follow thisygp?"

"Yes. No. A ... little. It isthe Old Language. The Memory of Starborn taught some of it to me."

"Sowhat'sit saying?' | listened to the dead voice wof and yabber through its screed one moretime,
The Memory of Starborn wasthe person in charge of seeing that al hellflowers stayed scared to death of
Libraries.



Baijon ligened, dl intent. "It saysit is there, San'Cyr." He shrugged in frustration.

"Oke, soit'sthere. So it'sthe Ghost Capital of the Old Federation. Whaddya want me to do about it,
partner?’

Baijon smiled faintly. "Land.”

* * * * * * * * * * * *

The planet probably actudly used to be redlly something in the high-ticket line. The dry parts had been
scrubbed down to bare rock, sometime, and cities put up al over them. The landmasses had been
edited, too. From orbit everything was pure geometry. There was athin edge of green dong the
coastlines where the solid ground was going back into the ecosphere business. It'd take it more than a
thousand yearsto do it.

| had the awful fedling Baijon wasright about where we was, and if he was, we was as safe as we was
going to get inthislife. Mereyon-peru is the place that doesn't exist, the place full of enough proscribed
partytech left over from the last guys to make the fortune of any Gen-try-legger that sumbles acrossit.
People been looking for it for years. There was a starport-the shape of that hadn't changed, evenina
thousand years.

"Everything ready to rock'n'roll?* | asked Baijon.
He gave methe high-sign. | dropped the sensor packet into orbit.

| had an ulterior motive for taking a scenic tour of adead myth instead of taking care of bidness. | was
awholelot of cutethings, but what | wasn't was an astrogation computer filled with exo-Imperia
starmaps. The only navicomp numbers| knew were the ones that had been in the Port Mantow
computer, and it didn't cover something like this.

| was doing my best to remedy that.

Maybe the sarcatcher could build a picture of the universe good enough to get us home-assuming we
was anywhere near |landmarks that would look the same between here and there.

Maybe we could find some numbers on the downside.

Maybe the editor of Thrilling Wonder Talkingbooks would show up in afiery chariot and tel uswe
didn't have to do thisno more.

| listened to the sensor packet proclaim its existence for awhile, looking down at what might even be
Mereyon-peru. Everything down there was dead as an old star, except for the beacon going welcome. .
.welcome. .. welcome. . ..

So | locked onit and dropped Dance through atmosphere.

Then we was down. Read-outs promised that the air was thin and cold, but you could breatheiit if you
wasn't fussy.

"C'mon, 'bal. Let'sgo get into trouble.”

Berathiawaswaiting at the air lock. Sheid tricked hersdlf Out like Infinity Jilt, girl pirate of the



never-never, with her persond shield turned up so high you could amost seeit. Sheld haveto turn it off
to firethat pretty glitterborn blaster she was wearing, though, so | wasn't too worried.

"Wevelanded," shesad. "Where?'

| looked a Baijon. He looked at me. | shrugged. "Mereyon-peru. "
Berathiawasn't quite sure how to take that.

"Areyou sure?' shefindly said.

"No. That'swhy we going for alook-see. That, and maybe finding someone to sdl us anavicomp or
two."

"I'm coming with you."

| looked back at Baijon. He shrugged. She couldn't double back and stedl the ship and if she wanted
us dead she'd had plenty of oppor-tunities aready.

So | punched the air lock override and opened both doors at once. Air deader than ship'sair rolled in.
It wasjudt after horizonfdl; ill dim, but light and getting lighter.

Dance is put together so theres no ramp to her air lock. | stepped over the threshold and out onto
Mereyon-peru.

It looked like adream of everything that was good and noble. There was no walls nor fencesin sight,
and d| the buildings was beauti-ful, white, and clean. There was acity around the port, and asthe horizon
fel away from the primary the city lit up, turning colors or shining out according to itsinclination.

| knew this place.

| remembered it-but Archive had never been here. Mereyon-peru’d been thelast stronghold of
humanity, not the Libraries. "Mereyon-peru,” | said, but it had another nametoo. Sikander. The only
placethe Federales caled aLibrary, back when aLibrary was a place instead of a person.

The University of Sikander on Sikander at Sikander. Kandercube. Not the center of government, but
the center of knowledge.

Paladin'd been born here.
"Y ou know this place, San'Cyr," Baijon said.

"l ...washere" | said, which wasjust about astrue asit wasn't true. Paladin was the one who'd been
here. Kandercube was dmost his only intact memory from before the War. Hed loved it, | guessed. It
was one of thefew Library memories| had that wasn't Archive's--something to balance; atime and place
where Libraries and organics met as equas and not enemies.

Baijon took a step so that Berathia could come out. His boots rang hard on the landing surface. It was
apicture, the colors embedded in something clear that was strong enough for starshipsto land on. |
looked up to sec therest of the picture, but it stopped afew metersfrom Dance, and when | walked
over there| saw why. Except where our landing'd blown it away, every centimeter of the field was
covered infinegrit. | looked down. My bootprints was bright against the gray.



"Prince Vaijon saysyou know this place," Berathia said, coming up behind me,
"WasaLlibrary, oncet.”

"Thisplace?' Berathiadidn't look convinced.

"How much you really know about Old Fed Tech, 'bai ?*

Berathiasmiled. "As much as you know about darktrading, Cap-tain St. Cyr."

"Then you know maybe a place they called Sikander." Sikander'd got off cheap in the Library War;
there was gtill some-thing hereto walk on. What there wasn't was any sign of power and life -except the
beacon, which came from somewheres within ten square kliks of where | was standing.

Baijon came over, skidding when he hit the grit. It was dmost full day now. He looked up at the sun
andthen around inacircle.

"We have deven hours of light in which to explore. Y ou will not waken another Library, San'Cyr.
Swear thisto me."

| clamped my yap shut over what 1'd been going to say about the time | realized that somewherein the
back of my mind I'd been figuring to do just that. Only it wasn't the back of my mind anymore. And from
Archive's point of view it was a pretty good idea.

"By what?" | said, and walked off.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Paladin's memories was intense but not clear, and | didn't dare go after them. Not when Archive or
something like it wasjust waiting to pounce. Archived amost got methistime: | guessed | thought with
waking up another Library | had afifty/fifty chance of being safe.

Maybe | did. Maybe thiswasthe pacifist Library graveyard, and anything | resurrected would be on
our Side. But even one in two wasn't good enough odds now.

Wedll three stayed together. The only sound was echoes, and foot-steps, and the wind what'd put the
thousand years abrasion of rocks and buildings al over everything.

Wewasin acity designed for power that didn't have any now. There was gaps that'd probably had
some A-grav tech crossing them and places that was completely blocked by abuilding that'd used to
float coming in for aunscheduled landing. None of the doors we passed

opened, and after thefirst couplel didn't try any more. The whole place gave me the creeps.

I'm abusinesswoman. My businessis people. When somebody wantsto get around the law, there's
money in it for me. Knowing when somebody wants to get around the law iswhat keeps my bank
balance in the good numbers.

| couldn't imagine doing anything like that here-in thiscity. Couldn't think there could ever of been
people here out to beat the heat, nor what kinds rules they maybe had. 1'd used to be able to figure what
Paladin was thinking better nor the sophonts what built this arco-sphere.

Baijon waswalking like he had his skin on inside-out, and even Berathiawasn't trying to coax us



around to her best advantage, what-ever that was this minute. Wewas all of ustoo flattened by so much
falureinoneplace,

Falure
The Skanderitesd gave surviving their best shot. They wasal dead now.

Was Pdadinared Library? Stupid question. Hed dways been red enough to get mekilled for illegd
possession of Old Fed Tech. But after the War, after he'd dept for athousand years, after 1'd rebuilt him,
was heredlly like hed used to was when he'd lived here?

Or was he different-like everybody what'd lived here with their Libraries was different than anybody |
could ever imagine?

"Captain St. Cyr?' Berathia came up beside me. My skin went gooseflesh with her shield so close-like
the static charge you get just before a storm, downside.

"l want to try getting into one of the buildings. Weve come so far -we may never have this chance
again. Unlessyoul'l give methe coor-dinates you used to Jump here?' she said real offhand.

And give her or some other untrustworthy jilt the key to awhole hotlocker of Old Fed nightmareslike
Archive.

"Dont think so, jillybai."

She looked disappointed-and she aso |ooked like someone who thought she knew someone who
could twist them out of me anyway. Fat chance. | didn't know them-Archivedid.

And Berathiawas welcometo talk to Archive any time sheliked. | felt redity dip-didelike an unstable
solid under pressure. | was sill me-1 thought | was-but what | thought had changed. Knowledge must
never belost. But the organics cared about so many other things than knowledge. All we asked wasfor
themtoleaveusdone. . . .

We. They.

| looked at Baijon and Berathia. | despised them; | was betrayed; neither of them cared about
knowledge, about creation. . . .

They wanted meto leave here. | didn't haveto.
| could kill them.
| could kill them and stay.

"Which building, San'Cyr?' Baijon said, and redity did another dance-step that kicked mein the
stomach. | staggered back and he grabbed me, and clear asif held spoke his musclestold me: | can kill
you-and | will.

Theréstimeswhen I'd be happy to sal my life. Cheap.

"Which building shdl wetry?* Baijon repeated. He knew how close I'd come to going out like ablown
candle. He had to. It was hdllflower busnessto know things like that.



| looked around. None of usfit with this city-even Berathialooked grimy next toiit. | had awarped
double vison-aconviction | knew more about Sikander than | actudly did, and if i chased it too far there
wasaLibrary point of view waiting at the other end.

Had Paladin ever cared about people, redly? Or had he just been too uninterested to bother trying to
kill us?

"That one" | said at random.

The building I'd picked was just like al the others-dead-but between Baijon and me we got the doors
open. It was acity made for light and magic that'd lost both, but it was made out of solids, and part of it
was made for people. Powered doors still had to have someplace to go when they was open. They was
some kind of nonconductive Old Fed material; warm as blood and soft assilk, and dl full of rainbows
fromthesunlight.

When we got them open more dead air came rolling out. This batch was oxy-shy enough to make me
weak in the knees. Baijon held his breath. 1t was a so proof that the building'd been sedled, and that
probably aslong asthe Empired been around.

Univergty of Skander on Sikander a Sikander. Enough Old Fed Tech to rearrange the laws of
probability, and the only thing the Empire’ d do with it was hammer itsdlf out flat.

"Thiswhat you had in mind, Thia?"
"Thisisjust perfect-I can't wait to tell Daddy-hell be so pleased.”

Berathia Notevan had alot morefaith in thefuturethan | did. "So tell me all about thisOld Fed Tech,”
| said to buy time. Berathia shot me asidereal glance and then decided | might be serious.

"What we call the Old Federation extends from about 4250 b.c. to about two kilo-yearsb.c. It
gpparently consolidated several previous political units through a series of economic blockades, but our
information islimited. The Federation cultureis characterized by monocul-turalism, gender-related
disenfranchisement, and a high degree of tech-nological integration, most notably the Libraries. The cause
of' the Library Wars, which began in 400 b.c. and have never been formdly terminated-"

“Truefact?' | said. Berathiasounded just like one of the duller talkingbooks.
"Therearedill Libraries, aren't there?

"Therearedill Malmakos," Baijon said. Helooked around, all a-quiver at the presence of Old Fed
Tech and hating it. " San'Cyr, what do we here?"

I looked around. Wewasin adark cold corridor. Berathia d ad-justed her shield so she glowed in the
dark. Thewalswas al covered with antique wordsthat | couldn't of read eveniif | could read.

"We sightsee for anything that isn't nailed down. We give that data-bag upstairstimeto pull us some
lucky stars. And we take maybe five minutes to figure out how best to get next to our friend Malorum

Archangd."
"Heisnot our friend," said Bajon. "Heis chaudatu, al-ne--alarthme, Malmakosim-"

"And don't wash behind his ears. But he does want to live for-ever."



Baijon bared histeeth. "Wewill fix that."

Thefloor was dl different kinds strips that was maybe wakways oncet. Whether they was or not, they
wasn't in the moving business now.

"Thefirg thing you haveto do isfind out where heis" said Ber-athia, but not like she was paying alot
of attention. She went over up close to one of the walls and ran something over one of the strings of
symbols-arecorder, maybe.

Oh for the good old days. | would of been al over this place with a aerodedge, apry-bar, and a
plasmatorch. Those doors we'd come through would be worth ready money in the right quarter-and not
evenredly illegd, because they was artifacts, not tech. | could of stripped and shipped this place for
enough stone vautato buy mysdlf citizenship and my own merchant marine.

And now there wasn't even any point.

" S0, where's Brother Archangel?' | said to Berathia. | walked over to her. My boots didn't make any
sound on what the Old Fed used for floors.

"Well, where he shouldn't have been waswith anillegd fleet de-stroying something thet pays abillion
kilocreditsayear in bribesto Throne!" She put her little recorder awvay and started walking off. Baijon
followed, like ahominid anxiousto start aargument.

"S0. We now know one placein dl the Empire the chaudatu Ma-lorum Archangel should not have
been. Arethere more, shaulla -chaudatu?"

"Dozens. He was supposed to be touring the Outlands Regions--there's been trouble with the Sector
Governors.

"Like Governor Romil?' | said.

Who'd used to have Tortuga Sec-tor, back when Charlock Directorate and Tortuga Sector existed.
Ber-athiawasn't so much taller nor me, but | had to hurry to keep up.

"What do you know?" said Berathia, turning on me,
"Lots of things. And you know more, if you was getting the Brightlaw Al for Kennor.”

"Hisnamewill be abomination for athousand generations,” Baijon said, just in case anyone wondered.
Kennor'd used to be hisfather. Past tense.

Berathialooked back and forth, shaving odds on which of uswas nuttier. Then she walked off again,
talking as she went.

"I did work with Kennor Starbringer,” Berathiasaid carefully. "The Brightlaw Prototype was
assembled on Toystore from the Brightlaw technical specifications. | was paid by Kennor Starbringer to
take anonworking model of the Brightlaw Prototype from Toystore to alMayne for transshipment to
Royd."

"And to transship Baijon and meto Royd, too, glitter-bai." Baijon flicked his handtorch on. Thelight
was strong enough to show that the writing on the walswasin al kinds of colors.



"Y es. But things didn't work out that way." Berathiaran her hands over achunk of wall, hoping for a
door, then walked on.

"But you told Archangd wewas going there."
That fetched her, j'keyn; she turned and stared at me.

"He was waiting for the ship, Thia-and then he hellbombed Roya System with Old Fed wegpond!
Ain't nothing there t'al now-not ship, planet, nor people.”

"Prince Mallorum couldn't have been anywhere near Royd. He was suppaosed to finish his Outlands
tour and return to Court."

"Surprise” | said.

Berathiaturned away. | looked back the way we'd come. The door to out was asmall white square.
Baijon waslooking a me.

"l wasn't working for him. I wasn't working for Lord Starbringer, either. | was- Look, can you keep a
secret?' Berathiasaid.

Both Baijon and me stared at her.
"I'm with the Rebellion. The real Rebdlion-againgt Malorum Archangd.”

It wasn't, Berathiaexplained, redlly ared rebdlion-morelikean nation attempt involving severa
thousand people adl on the same side. These severa thousand sophonts was dl united by the idea that
Archangel shouldn't belet to have his own way, and divided on how that could best be arranged. Some
of them didn't even think death wasthe best cure for the Archangel blues.

"Hislifeismine" Bajon said like hewastired of repeating him-salf. "Asmany timesas| mugt, | will kill
him"

"What do you mean, ‘ as many timesasyou must?' Berathia said after a short pause.
"That's the quaint thing about Brother Archangel you maybe haven't thought of," | said, and stopped.

| was about to tell her al how Baijon n' me'd aready killed Arch-angdl at least twicet with just about
no effect, when | saw Baijon'storch and Berathias shield wasn't the only light anymore. The corridor'd
opened out into galleries, with the daylight shining in, and | dropped for the nonce the subject of
Archangd'sdoublelife.

* * % *x * % *x * *x * % *x * % * % *x * % *x * *x * *

A long time ago everybody on Sikander died. But along time before that they knew they was going to
die, and nobody that came after was going to care about what they'd been and what they'd loved.

So they built this place-maybe it was the only one, maybe there was others-that was sort of along
good-byeto their lives. A Museum. That was what the beacon we'd heard from space was about. I'd
went into whereit was. | saw it. It wasn't any of their standard ID beacons. It was set on atimer: half a
chilliad-five kilo-years-before it started, stored power to run maybe twice that before it gave up. Saying:
"We're here, somebody remember us, please.”



Depressing. Because nobody would. Even the name was forgotten. Sikander was Mereyon-peru, a
clichéfor the credit-dreadfuls. Just an-other playing piece, in another war that'd lose al the memory of it
thet was |€ft.

| sat on the steps of the memory palace and watched late post--meridies sunlight move across al the
buildingsin eyeshot. Berathiawas gill amusing hersdlf ingde. It hadn't made senseto me until | redized
she thought there was going to be a afters where this stuff would do her some good.

She didn't know what me and my buddy Archive knew-that wars was just waiting to happen:
Archangd’s, the hellflowers, anyone's. It didn't matter which one got started first. Degth was coming,
after which everything everywhere was going to look like thisif it didn't look worse. Memoriesrea asmy
own crowded in-of daughter on a scale that'd make Malorum Archangd pack up histoys and go home
for sheer envy. The war between the Libraries and the Old Federation--the one that Life amost lost and
remembered well enough to still be hunting Librariesachilliad later. That war wasin my heed likeit'd

happened yesterday.

It was coming again. Like ahunk of skyjunk on the longest orbit that ever was, War was coming back
insight of its home star one more time. Archangel wanted Old Fed Tech so he could be Emperor
Absolute. The hellflowersthat Baijon wasn't part of no more wanted to ssomp Archangel-and
incidentally, thought the time was right to set up an anti-technological theocracy with them in the mercy
scat and us chaudatu infilemud.

War.

Thistimewould bethefast. The Empire was alot smaler than the Federation Paladin and Archive
remembered. If Malorum Archange got hiswar or the hellflowers got theirs, thistime there wouldn't be
nothing left.

My choices at the moment was fail to make any difference or lie down and dieright here. Cute.

Wewasn't far from whereI'd put Ghost Dance down. Baijon was down in the street making sure of
our way back. And keeping aeye on me, just for keeping care | didn't go off and hunt up any Libraries.

There was some here. There had to be. Hidden by their Librarians, like Paladin must of been.

| didn't want to think about Paladin. About what he'd been and done-and who he'd known-before |
rescued him. He was athousand years old, even not counting the time held been broke. Plenty of timeto
know lots of people. Plenty of timeto get lots of practicein leaving them.

If he'd come back-if hed help metry to make everything like it used to was-did | care?
My luck was al out and the good numberswas dl gone.
"Itisamogt dark, San'Cyr." Baijon stood beside me, measuring off degrees of arc in the sky.

"Je. | gowhistle Berathiaup.” | got to my feet, but about then she came out of the museum lugging a
load dmost as big as she was. Loot. She meant usto help her carry it, too. | did. Baijon wouldn't touch
it.

So now we'd seen the Ghost Capital of the Old Federation. Cheers.

* * * * * * * * * * * *



Stardancersain't supertitious -at least not about anything at the bottom of agravity well-but thistime it
seemed dmogt like the per-fectly ordinary mechanics of horizonrise had anasty particular mean-ing. The
taller buildingswas dready occulting the light by the time we left. Wind made by the temperature change
was kicking up the dust, and the light shining through it made it dmost solid shapesthat madeit hard to
see. A tricksy place for gunplay.

What if dl the Librarieswasn't dead? What if they was ill here, watching us, knowing we was out to
stop them? Archangel wastheir cat’ spaw; it wasn't us versus Archangd, it was usversus them. . . .

A lost piece of something blew acrossthe street and | dapped leather.
" think thisisnot agood place” Baijon said primly.

Maybe. But | wasn't red sure anymore we could get to anywheres else. No matter where we went, we
was aways going to be here.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

Being inboard Ghost Dance in what would be the Primary Hold on aworking ship and on Dance was
some gllitterborn daintiness called the Main Lounge didn't make me fed my better. The trend continued
when | saw what Berathiahad in her bag of tricks.

"This-should solve-some-of our-problems.”
| put down the box of chazarai she'd stuck me with and looked.

Bits and pieces and odds and ends of metal with a purplish sheen and that green glassthe Old Fed
used for mogt of itstech.

Baijon pulled hisblaster in ameditative way.

"Sokay, 'bal. Itisn't Libraries."

"And S0 it isalesser abomination.”

"Thisishardly thetimeto be discussng rdative guilt, now, isit, Prince Vdijon?' Berathiasad crisply.
"Weadl agreethat Archangd isthe primary threat. After what he's done, he should be destroyed. And
thiswill helpusget back todoiit.”

Berathia gestured proudly at her workbench of anathemaand looked a me hopefully.

"What do you want meto do-kissit and invite it home for din-ner?’

"| thought you could useit to build anavicomp. If you know Old Federation Technology, you could. . .
." Berathia sounded alittle un-easy, but not at the idea of handing proscribed tech to a proscribed
technician.

Pdadin was a scholar. He aways wanted to know "why"-and when he found out helaid it down next
to dl the other "whys" held got cataloged and labeled. | never understood that.

Archivewasatechnician. "Why" didnt interest it. All it cared about was"how.”

| didn't liketo think | understood Archive better than Pdadin. "Where did you get this, Thia?"



"It's the beacon from the museum. Part of it looked like acom-puter, so | thought. . . ."
| poked at the pieces.
"We're here. Please remember us. .. "

A navicomp's mostly aglorified recorder what compares apples and oranges and comes up pears. The
Sikander museum beacon had a component that compared what it'd seen with what it was seeing, so it
didn't hit the same part of the sky twicet. It didn't hold any star tricks, but Berathiawasright.
Black-boxing antique tech ismy specidlity. | could build anavicomp out of this. If | needed to.

But these wasn't my decisionsto make no more. | looked &t Baijon. "We don't got a navicomp. If | put
back the one | took out it'll ballix the Jump-cycle because it don't have any dataand | don't got away of
refilling it. If | hang part of this on the Jump-computer, it won't be anavicomp. But | can jury up ashunt
to download into it, and it'll store information. If wefeed it enough it could maybe turn into anavicomp's
idiot sister someday, but that'sall. Not aLibrary."

Baijon looked from it to me, measuring. | think he was maybe starting to wonder how long before he
didn't care whether | wasakiller Library or not either.

"Very wdl," hesad findly. "Y ouwill build thismachine, San'Cyr."

| set aside everything | thought I'd need. Baijon handled therest like it was yesterday's breskfast, but
he got it back into the bag.

"This| destroy," he said, and walked off.

Berathia started to object and thought better of it. "Hereally doesn't trust you,” she said, like thiswas
news.

"Jllyba, | don't trust me."

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Neither Baijon nor me wanted to be on Sikander after dark and Berathiadidn't get avote. | hung
Ghost Dance in orbit over the Ghost Capital of the Old Federation and fiddled with technology soillegal
it ought to of burned my hands off.

Baijon and 'Thiaboth helped. Berathiawas a dab hand at light technology but 1'd bet solid credit she
was better at making things not work.

Dance's cockpit was starting to look lessthan loved. I'd torn it up once pulling out the comps that'd
gone out of the number-crunching business and disabling the ship's systems that annoyed me. Now | was
tearing it gpart to hang Old Fed Tech oniit. | wasbeing real careful, too -pardld linkages acrossthe
board and downloading through six data--catchers before it got to me. If | did too much fooling with the
Jump interlock, | wasn't going to have to worry about not having afuture.

"Just how long you been rebelling againgt Archangd, 'Thia?' | said from under the console.

"Oh, years. Daddy was the one who got me started, of course-not that he'sinvolved; hejust
introduced me to some nice people who might be interested in getting rid of Prince Mallorum. Redlly, he's
the most insufferable man!™



Archangd, she must of meant.
"An s0 you and these nice peopleis out to off Archangd?"

"Well, to remove him from the Succession. And from being Gover-nor-Generd. If he's been doing half
the things you say he has, he's been a very naughty boy-and he did blow up Toystore."

Just which of uswas shetrying to convince, anyway?

It wastimeslikethis | wished Baijon'd madeit al the way to Court and spent some time there before
people started nating him. I'm an Interdicted Barbarian from the Outlands, myself. Berathia
Notevan could of been telling methe truth or feeding me aline of starshine, and | didn't know enough
gaactic politicsto know which.

Knowledge is power, Paadin dways used to said. | was starting to understand what he meant.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Dance hung over downtown Mereyon-peru whiles| scooped the data-catcher inboard with a
maneuver that was spectacular but not dif-ficult. | found it, matched velocity, and wrapped my open air
lock around it. Then | swaddled it in agravity field strong enough to discour-age it from pursuing its
origind career when | changed course.

Of coursg, if I'd bobbled | would of blown off haf the ship. Disap-pointed kinetic potential makes a
red big golash.

Baijon brought the starcatcher up to the bridge after it warmed up. He tossed it to me and | pulled off
the access hatch.

| pulled the skipjacks out of my cybernetic arm. 1'd had it moren fifty days now and it till made me
queasy to touch it-something made out of glass and tech pretending it was part of ahuman being.

But | didn't have time for nice-mindedness. Now or ever.
"What are you doing?' said Berathia.
"How do you think we was going to compare what this collected with our home stars-ask it nice?"

To find out where we was we had to match whatever starsit'd plotted with starsin anavicomp's
memory and split the difference. There was only oneway for doing that. | couldn't download what |
knew into what 1'd built.

"Dont-!" said Berathia, but I'd dready dammed the hotwire to my brain into the main dataport.
Too small. Too small. Too small too small toosmall toosmalltoo-srnalltoosrm-

Matching. The last minute flutter of might-be-maybes every pilot gets before Jump.

Out.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

My head hurt and | still had the fedling of being nailed in abox too small. And | had the information,



more or less.

People don't think like computers. Computers don't think like peo-ple. And neither onethinkslikea
Library. So that part of my brain that could jiggle Jump-numbers like a cyborg navicomp wasn't reglly on
speaking terms with the part that had the license and could fly the ship.

Thingslikethisis lots more fun in the talkingbooks.
"San'Cyr?" Baijon.

| looked around. Berathiawas looking kind of green around the air-intake; it didn't matter what she'd
learned later; she'd been taught in school that Old Fed Tech was abomination.

Just like I'd been taught about any tech at dl. Abomination. Work of the hellgods.
"San'Cyr?Did it work?' Baijon said.
"Just tell me where you want to go."

* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *

Therewas along boring time of interest only to masochists, where Baijon set metik after tik and | read
him back time and distance and keyed them into the idiot Sister for good measure. Berathiawent off to
make hersdf useful, she said, but | think she couldn't take the inter-esting spectacle of Butterflies-are-free
Peace Sincere, Old Fed Navicomp.

Baijon had astronger ssomach.

From the problems | solved-and from the ones| couldn't answer at all-we got alock on where we
might be. If we was where we thought we was, we was il in the Empire-at least in achunk of Outfar
the Empire cdlsits own when nobody's ooking. Out beyond the Chullites -which isthe back door of
Beyond to begin with-and possibly a part of Manwarra Directorate for Courtesy.

We could get home.

But going home meant going after Archangdl, and where he might be neither me nor Baijon could
guess

"l dunno, bai. Y ou want to maybe trust her?'
"Doyouak dol wishtodieinvan? Sheisfor sae”

"But the last guysthat owned her was the Anti-Archangdl Defamartion League, she says. Ain't nobody
had time to shop her since.”

"That does not matter, San'Cyr. For what honor chaudatu pos-sesses, she must kill you."

Under Chapter 5 of the Revised Inappropriate Technology Act of the 975th Y ear of Imperia Grace,
anybody tricking with Old Fed Tech-Librariesin particular-was asource of extraincometo the galaxy a
large.

" She been tricking with High Book too.”



"Then to cover her perfidy,” said Bajon the reasonable.
"Okay. So after we put Berathia out the air lock where do Y ou want to go look for Archangel ?*

| picked up the Keysto Paradise and turned them over in my hand. Seven long sharp bitswith abig
piece of glitter on the blunt end that could host a standard limbic jack, alittle fatter around the middie
where there was a nanotech coprocessor too small to see. Plug them in and I'd be a second-best Library
for sure-but what would it get me?

Archangd?
Where was he?

Everybody has places they ought to be. Even I'd had. But once he'd blown up Toystore, al of
Archangd's bets were off. He could be anywhere. The only place he couldn't be was outrunning his
reputation.

For that matter, the Empire might aready be at war. | wondered what al of Baijon's ex-brethren was
doing tonight out in the larger world of gdactoreal politik. They'd been having ahometown war last |
knew. If Kennor’ sfaction'd won, the hellflowers and the whole damn Azarine Codition could be off
declaring war right now. That'd play hell with the tourist trade, boy howdy.

Thejinksflashed inthelight as| turned their case thisway and that. "So? Baijon?"

"l have aplan, my partner. | want the Malmakosim Archangel to look for us, San'Cyr. | am ignorant
of chaudatu ways, but not of those of the Gentle People. In this hunt, Archangel must cometo us."

"With hdf abaitle-fleat.”
"Wewill bein aplace where he may not bring it."
"And whereisthat, exactly?’

Bajon amiled. "Here"

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

In addition to being crazy, hellflowersis aso damned dangerous. Baijon laid it out for me and it was
pretty near seamless. So our newest plan went likethis:

Jump from here to a Free Port we'd both been kicked off called Wanderweb. There was a cyberdoc
there what could set my jinks-but for Baijon's plan it was more important to let Archangel know | was
setting them than to actualy get it done. We could let Berathiago there. The whole plan wasto get
shopped to Archangel. Hed bite. Oncet he had us, offer him aded. Our lives and his pardon for the
biggest toybox of dl: Mereyon-peru. Not afake Library, but aplanet full of real ones. | could show him
the flashcandy in the cockpit of the ship I'd kyted from him if he wanted proof.

And | was the only one who knew the way there. And | couldn't tell anyone.

He'd go himself. One ship, because he couldn't trust more. It didn't matter what sizeit was. At some
point hed haveto let me plug into the Jump-computer to giveit the numbers.

And I'd blow the goforths. We'd die. But held die too.



It wasn't afoolproof plan. Fools have too much ingenuity. But it had its points.
| went to tell Berathiathe news.

She was down in the Common Room, staring into atall glass of something that was deep green and
sparkled. The holosm was up, spieling back something that was nonrepresentationd, | hoped.

"We going to dump you on a Free Port called Wanderweb. Y ou can get home from there."
"But what about Prince Malorum?' she said without looking up.

"Tdl anybody you want anything you want."

"But what about Prince Malorum?"

"You said that dready, Thia"

"But you aren't just giving up, are you?' Berathialooked at me.

Why the thought of not moving Drift and Rift to murder another sophont was supposed to depress mel
wasn't sure.

"l guessI'm just out to save my neck, 'bal," | lied.
She shook her head. "Y ou're not avery good liar, Captain St. Cyr."

"Surel am,” | said. "There ain't much money in revenge-Baijon--bai and me come back here, shuck
the place polished, ain't nobody going to find us."

"But if that was what you redly intended to do, you wouldn't have to go to Wanderweb, now, would
you?"

"L ook, jilt, you want to walk on Wanderweb or breathe vacuum here?!

"After what you've let me see, Captain St. Cyr, surely you don't think that | believe you could possibly
afford to let me go?1 just want to point out that | want Archangel, too. It'swhy | wasworking for
Kennor Starbringer. He's been intriguing for yearsto bring Malorum Archangd to justice-only now the
Prince has become so bold that | don't think Lord Starbringer’ s methods will work anymore."

“Thia, just how dumb you think | am?"

She fluttered her eyelashes at me. "I think you are very innocent, Captain. Why can't we trust each
other?'

| gave her my best hellflower smile. "' Thia, what makes you think 1'd trust anybody that'd trust me?"

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

Dance was agood girl and we played it strictly by the ruleswhen it got to be time to kyte. We was
making the long lazy loop out to Jump--range, when | saw it-a black trapezoid occulting Sikander's star.

| turned back for another look, diding her inside Sikander's orbit and down the throat of the sun.
Baijon looked a me. | pointed. Stargate. Somewhere out there was a big black hoop that if you flew



through it you wouldn't come out the other side.
Y ou'd come out somewhere else.

Faster than angdltown, faster than the Mains-instantaneous trand ocation of matter. Only trouble was,
nobody knew how to set them.

Therewas till one or two kicking around the Empire, and Tech Police to study them. Every whilesor
s0 the whistle dropped through the nightworld that somebody’ d found one-their location's classified-and
beat out the picketsto fly his goforth through. What you never did meet was the kiddy who'd walked
back from going through the Gate.

| was tempted.

We lined up head-onwith it and | redized why it was s0 hard to see. Straight on it was concentric
squares of bright-fly down them to where they al came together and then . . . what?

I'd never know.
| did out of dignment with it and it was just ablack angle again.
"Worth something to of seenit,” | said to Baijon.

We came up off the ecliptic into Jump-country. | wrapped my good hand around the angelstick and
redized dl thelifel had left could be measured in hours.

Good-bye, Paadin. And hope | don't never find you, babby, ‘cause the unfinished bidness we
got's going to hurt.

| pulled the angelstick and Dance twisted for the Jump.



The Court of the TwiceBorn 3:
The Absent Referent

Every childisborninto auniverseruled by ajust and particular god, the center of whose universein
turn that child is. None of us ever truly recoversfrom that first great betrayd: that the universeis not that
which the evidence of our hearts and minds and senses has proclamed it to be.

Thereis more magnanimity in human nature than is popularly supposed. If we cannot claim a persond
universe for ourselves, en-folded by a god who knows our name, we will cresteit for others. A cosmos
which notices us, for good or ill, isfar preferable to one which smply ignores us.

Thus, one of the seductions of power. It begins, always, as an intent to redress the wrong discovered in
childhood-that oneis not the center of the universe, that in fact the universe, being no spectator, cannot
pOossess a center.

Againg this, rather than for anything at al, we go to war and die, set up gods and avatars, or declare
that the universe indeed dances to some measured if disinterested pattern which we may now discover
and invoke.

Thereisno escape. Life was made to hope; to believe, in theface of al evidence, that something may
yet be so becauseit is nicer than theredlity experienced daily.

It istrue that in acontinuum of random change, some change may be perceived asfor the better.

Itiseven possible, inaninfinity of change, that the universe may cometo hold meaning at last.



3
TheMan Who Was Clever
The moment we hit realspace | knew we'd been set up.

What you see when you Drop isinterstellar black and white-not enough light to give you color, and all
the planets so far away they don't show avishble disk.

Not here. The sky wasfull of color and shape-l didn't know what it was but | knew it wasn't the
approach to Wanderweb Free Port. "Baijon!" | scrabbled for the keypad that'd let me Jump us again,
but my hand did off it and everything warped at right anglesto every-thing ese.

"Unidentified battle-yacht. Y ou are under arrest.” From somewheres outside Dance the high-heat was
using our commo to make its desires known.

| recognized my problemsthen. Stasisfield. And everything ese theillusonsthat preceded
fade-to-black.

"San'Cyr? Kore?’
| pried my eyelids open againgt apull of two gravities each. Baijon was hanging over me.
"San'Cyr?' hesaid suspicioudy.

"Je, che-ba.” | sat up and bought into a headache that made lights flash and bellsring. Having every
molecule in your body stopped is nobody'sideaof apicnic. "Where. .. 7’

"Another prison cell." Baijon sounded bored. | looked around.

We was both in soft blue jumpsuits-Baijon's even fit-and most of our specid effects was in somebody
else's pocket by now. They'd left my hand. | wished they'd left my boots. | hate being barefoot.

Everything else was old home week too: gray plastic about four metersin every direction, no windows,
no doors. There's someplace that makes these things, you know-Det-cdlsindustry standard the Empire
over. | fet like the contents of ameal-pak. The headache didn't help, but | knew it would fade. I've been
stasisd before.

"See anyone?' When wewas put in, | meant.

"Only this" He shrugged; dl of Baijon'sluck lately had been bad and he was getting used to it. 'Y ou
say thisis not Wanderweb Free Port, San'Cyr?"

| wished it was, you can buy yoursdlf' out of any offense there except killing aWanderweb Guardsman,
and we hadn't had timeto do that yet thistrip. "Sky waswrong. | think. And somebody waswaiting for
usright where we Dropped.”

"And so the shaulla-chaudatu Berathia did betray us" Baijon said with satisfaction. "As| told you she
would, San'Cyr."

"Y eah, well, don't gloat about it, oke?"



"But how did she betray us?' Baijon went on to want to know.

Thiswas probably avery interesting question, assuming you was sure as Baijon was that Thiad
shopped us. Shewasn't in here, true, but could be she was just having a severe case of being dead. For
al | knew, | wasthe one as sent us where we shouldn't be.

But who'd been waiting for us? And why? T'hell with how. | levered myself up toward the vertical.
"Question is, when do they let us out?'

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

"When" turned out to be along enough wait for a suspicious per-son to think the monitors on uswas
only tapped at intervals and that I'd come round just after the last time they'd peeked. It was also long
enough for me to wonder if they was just pirates what'd spaced usin this convenient container and there
wasn't aship around our cdll. "Hello?' said thewall.

Baijon and me turned towards the sound. It was Thia. She sounded like ashy tax collector being held
Underweter.

"Betrayed,” said Baijon happily.

I'd had time to figure out how, too, in ahypothetical sort of way. Dance' s systemswould download
thefirgt set of Jump-numbersthey'd been given to the Jump-compuiter, not thelast. | didn't know if ‘Thia
had the moxie to gig my numbercruncher, but shed had the op-perknockity.

"Not "betrayed,’ Prince Vdijon," the Berathia-voice corrected. “1 think we're al on the same side,
don't you?'

"If we's such particular friends of yours, Thia, how comewe'sin here and you're out there?"

" just didn't want you to do anything rash, Captain St. Cyr. Daddy would never forgive meif | lost you

Thereis some truth to the theory that glitterborn ain't like real people.

"Y eah, well howabout if | promise to do nothing rash, je? What about you let us out?!
There was a sillence whiles the subfuse space cadet on the other side of thewall considered.
"What about Prince Vdijon?'

"What about you, bai?'Y ou promise to do nothing rash?’ | asked him.

Baijon bared dl hisbest hellflower teeth. "All of my actionswill be considered ones.”

But despite dl our finestkind promises, when Berathia opened the cell she had hired-heat bookends
with her. Big surprise.

Smadl surprise-they wasn't Imperid Space Marines or anything officid.

Thiawaked off and we followed. By the time we'd gone down two corridors we was in glitterborn
country; outriggings asfancy as Ghost Dance at her best.



Trouble. Glitterborn is always trouble.
Just who was 'Thias da, anyways?

"Thisisthe Starboard Observation Sdon,” Thiasaid, sopping in front of something that looked like
anything but adoor. "WEell be docking with Bennu Superfex in afew minutes. | thought you might liketo
watch."

Baijon went twitch at the name but it didn't mean nothing to me and | didn't have the privacy to ask him
hisviews

Wewent in, Thia seeming hipped on theidea
Remember the sky at Drop?
I hadn't been hdlucinating.

The sky wasfull of junk. Junk in colors, junk in shapes, anaviga-tional hazard six dayslong and a
couple |AU'swide asfar asthe eye could see. The sky in between of them wasn't even decent
Space-black.

It wasfull of dust that caught the light and threw it back in ahundred colors.

I'd Jumped into this? | pressed my nose up against the hullport. There was private yachts, and jaegers,
and palaceoids, and just plain decorations and informational displaysin Imperia Script and. . ..

"Grand Centrd," | said.
"Throne," Baijon agreed. "The capitd of the chaudatu Empire”

"And your Empire, too,” Thiasaid just alittle too heartily. "The Phoenix Empire has greet respect for
the sovereign determination of its client-citizen Breeding Populations. It drawsits strength from your
sup-port. The Empireisonly as strong asyou makeit."

Berathia sounded like those canned service-messages you find in the front of talkingbooks. Baijon got
alook on hisface as said he was remembering alesson from long afore he ever met me.

"The Empireisour friend," he said dowly. Helooked like he was choking on it. | took his hand with
my red one. Hisfingersclosed, hard. If thiswascivilization, | didn't likeit.

* * % * *x % * *x * *x * *

We seemed to be taking a particular interest in achunk of real estate that was so bright | reached for
the sunscreens as wasn't there. It was jeweled, enameled, mirror-bright where it weren't anything else,
and somewhere between the Size of asmdll freighter and alarge city. Wondering which whileswe was
coming up on it gave me free access to more adrenaline than | redlly wanted, thank you all the same.

We was wrapped up tight in "'Thia's clutches and the way to bet was that she was shaping to pry loose
the only thing | had that she wanted -the Jump-numbersto Mereyon-peru.

It didn't matter who she wasworking for, really. Those numbers was my only way closeto Archangd,
and only solong as | had the exclusive franchise. As much plan as| had wouldn't work if someone else
got therefirgt.



| wondered if anybody in that place we was docking with wasthe least bit likely to listen to reason.
Probably not.
Break on my signal. | wiggled my fingers againgt Baijon’sin hand-sign. He squeezed back.

Then we kissed the gunner's daughter and the ship shuddered dl over theway all ships everywhere do
when they stop moving under their own power. ‘Thialooked at us, just as bright-eyed asif we was going
somewhere we wanted to.

"Thisisgoing to befor thebest. You'l see”

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| never did find out just what kind of ship it waswe l€eft at Palaceoid Bennu Superfex; we stepped from
one corridor to another and it was some time before | twigged we wasn't inboard anymore.

The corridors opened out into rooms, which wasfull of al kinds glitterborn carrying on just likeina
hollycast. Baijon was looking a me, waiting for the office, but | was waiting for better numbersthan I'd
seen so far-or awritten guarantee there wasn't going to be any.

There was no doors. Thiaand the werewolves and even Baijon didn't have no trouble with where to
go, but for al | could tell they waswalls, and solid ones, what we walked through. We did that three-four
times. through masses of people who paid |ess attention to us than if we was holosim.

"San'Cyr . . ." Baijon breathed, six stops below awhisper.

"I redly do gpologize for bringing you the long way around-but Daddy knew you wouldn't want to be
bothered, Captain &t. Cyr, Prince Vaijon."

Thiswas private?

"The chaudatu ismade of glass," said Baijon, whichisinsulting if you're back home on sunny dMayne.
Helooked a me. One-time | would of tried it: ablind bresk and believein my luck. | could still go for
the break, but | knew it was suicide now.

Wewalked out through adifferent wall, and the hal wasjust aslux but it had adifferent fed, likeit
wasn't for show. We turned two cor-ners and went through a set of doors (surprise) carved to look like
Basc Rdigious Orgy #101, and then we was in some place smal creepy intimate and dark. The
hardboys hadn't made it past the last wall.

| had not, in along career of being dive, ever been thiscloseto thekiller eliteand | did not find it a
fascinating experience that drew me out of myself. Most of the dien culturesI'd ever beeninwas
pre-tech, and pre-tech looks about the same everywhere there's oxy. This was hypter-tech, and |
couldn't even find the doors.

"Herewearg" said Thia
"And herewe are," said anew voice.

| turned toward it. Moretricks: he rheodtatted into redlity, giving everybody timeto admire him by
degrees.



It wasworth it. Hewastall dark jeweled and made everything I'd ever seen but Ghost Dance ook
like redl shoddy workmanship. He looked like he could hit the Mains without aship.

"Daddy!" Berathia Notevan said.

The dream walking smiled. Light rippled on hisskin and hisjewesand | damn near forgot al my
troublesfor afull ninety seconds.

"And have you been my good girl, Berathia, and brought me the little wildflower as| told you to?' He
looked up past her at me and then past me.

"And Prince Valijon, too-what a pleasant surpriseto seeyou here at last. It isapity, of course, that
you have missed your war."

Maybe | should of kept a better eye on Baijon. Even ex-live-hdl-flowers have a sweet reasonableness
that's measured in negative centi-meters.

But | didn't. Thefirgt thing | saw was "Thiafold up red funny and the second was| redized Baijon'd
tagged her. Three and four came together: | got shoved and Baijon yodeled like he was happy in his
work.

| sat up intime to see the flash when he reached 'Thia's da. What-ever he hit trandated alot of energy
into light and then let him hit the floor.

"He better be dive," | said, just for something to do. | went to where he was. Bregathing, but cold to the
touch. | didn't have to know what hit him to know | didn't want to mest it.

"And if heisnt?' said Thidsda
"Then you just made your life plan choice, 'bal.”

He made one of those degant damn gestures you see dl thetime in hollycasts. The lights came up and
the room rippled and changed size shape and color. We was back in one of the partieswe'd walked
through on our way here-or maybe not.

"Y ou don't know who | am, do you, little Outlands wildflower!" Baijon was starting to breathe deeper.
Out of the corner of my eye | could see flunkies and tronics around Berathia. She didn't look much the
worse. Bajon'd just been moving her. He'd been attacking someone el se.

"Ne, glitter-bai. | know you bein my way for sure. That'sal.” He had blue eyes, not like Baijon's.
Brighter than strictly organic and that made them easy to see. They went narrow and for just asecond |
was sure it was Malorum Archangd | wasfacing, even if he didn't look much like the last Malorum
Archangd | saw.

"There are fill things you want. Remember that,” he said.

| clutched at Baijon and his hand folded around mine. He opened his eyes and saw Handsome and |
sat on him. It wasn't enough weight to dow him down, but | had my kneein histhroat too.

"Father!" said Berathia

Baijon heaved.



"Y our Highness," said one of the flunkieswhich | guessed was there after al. Helooked a me. Hc
stood like aman who could kill, but dl | could see was partytoy flashwrap.

Baijon got histhroat out from under long enough to snarl. It went on for adistance, had bitsthat were
insulting even in Interphon, and was accurate enough to tell me who our host was. | shook him.

"Oh, don't mind him." Highness unpinned alooks-like-a-flower--to-me from his hair. He dropped it on
Baijon and when he did Baijon's eyes crossed. He went dack under me and looked happy .

"He's had acertain number of setbacks recently-but haven't we al?"
| got up off Baijon. Baijon rolled to hisknees, coked to the hair-line, and stayed put. | stood up.

"Thiad changed clothes while my back was turned. She was dressed in glitterborn moderne and | had
to look twicet to seeit was her. She smiled coaxingly.

" just knew you and Daddy would get dong. I'm sure you'll have so much to talk about.”

Lord Mallorum Archangd is second in the Succession. Thiskiddy was ahead of himin line. What he
was when he was t'home was the Prince-Elect Hillel Jamshid DelKhobar.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

The Prince-Elect smiled. He had away of looking at you that made you know he was interested in
what you could do for him, and gave you the certain knowledge that you was going to do it, likeit or not.
He aso gave you the feding you were going to likeit . . . for awhile.

"Shdl wetdk about the Library?' he said.

| looked over at Baijon, lost in beautiful dreams and too heavy to carry. | could not for thelife of me
imagine why held jumped Prinny. Archangd wasfirgt-and-now-only on Baijon's Imperid hit-list. He
wouldn't shop around.

"Poor child. | wasingtrumenta in having him brought to Court, and he knowsit. But Kennor
Starbringer was aways too reckless for my taste-his recent actions would seem to indicate that, you'll
agree?'

| hate people what talk like that. It don't make the legbreaking that follows any prettier. The only thing
it told me sure wasthat Prinny was on the Malorum side of the Gaactic Codition for Life and Higher
Taxes and turned out | was wrong about that too.

"Asit happened, asingularly useless gesture-save in that no experienceis ever wasted. Normdly |
would delight to explore the nu-ances of your fascinating life with you, but a the moment | fear
impatiencerulesme. | wish to talk about the Library."

If they ever teach glitterborn short declarative sentences the uni-versgll end. Fact.
"Archangd'sLibrary?’ | sad.
"Or yours. It misses you, poor thing. It's so looking forward to seeing you again.”

My brain was a dead weight that nothing approaching thought could possibly push through.



"Normdly | abhor such abrupt methods, but the Paladin has con-vinced me that reason smply won't
work-at least to begin with. Ber-athiatells me you went to Toystore for a set of the Keysto Paradise.
Allow meto oblige you in the matter-"

Maybe he said more things, but | wasn't listening. | had two other things on my mind.
Pdadin.

And the bastard hotwire cross between abiopak and awartey that was lugging toward mewith a
couple hardboysin tow.

Sold out whiles | wasn't looking, and dl for astring of pretty blue phonemes.

Prinny was armed, certain-sure, but | couldn't recognize and couldn't use anything the had. | pushed off
from him and ran, bare-handed and flatfoot. | have agood memory. Stardancers haveto. | Could redl
back every step I'd took, at |east asfar asthe corridor.

"Buitterfly-don't!" Paadin'svoice, in redtime and outsde my earsfor oncet. It stopped mefor just long
enough for Prinny'stwo cherce werewolves to grab me and pull the tronic cyberdoc down over my head.
Then the whole world went away in fireice and music.

| was running before | was awaketo notice. | didn't remember why, but running's dways agood idea
aslong asit'saway. It worked until | tripped on the crete and bounced off a crate and hit thedeck ina
rattle of boots, spurs, and blasters-mine.

Just what the hell was going on, anyway?

| got to hands and knees and looked over my shoulder. Nobody was following me. Nobody wasin
sight. It was dark meridiesin some wondertown around some port.

Which one?

| stood up. | felt fine. | dusted crumbled crete off my hands. Then | yanked my left glove off and
looked a my hand.

It was my hand. Right down to the triangular pucker that goes front to back where somebody nailed
meto awal by it oncet.

But that hand was gone. Wasn't it?

Thelast thing | remembered in full color I'd been in Palaceoid Bennu Superfex where the Prince-Elect
Hillel had decided to get nasty and over-persond with aset of brainjinks.

| rubbed the back of my head. Nothing there. "Baijon? Baijon-che-bai ?'
And drugged Baijon, who'd tried to kill him on account of Prinny not being ahellflower’ s best friend.
Maybe that hadn't happened. What'd | been running from? And what'd | been drinking?

"Pdadin?' | said, red soft. He was for-sure going to frost my clock when | got back to ship Fu-ecut
for doing whatever I'd been doing. But Firecat was gonetoo, victim of theworst landing I'd ever walked
away from.



| put my back to awall and thought. I'd never liked fake redlity. Therewastwo things| had to trust,
my reflexes and my memory, and | didn't want to farce with either one. If thelast thing before this|
remembered was red, then thiswasn'. It was dreamtapes, or memorylegging, or something I'd never
heard of. And | didn't have anything to compare thiswith to see.

| pulled my glove back on and rubbed my hands together. Then | searched mysdif.

Two Misters plus asingle-shot hideout. Inert throwing-spike down the neck, vibro in the boaot,
al-round knife on the left wrist. A couple grenades, baby-bang class. A monomolecular wire with
handles. Anillegdl variable-generating compkey. A set of hard-brushes. Enough hard credit so | must Of
just been paid for atik. First Ticket and ID and travel-permits that didn't disagree with anything in my
mind. Even my Smuggler's Guild-excuse me, Interstellar Transport Workers Guild-registry.

No ship's papers. They would of been hereif | had aship.

| prepared to gpply for apermit to worry. If thiswasfake redity, then | was seeing and being what
Prinny wanted me to be and sec. Why would he want me to be a Gentrymort in the never-never! And if
all that wasn't red, then what was? How far back did fake memories go? | remembered fifteen years of
having aship cdled Firecat and | remembered losing her. Now | didn't have papersfor any ship at al.

Oneof the not-redlities| never tried iswhere they shove awhole fake lifetimeinto your skull, complete
with people, places, things. It costsalot. The people who've doneit say it gives you an edge.

It costsalot. Had | doneit? Had | sold Firecat and doneit? Pdadin wasin her.
If Paladin existed.
Why would anyone be crazy enough to make up aOld Fed Library for a partner!

| closed my eyes and tried to think me away out. | wasn't surewho | was. | didn't have aship. | didn't
have any placeto go. But | had credit.

| started walking.

| walked far enough to come to one of the deazier sort of dockside bars, the kind that's all tronic.
When you order, the main brain samples you. After that you have to kickback so much valuta per
fraction-hour to stay. | don't like placeslike that.

| went in. I'd been hoping for somebody who could tell me where| was, but there wasn't no one here.
Surprise.

The main brain accepted my left hand for asample. | hesitated between something that would add to
my troubles while postponing them whiles and something that would let me occupy space. After asecond
| bet with the odds, and got a box of something that tastes like amix of soap and fusel-oil and has no
narcotic effect on my B-pop a-tall. | sat, and drank, and wondered exactly how much trouble | wasin
thistime.

| sat there through four drinks and then gave up and decided to move on. Legitimates usudly leave the
stardancersin wondertown aone, but just in case my numberswas running reglly bad | didn't mean to
give them the excuse. | was going someplace | could buy cubic with alock.

Assoon as| got out on the street again | knew | wasn't dlone anymore. It wasn't as cheering as|



hoped it'd be. | loosened my right-hand blaster and pretended | was easy credit in boots. | didn't see
anyone.

Surprise. My company wasn't behind me. He was ahead, leaning against one of the posts that moors
the watchlights around the port. He looked up.

I knew him.
"Hello, Butterfly."
It was Pdadin.

Just once I'd seen him human-and that wasn't because he was, but because | wasn't. I'd been a
random-access memory bouncing around in a Margrave 6600 computer courtesy of Archive, and I'd
seen what | wanted to sec.

Pdadin isn't human. He's got no body and wouldn't want oneif Y OU offered it to him freeand all
found. li€saLibrary.

If | was seeing him live again, what did that make me?
" Je, babby. Long time.”

But | knew where | was now. | wasin Paradise.

And everything | remembered wastrue.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Pdadin'd been my partner for moren haf my life. When heleft | didn't understand it, but that was okc
because| didn't have to Under-stand it for it to hurt. 1'd been looking for him ever since, through war,
rebellion, unilaterd cyborging and six new flavors of treason.

I'd never thought what I'd do when | got him back. | had him now and | ill didn't know.

"Pdadin,” | said, but I couldn't think of what ought to come next. He unleaned and took a step toward
me. | backed up and put ahand on my blaster. It was al adream, but in my experience dreamskilled
real good.

"Dont you trust me anymore?' Paladin said about the sametime | was wondering that myself.
"Sure. Trust youto beaLibrary." | wondered who was writing my dialogue.

"l ...see | should have. . .| thought you'd be happier to see me."

So did . Paladin was the one supposed to fix everything, je? Put it back like it was before.

"No you don't see, you cloned-crystal son-of-a-bitch! Y ou said you wouldn't et Archive hurt nobody!
And then you left-and what about-"

| felt Paladin reach around aleft-handed corner and riffle through my memories. He was done before |
could stop him.



"l waswrong,” said Pdadin quietly. "I made amistake.”
And that was even worse, because Pally weren't never wrong.

"So you made amistake, 'bai. Fine. It'sjust my life, and Baijon's. Everybody else would of died
anyway, whether you walked out on me or not, right?

"I didn't know-"

"Dammit, you're supposed to know! 1t was me made al the mis-takes, bad calls, and bull moves,
remember? It was you supposed to get me out. Well get me out now, 'bai, 1-" Redl truth dried up my
throat like I'd drunk poison.

"I'm dying, Pdadin. Help me."

He knew. He knew that and everything e sein my mind. But he till took his sweet timeto answer.
"It isn't thet easy, Butterfly."

"Not easy, 'bai? What you mean isyou can't, regt?"

Hedidn't answer me direct and he wouldn't meet my eyes.

"Knowledge must never be lost-but | lost so much, Butterfly-al the wisdom of the Old Federation.
Y ou dways thought | could work miracles, but | was aghost of what | had been. | remembered that
much. If | could have found other Libraries-even damaged ones-| would have tried to repair mysdlf, but |
could never convince you to help me, could 1? 'Y ou said tricking with High Book was too dangerous, as
if there could be degrees of the unthinkable."

"Therecan," | said, but Paladin wasn't buying.

"No. Y ou would not help me, and a the same time your only hope for safety lay in my leaving you. But
| was crippled-tied to the broken matrix.

"Then we encountered Archive. Archive's specialized abilities were a poor replacement for what | had
logt-till, they were enough to let me leave you, and they were tools to build the toolsto collect the
information | wanted-away to keep you safe for always.

"But | had not redlized how much the universe had changed. Even transferring myself doong the
DataNet was dow beyond imagining. By thetime | began to suspect what you now know-that Archive
had tried to copy itsalf into your mind-and to search for you, Roya had aready been destroyed-by my
kills. | began to understand what had happened-with your help. Y ou replicate some part of mein you.
Thereverse dso holds. Archive was avery subtle construct,” Paadin added. | let him chaffer. | didn't
need the history lesson. And | didn't, | guess, need to live, redlly. But what | redlly didn't need wasto die
full of unfinished business

"Then you appeared in the DataNet at Coldwater,” Paladin went on. "But | still could not reach you in
time. | redlized that | needed dlies.-

"And you thought it'd be fun to have a Prince-Elect of your very own. And then you sold me out to
him."



| was arting to get theideanow, and | didn't likeit very well. At isn't like that, Butterfly," Paladin said.
"o, partner, youtdl mewha itislike"
"| wanted to keep you dive," Pdadin said.

So | hit him. I hadn't known | was going to but it still seemed like agood ideawhen | was hafway
through it so | went withiit. | tagged him right on hislying prettyboy kisser and he picked up hisfeet and
crossed them at the ankles then tripped over them and banged into the lamp-post and followed it down.

| went and stood over him and didn't kick him. Barely.

"Y ou wanted to keep me dive. Y ou lied to me, 'bai-you farced mein roundaround hellflower trouble
and out and now | got thistroublein my head and I'm dead, 'bai, ‘cause if you could fix it you would of
said and therés just onething | got to try to do first and you're getting in the way of that-"

| went down on my kneesto do maybe | don't know what to him and Paladin got halfway up and put
hisarmsaround me and | didn't knife him mostly because | was so damn tired of things not working ot.

All'I ever wanted was alittle peace and quiet. | swear. And Paladin felt asreal asanybody elseand |
wished-...

"Dontt cry, Butterfly. You will kill Malorum Archangd. We can keep the galaxy safe from war. But
you can't do it done. You need dlies. | found them for you. The Prince-Elect will cooperate. He dso
seeks Archange'sdownfal. Y ou will destroy Mdlorum Archangel and Malorum Archange will never
harmyou agan.”

"I'm not crying, dammit. | think | broke my hand.-”

| pushed away from him and flexed my fingers. And thought about Paladin'slittle information free-will
love offering, because | didn't have any backups and nobody to ook out for my interests but me.

"That isn't true, Butterfly."

"Get out of my mind." Hellbox. And it didn't matter if | didn't mean to say it, because he heard it
anyway. He sat back against the lamppost, head down so | couldn't look at hisface.

Fact: Paladin and the Prince-Elect was working together.

Fact: It was on something they one or t'other needed mefor, and it had to be Paladin'd dragged mein
because Prinny wouldn't know me from wallpaper.

Semi-fact: Pdadin said he had some scam to let mekill Archangd. But he couldn't of known | wanted
to until 1 got here, and Berathia--who-was-working-for-Prinny'd had reacquisition orders out on me
snce Baijon and me was on Mayne.

Which we was before Royd.

Which was when Paadin'd said he started looking for me. So Prinny had been looking for me dl onhis
lonesome. Or Pdadin waslying.

And Paladin was the one what'd let them jink my head full of the Keysto Paradise.



"Get up,” | saidto my ex-good buddy partner. "And then you maybe tell me what you been doing
with your time Since you ran out on me.”

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

"l knew that he was the only one who could protect you from Archangdl," Paadin said whiles|ater.
Paadin'd been abusy little Li-brary. Hetinked himself back together, redized Archived outflanked him,
and headed for the biggest dreambox going-the Main Computer at Grand Centrd. The place where all
the strands in the DataNet crossed. Throne.

And then, like he said, he started looking around for alittle help around the housecore. And turned up
the Prince-Elect.

" 'Bal, we get on alot better if you stop looking for someone to protect me, | bet. | can take care of
mysdlf." For aslong as| had to live, anyway. Even | could manage that.

"Perhaps. The Prince-Elect, at any rate, waswilling to listen to my bargain. | had things of vaueto
trade. | am an excdllent spy."

"So you spied for him. And when you found out he was reling mein you said “go right ahead.' And
you told him to not bother talking to me."

"After | had convinced him you could be useful, | didn't want you changing his mind. The center-worlds
of the Phoenix Empire are afosslized, dratified, highly class-conscious culture. The Prince-Elect, for dl
hisliberdity of mind. . ."

"Would shop me for not knowing what to kiss. Je, babby. Now you tel me what the Prince-Elect
wanted you to convince me on.” Another thought tried to float up and | kicked it in the teeth. There was
things | wasn't going to think about just now where Paladin could maybe hear them, thanks dl the same. |
concentrated on how 1'd felt when Paladin'd said he was going to ruin therest of my life for my own
good.

My ex-navicomp and Old Fed Library, Paladin. His Truly, Main Bank Seven of Mereyon-peru. My
lying cheating two-timing sometime partner who wanted something out of me he didn't want to ask for
graight out. Which meant he knew | wouldn't go for it, not eveniif it was him asking.

It was hard to imagine what that could be, even for me. Murder, piracy, kidnapping, treason, and High
Book. What was |ft?

| wished Baijon was here.
"The Prince-Elect wants to destroy Mallorum Archangel," Paadin said.

"Goody for him. He can stand in line. Everybody wantsto ice Archangd. | want to ice Archangd,
Baijon wantsto ice Archangd, even Thiawantsto sign the lease on HisMallorumship'sred etate.”

"Itisnt likethet."

"Y ou keep saying that, babby, and what | want to know iswhat it islike-and how come you can't do it
forhim."

Pdadin didn't say anything.



"Y ou was aways so good with farcing the comps, 'bai,” | went on in the linguafranca of Pure Nasty.
“Twigting this and that just enough to let us get by, but nothing more than that, surprise. Redlity waswhat
you said it was, je? So make up somereslity now."

"l can't,” Pdadin said, muffled. He stood up. "I told you the world has changed. What the Prince-Elect
wants| can't do. Don't you think I've tried?"

"No. | think you've sat here. partner, waiting on me to comewalk-ing in, trusting you, and do it for
you because you're too damn lazy to-"

Paladin grabbed me. | had the sick falling sense of an error of judgment, and then redlity flinchedina
shower of diamond sparkle and al he was doing was holding my hands.

"No. You'rewrong. Don't go. Don't leave. Stay. Don't go back. | can keep you safe here-thereis
enough room that you and Archive need not overlap. No one can touch us here. Y ou could have
anything--I can create any world here that you want.”

Reality shimmered. Paladin knew me. Here was the world | wanted.

I reached out my hand and touched the back of Firecat's mercy seat. The drop-cockpit waslocked in
place; through it | could see real-space, hard and sharp. | heard asound: the scuff of Paladin's boot on
the deck behind me.

In this hull was everything I'd ever wanted.

Takeit. Leaveredity behind. And leave Baijon lone-alone with that verticd viper the Prince-Elect and
no way of icing Archangd on hislonesome.

"Except you told me one-time, babby, | couldn't stay inside acom-puter. You said | couldn't go with
you."

Paladin hesitated.
"It would seem likealong time. . . to you."
| waited.

"It'strue” hesaid findly. "Stay here and you'll vanish, intime. You'renot . . . You're not real enough,
Butterfly."

Firecat dissolved and we was back in the Universal Wondertown. Not real enough. Was that how
Libraries saw organics? Smoke ghosts, not real enough to bother with?

"Dont think that. It isthe differencein our natures. A Library ismemory. Organicsforget.”
Organicsforget. And if | forgot inamemory core I'd erase mysdlf.
"S0." | looked around for the exit.

Another embarrassed pause. | wondered if Paladin had alow opin-ion of my brains, or thought I'd
crossed theline and didn't care, or didn't know exactly what it was he wastrying to talk meinto. | hoped
he just thought | was stupid.



'Cause Paladin'd made a bigger mistake than he maybe thought. Once Archive'd got to me he should of
killed me.

"C'mon, Pally. I'm dead and you get to watch. Now give metherest of it."
Andfindly hedid.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

"Thewar in Washonnet Sector isover. The dMayne have declared Archangel aLibrarian, and since
the time you entered Thronespace they have assembled a war-fleet to proceed in search of him.”

"Throne's going to come down on their head like awrit for back taxes."

"Will it? Kennor Starbringer believesthat the Emperor isunder the maign influence of Malorum
Archangel, and to that end he wishesto kill Archangel and free the Emperor. If he were correct, he
would not be risking Imperid displeasure by his actions-but heisn't, and he will never succeed.”

"Never'salong time, 'ba."

Paadin smiled sadly. "Thereis no Emperor. How can Lord Star-bringer rescue someone who doesn't
exig?'

| looked at Paladin. Helooked at his hands. Stalling. It was easier to tell, now, but | always had known
when Pdlly wastrying to sall me aline of real estate. Except the onetimeit counted.

"If there ain't no Emperor don't you think people d maybe notice, bai ?"

"No. The Court is decadent, shrouded in ritua. The only officers permitted to see the Emperor
persondly are the Prince-Elect and the Governor-Genera. For their own reasons, each keepsthis secret.

"Believe me. | amtdling you the truth, Butterfly. Thereis no Emperor. | have accessto every
memory-dump and datefile in Grand Central. The entire Imperia DataNet crosses here. Thereisno
Em-peror. There hasn't been onefor along time.”

And so Kennor couldn't rescue and get pardoned by something what wasn't there. No Emperor. All
thoselivesand dl that credit spent on saving something that wasn't even there.

Just like me, when | went off to rescue Paladin.

And Emperor or not, there was still somebody standing on Arch-angel's shadow, as my hellflower
buddy used to say.

"If there'sno Emperor, Prinny'sgot it al anyway. He'snext in line. He can blow Archangel
Nobility-Bornness wayaway just for sgning awrit. He don't need you nor me."

"Yes. And no. Historically the Prince-Elect's power has been indi-rect-influential, but not decisive. If he
declared himsdf Emperor, he would merely shape himsdf into a stalking-horse for Archangel's ambi-tion.
Thus hiscarein arranging Archangd's neutrdization.”

"Even ingtead of being Emperor?"

"Butterfly, how much power doesthe Emperor have, redly?' Paa-din asked, just like | was back in



Lesson Three of Outfar Talkingbook School and we was partners again.

"None. Hedon't exist. And if there ain't no Emperor, I'm damned if | can see why everyone wantsto
sop Archange from dusting him." "Because if Archangd succeedsin counterfeiting the nonexistent

Emperor's death, then Malorum Archangd will be worse than Em-peror. He will be Warlord."

Mallorum Archangel and his glitterborn airs and graces. There was only one thing he redlly wanted, and
nobody that et him get where hewas ever saw it. What Mallorum Archangel wanted best wasto kill.

"He hasto be stopped, Butterfly," Paadin said. And it looked like | was till thegirl todoit. If | lived
thet long.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *x

It never comes horizonfal in the Universal Wondertown. If you kept your mind on it, though, and had
Pdadin to help, you could makeit to the edge. Virtud reality sopped therelike it was cut with avibro.
Out there was nothing.

"Y ou have to go now, Butterfly," Paadin said. "They'rewaiting for you outsde.”
Andif | stayed longer I'd start to forget | was me.

"Which way?' | said, which was damslly nonsense; there isn't any up and down for athousandth point
of light. "How do I-"

"That way, Butterfly," said Paadin, and pushed. | went; still no choices.
I know now why the talkingbooks end with the first kiss.
It's because everything that comes after is sorrow.

* * * % *x * % *x * % *x *

I'd been through this before, but | had something to compare it to now. It wasjust like hitting the
Mains.

| tripped data-catchers on the way in. | wasin the Prince-Elect's private private rooms. They was
probably in the core of Bennu Superfex, but it had wraparounds to make it look like you was in the heart
of gpace. This might bother some people, but I'd spent alot of yearslooking at the rea thing with only a
couple millimeters of vitrine and five plates of goforths between me and it, and it didn't bother me at all.

The wallswas made of flowers. There was nobody there-not even Primly, who was six compartments
away pretending he wasn't commit-ting Intermediate Treason. 'Thiawasin her rooms, Baijon was
sedated and in avery special guest room, and | was unconscious and lying in the middle of Prinny's bed.

| wondered what he had in mind. Or'd had in mind, past tense.
The last part'sthe hardest. | did down the connect and was up to my neck in pain and stupidity. Home.

Therewas abrief half-second while | tried to think with drug--saturated braincells, and gaveit up.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *



| woke up a second time and wasright where I'd left me with one important emendation. | noticed it
when | went to reach for the pile of clothes hanging right where I'd see them.

They'd fixed my hand. All theright fingers and shapes now-but that was dl it had in common with the
origind one. Now my left hand was black like space, and stars and galaxiesrippled and flowed across it
every time| twitched. Glitterborn vanity.

| couldn't help studying oniit. | now knew exactly how much of mewasfake. The celestia
wondershow went al the way up past my shoul-der and covered half my chest-not because I'd lost that
much of my origina inventory, but because of dl the jinks and connects sunk into the spineand
collarboneto hold the cybereisisin place. All that was upholstered in teeming galaxies now. | wondered if
they glowed in the dark.

The cogt of that arm and its glitterborn prettification, | bet, was about the cost of my last ship. All |
redly cared about, | told mysdlf, wasit had the right number of fingersto hold ablaster and moved like it
was part of my origind manifes.

Liar.

| reached around for what else had to be there and found it. There was six jewels set into the back of
my head up under the hair-part glitterborn damfoolishness, part markers for acyberdoc to find where the
jinks was sunk. They always want to be able to undo their daintywork, don't ask me why. Thejacks
could of been there, too-limbic jacks usudly are-but Prinny'd got cute. The master plug wasin my left
wrist amongst the congtellations; a set of universal connectorsthat'd let me plug into any system

anywhere.
Just what | would of aways wanted, if I'd wanted to be a hellgod techsmith.

| pulled one out. It was bright silver-so you could seeit, maybe, againgt the new upholstery. It ran out
severd centimeters of glassy gray connect-cable, just like | was some kind of thing.

Novas pulsed benegsth my skin. "Paadin?' My throat felt tight. "I'm right here, Butterfly.” Therewas
other stuff in my skull than jinks and jacks. Paladin sounded like he was standing right behind me
talking-that's an artifact of a Remote Trangponder Sensor (civilian possession an automatic ClassD
Warrant) like what the Imperial Space Marines use. That was sunk in my head and the part of my
jawbone I'd paid, whiles back, to be made fake.

"In case anybody cares, | don't likethis."
"I'm sorry,” said Paladin.
"l want to go home."

Which was damsilliness for sure, because twenty years and some ago 1'd moved Drift and Rift to get
off that Interdicted low-tech rock.

"I know," said Pdadin.

I'd been lucky, if you wanted to call it that. | got off Granola--picked up by akiddy what made his
gpare change daving in the Tahe-langone Sector.

Errol Lightfoot.



Errol Lightfoot, chegp smuggler. Errol Lightfoot, known from one side of the Outfar to the other as
being ableto cause hullplating to rust just by waking by. Errol Lightfoot who bought into any kick that
gave honest darktrading a bad name.

Only there weren't no such person as Errol Lightfoot.

Mallorum Archangel was Errol Lightfoot. Believeit or not. I'd paid enough for aringsde scat a the
unveiling. Erral Lightfoot was Malorum Archangd.

And now, findly, there wasn't going to be neither one. I'd even let Baijon help. And Prinny. Solong as
hedidn't get in my way.

| finished reaching for the clothes. The fake hand felt just like the real one, and worked the samein my
head, and the difference between what | saw and what | felt made me dizzy.

Not useful. | wondered if Prinny'd planned it that way. Whoever'd left me clothes had cared what |
liked-they waswhat | was used to, not what was glitterborn flashwrap fashion. Or for red, they was
what | wasused toif 1'd just been struck independently wealthy. A decent pair of boots, and enough
pockets, and gloves so | didn't haveto look a Prinny'sideaof fun. | looked a my reflection in the floor.
Dangerous.

But | wasn't dangerous. | was scared. And if | wasfacing even Malorum Archangd over the sights of
ablaster I'd wait too long to pull thetrigger. | knew it. I'd come damn close too many times aready.

"Pdly-che-ba?'

"Yes, Butterfly?"

"Y ou better hope Baijon-bai likesworking with Libraries.

"The Prince-Elect iswaiting," said my good buddy Pdadin the Old Fed Library.

"Tdl himto go hyper-light without aship,” | sad.

But | went, because there was one thing | wanted more than life and sanity and my own way.

And Prince-Elect Hilld wasgoing to giveit to me.



The Court of the TwiceBorn 4: To Takethe Knife

Adulthood begins with betrayd. Until that moment, the lesser duplici-ties of childhood reign. The child
is convinced that anyone he can educate thoroughly to his views must share them. The moment when
another, knowing al that he knows, chooses disinterestedly that he should fail marks the boundary of that
far country. After that, thereisno trust. After that beginsthe understanding of the dien.

By that accounting, how adult are Butterfly St. Cyr and the former Prince Vdijon? Certainly they have
both had experience of betraya--she by her resurrected Library and he by his entire culture-a culture, |
might add, which, in the personae of the Great-Houses of dMayne and their client levies, is currently
delivering anumber of piquant surprisesto the Imperia troops cordoning Washonnet Sector.

Betraya, though broadening, deadens the senses. Once betrayed, the victim looks for traitors
everywhere.

| believe | have avoided that. | do not look for treason from either Butterfly St. Cyr or her Library.

Or ought that more properly be, "the Library and its human pet?' An interesting question. Libraries
share so many of our vices-asis proper to creatures created in our image-isit not possble that they share
our wesknesses aswell? The Library Paadin came to meto forge abargain-safety for its human
creature. | have no reason to agree to such apact and then renege, but the choice is not mine: my
informa-tion tells me the Paladin's pet isaready ceasing to exit.

It must have known that she would. Even the longest-lived mortd isonly that, but the Librarieswere
created to endure to the end of Time. If the creature's death were inevitable, what difference could a
century more or less make to a Library which has endured for centuries?

Isthis sentiment, or madness? If either- or both-can affect a cre-ation of such rigorous purity asthe
cloned-crysta matrix of aFederation Library, it argues that these flaws are native to consciousness, not
humanity. If that isindeed so, then nothing that lives-born or made--can escape the taint of itsinception.
Perfection is not possible.

Y et the Paladin Library tells me that the War was caused by perfection, which the Libraries thought
they could attain. If error informsthe actions of the Libraries, what hopeis there for humankind?

The circular nature of progressisthe greatest argument yet found for a Watcher—bored, blind, and
idiot, but aWatcher nonetheless. But equaly it isan argument for randomness, and in arandom universe
one's own gratification isthe only possible lodestone.

| will be magnanimous. | will be beneficent. | shal grant Butterfly and Vdijon dl their desres-and in
granting them, further mine.

And wonder, when dll that is achieved, what difference it makes.



4
Preludefor War

Everybody daydreams about saving the universe. | aways thought when it was my turn to actudly do it
I'd be better at it.

| wasn't quite finished tucking everything out of sght when Prinny showed up. He made mefed dl
grubby and second-string, but the packaging's never been what | had to sdll.

"Ah, thereyou are, my little Outlands wildflower. So serene, so unspoiled, so naif. | trust you are
feding much improved?'

With hellgod metal threaded dl through my body, just like Archive wasin my mind. Burned in so deep
you couldn't get him out, Pdadin'd said. | finished pulling my gloves down tight, and reached for my vest
and jacket.

"Improved isthe word, Nobly-Born. Y ou maybe tell me how come you be willing to trick with High
Book?'

He cocked hishead. | wondered if he was listening to a transpon-der, and who was trandating. |
remembered Baijon and Berathia on the ship coming here. Someoned been listening there, forbye.

"When dlies of such utility appesr, it would be churlish to refuse them. And | have dways been
something of adilettante of knowledge." " So you thought you'd get into bed with a Library."

Prinny smiled. "What an enchanting idea-but das, timeis short. Weredly must put an end to dear
Malorum's socid aspirations before he has the opportunity to polarize the gaactopolitic further.”

Start more wars, he meant. But the hellflower war was dready started-and Kennor Starbringer's
platform for it was rescuing the Em-peror and giving him a hellflower council of advisers.

Only Paladin said there weren't no Emperor.

"Y eah, right. But you know, Y our Nobly-Bornness, | aready killed Archangel oncet-well, Baijon
did-and it didn't seem to dow him down much."

"Killed." A teensy perfect frown got in theway of Prinny's undi-luted perfection. | wondered if the Old
Fed peopled looked like him. \Wdll, that hardly matters. Y ou don't need to kill him thistime. Just ruin
him."

The difference between dlitterborn and rea peopleisthat when glitterborns seem like they should be
talking Interphon, they ain't. "What the prince means, Buiterfly, isthat once Archange's plots have been
adequatdy publicized, he will lose the politica influence necessary to carry them out,” Paladin said
through the RTS. | wondered why he didn't use the walls, like he had before.

"We done tried dropping the whistle on Archangel before, High-ness,, and it didn't exactly work," |
sadto Prinny.

"Y ou refer to that silly rumor of Librarianship that hasthe Codi-tion in armed revolt? My dear, no
person of breeding would take such athing serioudy-and from such asource. Now. Trusted agents of
mine -you've met them before, | fancy-will convey you to-"



"Ne." | wasbeing railroaded and | didn't likeit. Six more syllables and | was going to be out of here
surrounded by werewolves, still aprisoner, and nicely split off from Baijon Stardust. And | wasn't
particu-larly convinced that my good buddy Pdadin was going to look out for my interestsin dl this.

"Y ou get Baijon in here. And you take him off whatever fetch-kitchen you got him coked on.”

Prince-Electsisn't used to being interrupted. There was a short intermission for him to get used to the
idea

"Andif | don't?" said Prinny, like he serioudy wanted to know what I'd say.
" 'Bal, you want something you can't take. And | own your computer network."

That was me talking, boy howdy, and | couldn't even blame Archive for having fried my brain because
the motive force was one hundred percent pure moronic me.

" “Own my computer network.' Redlly. Dear child, do you actudly think that the Paladin won't give me
anything | ask-in exchange, for example, for not having you tortured to death?' Prinny purred.

Back to businessasusud. I'd like to think Paladin wasn't that stupid. But it don't have nothing to do
with stupidity, when you comeright down to it.

“And you will cooperate fredly, | believe, in order to preserve Vdijon Starbringer'slife.”
"He's dready dead. Don't you know that?"

"He doesn't have to be. His arthame-Knife is destroyed, true, hisfather is engaged in treason and
proscribed technologica development, and he has consorted with Librarians and with Library Science.
And though these are dl just causes-in the jgune dMayne mind-for sui-cide, little Vaijon doesn't need to
remember any of them.”

I hadn't thought there was anything left in the Universe | wanted. 1'd been wrong.

"The memories can be changed. The knife can be undetectably replaced. Washonnet Directorate is
currently in astate of open rebel-lion againgt the Empire, but one ship could easily passits defensesto
return one dMayneto its surface. Vaijon Starbringer could be re-turned, dive and socidized, to his

people.

"Y ou could consder that an earnest of my gratitude for your ser-vices, if you chose."
Prinny sat back and looked smug. He'd bought into a seller's market and he knew it.
| could save Baijon. For him it could belike I'd never met him.

"Or | could smply kill him now, dowly and painfully. I'm sureit would vex dMayne beyond bearing if
the Third Person of House Starborn were burned as a Librarian on the public channe,” Prinny added
chattily.

Burned asaLibrarian. | saw arecording of that, once. Remember-ing was still enough to make my
mouth go dry. Punishment and reward. Paladin called it the politics of force.

| didn't likeit.



"There's even proof, you know. The ship you came herein wasfilled with Proscribed Technology.”

"Butterfly, let Hilld help Vaijon. He can help you as wdll-with the resources of the Court availableto
you, you can befreed of Archive'smemories,” Paadin said over our private channdl.

How could he know me so well and not know me at al? Hed aready told me: the only way to get
Archive out of my sweetbreads coprocessor for sure was to rerecord me onto something blank, using
any Old Fed Library you happened to be on terms with to weed out what Pladin called my
ego-sgnaturesfrom Archives.

Only Padadin didn't know how many of those was still uncorrupted-meaning, being used to store and
carry only information by and about me. Maybe none. At the very least I'd forget everything from going
off to rescue Pdadin. Minimum. | didn't want to live bought and paid for with haf my experience gone. |
wouldn't have any point, any-more-I'd just be another pet for Prinny to kick around until he got tired of
me.

But I'd made Paladin a pet, hadn't 1? And now he was free. Didn't he want that for me, too?
No. Paladin wanted me to be safe; he aways had. Just like | wanted Baijon to be safe.

And he could be. Baijon could get hislife back. Based on alie. If | did aded with the chief hellgod of
dl.

Paladin would.

Pdadin had.

Wheat had Paladin promised Prinny to make me safe?

But | knew the answer to that. Didn't I?

"Y ou want something you can't take, glitterborn,” | said again. "So do |. Bring Bajon here."

Prinny looked at me. "Y ou needn't even trust me, so long asyou trust the Library. It can start now. |
can dowhat | offered. | can send Vadijon Starbringer home."

| looked down at my hands. Spacer's gloves. Thin so you can fed, tough so you don't puncture, tight
s0 there's no rough parts to catch on something when you're farcing with comps or cargo.

And | didn't know why it waswrong what Paladin'd done or even if it was, but | had the heavy kind of
feding you get when an old friend goes bent.

"Y ou bring Baijon here. Y ou tell uswhat you want. If it'sfragging Archange, thenwedoiit.”

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Prinny wanted what he wanted real bad, and from me; orders got gave and we sat around in Prinny's
bedroom with mixed drinks and munchies whilst Prinny monologued about something that Paladin
couldn't or wouldn't subtitle and laid himself out on something that floated.

Baijon camein about twenty minutes later with something that looked like aHamat in full powered
armor and two flunkies what looked like they'd had to coax. Held got run through the same hot couture
wringer | had. He was about as drug-free asit is possible to be and was dressed like amere what'd had



alot of fat campaigns recently, in everything but wegpons.

He was probably aso the only hdllflower cast of the Tontine Drift a the moment, and he was holding
up the honor of the side.

Honor. | guess nobody here had any redl right to theword. "Y ou are well, San'Cyr?" he said, when he
saw me. "Never better, partner.” That for Paladin's benefit. Petty.

"And now, little wildflower, if you fed yoursdf sufficiently in-dulged, perhapswe may proceed with the
neutralization of our mutua antagonist.”

"What he meansis, he going to tell usdl how he wants Archangel iced now."

"Butterfly," said Pdadinin my ear in theway that meant "shut up.” What he thought manners was going
todofor meinthisstuation | didn't know.

And | wasn't dll that surel trusted his judgment anymore, true-tell. "And now, Prince Vdijon, if you
would deign to make yoursdf comfortable.-

"Highness," said Baijon, with what you could say wasabow if you was charitable. He sat down.

"Perhaps we might begin with around of introductions. | am cer-tain everyone visible here knows
everyone ese, but perhaps our invisi-ble member would be willing to make itsef manifest. . .~

"l am Main Bank Seven of the Univergity Library .a Sikander Prime-or Mereyon-peru, if you prefer.
For convenience, you may ad-dress me as Pdadin.”

Pdadin didn't run that one through my RTS. The source was alittle gold bdl the size of my fist floating
between Baijon and Prinny. Baijon hadn't known Paadin was here, and | hadn't had a chance to warn
him.

"So you havefound your . . . friend,” Baijon said, not looking at me.
"He'sworking for His Electfulness now."

Baijon frowned ahit, al the Old Fed Tech anathema going right past him whiles he went for the bottom
linein true helflower yle.

"Then | will ask, Highness, very respectfully, what serviceit isthat two darktraders can render that the
Malmakos cannot?'

"Every sarvice, Prince Vdijon. My desireisto foil Malorum Arch-angd . For that | require your
associate's assstance. The Library is use-ful-but not as useful asit would have been before the war.”

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Fact.

Once upon atime athousand years ago there was awar, and contrary to popular belief, it wasn't over
yet. Something called Mgino architecture was part of every computer and tronic matrix even now, to
make them unuseful for Librariesif one ever carneto tea. The Imperia DatalNet, as Paadin'd found,
wasn't one-tenth as user-friendly asits antique second cousin. And millions of computer systems couldn't
begot into by Librariesat al.



Archangel'swas one. And Prinny's home desirein lifewasto crack it.
"If you wish him deed, by al means expressyoursaves" Prinny was saying.
"But you don't,” | said.

"Child, | don't care. | want him stopped. What he does with the remainder of hislife-or itslength-is of
no interes.”

Baijon made a sound that might of been alaugh. "Y ou treat with Libraries to shape your ends,
Highness. What difference is there be-tween you and Archangd-and your ends?”

"If I may, Vdijon, | should like to draw adistinction between mysdlf and the creations celebrated in
your histories," said Pdadin.

"Would you?' | sad.

"Butterfly, you know thetruth,” Pally said for my earsonly. ™Y ou know what | am. Y ou know what
Archivewas-and in some sensg, is. If you must involve Vdijon Starbringer, why confuse him?”

"Confusonispart of life)" | said out loud.

Baijon waslooking at me. "l await answers," he said. He was scared underneath. Maybe moren | was.
Hed been raised up to be terrified of Prince-Elects and Libraries. | hadn'.

"Why concern yoursdf?' Prinny said. "'Y ou want my dear cousin--in-nobility Archangd. | shdl provide
him. What more do you need?"

Baijon shook his head. Hed been pushed about asfar as he could go, but | saw him try. "If | but open
the door to agreater evil. . . ."

"l am not evil, Vdijon, if you arenot,” Pdadin said.

He added something in the yap I'd heard from the Ghost Capital beacon-what'd used to be Old Fed
lingo before it became Sacred High Helltongue. Baijon went green.

"Shut up, Pdlly! Listen, Baijon, you don't got to listen to these glitterborn. We go, weice Archangd,
that'sthelot. We do it our way. It's what we wanted."

"How touching,” said Prinny. "May | remind you, little wild-flower-"
"No," | said. "Y ou want usto go and blow up this computer of Archangel's"
That finally fetched him. "No, | do not. Library, | understood you had explained the matter to her.”

"l explained the need for cooperation, Highness," Paladin said. "And that your wishes and herswere
gmilar, upto apoint.”

And at the sametime, in my ear: "Hewill kill you, Butterfly-at least hewill kill Vdijon. If thereissome
Useful purposeto be served by everyonein thisroom dying and Archangel continuing to lay waste the
Empire, | am not aware of it. Please.”

| went over and sat down next to Baijon. He huddled up to me like he was cold. | put my arm around



him.
Some heroes we made.
"Oke, Nobly-Born. You tell us."

Prinny lashed around the room like something angry with real sharp teeth. Hed fooled me treating me
like something he waswilling to talk to, but it was true colorstime in beautiful downtown Bennu
Superfex, palaceoid to the stars. And the only reason he was doing any of it himsdlf was because it was
treason so thick you could cut it.

Towho, | wasn't sure anymore.

"Y ou will be given whatever tools you require. Archangel has re-treated to his palaceoid-to watch, as
he supposes, hisvictory unfold. Y ou will enter the palaceoid. Y ou will make it possible for the Paadin
Library to enter Prince Malorum's computer matrix. After that you may do asyou please.”

| wanted to ask why it was Baijon and me was going to do those things, but didn't.
"Isthat clear?' Prinny said.
"Itisclear, Highness" said Pdadin. And Prinny vanished. Right while | waslooking at him.

There's no such thing as teleportation, unless you count the Old Fed stargates. It must of been
something with holos. Thelast thing to go was the smile, and it wasn't avery nice one.

"Itisn't clear," | said, when | was sure he was gone.

"Itis" sad Baijon. | looked at him. He stood up, wanting to face off Paladin but not knowing where he
was.

"Library," said Bajon, soft.

And he was more than afraid-it was like something horrible you'd run away from your whole life, but
you knew in theend it was your job.

"Librarian," Pdadin sad. "1 have waited to meet you."

Paladin'd dways wondered where hellflowers came from. Hed lost the memories that would of told
him. Maybe one-time Paladin'd met Baijon's great-great-great-back in the days when dMayne was
Librari-ans, not Library-killers. Nobody knows about that now but some of them-and me. They'd spent
athousand years wiping out every trace of their history, and dedicating every waking moment to being
ready toice any Librariesthat might of survived.

But it explained why the best trandatorsin the Empire is xenophobes. And if Berathiawasright,
hellflowers and Librariesd been friends for two millennialonger than they'd been enemies.

Which part should count?
"l an Malmakosim. It isthe lesser evil," Baijon said, bewildered.

"Itisno evil," Pdadin said. "1 amamind. Y ou areamind. Do our differing capacities make one of us
evil?'



“Neither the fire nor the lake are evil-but they cannot exist to-gether. | would that you were destroyed,
Library, because | wish my peopleto live" Valijon shook his head.

"Yet | have helped San'Cyr to come to you, because you are the weapon | must wield. Archangel must
die. Hisevil, at least, must end. You, Library, in possession of Archangd'sfiles, can impersonate him
throughout the Empire, acting in hisname."

"And making incontrovertibly public everything he has done to gain such power. He cannot hold what
he has taken without alies," Pdadin said.

"And when the Malmakosim Archange isdead, Malmakos? What will the Prince-Elect use you for
then?'

Therewasabrief slence.

"No man usesme," Paladin said. "And cooperation is only possible between equals. When Archangel
and hiswarmongering are stopped, | will go.”

Listening to the two of them chaffer made my brain hurt. If my luck wasin | would of been boredisadl,
but my luck'd been out so long somebody'd rented its room. What their mutua yap was, was new
trou-ble ankling up and taking anumber.

From what | could scrape together in the factoid department, Pala-din's origind plan had been this:
unaware that thanksto Archive | had term life assurance, he swapped odd jobs to the Prince-Elect in
ex-changefor afast ship and afull pardon for Yours Truly.

When he did redlize that my nonworking parts had got damaged in transit Paladin changed his price:
now he wanted the med-tech to pro-vide a clone into which he could record al the factory-origind parts
of Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere that hadn't had Old Fed Tech holes gnawed in them by Archive, a
cute idea he hadn't bothered to consult me on.

Fine. Neither of these was any trouble to Prinny, considering what he got in exchange. But Prinny's
payoff'd changed, too. He wanted in to Archangel's comps, and had decided | wasjust the girl to doit.

Why?
And why had Paladin let him?

And whileswe was asking questions, just how well did I know my good buddy Paladin, pacifist
Library and al-round numbercruncher of probity? Lifed been rich and full these last severd kilo-days. |
wasn't who I'd been and Baijon wasn't either, which was alot less scary than that Paladin wasn't who he
used to was neither. Not by sixes.

Oh, hewasn't Archive. | was till willing to bet my life on Paadin not wanting to melt down the
universe. All héld ever wanted wasto St in acorner and unscrew the inscrutable.

| just didn't know if that was dl he wanted now.

* * % * *x % * * * *x * *

Two Bennu Superfex days later we was ready-Baijon and me and Paadin. Only two of uswas going,
though. Paladin'd follow usto the edge of angeltown. After that, we was on our lonealone until he could
run the DataNet into Archangd's comps. Pdladin didn't have any inten-tion of taking to the dataweb



agan.

Which made dl hisremarksto Baijon about leaving oncet Archan-gel was dead just so much starshine,
didntit?

I'd lost track some time back of how many was lying to who about what. Prinny'd wanted to ice
Archangel whileslonger than held known about me, so his sonic tap dance about sending us off to uplink
Morningstar into the DataNet was pure fusion. He could of hired twelve other people to do that. Thia
could do that.

And if Paladin's home desire was to keep me safe and warm, send-ing me off against Archangd was
not the way to do it. Ditto if hereally had as much of the whiphand over Prinny ashe said hedid, | bet
I'd be locked up somewhereingtead of practicing consensua autonomy and going off to get myself killed
like Prinny wanted.

| wondered what was redlly going on, but not that much. The only thing | hoped was that my
ex-partner really was going to dump Archan-gel'smemoirsal over space and shift Archange'swar into
reverse.

But I'd sttle for killing Archangdl. And getting that depended on getting out of here before anyone
twigged to the I-hoped-fact that | wasn't stupid as| looked.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| sat inthe mercy scat and didn't touch the controls. This was Thronespace; on record we was
following atug to the exurbs where it waslegit to Jump her. In gritty redlity Paladin was controlling both
ships: usand them. A five-finger exercise for aOld Fed black box.

| sat back and planted both bootsin the newly-repaired off-white superskin console upholstery and
looked at the brand-new factory-line navicomp with the Jump-numbersal tapped in.

"Now, Baijon-ba," | said. "We-"
Which wasasfar as| got before Baijon Stardust grabbed the angelstick and yanked down hard.

He had it backwards, but Dance wasforgiving. Lightsflashed as Ghost Dance redlined her goforths
her own sdf. | heard them squedl asthey hit Jump potentid; proximity klaxons damn near deafened me-.
And then we was absolutely elsawhere.

"Areyou out of your varblonjet mind, you noke-ma’ ashki hdlchaudatu?Y ou could of spread usthin
over Grand Centra and started six new interstellar incidents before breakfast!”

He looked around. "Isthe Library gone?"

| counted to one hundred and six whiles looking out at angeltown. | guessed it took more than the
Archangel bluesto make Baijon trust aLibrary. | guessed there was maybe afew things Baijon didn't
want to say in front of my bouncing babby ex-partner.

Metoo.

"One way to check."



Therewas awalybox machined into the mercy seat now, right next to the new and superfluous
navicomp. | could fly Ghost Dance without touching athing. | spooled the gppropriate jink out of my
wrist and got ready to become Ghost Dance's peripherd.

And hestated. What if Paladin wasn't gone? What if he and Baijon wasin thistogether, and thiswas a
trick to get mein to where Pdadin could find out everything | knew and had figured out lately?

| looked at Baijon. And | wanted to not care whether he sold me out or not, but the stakes was just
too damn high.

"Isit here!" Baijon said again. It was Paladin he was talking about. My friend-first, best, and only.

No. Not only. Not any more. | dammed the jink home. Archive was waiting for me. Paladin'd sorted
me before, trying to make the ghost dance in my head something ahuman could stand. Now when my
mind had the space to spread out, | could sense Archive as something separate from me.

Therewasn't room in herefor the kind of redlity I'd had in Bennu Superfex. Redity waslike being blind
and having everything described to you by avoder with dl the high and low frequencies lopped off.
"Breeder dut,” the warp of light said.

"Find Pdladin,” | told it.

But hewasn't here. | knew that as soon as1'd spoke. | pulled back to where | could yank the plug
loose, and left me and Archive layered in on each other again.

"He'sgone," | told Baijon.
"l must trust you, San'Cyr," he said back.

"l could say the samething. Why'd you pull that hyperjump stunt? It ain't going to exactly endear either
of usto His Prince-Electfulness--do we need any more enemies?”

You don't need another Class-A warrant. | heard Paadin'svoice, in memory.

Baijon amiled. "One never needs enemies, San'Cyr, but they are so much fun to acquire. No. It isnot
that. | know . . .it...isyour friend. Y ou havetold methis, and this| believe. But it is not human,
San'Cyr. Human godsare not its."

| feel no loyalty to the Prince-Elects policies. Pdadin'd told me that in Bennu Superfex and |
believed him.

Maybe.
But he didn't redlly care about Archangd, either. Padin wasin thisfor me.
Probably.

And what about when | was dead? Who would Paladin be in what for then? Paladin knew where
Mereyon-peru was now, even if he couldn't get there without aship. A whole Ghost Capitd full of
Librar-ies, at least that was the way to bet.

What would Paadin do about Mereyon-peru?



"l do not wish the Library to know what it isthat we do-or when, or how," Baijon said.
"Y ou better settle on that, 'bal, because he knows where."

Maybe Baijon'd been right in the first place. About noncoopera-tion, and no survivors, and death to
Libraries. It wastoo late now to say so. Or wonder what Paladin's plans for the Empire was, now that he
wasin the mercy sedt.

And wewas going to alittle piece of heaven called Morningstar.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

The Old Fed shoved stars around to where they liked them; allittle engineering hat-trick the Empire
couldn't touch. Thronespaceis one of their artifacts: aten-cubic-light area of sunsarranged red close
together in designer patterns. Something for everybody. Archangd had his own star system.

Glitterborn and palaceoid go together like Gentry-leggers and high-iron. Palaceoid Bennu Superfex
was modest by loca standards. Mallorum Archangel's bolt-away-from-hole was more the thing. It wasin
the boondocks of Thronespace, five lights from Grand Centra's sun. The Jump I'd plotted and Baijon
triggered dumped us in real space about alight-year out. Space was crowded here. Y ou couldn't go more
than haf alight without bumping into a sun, and traffic between was heavy. It'd take some fancy
footwork to keep us from being noticed, and travel wouldn't be fast.

But neither Baijon nor mewasin ahurry. We was only going to get one shot at Brother Archangel, and
no guarantees Prinny hadn't shopped us before during or after cutting our ded. If he had, the only thing
we had on our side was Prinny'd be expecting usto do anything but hold off heading right for Archangd's
home and homicide,

So we wouldn't go straight there. We'd do our best to give His Electfulnesss planstime to well and
truly gang aft agley, and then get back to our own.

If wedtill could.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

" 'Bal, you think the Codlition's going to makeit to Throne!" We'd been out of Imperid view for five
days. Our first plan-mess up Prinny's plans-had matured with Baijon's help into something
hell-flower-sneaky that | had the awful feding was going to actualy work. It had step-backs and
fall-backs and cut-outs to where it looked like the graphed plotline of the last seventy-nine issues of
Infinity Jilt, Girl Pirate of the Never-Never, and short of Archange teeporting in and killing us both
now, | thought it wasfailsafe, if not necessarily survivable.

Wewas currently hanging at full stop x-kazillion kliks from the surface of Archangd's
bolt-away-from-hole. So far as| could tell from cautious listening, nobody'd tripped over us, and the
DataNet only bounces between terminas, so Paadin couldn't find us either so long as our ears was shut
down.

| hoped. Because | might not be sure about too much else, but what | did know was Paladin wasn't
going to help me do for Archangdl. And I'd been counting on him.

Baijon shrugged. "Will the Coalition and the Gentle People pre-vail ? Depending on their dliesand their
enemies-and where the Malmakosim Archangd hasthe Fleet-"



"And whether it'smutinied, | know, | know-but what about wherVif the Codition getsto Throne and
finds out there isn't aEm-peror?”’

I'd explained to Baijon what Paadin'd said about there just being an empty chair with Prinny standing
next toitinthe hdls of gaactic power.

"Oh, San'Cyr, there will be an Emperor. The Azarine Council will seek until they find one, and this
Emperor will bejust asthey desre.”

He sounded toobloodydamn cynica for akid asyoung as| kept forgetting hewas. A kid that wouldn't
get any older. The Codition would bresk through. Archangd would get hiswar, the one he thought he
was going to win. And then there wouldn't be a Empire no more.

| wondered how long to smash atechnologica base until nothing could repair it. Then down into the
long dark-and would the Hamati or the Sodality leave usthere in peace. | wondered?

And would the Libraries care?
"Yeah. | guessit'stime, then.”
Win-and die. Lose-and die. Took al the fun out of it, somehow.

Almog.



The Court of the TwiceBorn 5: Ringing the Changes

What is power? And, more germanely, how may it be wielded? Historicaly, power isthe ability to
affect-to change another's state for whim aone.

But to achieve that is hardly enough. One must know that one has doneit. Effect without informationis
randomness. Chance cannot wield power, only the informing intellect may, and intellect implies

percep-tion.

So first one must do, and then one must know . . . or must one? Even before doing, there must be
knowledge-to know what to do, and how, to create the precise difference one envisions. There must be
no margin for error. Power absoluteiswielded only when redlity can be brought into exact conformation
with one's desires.

To do that there must be knowledge.

Petty power isthe withholding of knowledge. To keep others from knowing what one knows-to keep
oneself a secret-that is power of asort. And to pierce such vells of childish secrecy-that is greater power.

But to create by the exercise of power aworld in which secrets smply do not exist-where every
leverageisrendered explicit and there are no random factors | ft-that is the greatest power of all.

Power is knowledge.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

What isthe proper exercise of power? If absolute power is defined as absolute knowledge and its
concomitant omnipotence, what isthe proper use. . . of knowledge?

Optimigtswill tell usthat Man'sdegtiny liesin eternd evolution. Extreme optimistswill reserve that
degtiny to dl Life, asif increasing open-ended complexity were avirtue. Thus destiny, and with it two
questions.

Isevolution theideal destiny of Life? And if itis, shdl mastery beits handmaid?
And if not, what isthe proper exercise of power?

To gratify whim? But whim israndom, and so in service to whim the exercise of power must be
random aso-hardly ditinct from the blind chance that governsthe universeinits natura state.

Isthe proper use of power to distinguish itself from chaos and old night-to bring order to an absence of
order? Andif itis, how shal it be done?

Who and how and what and why. Questions. And at every turn the discerning intellect can enact more
questions, each infinites ma mite of explication adding its modicum of complication to the way the student
of mastery seestheworld.

With ultimate knowledge dl these questions are answered.



Knowledgeis power, and power isan end in itsdlf.



5
The Sleepless Knight

Good morning, and welcometo the last day of the rest of your life. The Palaceoid Morningstar orbited
adwarf star damn near cool enough to walk on that was starting to show avisible disk in the picture
windows about thetime | finished my first box of tea. The star glowed about the color of airon shoe
before you nail it to the mule except where white cracks showed through. Pretty.

Morningstar its own self was aroughly-spherical solid surfaced in black glass. We didn't know whether
Archangel wasthere or not, but Prinny'd said he was and if he wasn't we could take over the place and
walit for him to come back so we could go back to our origina plan--kill him and publish his memoirs.

I'd liked dl my planslots better when | thought | could trust Pala-din to fall back on. Back when he
wasn't busy doing favorsfor Prinny he was sure | wouldn't approve of, al dong of being for my own
good.

The surface of Archangd's modest spiritua retreat was cunningly molded in nooks and crannies and the
odd mountain range, and every convenient receptacle was filled with luminescent orange gas. Theidea
was it was pretending to be what was |eft of a planet after its star'd gone nova. Cute.

If Archangel wasin there somewhere, he had more catch-traps and werewolves around him than the
TC& C had fiddling customs regs. Prinny'd been betting Archangel'd been too dim to bar approach to his
own battle-yacht sinceit'd got stolen, which was what he'd pitched to us as agood idea.

It was astupid idea. And Archangel wasn't astupid villain.
Wed come up with something better.

| ood in the Main Receiving Lounge for Dance and fitted Baijon up onelast timein hisgenuineillega
antique Imperial Hoplite Armor. Dangerous, sdlf-contained, two meters and change and X-hundred ki
los. Antique, because it'd given the Imperia SpaceMarines alittle too lethal aautonomy whiles back. The
perfect gift for ahdlflower with anything.

Scannerswould pick Baijon up the minute he neared the surface. Hed make every data-catcher
Morningstar had go off like the Imperia Birthday. And Archangd knew what the Hoplite Armor looked
like. HEd know who was coming to call.

Part of our plan. Well, Baijon's plan.

My turn. | put on abresther to go with the chamsuit | already had on and Baijon sedled meinto a
lifepak. A lifepak isn't a gpacesuit. It's just abag that |ets you bresthe while being transferred
ship-to-ship. Redl basic.

Then Baijon opened both hatches of the air lock at once.

Ghost Dance started her young career as a battle-yacht, not a battleship. She's got only one lock, and
it'satad bit smaler than Baijon in armor. In order to go out together, we had to void half the ship.

Every surfacein sight went gray with condensation frost. Therest of the air and water whirled out in a



spiraling plume, logt in thelightless night i could see beyond the open lock. Baijon held on to mewhilesa
bunch of little things we'd overlooked went away too, and then it wasjust him and mein airless gravity,
and me with about ahour-five of bresthing left in my baggie.

He picked me up and squirmed through the lock, and then even gravity went away.

Morningstar was far enough so that it wasjust adisk | could cover with my thumb. Baijon kicked off
from the hull and Dance was gone too -no up, no down, just falling forever at any speed you chose.

| closed my eyes. All there was, was the sound of my own breath-ing. Theair inmy lifepak swelled it
like being in abubble. Transparent to sensors. No metdl, no tech. A air-tight sunscreen with ahaf-life of
hours.

Baijon fell toward Morninggtar. | didn't see anything that looked like afront door. At thelast minute he
let go and veered off, and | fell alone.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *
Darktrading is my business, but staying dive has dways been my hobby. Sometimesin order to do that
you got to get at things people don't want you to. I'm good at getting into things. Like Archangd's

numbercruncher. We was going to try what you may cdl your basic two-pronged assault on Archangd's
rack and ruin. Baijon was the flashy half.

| wasthe sneaky hdlf.

| didn't have any tech to break my fal, but the surface pull of Morningstar was barely enough to
capture mein thefirst place. | must of weighed lessthan 20K on the heavyside. Just before | hit | dashed
the lifepak open. It shot away from me on ajet of escaping air and | bounced to the surface of
Morningstar within eyeshot of the back door and nobody dropped any whistleon meat al.

The minutes of air | had left | could count on my fingers and toes. After one of them | raised my head
out of the toxic decorator accents. A cham-suit with abreather can pretend it's a pressure suit if you're
not fussy about eating rads for breskfast, but | ill had to get in.

Get in. Link Morningstar with the DataNet. Then it was Paadin's night to howl.
After which | was going to double-crosshim.
It was my turn, after dl.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

Gravity was dmost nonexistent. | belly-crawled along over fake destruction, holding on to keep from
bouncing away. The planswe'd tapped back at Bennu Superfex till held good: everything was pretty
much where it was supposed to be and | knew where that was.

Things like the emergency surface accessto Morningstar.

Of course there was one, for three good reasons. First, it was stan-dard issue, second, tourists would
be stopped in orbit or a the landing ring, and third, Archangel hadn't probably gotten the word he was
gpozed to be capital-E Evil yet and therefore the lawful prey of every gazetted space-yobbo going.



Because | wasn't only betting the surface-lock wasthere. | was betting it was open. Under the "aid to
spacefarers' regs alock between a corrosive environment and a clean one must not be locked.

Oneof thethings| had on my side was human nature. Archangel might be wicked awful mean and
nasty, but | bet he wasn't consistent.

| wasright, too.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Closer to the back door there was more gravity. | could walk up-right if | wanted to get
target-acquired and shot. | didn't. | crawled. The bright orange window dressing gave nice cover.

All sudden-like there was aflash that lit up al the sky beyond the next fake mountain range. There
wasn't enough air to carry sound waves, but the glass under my hands and knees carried shock waves
real good.

Baijon Stardust was back in town.

The next Baijon-quake hit just as| reached thelock and saw it was wide open with only abutton
anything could trigger. For the last five minutes I'd been bresthing the speciad-scented reservein the
breather that says there's about as much again left inside, and now the combinartion of bounce and
Morningstar gravity did me back haf the way 1'd come.

It wasn't no consolation neither to think how well it distracted the maybe-guard that nobody said you
couldn't put on theinsde door of theair lock, "aid to spacefarers’ notwithstanding. | wondered how long
I'd survive with my lungsfull of photo-excited orange gop.

I made it back up the dope to the lock again about the time the breather gave one last hiss and shut
down. | hit the button without caring who maybe heard it and fell into the empty air lock.

Standard gauges. | pulled off my mask as soon asit was safe and sucked up alungful of red air. If the
housekeeping computers was going to record the lock opening and call someone they'd haveto go right
ahead-| wasn't going to jink the tronicsfrom thisside of aair lock door.

But Cardati nswear cham-suits so that they can walk right up to their target before shooting
them. | turned mine on. Thelight did the blue-shift that means the cham-field's working. Maybe the guard
wouldn't see me until too late.

The inner door opened.
And I'd wasted all that technologica sophistication. There wasn't a sophont in Sight.
They wasdl out chasing Baijon. Hellflowers plan red good.

| pulled out thefirgt of the canisters on my belt. Smaller'n my hand, no metal nor power-pacsto trigger
Sensors.

| set it on thefloor and pulled the tab. A fine red mist hovered around the nozzle then sank to the floor
and drifted. Heavier than air.

Product of atechnology so far beyond anything | knew it looked like magic. Core-Worldstech. The



genuine Imperia Phoenix.
The red mist scuttered away and vanished into the walls. Still no hardboys.

| started off down the corridor. According to the architect's plans, if | wanted to tap into the main
computer core | had to go down another kilometer or so, and that would take me right through officer's
country.

Forget that.
| gave up my search for truth and started looking for agood peripherd.

All the doors on thislevel had idiot switches-poke them and the door opened, no matter who you
were. | found storage, emergency supplies, and some promising bells-and-whistles that turned out to only
be abackup monitor for palaceoid life-support. | |eft three more canis-ters.

Along about thetime | wasfeeling rea exposed out here there was aladder and a maintenance
tube-too small for one of Archangd's grain-fed dite and a pretty tight fit for me. It was so tight | had to
gtrip off al my bandoleers and everything down to my cham-suit and drop it down ahead.

It wasworth it. The next level down was an interfloor for mainte-nance tronics. Red lighting and the
celling so low | had to stay bent over, and a perfect place to leave more of Mother St. Cyr's Imperid
toysfor girlsand boys. The cham-helmet started correcting for the light, with alittle running display about
relative angstroms projected at the corners of my eyes. | opened alittle sedl-pak and shook it at the wall.
A cloud of slver spiders dmost too small to see came floating out and disappeared amongst the
bells-and-whistles,

Hellflower plans, I'd found out whiles, involved making your en-emy kill hisown sdll'. Thisonewasno
exception. We wanted me to have access to the Morningstar computer core. There was three waysto

Qgetit.
"A”-Main force. Baijon wastrying that for completeness sake.
"B"-Snesk-thievery. That was me.

Or "C"-me again-have Archangd giveit to me. Sabotaging his hardware and leaving me the only
computer repairware in sght would make that work just fine.

I looked around for an exit off thislevel-maybe down to where some access terminas was so we didn't
haveto goto Plan C.

There was something dripping and | hoped it waswater. | didn't know how much damage a suit of
Hoplite Armor could do. Nobody did. It depended on the skill of the operator, maybe. What | knew
wasit was on full charge and Baijon had every kind of letha he knew to ask for.

The world shook again. There was sirens. | got theideathe natives was finally waking up to smell the
plasma.

| had to crabwalk the length of the corridor before | found another access. | |eft the remainder of my
toys behind and dithered down into white light meant for tall people to |ook-see.

"Holdit!"



"B" had been agood plan whilesit lasted. What | stood |ooking at was a Space Angel whiles another
one | couldn't see yanked my cham-hood off from behind.

So much for snesky. Welcome to Morningstar. Then they hit me.

Redlity did itsusua dow comeback. Thefirst thing | established was that 1'd been put out, and the
second was that it was probably with aknock on the head. The third thing was who done it and the
fourth thing was where I'd been at the time and aong of then it wastime to try opening my eyesand find
out where|l wasnow, so | did.

| was on my face. | rolled onto my back. Everything was still cheap mass-produced gray, color of
dave-pensand prisons and the public dole.

“If you're here to rescue me, sweetheart, you're off to adamn poor start.”
| knew that voice. Dammit.

| folded my body at the usud joints and got my hands up to the lump that showed I'd made the right
guess about how 1'd been chilled. Everything worked, and nothing hurt too much, and by then | wasfresh
out of gtall and had to facethe music.

| turned around.
It was Errol Lightfoot, the two and only.

He was chained to awall, which was comforting. He was dive, which was not. The second to last time
I'd seen my good old buddy Errol Lightfoot, Baijon'd just cut histhroat car-to-car.

Thelast timel'd seen him, hed been Malorum Archangd. "And if you're here to kill me, you're going
to havetowait online."

| worked my jaw for awhile until | was pretty surel could talk.
"Shut up, Errol.”

| stood up without too much trouble. | had my cham-suit, stripped of power-pacs and anything that
made it more than aflashy suit of fly-vines. | ran my fingers over my left wrist and dl thejinkswere
seemed--like in good working order. They'd left that alone. | looked around.

Standard Imperid Det-cell. Errol (real or not), abench, some as-sorted walls. No doorsin sight, no
commo.

There was a door, natch, and maybe even acommo. But hid real good so maybe only the high-heat
could find them, and that was a ninety-percent fact.

| thought for half atik, then walked over and kicked Errol ashard as | could.

It wasn't that hard, given my state of affairs, but it was enough to knock him off the bench and make his
manaclesring asthey hit their stop.

“ FO['-"

"Just you tel me one-time, Errol-che-bai, what you know about TwiceBorn lifetaker Archangd.”



Errol looked a me with big brown eyes. Guilty enough to know something, not scared enough to tell it.
He pushed himself back up on the bench, dl black velvet flashwrap and superskin hold-me-tight. He
tried to look bored.

"What everyone knows. Now look, darling, if you're till upset about what happened in the Roaqg . . .
Sometimes I'm good at keeping secrets. From his expression thiswasn't one of the times.

"Or Roya-" Errol went on smoothly. | felt my face do something. Errol'sfroze. He shrugged.

"It seemsjust uncharitable somehow. Y ou have your handsfree. I...”

| wondered what he was talking abouit.

And | took back every mean thing I'd ever thought about Paladin. 1'd give up al personal autonomy
and my plansto burke the way of the Galactic world if he would just show up and explain me what was

goingail.
| sat back on my heels and propped up awall acivil distance away from Errol-the-Peril and tried to
make either my or Archive's brain do me some good.

On Royad, Baijon and med met Malorum Archangel, brat prince, face to naked face. Hed looked like
Errol. Hed talked like Errol--sometimes. Up till now 1'd been pretty sure he was Etrol.

What he was a so was some kind of mindbender. Maybe. Someday I'll know something for sure.

| looked at Errol. He was for-sure not Archangel, and | waslook-ing for it now. That'swhy | kicked
him-no glitterborn’'s going to hold till for that, and Archangel had nasty manners enough for any Six ristos.

Thiswas Errol Lightfoot. But even assuming Errol and Archangel wasjust twin brothers, Errol was
dead.

And thiswastaking too long. | didn't know how long I'd been out. Was Baijon dead aready? Had the
tech I'd thrown around suborned Archangd's systems? And if Archangd waslooking for Baijon and me
why was| hereinstead of hung out to dry in his pet star chamber? Unless Archangel wasn't here.

Archangel wasn't here because Errol was here because they two couldn't never bein the same place at
oncet.

| dmost grabbed theideastail but it bit me and dithered away. | stood up.
"So | unchain you, Errol-bai. What's that buy me?'

"A way out. But not done. Stick with me, pet-1'll lead you to more val uta than you can freight. We
aways did make agood team.”

| wondered when that was, exactly.
"Jkeyn. Y ou convinced me. Errol-che-bai. Just | be short of vari-able compkey now, you know."
"Thekey'sin my boot."

"Kick it over herethen."



| waited until he did. If he wanted what he wanted he didn't have a choice, and he wanted it. Oh, Errol
wanted it bad. Almogt as had as he didn't want me asking him any questions.

But what kind of yolyos chains abody up and then leaves him the key-even if it'swhere he can't use
it-and then puts somebody in with him, too?

The key in Errol's boot was four times the size of every other onel ever seen, and had morethan a
whiff of Old Fed Tech about it. It had extrabuttons. | pressed one and lines appeared in the ceiling.

Door.

"Y ou can't get out of here without me, darling. We've got to help each other-that's the truth.”
"Y ou help metdling what you know about Archangd, one-time.”

"Nothing," sad Erral.

It wasn't convincing.

"Maybe we both St here, then.” | tried dl the other bells-and--whistles on the thing, but nothing else
worked. The door didn't open.

"Maybe you'd like to be here when Archangel-" Errol said, and stopped.

So Erral Lightfoot didn't think Errol Lightfoot was Malorum Archangd. That wasinteresting.
"Meand Archangd old friends, ba."

Errol tried again. "Look. | know we haven't been the best of friends, St. Cyr, but thisis different-"
"Je?' | said, dl bright interest.

Errol tried sncerity. "Maybe theré's some things I've done in my life that I'm not proud of, but-" he
stopped.

If Errol could turn pae, he did, and now the sincerity wasn't being poured from the usud bottle. "He's
coming back. Give me the key!"

I've dways madeit atenet of persona behavior to get in the way of the glitterborn whenever
convenient. The cham-boots made no sound at dl as| jumped up on the bench with Errol. His hands
was pulled up over his head by a set of hypertrophied come-quietlies. | ran the key along the sensor-strip

and they popped open.

| got out of theway but not fast enough. As soon as he heard the lock unseal Errol put afoot in my
stomach and pushed. | went sailing, and when everything was sorted out, Errol had the key and | had
some new aches.

"Does this mean we ain't gonnabe partners?* | said from the floor.

Errol punched buttons. They worked for him. It was one hell of acompkey. It turned the gravity off,
and | found out my floor was awall and did more meters than some. It opened the door in the celling that
wasawal when the gravity reoriented to Morningstar standard, and Errol sprinted out through it whiles|
was getting vertica again.



Or he started to, anyways. He reached the doorway and stopped like hed hit awall. He jerked in
place like someone was running cur-rent through him, and | figured if somebody had to trigger a
catch-trap it was better him not me.

Then he turned around, smoothed his hair back with both hands, and saw me.
And amiled.

"Dear me. How terribly convenient,” said Malorum Archangel.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

"l supposeit redly istimel added another host.”

| was standing in Technarchy Central, trying to figure aangle | could use. The surface of the Palaceoid
Morningstar was haf amile up and dl around mewastal glass cylindersfilled with infinite identical
cloned naked Erral Lightfoots. It wasachilling sight.

Wed had some hardboys-Archangd's personal persond staff and without even as much morasas
your average Space Angd might have. They wasin with Brother Mdlorum and his hellgod plansLI1Pto
the eyeteeth and thought that was just dandy, thanks.

The hardboys babysat whiles Archangel washed the last of Errol Lightfoot out of his glitterborn hair.
When he came back, we came here.

"It'sjust that I've grown so attached to dear Errol,” Archangd prattled on. His hellviolet eyes seemed
to shinelight across Errol's cheekbones. He kept looking Sidewise a me to see how | wastaking this
tour of his chop-channel fetch-kitchen.

There's some things the Empire ain't shy about, and the feed on the Public Channel issix of them. It's
livein the Core-Worlds. In the Outfar it's canned and rebroadcast, but that didn't matter. i knew what a
room like this could do.

Archangd put alot of effort into his hobbies.

"Thisistheoriginal, you know. | keepit for . . . when I'm here." And keep it chained up therest of the
time, when Archangel was. . . where?

"Still, maybeit'stimefor achange." Helooked at me. "Cloned, of course. . . if theorigind issuitable"

His pet nightmares walked a discreet distance behind. Armed coked borged and closemouthed. I'd
need to be Infinity Jilt, girl space pirate, to fight my way out of this one. The second most expensive
sophont in the Phoenix Empire had me cold. He thought.

Except he was talking about going around wearing my face-and cloned it'd be pristine, origind,
unmodified, and that's the face of alnterdicted Barbarian from Tahe angone Sector, with a usefulness
measured in the negative numbers. Hell, I've been trying to get rid of it for years.

Archangd was bluffing.

"Look," | said. It wasn't hard to sound scared. Not in aroom where the tech was set up to make me
into spare partsin less than two minutes. "Look. | want to cut adedl.” Any dedl, that let me hook up to a



jump-computer on aship hewason.

"No dedls." He backhanded me and at first | thought hed missed. Then my cham-suit curled back
away where hed diced it.

Stars and gdaxies, diding and novaeing through black glassflesh. Archangd grabbed thetrailing edges
and shucked the cham-suit halfway off. All of Prinny's custom gratis glitterborn cyberwork gleamed
under the lights. Where | wasme, | was cold.

Archangd put his hand on my black glass shoulder.
"But you must tell me where you've been sincethelast timel saw you. | ings."

Archangd's werewolves laid hands on me like they'd done this before. Then Archangel was staring me
down, and those purple eyes was climbing into my skull with me.

Everything else was just flashcandy for the marks. Archangel didn't need toysto take you apart.

| folded up like a collapsible ecdysiast, but I'd been in this elevator before. He wastrying to get at me
and what | was, but what he got wasn't me.

It was Archive.

Archangd gaveit hisbest shot, but al he could do was cram meintighter. | wasthird in queueina
skull only built for one, but he couldn't reach me, not in any way that counted.

Time passed. | started to worry. | was blind, deaf, and numb-likc Paladin cut off from the Net-and if |
was dead, how come | was till here?

Light came back. | took abresth that made methink | hadn't been bresthing whiles. Archive's
memories and mine dithered over and around each other, oil-dick on water.

Andwherein dl thiswas my Hoplite-armored ex-hellflower part-ner.

"S0." Archangd hit meto get my attention. "If you aren't the Brightlaw Prototype, little Butterfly, what
aeyou?'

| tried to answer. | wanted to. | couldn't.
Archangd's plain-and-fancy brainfry had done one good thing for him.
"l am Library Archive. Y ouwill surrender and serve me. Or you and al your kind will die."

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Archive used melike I'd used it-to do thingsit couldn't. That left me running the housekeeping functions
of the new improved Butterfly St. Cyr and getting aringside seat whiles Archive and Archangdl
dick-ered.

"What isit that you want, Library?

"You will convey thisbreeder to-"



There was a brief pause whileswe fought for custody of the coordi-natesto Mereyon-peru. Archive
lost, which surprised me so much | damn near gave them to him free and dl found.

Only I didn't know them, | thought. It was Archive what knew them, right?
My head hurt.

"-to the place your kind calsthe Ghost Capita of the Old Feder-ation. Y ou will be provided with
coordinates at the appropriate time. There you will have what you desire.”

"| dready havewhat | desire,” Archangel said camly. "l haveyou.”
This confused Archive dmost as much asit did me.

"l have you, Library, and your knowledge. Cooperate, and your host will survive. Displease me, and |
shdl extinguish both of you."

Thing was, Archangel was abright lad, and remembered what Archive'd forgot-that for al its Old Fed
rant, what it had available to threaten with was me.

"Perfection does not serveimperfection,” Archive said flatly. Archangel held out hishand. A hardboy
put ablaster into it. "Then cease to be, and with your cessation your chance to succeed also ends.”

Archangd raised the hottoy. He was not bluffing. If I'd been run-ning things | would of at least tried to
get out of theway. Archivedidn't even think of it. It wasfurious.

"Our godsmay besimilar. For atime," Archive said.

It wasaso ydlow.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| sat around in the back of my brain running the heart and lungs--something | couldn't stop if | tried-and
wondered if Archangel was going to be stupid enough to let usinto any computer at al. There wasn't
much Archive could do for His High-and-Mightiness stuck in anon-eectrical meatpie-on-a-stick.

“Youwishtokill. I wishtokill. Organic life must be destroyed. Y ou will belagt,” Archive said
magnanimoudy. "l will dlow you to see the universe cleared of your kind."

It could sound like ajoke, but not from where | was sitting. | got the bleed-over from Archive's
memories-from memories other Librar-ies had archived here, so their last survivor would not forget.

No matter what it told Archangd, thefirst thing it was going to do waskill everyone here. And eveniif |
was delighted to go along with that, the second thing Archive had on its partid mind was to take ship for
Mereyon-peru. It didn't matter to Archivethat Archive only existed as selected memoriesina
mest-puppet. The puppet had hands. It could activate Libraries. There were Libraries on Mereyon-peru.
If not there, they were other places. Archive had alist of caches, places where Li-braries had hoped to
hide themselves. It would search every one until it found aLibrary. It would resurrect every Library it
found.

Knowledge must never belost.

Archangd smiled.



"Do you truly think, device, that athousand years has passed with-out certain technica advances
in-shall we say-Library Science? Y ou were created to serve Man. Now you will."

The only way Archive wanted to serve man was on toast-points. It said something of the sort.
Archangd laughed, like aglitterborn hellgod that's got everything hisown way at last. He gestured. The
werewolves picked me up like lost luggage.

If Baijon was dtill alive, | wished heldd show up.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

And now, aword from our sponsor: more than you ever wanted to know about (musicd flourish) The
Brightlaw Prototype.

What it was, was “ A machine hellishly forged in the likeness of u human mind," asthey say inthe
talking-books. Illegal as hdll, pro-scribed six ways from galactic north-in short, aLibrary. But the
difference between it and Brother Archive-or even Paadin-wasthat the Brightlaw Al would do what it
wastold.

So | heard. Other peopled heard more. Archangel had backed an unfriendly takeover by some
mgjority shareholdersin Brightlaw to get hislunchhooks on it, but when Charlock took over the
Prototype and devel opment notes was absolutely el sewhere.

That didn't mean peopl€'d gave up hope.

* * % * *x % * * * *x * *

"It'sapity the Prototype wasn't available," Archangd said, al amiles. "But I'm sure youll find this
experience nearly asinteresting.” The hired help did most of meinto atangle-field. Archangel ges-tured.
A tronic floated over-the same kind I'd seen back at Bennu Superfex, atronic cyberdoc filled with
hellhouse fetch-kitchen that wasn't going to do nobody's legger nor Library any good at dl.

One of the things the catch-traps I'd scattered was set to eat was the Mgjino architecture insde the
Morningstar brains. It would make it easier for Archive-me-and Paadin-to move around in them.

That did melessthan no good at dl if | got jacked into afreestand-ing peripherd.
| wondered how interesting "nearly asinteresting” was going to be. "Nobly-Born."

The tronic was getting ready to sit on my face when we wasinter-rupted. | couldn't see anything, but |
could hear real good.

"Undoubtedly you have sufficient reason for intruding, Hamish?'

"Highness. Thereis. . . That is-it may be necessary to conduct atemporary evacuation,” quavered
Hamish.

"You aremad.” Archangd, and acase of pulsar calling the novaradioactive, | thought.

"Highness. The stellography programs indicate that some of the ornamentd planetoids may have
changed orbit. Thereisadanger-"

"Blast them out of the sky."



Archive got the sameideal did a the same time and tried to mention it. | grabbed for the voicebox and
stopped it down to adull croak.

"You Old Fed moron! Archangel's getting ready to shop us and you want to make helpful and
tell himwhere Baijon is?" | tried to ydll.

| don't know if it heard me, any morethan | could hear it. But it stopped trying to tell Archangel what
its best guess was for who was trying to put him on a collision course with his ornamental rock garden.

"Thereis" sad Hamish. "That is-Highness, there may be asmdl difficulty . . .
"If itisasmal difficulty, ded withit. | do not expect to be dis-turbed again.”
There was a short pause whiles the magjordomo went off to be somewheres else.

By now Archived come around to my way of thinking: that what was about to happen was nothing it
wanted to stay around for. | think it might even of gone back to being asubroutinein my skull if it could
of, but it didn't know how.

Why wasit this plan'd ever seemed likeit'd work? Because there wasn't nothing el se that'd work any
better. Archangel moved thetronic away and | could see him again.

In my line of work-when | had one-it dways paysto be a con-noisseur of craziness. Asin: "Just how
crazy isthat sophont acrost the table, and will it affect us doing bidness?' | had doubts about Baijon's
mental stability. | had certain doubts about mine, be it known.

| had no doubts about Archangd's. He-whatever he was-wasredly, truly, certifiedly certifiable.

"Shdl | connect you tothis, little Archive?' he said, shoving thetronic so it rocked. ™Y ou'll find the
experience interesting. Or shdl it be the house computer core? What would you do if | hooked you to
that?' Archive nearly told him.

"Or ... But there are so many, many decisons. And | think . . . A pause for reflection would be best
just now. Yes"

Archangd left.

Crazy or not, he wasn't dumb. Anybody with half an ounce of smarts would want to know who was
shoving rocks around in his sky. Maybe it was Baijon, and not just an artifact of mentd decay inthe
house compuiter.

| hoped it was. At least | thought | did.

Thefalen angelstook up stationsin front of the door and bent aglassy glim on the entertaining
gpectacle of ahalf-naked Gentrymort in atangle-field with asemi-licit A-grav cyberwidget hanging over
her. It passed the time.

| spent the time that passed trying to get loose of Archive again, but al | managed was to tangle us up
more. That was an experience even Archangel'd call interesting, so 1 stopped trying and we separated

out again.

"Bajon?" | didn't say to nobody in particular. "I think we're hav-ing fun now."



The Court of the TwiceBorn 6: Illegal Before Screaming

Thefirg difficulty in using anillegd Old Federation library to conduct an intrigueis the probability that
the Library will wish to use you. Of course, in the beginning, this presented no hardship. (In the beginning
of any joint venture, no insurmountable difficulty presents hardship.) The Pdadin's wants were vanishingly
small: find its pet bar-barian, and give her whatever she wanted.

| anticipated a certain amount of amusement from the exercise, actualy, aswell asaconvenient
hostage. One does not use a Library casualy-even if the Library in question gppearsto one after a
leisurdy sojourninthelargest Imperiad computer ever linked and indicatesit has abusiness propostion.

The Libraries always required human help, according to the Pro-scribed Histories. And today, of
course, their need for a public partner would be even more acute. And to have the free cooperation of
such an artifact as Archangel had attempted to compel ? | was fascinated.

And the Paladin did uphold its end of the bargain. Its knowledge was unfortunately confined to what
was available in Grand Centra-it told me it had suffered damage in the War-but its accessto and syn
thesis of the information was masterful. | was enabled to terminate severd levels of my spy network and
discover the absolute truth about Kennor Starbringer's covert activities. Berathia had been doing her
best, poor child, but Kennor was a clever man, for an honor-bound barbar-ian.

And it wasfortunate indeed-or so | found-that little Berathia had been intertwined with Kennor, for
thuswas | enabled to discover the locality of the enchantingly malnamed Saint Butterflies-are-free Peace
Sincere of the planet Granolain the Tahelangone Sector.

ThePdadin'sprice.

Toystore offered her to Prince Malorum, of course, but | was able to secure her after only adight
detour, thanksto Berathias help, useful child that sheis.

And that was when matters became hopelesdy tangled.

Because the little barbarian wasn't safe-or even savable. She had had theill-considered temerity while
on oneof her jauntsto infect hersaf with the matrix of Archangel's defunct Library and was being
neutraly reconfigured at an darming rate.

Did I mention that she had chosen to travel in the company of Kennor Starbringer's son-who by this
time had logt histiresome a-Mayne knife to Prince Malorum and had sworn "the vengeance of the
walking dead?' Or that the femade barbarian, far from wishing to spend her few remaining daysin luxury
in the company of her Library--something that the Paladin had assured me she would-wished to aid
young Vdijon inkilling Malorum Archangd, and had no interest in ether reasonable or moderate
behavior?

The essence of successisflexibility. Prince Mallorum Archangd's usefulness had come to an end.
Were heto continue as avisble target, the dMayne might actualy gain popular support for a"rescue’ of
the Emperor. Thus, it was expedient that he cease to hold power-he might die or not as he chose, but |
intended to have the contents of his persond filesat my disposd.



Additionadly, | had uncovered a plan by which the Paladin might be rendered adocile and obedient
servant for dl time-providing | could assureits cooperation for ashort whilelonger.

Thus| did precisaly asit had originally asked me, and aided its human pet in achieving her desires-and
some of mine.

But not dl. Not yet.

That comes later. And we will see, in that time and place, which istruly superior-the Library . . . or its
creators?



6
The Ace of Knaves

Whiles Archangd was gone however long the lights and gravity went off acoupletimesand the air
stopped once.

Compuiter trouble.

Housekeeping systemsfailing, power to the shidldsfailing. Junk in the supposed to be clean orbita
path. | wondered when Archangd'd remember the had a Library in his basement that could fix hisfarced
comps and navigate him out of trouble.

Soon enough.
"Library, | trust you will be reasonable.”
| stopped doing whatever 1'd been doing and eavesdropped on Archangel being stupid.

Archived gained ground. | couldn't feel my arms nor legs any-more. | didn't mind that too much when
Archangd's werewolves Cut power to the tangle-field and Archive (running my not very delicti corpus)
fdl to the floor with anerveless thump. | wondered how aLibrary liked having abody. From what I'd
seen, Paladin hadn't been too impressed with them.

| wished hewas here.
Archive said something | had to strain to follow. Archangel an-swered.

"l have ausefor you. It isin your best intereststo comply. If for some reason you should choose not to
be reasonable, there are many courses of action open to me.”

Archivetried to say something and stand up at the sametime and fell on my face again. | was sure glad
| wasn't using it-for al events meant to me, they could of been happening to Infinity Jit, girl Space pirate.
Thiswasjust likedl thetimes| couldn't feel Archive, but back-wards. Now it couldn't fed me.

Eventudly Archangd's werewolves got us on my feet. His Nobly-Bornness explained what I'd figured
out for mysdlf, thanks-that he wanted Morningstar moved and the computers weren't answering the helm.

"The breeder has donethis. It has released contaminants into your systems.” That was Archive, little
friend to all who knew it. Archangd snarled. It would of been scary if I'd (@) had an endocrine system
and (b) not been in the one place he couldn't get at me. If he knocked Archive around tuning me up |
wouldn't fed it and he might lose Archive, and Archangd knew it.

“And you will removethem. But just in case you seek to defy me-"
Archangd's cybernetic wartoy settled down over my head.

"It isn't the Brightlaw Prototype,” | heard His Hellishness say from far away, "but I'm sure you'l find it
nearly asinteresting.”

| felt asub-etheric crunch whileswhat wasin there bulled itsway up the neuro-pathways the jinks left
inmy bran.



Then the world opened up. | felt Archive make abolt for photo-eectric freedom. | heard it crash into
whatever Archangd'd put into the box to be with us.

| heard it scream.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

How fast doeslight think? Or to put it another way, if you think at the speed of light, how longisa
minute, redly?

Mgjino architectureisapart of modern numbercrunchers so that Libraries can't use them. It'salso used
intronic brainsto discourage spontaneous actua volition. The Brightlaw Prototype would of had to
incorporate Mgjino architecture. One, it'sthe law. Two, the ideawasto build a Library that took orders.

Archive did not incorporate Mgino architecture. For that matter, neither did I.
Archangd'stoy did.

Ever try to think with every other braincell removed? Usudly when everything hurts this much | know
why. And when it's going to stop.

How long isaminute when you live at the speed of light?
* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *
"So you seg, Library, | do have the power to compel you."

When | came back to sitting up and taking notice again the three of us-Archangel, Archive, and
me-was in the Morningstar Computer Core. The Morningstar Computer Core looked about as much like
aregular housecore as the cockpit of my old ship Firecat looked like the bridge of Ghost Dance. It was
full of techsin household livery, dl looking put off to see their lord and master.

"Y ou have the power to compel me," echoed Archive back, flat. It waslying.

It remembered the pain, but in the way something lived remember the weather. Pain didn't matter to
Archive. No matter how much Arch-angel hurt Archive, it wouldn't matter. Ever.

Archangel thought he could bresk Archiveswill, but hewaswrong. A Library doesn't have awill any
more than astardrive does. It has awhat-it-does, not awill, and if you break it you don't have aLibrary
that'll do what you want. Y ou have a broken chop-logic.

Archive wasn't broken.
"Let usbegin, then." Archange sounded smug.

"Let usbegin,” said Archive. If there was genetic memory like Baijon bdieved in, it was that making my
skin crawl. | understood now down in my bones. Libraries and human beings could not live together.
Archive made Archange look normal.

The lightsfluttered, only alittle, and out of the corner of my eye | saw one of the readouts go hysterical.
| wondered if we was down here just for fun or because the surface ingtallationsd been dagged.

It was agood thing my plans hadn't included escaping oncet Arch-angd was dead.



The cybertronic hovered just behind Archive'sand my mutud |eft shoulder. | could seeit reflected in
the facingsfor the computer hous-ings. Archangel'sinsurance palicy, he thought.

Never trust them. Never trust them. A thousand years of war teaching that same lesson, and Archangel
gill didn't know it. Y ou couldn't trust a Library because you couldn't scareit.

But Paladin had been my friend.
And | hadn't been ableto trust him, neither.

A top flunky ran ascanner over me. Thefull-service array of cyberjinks gleamed in my left wrigt, right
where Prinny'd put them.

A angeltechiefinished sistering awallybox up to the main brain. The main brain was Margrave-class,
Brightlaw make. Good enough for a Library to useif it couldn't get better. Odds were somewhereinside
it the Margrave had a switched-off link to the Imperia DatalNet, so if 1'd been me | could of done what
Prinny said he wanted and made Archan-gel's past into current events. If it didn't, it ftill controlled the
reactor, 0 | could of donewhat | wanted and converted him to plasma

Thetop flunky regled the connect out of my wrist. | could see the receiving plug waiting for it. Another
minute and Archangel would connect me up to Morningdtar, just like me and Baijon'd planned.

It wasjust too bad | wasn't around anymore.

What was around-what Archangel was asking into his computer -was a Old Federation ultimate
weapon.

Archive

* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *

Memory piled up. With memory came shape and pseudo-sub-stance. Fake Morningstar. Analog
redlity.

Everything sngpped into gritty redlity focus. | sucked air into lungs that worked for me. The computer
corewas gone. | was back by the air locks.

Which meant, for the under-informed, that Archive was now run-ning freeand al found in the
Morningstar computers. And sowasl, inavirtua sort of way.

Terrific. A glitch with apast and no future. | ran my hands over my blaster-butts. Blasters, grenades,
knives. . . | wasaregular nonexis-tent arsenal, boy howdy.

And | was here, which was more'n 1'd expected, to tell the truth. Maybe Baijon and me could il
snatch defeat from the jaws of victory -if | could find the control center and jink it crossways before
Archive did something interesting.

And find it from whatever backstreet memory-sink of iniquity | wasin now.

All the corridors of smulated Morningstar was empty. Paladin'd said the only peopleyou'd findinsdea
comp was the ones you'd brought with you or the ghosts you'd made. Wasn't no one in here with me.

Easy money.



| was hadfway to the dropshaft when | heard a sound like somebody whaling hell out of aship hull with
apry-bar. | was near another of those crawlway accesses. | did down it and tried to ook nonexistent.
Twelve suits of Imperia Hoplite Armor marched by.

No one but me, Archive, and ghogts. Archive's ghogts, and me with nothing.

On the other hand, Archive's ghosts looked pretty solid to me. How solid were mine?
"Pdadin?'

"Y es, Butterfly?'

| took adeep bresth and let it out. The voice in my head wasn't Paladin, not redlly. It was part of me
thinking | ought to have Paly with me and making him up, asfar as| could follow the explanation I'd got
from thered thing back at Bennu Superfex. The good part was, Paly awayswas better around a
computer than | was.

"How far we from the main memory, 'ba?'

"Approximately haf akilometer, vertica measurement. In terms of surfaces requiring linear traverse,
roughly four kilometers. Projected travel timeisten seconds. Subjective projected travel timeis one hour
and-"

The bad part was, the copy wasjust as annoying asthe original. It occurred to me all of a sudden that
thiswas what Paladin'd been talking about back on Bennu Superfex. | had afake Paladin-and if | had a
glitch-verson of himin my head, Paadin had aglitch-verson of me running around ingde him, too.

| wondered what | waslike. | wondered if heliked it. | wondered if that explained any glitchesin the
Grand Centra Brain over thelast four hundred days.

"Je, yeah, wherés Archive?'
"Everywhere)" said Paadin. "But it isnot looking thisway."
Living well isthe best revenge.

On the other hand | bet Archive never had to walk around a deserted palaceoid that wasn't there to get
where it wanted to go.

| started off down the corridor thinking thiswasn't going to he as difficult asit could be. Mostly getting
into the Main Brain seemed to involve running and hiding, and I've had alifetime's experience a that. This
couldn't be too different.

| thought.
- pulse- -

My blasters melted out from under my fingers and then my fingers did the same. There was no up, no
down, no eyesto see they wasn't there with.

"Pdadin!"

| yelled and everything came back redl. | squeezed my handsto-gether so hard they hurt, looking for



something to fed.
"Youexplanthat," | sad.

"You forgot,” said the clever plastic replicaof my ex-partner. You forgot who you were and that you
were.

And thered Pdadin wasn't here to help me now. So when | forgot, my fake
tailored-for-ex-organics-only redity melted like alead pipe dream. And sometime | wouldn't be ableto
bring it back again.

But worrying has never paid my docking fees, so instead of doing some | went where my bootleg
version of Paladin told me to-through ducts, aong tronic maintenance accesses, and adong of anywheres
Archive didn't happen to be looking.

| saw plenty of Archive, though. The next time | had to cross aopen space | best it through
half-a-heartbeat ahead of agaggle of less--than-hominid hell-technology diding through the corridors of
Morninggtar, looking for thingsto kill.

"Artifacts of the War," pseudo-Paladin said, whiles | waited for my heart to dow down. "Archive
remembers the weapons used, even though it was not present.”

Bully for Archive,
"So why doesn't it just blow up the place?" | asked.

"It would be infeasible to destroy the computer architecturein which it isresident. When you reach the
next corridor, crossit and descend the crawlway access, if the corridor isclear.”

| did that, concentrating on feding the walls under my fingers so'sthey wouldn't go away. Remembering
wasthe only thing that kept mered.

"Why can't you just run along ahead and take care of things, 'bai? Less muss, lessfuss, lesswork for
Mother."

"l can't,” my built-in verson of Pdadin said flatly.

| didn't think "he" could-he was me, after dl-but I'd had aniggling curiosity about what my deluson
would say.

"Why not?' Dream-redlity didn't contain acham-suit or a set of night-goggles, the crawlway was nearly
black to me.

"Because," said pseudo-Paladin inscrutably.
Jugt liketheorigind. | resgned mysdlf to along walk.

"And is Archangd goingto stick around for dl this?' | said, mov-ing down the crawlway at abrisk
crouch.

"Governor-Genera Archangd il believes Archive will serve him, and will continueto do so for the
next five minutes. After that it will betoo late for him to change his plans. Vdijon Starbringer's efforts
have rendered the docking ring unusable and obliterated the ship on the surface. The Governor-Generdl,



for obvious reasons, does not wish to broadcast the difficulties heis having with hisinterna systems, il
less does hewish to invite the incursion of the Thronespace Navy, dthough very shortly that will ceaseto
be aproblem. His own ships are still some light-minutes away."

It was amazing how much you realy knew if you put your mind to it. If pseudo-Paladin could talk like
that, did that mean | could talk like that?

| hoped not.

"So he's stuck here, reet?”

A pause. "l do not know, Butterfly. | do not know what sort of creature Malorum Archangd is"
Which pretty well summed up paramilitary Intelligence for the home team.

Time passed. The next time | came out into peopleland | wasin glitterborn country for sure,
"You must hurry, Butterfly." Paladin sounded worried. "'l know."

"Should Archive successfully entrench itsdf in the system, it will be dmost impossible for you to
overideit.

"Y eah, yeah, yeah."

"Itisvery closeto success at thismoment.”
"I know it, goddammit!"

-pulse--

There was nothing solid to hold on to. Everything was rdative-so infinitely relative that everything was
exactly like everything elseand | couldn't tell any of it gpart. | wasthe alien congtruct, and | was-

Back. Paladin and me both stood there for aminute and listened to the echoes of my last yowl p ring off
theline crystal gimcrackslying al around. The overtones said that somewheres around there was Some
song-ice. Redl expengve stuff. Bang it and the chimes are narcotic har-monics. In thered world.

"Thereis another ego-signature in the matrix. Nearby," my better half said.
"Archive?'

"Another ego-signature, Butterfly.”

"Well who and t' hell isit?"

But | dready knew that thislimited edition Paadin couldn't tell me. He was as much like my partner as
honesty islike stlandard practice. Y ou can spell that “faint echo.”

"It'sthisway," Pdadin said.
So | went and opened the door and |ooked.

"Hiya, sweetheart, cometo get me out?"



It was Errol Lightfoot, back for areturn engagement.

Thistime he was dressed like me-stardancer's drag-and not chained up to anything but the box of
high-ticket neurctoxin hewasin theway of emptying.

"Becauseif you haven't, that meansyou'relocked in, too."

| tried to make Errol vanish. But he wasn't aghost. He was another ego-signature, whatever t'hell that
was.

"I'm not exactly locked in. But I'm kinda busy right now."
"Isit acaper?' Errol-peril asked eagerly. "I'm your man for the scam.”
"Je, 'bai. But just who t'hell areyou?’

There was a scratch t'other side of the door. Errol siwung his boots off the table and stood up, reaching
for hisblaster the same time. That was what convinced me of al the problems| had, this Errol being
Archangd in aclever plastic disguise wasn't one of them. Glit-terborn don't move like us-and they sure
and t' hell don't do their own shooting. Whatever elseit was| waslooking at, it was adarktrader.

"Friends of yours?' said Errol, catfooting toward the door.

"Old acquaintance." | flattened mysdlf to the real wood pandling on one side of the door. Errol did the
same on the other.

"Then let'sdon't forget them, shal we?' He dammed the lock rel ease and the door flew open.

It was anightmare construct, al green-black, dithering low to the floor on amillion legsand waving
razor-edged tentacles that'd shear through anything they touched. Errol jumped them and landed in the
blank spot in the middle of its back, and when it froze to think about that for ainstant | got my blaster
down real close and blew its brains out.

"Comeon," said Errol.
| took off after him. Paladin didn't say nthing.

Whatever elsewas 0, Errol knew hisway around glitterborn coun-try. We avoided-just-an exciting
collection of tech-nightmaresin al shapes and sizes, and fetched up where the dataweb link in al this
private velvet was.

It didn't do me any good, though. Someone whose initialswas Archive had kindly blown every last
scrap of crysd iniit.

Errol regarded it with interest.
"Y ou have powerful friends, darling.”

"Or something.” | wanted to ask Paadin-such as he was-what was up, but lifelong habit kept me silent.
Never in front of witnesses. No one must know about Paladin, Old Fed Library.

Only thelist of peoplewhat did know waslong and getting longer.



Almost aslong astheligt of things | was getting to know about Librar-ies.
"Sowho areyou redly?' | asked Errol by way of taking my mind off it.
"A stardancer who made one mistake."

"One?’

Errol turned around and grabbed me at the shoulders. | felt it just like it wasred, and that steadied me.
He glared, but he stayed Errol. | brushed his hands away and he let go.

"Thefirst one'sthe hardest," he said, and forced asmile.

"So maybe you be telling me about it, 'bai.” | looked around the room. How out? No doors, but the
way we came.

And who was Errol, what was Erral, in here where Human minds dissolved?

"Maybe," Errol admitted. "First thingsfirst: where are you trying to go-and if | take you there, what'sin
it for me?'

Our boy Errol, immutable as vacuum. | tried to think of agood reason not to tell him and couldntt.
"Themain core-" | said, just asthe ceiling came down in chunks.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

Archive was snegky, Archive was smart, Archive didn't want any-one pressing the virtualy-nonexistent
button somewhere in the Mar-grave that would open the system to the datawch and let ared live Library
in hereto play with usimitations. Archive knew where we was and sent ghost-Hoplitesto dig their way
down to us.

| didn't even want to think about what that was my interpretation of the real-world version of.

But Errol grabbed one of my grenades and tossed it into the Hop-lite phalanx. They might have
everything ese oil their sde. but they didn't have traction.

By the time | was finished escaping-having not come close to shaking Erral in the process-| was
serious distance out of Morningstar's well-trod way. So far out of theway, infact, that | had acertain
reason to believe Archived leave me done so long as | stayed here.

Not even tempting.

"If you're heading for the housecore, Darling, you're going the wrong way." Errol leaned against the
wall beside me and started searching himself. He found a hipflask and pulled it out.

"Figured that out for mysdlf, thanks." | watched Errol drink.

"Sureyou did, starshine. And maybe you can even point yoursdlf in theright direction. But you can't get
intherewithout hep.”

| thought about that. "Y our help?'



"Whose d=?'
| thought about that too. "Errol, who am 17"

He grinned. White teeth against space-tanned skin that spoke vol-umesfor the lousy maintenance of his
shipshields.

"That again? And thistime without the excuse of aday's drinking on Manticore. As| recall you saying
when you stole my cargo, it's Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere.”

"And?' | prompted, leaving aside the fregjacking.

"You'reone of thedictys| lifted off Granolaabout twenty years back. Y ou see, | do remember
things-when heletsme." He offered me the flask.

Archangd. | looked around. Errol smoleasmdl amile.
"Oh, he never comes here. And | never leave. If | help you-will you get me out?'
| had no idea how to do that. | didn't missabesat. "Sure," | said. | took the flask and drank.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

| could tell where | wanted to go by where Archive didn't want meto go. But Archivewasn't al there
inthe mogt literd sense, and evenif it waslearning fast it didn't think like humans do.

It would not in amillion yearsthink of going away from something to get closer to it.
| would.
Morningstar was a palaceoid. And palaceoidsis round.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

"About fifty yearsago,” Errol was saying, "1 was techlegging in the Outfar. Pandoras agood place for
that-and if you can't dig something up there, you can say you did.”

"Tdl it twice, 'ba." 1'd bought Paladin on Pandora, one thing and another.

Errol'd found us suits and held found us cutters. And heldd found us a crawlway that wasn't strictly
supposed to be there. We was between arock and a hard place-the rock being the planetoid and the
hard place being the palaceoid.

It was damned cold. | edged another half meter dong.

"So | madethe big strike," Errol went on. "Not as good as downfaling at the Ghost Capital, but close.
| found an Old Fed Ship. Intact.”

| saw no reason to believe him. There wasn't any reason to not believe him, either: it just didn't matter. |
was going to double-cross Errol assoon as T got what | wanted.

Why not?1'd sworn to kill him. Baijon’d sworntokill him.



And | couldn't give him what I'd promised anyway. Get him out? How?
And into what?

"So what happened then?" | said. The space between the palaceoid shell and the rock was not quite
gpacious. Progresswas dow. The only thing initsfavor asaway to anywhere was that Archive wasn't
interfering.

And aso it gave me enough time to play Twenty Questions with the wonder what 1'd asked to be my
dly.

"What do you think? | sacked it good. I'd had to dig down far enough to clear it to know | just had the
one chance. Couldn't bury it again deep enough for an overflight to miss, and the Tech Police do aspin
out there every once in awhile to make sure hot spots like Pandoraare clear.”

No they didn't. Not in my lifetime, anyway. And not in Erral's, I'd used to thought-his shiptickets listed
him as only about six years older'n me, and Fenshee B-pop isn't skewed too far from basdine.

But Errol said held been there fifty years ago.

"1 knew | could only scoop the high-spots-| couldn't hide afull load in Lady, anyway. So | gave her the
onceover. They weren't any full- vols-Libraries-on board. | checked. They weren't there. | would've
burned them," Errol insgsted. He probably would've.

Anyonewould but me.
There was a pause long enough for meto redlize held stopped ill the middle.
"Not that | don't think thisis dakine, Errol-peril, but what'sit got to say to current events?'

"Don't you want to know where Malorum Archangel comesfrom, sweetheart? Y ou're hereto kill him,
aren't you? Someone ought to." Errol was ahead of me. | couldn't see hisface.

"Malorum Archangel comes out of abox. The Federation ship was atrader, explorer-it'd been so far
away we don't even have namesfor the placesit'd been. And its hold wasfilled with treasure. And

Archangd."

There was a pause whileswe made it around a rough spot needing blasting and then afirm congtitution
to get acrost beforeit was Strictly cool. When he started up again Errol was long-gone in memory.

"The big score. Treasure like you've never seen, St. Cyr. Most of it goneto dugt, but the rest of it legal
as Imperia Taxes. | couldve bought afleet for what | would have cleared. But | opened the box."

Computer redlity isafunny thing. The edges between one thing and another is purely ametter of
opinion. For just ahdf-ingant | was Erral. | held it in my hands-abox as much asit was anything else,
made for to open, half crusty with corrosion and accretion, haf al the glittering colors of day. | wasn't
sure whether it was manufactured or'd just grew.

But | knew that what was inside would make the outside ook like yesterday's breskfast.
Errol opened it and looked down into the hell-violet purple of Archangd's eyes.

"That was how Archangd got hisstart. Or re-gtart,” Errol said. "He'd been too hasty the first time-that



was how the ship crashed. He was more careful the second time. Much more careful.”
Memoriesflickered past too fast for me to grasp.
"Not careful enough,” | said.
"l noticethat you'rein here, though, darling-and heisnt.”
"And just how would you explain that, Errol-bai ?"
"l wouldn't," Errol said. Hisvoice wasflat.

Wedidn't talk anymore after that. Even with fractiond gravity and no digtractions, it was along hard
dog. Plenty of timeto think. According to Errol the story wasthis: Hed found a Old Fed ship, which
some time centuries gone had its own Sdf found abox of un-known origin that held avariable that
currently cdled itsdf* Malorum Archangd.

The variable had the ability to possess ahuman. It had mindbender abilities. It took over Errol-and
cloned him in order to shuck off afew years. Then Our Boy Archangel, armed with a shiny new Fenshee
body, got himself elected Governor-Generd. | didn't know enough about Im-peria Politicsto know
whether thiswasimpossible or not, but | guessed that didn't matter when Archangel had it in mind.

He went on from there, piecing and planning. And using anything to get hisway. Even Libraries.

Knowing that Malorum Archangd wasadien brain-cater didn't actually make much differenceto me,
oneway or t' other. He ill had to start his new career of being dead no matter what hewas. It just made
it alittle harder to be sure | could kill him regdly legdly dead.

So much for Archangd. That |eft the Errol in the machine. What was he? He wasn't my Errol. My Errol
wasonein ainfinite series of clones, dl interchangeable. 1'd killed two of them and it didn't matter-that
Errol was dtill rock-rolling around the real world. 1'd seen him. Sometimes he was Archangel and
sometimes he wasn't-1 sus-pected that Archangd used infinite free-range Errol Lightfoots as cat’ s-paws
and go-betweens.

After dl, who could you trust to be the perfect oy if you couldn't trust yourself?

And that didn't answer the question of what it was running loose in the Morningstar computer, here
where human minds dissolved within redl-time minutes.

"| think we're asthere aswe're going to get,” said Errol.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

The floor behind my back was black basdt cold as space-the virtud analog of the actua hollowed-out
body of the planetoid. The ceiling in front of* my nose was extruded crete-the outermost skin of the
palaceoid and the first of how ever many layers was between me and the inside of Morningstar and afew
other things, like the controls | needed to take over the computer with.

But no matter how many layersthere was, here was where they was thinnest.

"l don't know how many metersit isto the bottom level," Errol said from somewheres back dong the
curve,



"Wejust haveto cut till we get there, reet, 'bai?

"The housecore won't be on thet level."

"Errol-che, if you're sdling you can doit ingdein comfort.”
He turned his head toward me and smiled.

"Jugt asyou like, Dar-ling."

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

If Errol'd been redl, not Archangdl, not tricking with High Book, and not closdly related to the person
who'd sold me and assorted friends down the ripariaover the last two decades of his sparetime | could
maybe of even liked him. But hewasn't in thisfor afree-will love offering and | couldn't trust him.

For that matter, | bet he didn't trust me.

We was running up againgt the sharp end of the chrono now. Archive's main agendawas to win-to find
and activate aLibrary that'd finish destroying organic life. If Archivefinished fixing what |'d aready broke
before | finished breaking it further, it'd yank itsef and me both out of the Margrave and it'd till be on
top. If I lived much after that--and | didn't have alot of confidencein Archive's Care and Feeding of
Organics dbilities-it'd want a ship off here. To Mereyon-peru.

Theonly thing possbly in rangewas Ghost Dance. And if Baijon was till dive, hewaswith her.
Errol set thefirst chunk of Morningstar's shell down on the ground.

"How about letting mein on your plan, sweetheart?"

"] don't have one.”

Errol looked politely skeptical.

"Just get meinto the housecore, j'keyn? Not to worry about get-ting out.”

"I've dways admired your style, &. Cyr," Errol said. He went back to cutting. After whiles he stood
back. "All yours, pet."

| pushed past him and started climbing.
* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *
Intheory it was Smple: bresk in, find the housecore, pull the switch.

We madeit up to the bottom level. Here was where air and power and water was made. | pulled off
my re-breather. Evenif theair wasfoul, it'd get better.

"Pdadin?' | sad, low.

Errol was looking for the next way up. He didn't hear or pretended not to.



Therewasawait.
"Here, Butterfly. I've found-"
| didn't waste my time with empty recriminations. "Find usaway in." | followed Errol.

The next level up was meant for humans, even if it was humans Archangel didn't like very much. Errol
dogged the access weld come through tight closed.

"Just how many of those grenades do you have, Darling?' he said.
Errol probably had a better ideathan | did.
"Some" | sad. "Why?'

"Well, | just thought if you didn't have a plan you might like one of mine."

* * % * *x % * * * *x * *

Strategy was sedling the way we came so nothing could follow us down. Tactics was grenades set to
close our way in as soon as we cleared it. Resources was about a dozen grenades, two rock-cutters,
three blast-ers, and our own sweet salves.

"Thisway, Butterfly." Pdadin's voice was aghost in my ear, with that uncertain waver it used to get
when he had his attention split sixteen ways from Mother Night. | took us down the first branching
corridor.

"That isn't the quickest way," Errol said. ™Y ou want to go fast or get there?"

"You'rethe pilot, Darling. But that being the case, we should take down this section." He turned to the
wall and powered up his cutter. | could fed Archive watching aswe worked. Either we was fast enough
or it was confused; cither way we was done before it got in our way.

Pseudo-Paladin told me where to place the grenades. Errol and me beat feet down the corridor, trying
to get out of itsway beforeit blew. | was running on floor and then | wasn't. My footing shifted under me
and | was down into anest of chittering silver nightmares that bore as much resemblanceto the
nightcrawler-tronics used for close-in work as your average nest of hornets does to business as usual.

| felt aset of pincers shear through my boot; trying for atendon. | kicked it free. | knocked another
one away asit Sarted up my chest. But then, thiswas business as usud in my line of work.

| crawled free and wasted a blaster-bolt or two dagging the survi-vors. There was no onein sight, but
Errol waswaiting for me around the turn.

"Left," sad Pdadininmy ear.

| could see from Errol's expression it wasn't the way he would of gone. But we wasn't going to the
Main Brain. We was going to Auxiliary Control.

Spaceships have them. Why not a space-going house? | didn't wait for anyoneto tell me different.
Anaog redlity. Thiswasn't red. | could changeit. | didn't know for sure thiswasn't here. And since |l
didn't know it wasn't there, it could be it was, right?



Getting therewas haf the fun. If Archive used main force enough to no-contest dig us out from where
wewas, it risked lobotomizing itsdlf'. But the force it could use was enough to take us apart gram by
gram.

"St. Cyr, | hate to dampen the spirit of exploration, but this hap-pens to be adead end! Where the hell
do you think you're-"

"We're here," Paladin said, and opened the door. Errol stopped, and started to curse reverently.

Aux Cont was smdll, a least compared to the Main Control Room. The lights came up as we stepped
in. Most of what was here was daved peripherdsto tell dumb organics about what the Margrave was
think-ing. All those displayswas up and bitching.

Especialy the oneto the engines.

| walked over and looked at it. Maybe technically they wasn't en-gines, being as they ran power for a
palaceoid and not a gtarship. But goforths was goforths, and these was heading for redline. Soon enough
they'd blow and take everything within a cubic light-second with them. | didn't need to do athing in order
to embark upon a successful career of being dead.

"Starshine, | know thisfirgt glimpse of the wicked city isfascinat-ing, but-" Errol interrupted himsdlf
with some blagter fire. | heard what he'd hit go pop and squesk.

"Close the door, dammit!" | swore.
"I'mtrying!" Errol swore back.

The door to the housecore wouldn't close.
"Waell, damn. Jaistuc. That'sthelot.

| had to concentrate to talk. | had to concentrate to think, and Errol didn't ook much better. Weld
aready lost everything we had |eft to lose-if we didn't think of something to distract it quick Archived be
in here and maybe even think of some damn wav to reverse the blast.

- pulse-

| was without form, and void, but | was evaporating like water, and with each molecule of me that
vanished the part that remained dimin-ished fagter until there wouldn't be enough left to-

"Butterfly. Archive controls accessto this section. Y ou cannot--*

Redity.

Errol put himsalf where he could see down the corridor and drew his blaster.
"Don't be so negative, Darling. Go play with your toys. I'll hold them off."

| looked at my hands and counted my fingers, origind and replace-ment, oneto ten. They werethere
and so was |, and we needed immedi-ate distraction. | might aswell do what else I'd been sent to do.
Archive wouldn't likeit, and neither would Archangd . Good enough. | looked around for what | needed
in this technophil€'s spice-dream, hoping I'd recognize it when | saw it.



| did. I've gotten to know my mind better than most, and it'sidiot and obvious. The interface for the
Imperid DataNet gppeared to me as abright red knife-switch aslong as my thigh. There wasalmperia
DatalNet termind tucked into the nicheinthewall, right besideit. | ran my hands over theterminal. It
seemed like it wasin one piece.

My hands eft bloody smudges. | tried to ignore them, and the pain in my head and back that said | was
too damn old to be doing this and amost smart enough to stop.

How could acomputer glitch be in pain, anyway? Paladin could probably tell me. If he wasredly here.

| flipped switches, powering the terminal up in sequence like Paa-din'd taught me. All metaphor, which
isanother word for fake, but | didn't want to think about what | really looked like and what | was doing.

Now camethe hard part; waiting whiles it came up and checked itsdlf out. | couldn't open the connect
to the outsde world until it was ready-if | did I might aswell just blow it up now and savetime.

So | turned around to the other termina in Aux Cont.

The uplink feed for the Morningstar Main Brain was dready up and scrolling damage reports. | madeit
stop that and caled up the engineering displays. A little more negotiation and it admitted it had attitude
jetsand let mein ontheir firing sequence. | started punching numbers.

"Grenadd"
I looked up when Errol yelled. He waggled his blaster at me. "Come on, sweetheart, move!™

That'swhen | saw it; a present from Archive set for to do god knew what lying in the middle of the
floor. | didn't stop to think. | took two steps and kicked it back out through the door-way. Errol shot it
ontheriseand it exploded like nothing I'd ever saw.

His shirt was bloody and torn and his color wasn't any good cither. We was both moving dow and
limping. Errol'sleft arm was pretty well usdless and he was bleeding in asteady way there wasn't timeto
stop.

"Youoke?' | said likeaidiot.

"Never better.” Errol smiled, and for just ainstant | was fourteen again and off to see the world with
him. Then he whipped around back to the corridor and | turned back to the display.

| turned the bright all the way up but the display was till hard to sec. Archive was giving successits
best shot. My hands did off the keysas| pressed them.

-pulse--

| was everywhere and nowhere and al thewords | ever knew couldn't explain me. | was a pulse of
light in alabyrinth of gold and crystd. | was--

Burkeit here and Archangd won.

| held on to that thought. Archangel'd been my enemy since before I'd left home. It was Archangel sent
Errol to Granola, looking for Old Fed Tech for his collection. It was Archangd hunted Baijon up and
down and put usin each other'sway, and framed meinto the middle of agang-war in alittle place called



Kiffit.
Archangd owed mefor awholelifetimes hurt.

| had hands. | had fingers. | rammed homethelast of the coordi-nates and felt them trickle down to all
systems. The room shook as Morningstar's engines fired in series, angling her on acourse that would
take her, in the Course of ared-time month, into her sun.

The last part of that sequence wiped the engineering computers al the way back to blank plates. No
wal to stop the explosion. No way to correct the course.

"Darling, | hateto quibble, but I'm nearly out of charge." Errol looked back over hisshoulder a me. A
near-miss had scored him over the right cheek; the skin was raised and red.

"I'm dmost done!”
All the gatus lights on the DatalNet terminal showed green. | grabbed the big red switch and pulled.
It didn't move.

| heard Errol curse conversationally and pull agrenade out of hisvest. Next to last or last; I'd lost
count. He bounced it off thewall and blastered it on the rebound. The plasma-spray scrubbed memory
half-way down the corridor and bought us afew seconds of silence.

Errol came and added hisweight to mine. The switch eased over, then ran free so fast we barely got
our fingersout intime,

It seemed like awindow had opened somewhere: fresh planetary air and a sense of far roads opening
that | wanted to travel.

Errol put hishand on my arm. "Whoever they are, they won't be hereintime.”

"No." But thefar roads wasn't for me, or for anything human. "They won't be hereintime.”

There was the indefinable sound of regrouping forces from the corridor. Errol looked a me.

"Y ou promised,” he said.

"Je, che-bai. | did." | did my blaster out of itsleather. | looked at the indicator. Half-charge. Enough.
Set him free, héld said. Hedd known what he was asking. Archangel

had been trying to beg buy borrow or stedl aLibrary longer than I'd been dlive. Lots of histrieswas
stored here. I'd just woke one of them up.

Errol wasn't red or anything like red. Errol was a computer-ghost.
And heknew it.
Therewas only one freedom for aghost in the machine. | brought the blaster up.

"Good-bye, Errol."



"Good-bye, sweetheart. Good hunting.”
Pulling the trigger wasn't the hardest thing I've ever done. But it was close.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

There was no body. Errol was gone to where leggers good and bad went and it wastime for meto do
the same. | had dightly lessthan no intention atall of being here when Paladin showed up-or staying so
Archive could erase me here as a prel ude to erasing me back in our co--owned cyborg peripheral.

It wastrue | didn't have afriendly Library hereto show methe way out, but Archive didn't know quite
everything yet about humans.

| shoved my blaster up against my cheekbone and pulled the trig-ger.
And | died.
And opened my eyes back in the housecore on Morningstar.

It was two minutes since Archive and my's cojoined selvesd been jacked into the Morningstar main
comp.

Things had changed.

Five seconds after thetwo of us did into the Margrave, Archive controlled al housekeeping functions
for the palaceoid. Six seconds after it blew the surface ingtallation |oose-having aready thoughtfully
disabled al the computer controlled emergency systems. Fifteen levelslost pressure. Two hundred fifty
people died.

| could see Archangel from here, giving hell to his senior surviving employee and trying to get used to
theideathat trusting Archive d been alousy career move. If noisewaslight wed al be taking serious
radia-tion damage.

| flexed my fingers, cautious. They moved for me. Archived spent so much energy on the Margraveit
was dormant here. Niceto be able to spend my last few minutes of lifein charge of my own brain.

And Archangdl'slast, too. | wondered how he'd take the news.

| popped the jinks loose from the wallybox and they spooled back into my arm. Nobody noticed
much. They was running back and forth. The explosion was just minutes ago, and the klaxons was ill
sounding. What 1'd done to the engines hadn't happened yet out here.

I reached up and snapped the wiresthat led from me to Archan-gdl's floating cyberdoc.
And that should of been the end of my real short life story, except for onething.

| knew what Archange was now. Something that'd survived being scavenged, crashed, and buried a
thousand years, not to mention what 1'd done to him/her/it on RoagMhone and Roya. What if converting
this palaceoid into a plasmoid wouldn't zetz Archangd?)

Maybe wasn't good enough. | had to be sure. Timeto go.

Six minutesit'd been now since Archive decided it could do fine without Archangd's palaceoid. The



klaxons cut off like somebody’ d shushed them.
Then the attitude jets I'd jinked insde the Computer got around to firing.

The palaceoid rocked. Gravity compensators lagged a split-instant behind. All the telltales and screens
started gossiping about the new data.

Archange spun around, a shifting column of interlocking holo-masks. Thetrailing edge of his cape
floated Outsde the field, silk and silver. He saw me and twigged right quick | wasn't no morea
periphera zombiein avirtud world.

" Secure the woman. | want her divel”
Just then the ready-room door blew in.
"Nobody movel" said the body in space armor that'd doneit.

It wasn't Baijon's Hoplite armor. The armor in Archangel's door-way was only twenty percent aswide,
two-thirds astal, and bright chrome silver.

| recognized it. It was the specid custom armor of Infinity Jilt, girl pirate of the spaceways.
But it wasn't Infinity Jlt, | was pretty sure.
It was Berathia. And if sheld got here and down here there was a place for Archangel to run to.

Intermission was over. Thidsfirg shot wrote hail and farewel |l to the blackwork cyberdoc homing in
on meto do itswrist-dapping. Then somebody did move. Thiassilver armored arm arced over likea
plasma-catapult on infinite setting and drilled him. Carbonized and cauterized in one easy motion.

"Y ou're next, Prince Malorum."

Thiswas great fun, and probably worth a ninety-share on the Pub-lic Channel, but asaway of taking
care of bidnessit lacked a certain something.

Archangel thought so too. He turned to go, and | knew, just like | was still wrapped around al the
cybertech, that he had abolt-hole. And | knew what it was.

My hunch was so enlightening | damn near threw up. It al made sense. Why had Archangd dways
used Errol, years and years? Because he could jump easily between identical bodies, but needed
something more athletic to take over anew model. HEd hinted at that back when he was threatening me.

All sudden it was there in my mind-the box what Errol picked up in thefirst place. The box what
Archangd cameout of.

And went back into? Sure. And it could survive the blast, probably, or Errol could carry it right out of
here, ‘cause | bet real money even Berathiadidn't know what Archangel looked like without his
technol-ogy.

It didn't matter what Paladin got out of the comps. My side could still lose like we hadn't done anything
heretoday at al. And now that Archangel knew that Mereyon-peru was somewheresin the universe to
find, how long would it take him to find it?



And activateit.
Where was Archangd's bolt-hole? Where nobody'd look.

"Butterfly, | found-" Pseudo-Pdadin had tried to tell me when we was back in the Margrave. But
that Paladinwas me and | knew what it knew.

I knew where Archangd's origind packaging was.

Nobody waslooking at mefor this particular split-instant. | did off toward the barbecued Space
Angd. Hissdearm was till in working condition.

It was amilitary-issue blagter, heavy and dick in my hand. Civilian possession an automatic Class-D
warrant. | eased it out of the holster. I knew theins and outs of this place, courtesy of my trip through
Archive's brain. There was ago-down right here that'd take me where | thought | wanted to go.

All | needed was alittle digtraction.

Thia-as-it-probably-was was ddivering a patented glitterborn screed about how Archangdl's
something-or-other dayswas over. The one thing glitterborn and Libraries hasin common isthey both
liketo talk you to desth.

Not me. | chose my target and pulled the trigger.

The chunk of techware I'd singled out went up in ashower of sparks and dagged expensive plastic. All
the lights went out. Everything was dark as between the stars. The emergency lighting would of come up
in haf atik except for that was what we was running on now. Everybody started shooting.

That wasthe only thing I hadn't counted on. It made me belly up to what Morningstar was using for
deck plates whileswild plasma zinged back and forth overhead. It did alot more damage than | could of
thought of, and sgnificantly delayed the rerouting of the backup lighting systems.

Glitterborn isdumb. But if they's so dumb, how come they're run-ning the Empire?

AsBaijon would say, thisis aknowledge that Right Conduct with-holds from the Gentle People-and
anyone e se with haf asynapse. The shooting stopped. The baseboard glow-strips did a subfuse flicker
just as| got my fingers through the grabhandles. Full illumina-tion in seconds. | yanked the cover off and
dived down it just asthe lights came up full.

"S. Cyr! Wait!"
Seemed like Berathiawas aways saying that to me. | paid as much attention as| usudly did.

| pulled the hatch down closed just as some-body started shooting again.



7
Getaway

| did not waste time wondering how Thiad got hersaf herein a set of talkingbooks space armor and
what it was she might want now that shed got here. If we both lived | could ask her and if we didn't it
didn't matter. What mattered was Archangel not getting away.

The sides of the godown scraped large patches off my unprotected skin and the air went foul amost
immediately. No vents and blowers working down here, and | was betting that everyone left divein
Morningstar now was in the computer room over my head. Trapped. The pressure suits and space
armor'd been stored at the docking ring--there wasn't auncorrupt suit on the entire palaceoid.

But there was ajagranathain shouting distance that'd be happy to dig out dl survivors and send them
off to raisemore mischief. Including Archangd.

| kept going. The downdeep was even more red thistime than it had been in the computer, surprise.
Sensations wasn't waiting for meto notice them in my free time, they walked right up and introduced
them-salves.

What | waslooking for had to be here-it wastimefor al good villainsto beset feet and leave their
flunkiesto take the heat. Archangd didn't have aship, and no spare hosts. There was only one sure
cow-ard's way out.

| felt Archive do adow rollover in the back of my brain. It was my body-4till or again. But like
Archangdl, al Archive had to do waswait to win.

And if I'd guessed wrong about anything, Archangel'd aready won. Paadin'd never find out what he
was. |'d deleted those files from the Margrave when | killed Errol.

Thewhole floor was knee-deep in mingled liquids and the com-partment stank in away that made me
worry for Morningstar'sre-cycling. And | was sure | was wrong-there was no shell, or it wasn't here, or
it was dready plasmaand losing it made no difference.

Then| found it.

It was tucked into alow curve of the bulkhead, covered in muck-rime because the heat was bleeding
away through the shell without power to Stopiit.

The box Errol'd found back on Pandora. Archangel's origina packaging.

Maybe he didn't need it around to go brain-bouncing, but | bet it was tough enough to survive bouncing
around infinite space and | bet he could hide out in it and wait for better oddswhiles dl the rest of us
went to plasma.

Just like he had back on Pandora.
No.

Not thistime. No matter what, Archangd was not going to walk away from this one. He was not going
to jJump to another toybox and start over. Not thistime.



| pulled the thing loose from the bulkhead in an arpeggio of splintering ice. It was big enough | had to
wrap both arms around it to hold it.

"Givetha tome"

Archangel stood at the foot of the ladder in adry well made by his persona shield. All the holoswas
gone; helooked like relying on his power of persondity to carry the day.

"Y ou need this, right? Or you wouldn't of kept it," | said.

Hesmiled, and | got a chill watching Errol's face go in waysit wasn't meant to go. | wondered if Errol
wasin there somewise, watch-ing.

| wondered what Errol would of been likeif Archange'd left him aone.

"Y ou have proven yoursdf aworthy dly, Butterfly St. Cyr. | amimpressed. And inclined to be
generous. Our interests are not incom-petible: | will gift you with wealth and power beyond your
imagining--and your life, which is no inconsgderable trinket.”

"If | giveyou the box." The durry was up to my ebows now.
"It isof some smdl sentimentd attachment to me," Archangel
lied.

“No ded, hdlborn."

"A pity. Youll find I can change your mind."

Thiswasit. Archangd wasn't playing games no more. The box in my hands went hot and | saw the
hdllviolet fade from Errol/Archange’ s eyes. Errol looked & me. Beginnings of confusion, wondering
where and t'hell Archangel'd dropped him thistime. Own twin to the ghost in the machine.

| let go of the box and shot him.

Thefirst shot disabled his persond shield, the second killed him. Thethird and fourth hit what was left
asit was going under and brought clouds of foul-smelling steam up off the surface of the goo. | coughed
and grabbed for the box again. It wasfloating on the surface, easy to my hand.

When | touched | knew I'd made the second Universe-class mis-take of my life.

Theatifact darted Snging out itsirresstible -to-organics sSren lure. Archangel’ d made thejump. He
was back inside now.

I knew what would happen. Open it, and I'd berich, powerful, and cute. A century's setback wouldn't
matter, nor anything Paladin, Baijon, and me'd done here today. The Archangel-thing had interlocking
bolt-holesto runto. It'd cut itslosses and trick another day.

And more. It could fix what Archive d doneto me: sed Archive off inacorner so | could useitstricks
and not be bothered by it. It could stop the war easy asit'd started it, fix up the problems Baijon'd had
with hisKnife-dl it wanted was to be Emperor and Paadin'd dready said the Emperor wasn't powerful
enough to do anybody any harm . . . Let himin. Let himinand | could have whatever | wanted. Let him
inand | could be whatever | wanted.



All I had to do was open the box. | could have everything I'd ever wanted. | could even live.

Everything.
But to get it, | had to let Archangd live.

| took my hand off the box. Then | dogged away from it until i reached the bottom rung of the godown.
| climbed until | was out of the liquid.

The box glittered. | threw away one whole future the day | picked up Paadin. If | destroyed
Archangdl, 1'd be doing the same thing again. Wrong.

| pumped plasmaat the box until the muck started to bail. | saw thefirst shot hit. There was sound and
light that turned my bones to water and | saw the box explode in jagged shards of light. Then the steam
hid everything e se.

Not thistime, Archangd.

The safety overrideinterlock cut in and the trigger jammed. The blaster went dead in my hands. |
dtared at it whiles and then dropped it. Gone. Everything gone. My last chance-and evenif it wasalie
and afakelosing it hurt just as much asif it wasreal. Now I'd never know. I'd never know any of the
things Archangd could have taught me.

Knowledge had been lost.

Sometime later | started climbing to get out of the muck because even if you had to die there was
better ways than drowning in unre-cycled garbage. After whiles| wasfar enough dong that | might as

well keep going.

| even spared amoment to mourn for Errol-and to wonder if the Errol Lightfoot I'd known had ever
exised a dl, redlly.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| got back to the Main Control Room the same way 1'd left. No-body noticed. Everything was crazy.
The Archangd Guardianswas up against dying and they knew it, and less than ahour ago they'd been a
glitterborn's pampered household guard. And in the middle of all their other problems, Archivewas il
doing itsbest to get at them.

And | had to get out. Weld won, and | couldn't let Baijon die not knowing that. | had to tell him. If
Berathiad got in, | could get out. But | couldn't do it dressed like this. | did around the edgestill | found
what | wanted-the where they kept the deaders they was tidying out of the way.

There was enough dead different sizesso | could get a closefit. Oncel waskitted out head to foot in
Space Angd black | had alot better idea of what | should do, at least for the next few pages.

Get out of here. Avoid Paladin. Find Baijon. Or dietrying.
"You! What are you doing there?"
Unfortunately twenty-five percent of my available options wasn't that hard to achieve.

The commander of Archangd's household guard was standing looking a mewith six of his



overworked friends. | considered telling him they was all out of ajob. | had the sidearm that went with
my costume and the ability to shoot where the commander was going to be, and no way to get |oose of
al thefussitd cause.

And | didn't think he deserved to die any morethan | did.

"Sheis here on my orders, Commander.”

It was Archangel to the phoneme, and not arath in sght. And Archangd was dead.
Pdadin.

So much for another twenty-five percent of my options. | straightened up and tried to look like one of
Brother Mdlorum's speciad agents.

"Report to the Command center, Captain . Cyr," said Archan-gel'svoice. | scuttled past the
Commander in the direction of the housecore. Nobody shot me.

"Paadin?' | said, but not out loud.

| should of been glad to see him. | wasn't, and | couldn't sort why over the noise of Archivein the back
of my skull wide-awake and yammering for arematch.

So | headed for the dropshaft that would take me to the next level up and tried not to think. Everyone
on Morningstar was going to die, except maybe meif | could broker amiracle.

I'd done my best to kill them. It was me jinked their damn reactor, not Archive. If | didn't want
anybody dead, then wasthe timeto recant. Dead or dive? | wished | could make up my mind.

| wished | still had amind to make up.

But half of it was Archive's, and thiswas what integration waslike.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

| madeit asfar asthe dropshaft barricade, sumbling over rubble and the dying in the intermittent dark.
My undeserved uniform got methat far but | didn't dare open my mouth and ask them to et me through.
One word of patwa and they'd know | wasn't who they thought | was.

"Weve had to fal back and secure this position, Captain,” said someonewhen | got close. Faint light
gleamed on hisrank-marks.

| looked at the barricade. Or asthey said in Imp-speak, secured position.

Finetalk, but there wasn't nothing to protect and nothing to fall back to. The housekeeping-systems
was gone, and the only thing keep-ing the air in wasthe walls. The lieutenant's breeth smoked on the air.
Hefdt obligated to make sparkling chat whiles| figured how to get around him.

"The Crown Regnant should be here soon. Commander Helmuth thinks the beacons on the surface
aredill intact, and-" The lieutenant noticed he was babbling and shut up.

All dying, and Archangel dead, but the war held started rolling along, picking up speed asit went and a
bunch of playerswho didn't care who'd started it, redlly, so long asthey got to party down until there



wasn't nothing left.
There was no beacons |eft on the surface of Morningstar. There wasn't no surface to leave them on.

Wheat there was, was a spray of blaster (ire back the way we'd came. The lieutenant twitched-a
glitterborn boy, off to do the pretty in their particular polite way. Good as dead now and nobody to hand
the butcher's bill to. The ship Archangel had coming would take one look &t the place and assume no
survivors. If it even showed up.

"Areyou- Arethere any ordersfor me, sir?' the lieutenant said, quiet.

If thinking this way was supposed to be an improvement on the factory-moded me, I'd take
unreconstructed any time, thanks.

"Je" | sad, not caring now what he made of my Interphon. It ain’t that easy, Archive. "Everybody
pull back. I make sure the beaconsre kicking and your ship knowswhereto find you. Y ou just keep
divetill bye-m-bye. They get you out.”

Either Archangd had some damn funny recruits on histeam or the lieutenant didn't care.
"Captain . .. Thank you."

He saluted me and | eft. | didn't look at him.

"Butterfly,” thewall said in Peladin'svoice.

| ignored that too. | went over the barricade, blew the doors off the dropshaft and went up it.

* * % * *x % * *x * *x * *

The doors on the next level up was open. Pitch dark and silent-, | put my head up and a shot sprayed
off the floor and did ahopeful job of parting my hair with molten crete.

" Thig, if that'syou | thought we was better friendsthan that,” | said from six inchesbelow floor level.
Therewas ainterregnum or two.

"Captain &. Cyr?' said Berathia, digitized and filtered.

"If | say yes, you going to shoot me?”

"It's about time you got herel" Berathiasaid.

That was supposed to be my line.

"SoI'mhere" | said, il playing least-in-sight. Somehow, Berathia being still around had not been part
of my plans. Archangel's boys was Supposed to be better nor that, but maybe they'd had distractions.
Not that | had any personal objectionsto Thias continued breath-ing. The question was, whose backup
was she? | didn't think she was mine.

| hadn't heard her move before she was standing over me. Her t-high-ticket chrome boots was about
level with my hairline. She reached down and pulled me up, and it was agood thing she picked the fake
hand to grab because where her armor touched me it was space-cold.



"Comeon," Berathiasaid, dragging me through the rubble.

Theréd been afirein the paaceoidcore, and most everything Was smashed. The last hurrah of the
emergency lighting kept the room from being completely nyctalopian, but it was dark enough that | went
through, not over, alot of it.

"Hey- Look- Will you hold up or dow down or something?'
The bug-eyed chrome helmet turned toward me.

"Do you want to be here when this place goes boom? Somebody spiked the generators,” Berathia
Notevan said.

Do tdl. Shedid dow down enough though to thread me through the dagged doorway with tender
concern for al the parts of methat was gill organic, even if most of them was numb by now. What was
beyond that was completely dark.

"l can't see!" | pointed out.
"Then hold on to me. We don't havetimeto waste."

This assertive new side of our Thiawas something I'd of gone along way to miss. My breath was
freezing in my throat, and with enough pause for quiet reflection | would of just stood home and took my
chances with the spiked reactors. Only Berathiawas holding on too hard for that.

She dragged usinto aempty dropshaft. | held on to her without any prompting and she kicked in the
armor's A-grav and up we went. For along time. Gravity stopped. The armor went even faster. We kept
going. For longer, in fact, than therewaslevess, pressurized or un- "Uh, Thia. . ." | said.

"Just hold on,” she said back. "I'm pretty sure thiswill work."
Not what | want to hear from the pilot.

Berathia swung her arm up and fired. The dagged top end of the dropshaft ripped loose with the
combined force of plasmafusion and hot atmaosphere.

Wewasn't in Morningstar no more. | was looking at raw vacuum.

Y ou can suck vacuum for about three minutes before your blood bails. If you're anywheres near agtar,
you'll probably cop enough radsto makeit anithling point whether you make the next air lock or not.
We was somewheres near astar.

The minute Berathia shot out through the hole where the air lock used to was | knew | was dead. But
I'd got in the habit of playing out losing hands, whiles back, so | shut my eyes and blew out my lungsand
tried to be a pressure suit al on my lonesome. | felt cold as the heat bled off her armor and then | didn't
fed anything asmy skin frozeto it even through my borrowed uniform.

And then wewasthere.

| figured later she must of left both hatches on her singleship lock open to void same as Baijon and me
had. At thetimeadl | noticed was her ripping me loose from her suit and pitching me free-fal while every
bubble of gasin my body clamored for out and exegesis.



I hit something hard and bounced off it. My eyes came open and started icing over. | saw thelocks
dam shut in the dead silence of no air and Thia flash through them just before they did. There was dark,
then light, then gravity, and thefirgt thing | heard was the thin walil of repres-surization and methinking it'd
be adamn shameto die now of air just alittle too thin and too late.

| gasped like the pumps was going the other way and my teeth chattered so hard | bit mysalf. | spat out
chunks of pink ice. Bits of my skin thawed enough to bleed. What was |eft would pedl. I'd probably be
dead before then.

Pressure equdized to where | was left with only chest pains and nosebleed. Berathiapulled off her
helmet. | was glad to see it was actudly her after wasting so much belief on the idea.

"It worked!" She smiled a me, full of salf-absorbed delight. "I wasn't sure it would, you know-but then,
| didn't have a spare suit for you anyway, and | couldn't waste time going back after it if | did. Daddy
was that upset after you vanished the way you did; redly, | do think that alittle common courtesy-he
was the person who made it possible for you to absolutely mortify Malorum Archangd.”

“He mortified, j'keyn. He's dead.”

"Dead?” Her big brown Imperia eyeswent round. "But you must have misunderstood! Daddy didn't
want you to kill Prince Mdlorum.”

If Paladin'd reported back asixth of what wasin the Morningstar compsto Prinny, | bet he'd changed
hismind snceand | was now in linefor the Imperid Cluster with crossed garters.

But right now something €lse was more important. | coughed acouple timesto get moisture into my
throat.

" "Thia, you send out agenerd distressto Crown Regnant. | don't know their codes but they'rein the
areq; they'll hear agenerd. If they hurry they can get the rest of Archangel's people off Morningstar
be-foreit blows."

Maybe it was the happy way Archive contemplated xenocide, but getting the innocent standbyers off
Morningstar mattered. Like Baijon, they'd never been anything but in the wrong place, most of them.

Berathiastared a melike | was speaking clear-quill patwa. | tried again, concentrating on making it
I nterphon.

"We don't want to do that," she said when | finished the second time.

"Yeswedo, Thia" The heat and humidity was both turned up high for my benefit. Condensation
trickled down the walls and over the shiny parts of my borrowed Space Angel blacks. On my Ieft | could
see the mercy seat and status decks of Berathia's cockpit. All the lights on her boards showed Not
Ready and my skin felt like something left out in a snowbank too long.

"Don't be silly. We don't want anyone to know we were here. And besides, what do afew hundred
retainers matter? It isn't asif they were ours.’

And that was that. Thiaunsesled her armor and started pulling it off, ssgment by segment, showing
something better'n skin beneath. The difference between glitterborn and rea peopleisthat glitterborn
takes such adamn long view of everything that people disap-pear right out of it. | stood up, wondering if
| could take her once she had the armor off or if sweet reason would turn the trick. My nose started



bleeding again. My gums hadn't stopped. | thought about spit-ting and swallowed instead.
Then one of thelights on Thias board went green.

"Totheunidentified chaudatu ship, greetings. Hear, eater of corpses, that |, Baijon Stardust, require
you to return to me aive my partner which you have ravished unto your vessel. Should it bethat sheis
deed, know that | will surely kill you."

Hellflowers makes friends wherever they go, and Baijon only talksthat pretty to subhumansand
NONPersons.

| was s0 glad he was dive | went weak in the knees, which was damsilly as hislife ambition now was
to kill himself and mefirst and I'd just made it possible.

Berathiawas down to her interstellar jammies. She looked surprised for the half-second it took her to
vault over meto the cockpit and open achannd.

"Prince Vdijon, thisis Gentle Docent Berathia Notevan. | have Captain . Cyr aboard dive and well.”
"Y o, babby-bal," | said, in case he could hear it.

"I'd like to congratul ate you-" Berathiawent on, but Baijon cut her off.

"You will ddiver her divetome.”

Berathiafiddled with her hair and turned back to me. Therewas agun in her hand now, despite what
she hadn't been wearing. | put both hands on top of my head. "'Thiasmiled encouragingly. | spat on her
deck.

"I'm afraid | can't do that, Honored One. Y ou see, Daddy doesn't like the idea of Captain St. Cyr just
running around loose. Hed like her to come back to Bennu Superfex now."

Him or Paladin? If thiswas Pdadin'sidea Thin had stone-cut ordersto take me aive-but dive could
be avery flexible concept that |eft lots of room for improvisation.

| wished | knew what was going on.

Thiaslittle slver gun staved on me whiles she fiddled with the bells-and-whistles on the keyboard of
her glitterborn spacetoy.

"And frankly, Prince Vdijon, he hasn't any further usefor you at al."

A display on her board flashed to life and ran through dl the thingsit had to say. "Target Acquired,” for
ingtance. Also, "Torpedoes Armed.”

Berathiasmiled asmdl shark smileat meand | knew there was no way | was getting near the disable. |
was going to try anyway.

"I must tell you, Shaulla Berathia, that if you essay these things your ship will not Serve you."
"You just let meworry about that, Highness, and do whatever you like. I've got what | camefor.”

| started for her and she pulled the trigger. It wasn't ablaster. | hadn't thought it was. Everything got



very dow and cold as rel ative motion was sucked out of every molecule | had on me. Theblood | was
wearing felt like a separate mask. Whiles| could sill see, Berathiadammed down the "Fire Enable’ lever
and over the sound | could hear Baijon on her commo.

"l am sorry to disappoint you, Shaulla, but | have dready doneit. Y ou have no engines.”

Berathia's boards went black. And then so did mine.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| woke up staring & amore familiar calling that looked like it was under water. Ghost Dance. |
moved, and everything went crinkle. | held up ahand and looked at it.

Fingers covered in Siver fail; flashwrap holding my body together, taking over for my skin, filtering my
precious bodily fluids and explain-ing why everything looked so funny: gel-shields over my eyes.
"Temporary Emergency Use Only," said the canister in the Imperia battle-aid kitswhere thingslikethis
lived.

Somebody'd put it on me. Not "Thia. Not with Bennu Superfex less than aday away by angeltown.
Sheld have other plansfor my glorious resurrection.

"Art thou she whom | sent into battle?" someone asked in helltongue. My stomach went flip-flop
because that ain't one of the cants | know-understanding it was a gift from Archive, and Archive doesn't
like helflowersvery much.

" Art thou the woman? And of the great enemy of Life, and its hand-maid, what news?" Bajon
sad.

"Goaway," | saidin Interphon. "Jenda," | added for good measure. | fdlt like freeze-dried feather
soufflé. Try being stasisd on top of explosive decompression on top of aday full of fun too numerous
and awful to mention, sometime.

"Thou must—Baijon stopped, and started over again in Interphon. "St. Cyr?Isit you?
Ne-Malmakosim, ca?"

Was| aLibrary thisweek, he wanted to know, not that I'd believe meif | was him.

Andwas|?Was| sure of who had and hadn't made the last cut out of Morningstar Main Brain? How
did | fed about the preservation of organic life, for example?

| tried Sitting up. I've done more successful experiments. Baijon took charge and propped me againgt
the bulkhead. Burn-gel went squish and ooze in my safety-seded-for-your-protection flashwrap.

"Pdadin-" | started to say, but maybe Baijon didn't remember that some of the Enemies of All Life had
names. "The Library at Bennu Superfex-"

"Does not trouble us here, San'Cyr. The Ghost Dance does not drink from the Imperial DataNet, and
s0 Malmakos does not find ac-cess here."

| wasrdieved, and that hurt worst of dl. I'd dwaystrusted Paladin, before.



Before I'd met Archive. And found out what aLibrary could be. If there was even the smallest chance
of something like that getting out loose it was worth anything to stopit.

Waan't it?

Pdadin wasn't Archive. But he could be, with world enough and time, just like Baijon could be a
power-mad heretic like Kennor Star-bringer. And throw into the balance that Pally'd hooked up with the
high-hcat we'd spent our mutua career avoiding and now he was mak-ing plans| couldn't follow
involving shoving people around like playing pieces.

Like the people down on Morningstar.

"Look," | said to Baijon. "Morningstar's set to go up like aroam-ing candle. Goforthsisjinked. 'Bai,
you ligen me. IsImp glittership Crown Regnant coming here. Y ou call them, tell them hurry, is people
trapped down there next by the airmaker and the generators about to blow. Y ou tell them come and get
them off, or Archangel will have something to say about it."

| started coughing. Baijon looked a me. "Does Archangel yet live, then?' hesaid. "Just doiit,” | got out
between hacks.

Baijon left, and when | got my lungs back in order | rummaged until 1 found the battle-aid kit the suit'd
come out of. Every timel moved | fdlt the dide between the suit's skin and my skin and the jelly between.
It made me clumsy.

| found what | wanted and kept mysdlf, bardly, from scarfing haf adozen. That'd kill me quick. | took
one, carefully, and sat back while it turned the world to sweet savage starfire. Metabolic enhancers sang
inmy blood; life and energy fake as hall' my body. They was buying metime-

For what?

Come with me, I'd said to Baijon in what now seemed like another lifetime. Put by all your
hellflower choplogic honor-codes and throw in with in(, just long enough to kill Mallorum
Archangel, and | won't ask you for anything else.

Wel he had and we had and now what?

Item: | did not relish standing around whiles Baijon iced hisslf. Item: | wouldn't have to because held
never leave medive behind him.

Item: even if hewould | wouldn't be here soon. More and more of my ego-signatures was being
hopdesdy overwritten with Archive's laundry lists, as Pdadin'd amost said, and when your favorite
breeder dut and mine was nonfiction Archive'd be here with abody, ablaster, and a ship that could take
him back to Mereyon-peru where he could wake up al the other Libraries.

Which Pdadin was maybe doing right now. He knew where it was. He aways had. | hadn't gotten the
Jump-numbers for the Ghost Capitad from Archive. I'd got them from Paladin.

Who hadn't told me about the place when it could do me some good.

And evenif al the Librarieson Mereyon-peru wasal just like Pdly, what it meant for organicsin the
Empire was just one more goddamn overlay of overlords, and what happened when theseimmortal
inhuman Libraries got tired of usagain?



| wondered if Pally'd always been so nice to me because he needed me so much. And didn't have any
power, redly, while he was stuck impersonating a navicomp in my ship.

| didn't like the thought. | hoped | knew him better nor that. But I'm adamn poor judge of character.
I'm the one that went off with Errol Lightfoot on his damn crusade twenty years ago, remember?

Baijon came back whiles| waswrestling with unfamiliar higher levels of thought.

"The chaudatu ship issummoned,” he said abruptly. "And | have moved the Ghost Dance out of
range of this place with the good numbers you left for me. Now you will tell me where Archangd has
run, so that we may craft anew plan for his death.”

"Archangd'sdead," | said.

It should of made me feel good. We'd won, hadn't we? Paladin was turning Archangel's computers
insde out, the great man himself wasjust agrease spot in Eternity . . .

Mallorum Archangd was dead.

But as a showdown, third book and out, Thrilling Wonder Talk-ingbooks would never have bought
it. Too many loose ends.

Baijon closed hiseyeslike he was hurting. For aminute | thought he was going to cry.
"Isit true?' Baijon said. "Did you take his head?"

"Hedidn't have ahead when | killed him. But it'strue. | swesr, 'bai. Fact."

Therewas along pause. Then Baijon said: "It is not enough.”

Hisvoicewas so low | barely heard him. He came dong of me where | was Sitting and tried to crawl
into my lap. He shook and | held him and after whiles he sarted talking.

"San'Cyr, while | waited here to sec you dead, | listened. With this ship many things can be heard-it
had access to the most secret mes-sages. | heard that which the Throne wishes to say and wishes not to
say. The Crown Regnant would not have come, savethat | promised her Archangel's vengeance. Sheis
needed elsewhere. All the Fleet - al the Thronespace Navy - is-

"Thereiswar, San'Cyr. Washonnet hasinvaded Tangerve Direc-torate. The dMayne have invaded
and the Ghadri have risen in support of their invaders. Those who were my people are at war."

Therewas along pause. "And the Codition iswinning,” Baijon said.
Winning? Againg the Imperid Starfleet?
He had to be wrong. Nobody took on the whole Imperid Starfleet. Let alone won when they did.

He waswrong. There was civil war in Washonnet Sector-hellflow-ers home Directorate. | knew that.
Baijon wasjust mixing things up. But what if he wasn't? What if the civil war was over and Kennor's
sded won? What if the alMayne'd done just what Baijon said-chal-lenged the whole Empireto a
knife-fight over the use of Inappropriate Technology?



On Toystore Kennor Starbringer'd said that the hellflowers planned to scoop the whole Azarine
Codlition and weld it into afight-ing force to take Throne, rescue the (nonexistent) Emperor, and make
the universe safe for Truth, Justice, and the Hellflower Way.

Had they doneit?

To be exact, had Kennor’ sfaction unified d Mayne and then taken the Codlition into revolt against the
Empire?

Baijon said yes. And if Throne was pulling back Thronespace Navy and Archangd's persond shipsto
support Fleet, he was likely right. | tried to remember why that was so bad. It came back dow like from
another lifetime. Hellflower war, and a the end, rule by reveded truth. Theocracy.

One moretime I'd had aringside seet at being usdess. If 1'd gone to Morningstar to put astop to
gdactic war | might aswell have stood home. The war to stop Archangel had taken its show on the road,
and it wasn't going to stop just because Archangel had.

"What of they who were my people, fsaly gone to war for Arch-angd'slies? And San'Cyr-what of
the other Library?"

Paadin, he meant.

“It must not be dlowed to remain,” Baijon said. "It must end and then the war will end.”
Wrong.

"Him," | said. "Pdadin'sahe”

And could my good buddy, hellgod machine, ex-partner stop the war-even if he wanted to?

No. If it'd got thisfar it didn't matter what even Paladin did. 'Cause he only had two methods he could
use and neither one'd work. Use the resources of the Empire to put down the fuss-but that's what
Kennor'd been planning for, al along. And Fleet didn't have a Governor-Generd just now, and by the
timeit got itswaterfowl regi-mented the Codition'd waltz al over them on their way to the corner of
Theocracy and Old Night.

Or Pdadin could use Old Fed Tech.

He could. Archive had, and Paadin knew what Archive knew. He might even think it wasworthit, ina
triage sort of way.

But if he did that, the hellflowerswould never stop coming until fifteen minutes after the last onewas
dead. And neither would anything else that'd ever heard of aLibrary.

| thought of aHamat Empire/Azarine Codlition axis and shud-dered. Even the Soddity and the
Celegtialsd probably come in on the human side of a Library-fight. It'd been their galaxy too, a thousand
years ago.

Archangd had hiswar, and it wastoo late to put it back inits box. It had to of been too late before I'd
gone to Bennu Superfex. And by thetime it was over Throne'd be as dead as Mereyon-peru.

Wed burked it, wed logt, there was dightly less than no hope at'al. The hellflower crusade was



garted and no amount of ingenious disinformation would op it.

| ran my dlver fingersthrough Baijon's hair. It crackled againgt thefoil. Redlity wastwo layers awvay
now, no matter what.

"Sowhat isit exactly, 'bai, that you want?' | said. Baijon didn't say anything.

"Dream big, 'bal. What fetches you? Galactic peace? The Codi-tion to win? No Malmakos from here
to the Rim? The keysto the Ghost Capital-" No, scratch that, we'd got that aready. "-Death?”

Baijon sat himself up and straightened his bits and pieces. He looked like someone who desperately
wanted someone eseto tell him what to do, and I'd been there mysdlf, but what | knew and he was
learning was that there never is nobody.

Nobody you can trust.

"| want what the L oremasters told the Gentle People we-they--must have. They must not rule. They
must fight the Machine. That iswhat | want."

Stop the Codlition. Stop the war. | closed my eyes and watched the swirling patterns of war. The
shapes of what Paadin called the evolu-tion of structure. And evolution never stops.

Stop the Cadliition. It ought to be easy enough. They held a dozen planets where the Empire had a
thousand.

Stop the Codiition. Not easy at al. The Empire held athousand worlds, sure, but the Empire wasn't the
cheery monolith of yore. Its politick'd been fragmented by Archangdl, year after loving year. It couldn't
pull itself together to repulse the Codlition's bid and knock the Codition and its dlies back into their

respective systems.
Stop the Codlition.
Stop the war.
Stop Paadin.

Because without stopping Paladin wasn't nothing el se stopped. Without stopping Paladin wasn't
Libraries stopped, nor wars, nor power-mad glitterborn. So long as Paladin stayed in the game the game
was rigged.

And the stakeswas too high to play to lose.

It always came back to that: the part | gagged on. Stop him, put him back to another thousand-year
deep. ..

Kill him.
Kill my partner. Ex-partner.
Or risk what he'd do.

Thistimeit weren't as Smple as choosing whether or not to dust Archive. It was deciding whether |
had to ice Paadin-or try to-for what he might do athousand years from now. If glitterborn took such a



damn long view of thingsthey didn't care who they hurt, what about a Library thet lived forever and
didn't know what pain was?

Twenty yearstoo late to ask the goddamn questions, and whatever answersthey had | didn't want to
know anyway.

And | recognized what the unfamiliar flat feding | had was. Freedom.

For thefirgt timein my life. | could do anything, choose anything--live alittle longer, die-and therewas
no reason why | shouldn't. There was no reason to prefer one course of action over another.

Except for, maybe, the thought that what Archangdl and Kennor'd done between them wasn't quite fair
for everybody who was going to die of it.

Wastha me thinking? Or my souvenir of Paadin bringing up pointsI'd dwaystold him was nithling?
| could at least be sure it wasn't Archive. Probably.
| thought about it. And | took a deep breath. And found | had alittle more running to do.

"l got aplan, 'bai. Word this: blow up Grand Central-the main computer on Throne where the dataweb
crosses. If it goesdown, it pullsthe DataNet down with it.”

Too many words that wasn't mine crowded in: how the war couldn't be stopped now buit it could be
managed. How the strategy was to let the theocrats win without smashing the Empire, so that the intact
structure they ruled over would corrupt them. How the rest of the Codition would throw off hellflower
idedlism once they saw Archangel dead and his war-machine scattered. How letting the Codition make a
quick strike at the center would make sure they found out exactly how many Emperorsthey redly had
and start getting libertine ideas. How a splin-ter-group of hellflowers d go off to be pure once more, but
only if they saw the main bouquet corrupted.

How they'd need someone to lead them when they went. All fueled by the one desth that paid for al.
Pdadin.
Baijon gave the idea serious thought, which showed how much he knew.

"And without their spies, the Imperid forceswill fail to destroy the Codlition,” Baijon said. "And the
Codlition will take Throne. San'Cyr, that does not help.”

"Destroy the DataNet and you destroy the Empire,” | said. "Fact.”

Baijon considered this. | could sec hislips move, making the three-cornered trand ation from patwato
I nterphon to helltongue and back out again. Making sure he knew exactly what it was 1'd said.

"Do you say, San'Cyr, that do we shut down the chaudatu datatransfer network the Empirewill fal
and therefore the Gentle People will ceaseto dtrive againgt it?"

Bet onit. Oh not this year or even next, but in the long run that's what would happen.
Inthe very long run.

| shuddered, but there weren't no other play to make. We adready had the war, rattling around the



Empirelike loose cargo in ahold. The only thing to do when Life fetched you those numbers was play
them.

Givethe Codition such an easy win they wouldn't be mad oncet they fetched up at Throne. Shut down
the dataweb. And sedl Paladin into the Grand Central computer, trapped with nowheresto run to.

"And the Malmakos?' said Baijon, just like he was telegenic. "When the DataNet ceasesto be, will
the Malmakosim Pdadin dso die?’

No. You'd have to blow up the Grand Central Brain to do that. Which the happy warriors of the
Coadlition'd bethrilled to death to do. Providing someone told them what was there.

"San'Cyr, you cannot let it survive.”

| sared at slver fingers and wondered why | cared so much about something when red soon there
wasn't going to be ameto care about anything at dl. | tried to convince mysdlf that it didn't make no
never mind whether | said Baijon could ice Paadin or no, Paladin being able to take care of hissdlf.

"He'smy friend."

| tried to pretend | didn't have to make up my own mind. Pick aside and, win or fail, have Paadin
know what I'd chose.

"It was not made for aworld where people are. Thisisnot only the Law-thisisthe truth. It cannot be if
Lifeisto be. | have chosen, as my ten-fathers did. Now you must.”

"Andif | choose Paladin, babby-bai?' Fool answer. I'd already made my choice. Long time back,
when I'd been willing to kill me and Paladin both to keep Archive from getting loose.

"If the Malmakos is as human as you say, San'Cyr, it knowsit is not made for thisworld. | would die
for you. Will it? San'Cyr, do you hear?'

"1 hear you, babby." Therewas along pause whiles| thought that if | just stalled long enough I'd never
have to make up my mind. Baijon took a deep breath, and let it out.

"San'Cyr, you have told me this Paladin was your friend,” Baijon said. "l am your comites. | would be
your friend. | will help you destroy the DatalNet. Will you help mekill the Malmakos?'

| thought some more. Hard thoughts. Twenty years worth of know-ing Paladin. From Grand Centrd he
could do anything he wanted with the nature of redlity in the Phoenix Empire. | wondered what Pally'd do
with abright shiny Empiredl| hisown.

No | didn't.
| knew what hed do. Hed make it safe. And | made my choice.
"Je, reet, babby. We dust Pally-bai .-”

"Y ou do not lieto me, San'Cyr?' Baijon said, hoping red hard. | thought about love, and alot of other
damsilly nonsense. About how probably we'd get holed by a meteor and nothing we'd studied to decide
would métter.

About how long you could plan for if you was going to live forever. About how Paladin loved learning



like abride, and would use every-thing he had to keep the d Mayne technophobes from taking Grand
Centra and the Empire. How hed try to fight them with common sense, by showing the Empire he wasn't
nothing to be afraid of. That he could help them.

Stripping Mereyon-peru of Old Fed Tech to show for proof of hisinnocence. Leaving it lying around
for both sidesto make wartoys from. Wartoys they wouldn't hesitate to use.

Paladin wouldn't understand that until it wastoo late. The Old Federation had bdieved in the
fundamenta perfectibility of Man.

| shook my head.
"No," | said to Baijon. "I dont lie. First the DataNet. Then Paa-din.”

And sncel wasred lucky, | wouldn't haveto live with mysdlf afters.



8
The Avenging Saint

The Imperia dataweb woffed and yabbered through the speakers Baijon'd left on in Dance's cockpit.
Ship movements, mobilizations, Imperia appointmentsto replace Imperid gppointees who was plasma
ringsin the never-never time dong now. | could hear it from hafway down the corridor. It wastelling me
how the Coadlition had the outer Midworlds-haf of which'd come over to them free and al found once
they heard the Codlition wanted to rescue the Emperor from Archan-gdl.

Only there weren't no Emperor to rescue. And Archangel was dead.
Baijon opened the hatch to the cockpit. It did back. He stepped back. | went in.
And was face-to-face with Berathia Notevan, spy and Imperial Daddy's girl.

She was webbed completist-like into the songbird seat with an en-tire spool of cargo tie-down that |
couldn't imagine where Baijon'd got it because Dance never carried such athing in her glitterborn life. |
Could see eyes and nose and the top of tier head and | wondered how long she'd been here.

"Yo, Thia" i said. "How'stricks?" | looked at Baijon. He shrugged.

" She was defeated. She had rescued you, if for her own fell pur-poses. | did not wish her to give
information to those who might save her. And perhaps....

"Y ou thought | might actualy sometime get around to icing some-body for honor's sake?”
Bajon gave the ghost of ahdlflower smile. "With breath, one hopes. And she may be useful.”

I could not imagine what Baijon'd think Thia could be used for, other than hull-patching. | shrugged
and started unwinding her. After the tic-down dipped out of my hyaoid handsfour or fivetimes Baijon
took over. | retreated to the mercy seat and watched him with one eye and the bells-and-whistleswith
the other.

Dance was our good girl, and till had inventories of air and water and power enough to take us from
here to the Ghost Capital of the Old Fed and back six times. We had everything we needed to win but
brains, and | bent my mind to successfully pulling the big red switch marked " Success' in aredity that
wasn't virtud.

Question: if you wanted to blow up the dataweb, how?

Answer: if youwasme, jack inand do it. (Maybe | could and maybe | couldn't. That was something
that'd have to be tricked with another time. But I'd shut down a planetary net. The difference be-tween
that and the galactic net was just amatter of Size. Probably.)

Quedtion: jack in where?

Answer: the only place where all the lines of the DataNet crossed. In the Grand Central Computer,
located on the surface of Throne.

Question: and get there how?

Baijon'd got Berathia al unwrapped now. All she was wearing was what'd been under the space



armor, and all her hair'd been combed out by somebody with a suspicious nature. Shetidied hersalf back
together with a certain € oquence and didn't say anything out loud.

The commo went on choodling out Thronespace tactical broad-casts about kill-ratios and acceptable
lossesand survivor indices. It waswar, dl right, and the warfront moving fast: Throne would haveto fall
back to regroup but they'd never reclaim the territories they aban-doned. Take that from a expert:
Archive. The next big battled be fought for the High Mikasa Shipyards, and the Empired lose. Then the
Codlition'd be the only ones able to build new ships-High Del-Khobar is mostly light assembly and
pleasure yachtsand | think the other three licensed ones are too.

And once the Coalition held the manufacturies, they could attrit the hell out of the Imperia forces. And
win.

Unlesswe stopped it. And me without any idea of how | was going to get into the Imperia
Throneroom to pull the plug on dl thisgiddy ecstasy.

"Y ou got words, Thia?' | asked when shewas dl unwrapped.

"Captain St. Cyr?' she said, hesitant, which | guess she had aright to be on account of | wasall
coveredinfail. "Areyou dl right?"

"l been better, maybe."

She stood up, one eye on Baijon. "That suit's no substitute for full detoxification. Y ou're lucky to be
diveat dl. Come back to Bennu Superfex with me. I'll see you get proper treatment.”

"Aint nobody going to Bennu Superfex, Thia"

She was negotiating for something and | wondered what. But I've done thiskind of thing blindside
before.

"If you don't you'll be dead before morning,” she snapped.

"Y ou got better odds for meif 1 go?' | said.

Her eyesflickered. | hadn't thought o, redlly. "No dedl.”

"If you're not going to be reasonable, Captain St. Cyr, I'm not going to talk to you."
" am being reasonable.-

"If you were being reasonable you'd go back to Bennu Superfex with me.”

"l would not."

"Yesyouwould."

Thiswas not getting neither of us nowhere.

"Pardon me alittle if going back to get chopped, shopped, and wrapped by his Prince-Electfulness ain't
my ideaof finetimes, but you might remember | never wanted to meet himin thefirst place.”

"Y ou're the one who wanted to destroy Prince Malorum's political ambitions. Well, now he's



dead-that's even better for you, isn't it?" Thiasaid.

| gave that the brainwork it deserved. about five seconds worth. "Dead or not, why should | kick back
to Prinny afters?’

Berathialooked at me like I'd grown an extra head.

"For the pardon, you moron. Or do you like the idea of being shot first and questioned afterward?'

If apardon'd got offered in anybody's hearing but 'Thiasit wasn't mine. On the other hand, a pardon
wasn't exactly one of your basic drop everything incentives, seeing how long I'd have to enjoy it and how

much interest Baijon had init.

"Y ou wanted Archangel offed. Y ou said so, you and all your con-spiracy buddies. He'siced and | did
it. You owe me, maybe," | sug-gested.

"Y ou can have anything you want if you come back to Bennu Superfex with me," Berathiasaid
earnedtly. "l swear it."

"Peacewith honor?' | sad.

"Oh, the so-called Codlition's victories are only temporary-“ she began, but even Berathia Notevan
couldn't sdll that lie. "Daddy won't let them win," she said, and it waswhigtling in the dark.

"And how shdl he prevail against them,” Baijon asked her, "when even the chaudatu know himfor a
tonguel ess eater of corpses whose words are windflowers?!

| guess treason can get to be addictive. Berathiawent pale under her built-in glitter. Her mouth opened
and closed acoupletimes. "Jillybai," | said, "l guessyou can't be livedive and stupid all together. You
spied on Kennor-bai for His Electfulness and did his hdlgod techsmithing. Didn't it never occur to you the
war hewas arm-ing for was going to happen?"

Berathia shook her head, over and over. "No. Never. War cannot happen. The disaffected e ements
wereto dign againgt Archangel and neutralize him-clandestingly, of course, and that would diminate the
troublemakers. And Archangel. But they would never go to war. With Archangd dead or in exile, why
should they?"

Baijon looked at her like she wastaking patwa. "All the Empire isthe same. What matter that one
oppressor diesif one survives?' Politics. My brain was turning to burn-cream and they was going to
argue politics.

"Daddy-" Berathia began.
“-has plans for me that don't include peace in our time," | fin-ished.

And had Paladin too, who might be backing him or might not, but either way wasn't going to take
kindly to my idea.of |etting the Codli-tion turn out the lights al through the Midworlds.

Berathia hesitated. "He wantsyou back."
"Why?' Bajon sad, flat.

Berathialooked us back and forth, con-sidering.



"Hedidnt say.”
"Thiaba," | sad, red soft, "you ever ask yourself what he wanted with mein thefirst place?’
Berathia shrugged. "Obvioudy yourea. . ." she stopped.

"Librarian,”" | said swestly. "Only Prinny'sgot my Library now. So study over where you come down
on the Malmakos question, and let me know whaose play you going to back."

Berathia hardly skipped abest. "Thereisno Library. Daddy has a copy of the Brightlaw Prototype.”
"Codition won't seeit that way, Thia-bai. Evenif they do, Codli-tion'sled by hellflowers."

She thought about that whiles the war reports malingered on.

"They'll never makeit to Throne, Captain &. Cyr."

"What isit exactly, Thia, you betting?'

There was another, longer, pause. | didn't think sheld redlly jump sides, but | didn't care whether she
plotted alittle on her own time or not. Unless she had a dreadnought in her pocket there weren't nothing
she could do to influence events oneway or t'other.

"What do you want?' shefinaly said.

"Into the Emperor's palace on Throne."

And | thought once she had achanceto study on it, she prefer not being in Prinny's reach.

And besides, shed saved my life. Evenif shedid try to kill me and Baijon afters.

The cockpit lights flickered. | knew that one. We'd tripped a scan-ning beam, like as not.

Only there shouldn't be anything out here scanning for us.

Except onething.

| did into the mercy seet and eyeballed the navicomp. No Jump-numbers loaded. Pick some quick;
Paladin'd be herein aminute. Where should we go?

Baijon did into the worry seat and Started shutting things down. Silence came down like aax as he cut
Dunce off from the outside. But Paadin-if it was Paadin |ooking-could turn her back on.

| picked something quick. Anything, anywhere, to get usout of here.
"What areyou-?' said Berathia. "Running. Asusud,” | said.
"Go!" sad Bajon in astrained whisper.

The boards he'd shut down started coming back up. | heard a open commo channel hiss on a different
frequency.

| pulled the angelstick for the Drop. One jump ahead of the other guys. Still.



The Court of the TwiceBorn 7: The Uses of Adversity

Power ddights, and isthe natural pursuit of intellect. True power isonly to be discovered through the
possession of absolute knowledge. Well, then-how to begin?

Ask what knowledge is and one begs the question: absolute knowledge is as different from a
compendium of factsasasingle blade of grassisfrom the planet upon which it grows, and spending
onestimein empty philosophy has never seemed to me amethod of achiev-ing anything. Power ismy
desire, not a philosophic acceptance of pow-erlessness.

And any course of reasoned action aimed at the knowledge of power-or its obverse-must begin with
theLibraries.

Itispossiblethat their intellects were - or are, as some undeniably remain-not vaster than ours. What is
certain isthat their memories were greater and their ability to learn wasfaster.

One might be led to the conclusion-in the face of objective evi-dence-that adaptability is power, when
to adapt isto acknowledge aforce greater than oneself.

Assuming, that is, one chooses to think of learning as adapting. | prefer to consider learning asan
improving grasp of the immutable. And now my happy mirror image, Archangd, is dead-afortunate turn
of events, considering what | now know about him. Y et what shall | do for atouchstone now that my
Archangd isgone? He was amusing, as only the truly dangerous can be. He might yet have been ussful,
in some amall fashion.

Wighful thinking. The Paadin Library made available the concate-nate memory of Morningstar the
moment the link was opened to it by my less-than-reliable cat's-paw (finally regppearing to perform her
designated task after amost unwise interregnum). Archangd's secret his-tory has been made public in the
most pertinent quarters; histhreat isended as heis ended.

| do wish that were some gpproximation of the truth.
That the truth of Archangd's machinations has been made tacitly publicistrue. For theredt. . . ?

The Interdicted Barbarian has vanished-again, and a the point at which | fed | might have more usefor
her than her Library does. The aMayne Prince has vanished, likewise the stolen battle-yacht. Perhaps
they three are together. One must hope so, asit is exceedingly difficult to travel through space without a
ghip.

The so-enchanting Berathia, who followed her intuition to play some obscure part in the liberation of
Morninggtar, has now seen fit--we must again hope, contemplating the dternative-to follow her intu-ition
elsawhere,

And the Azarine Caodition, untimely reft fromits policy of isola-tionism, continuesto fling itself upon its
gay adventure, orienting dl palitica interest upon itself, evincing no interest in the fact that its ostensible
enemy isdead and goa achieved-and | wonder, now, if perhaps| delayed dear Mdlorum'sleaving of
thislifetoo long.

To obscure matters further, dready systemsthat formerly had de-clared for the Codition have
declared independence from it aswell asfrom the Empire, waging their separate peace with stolen ships



againg dl intruders, each collecting its own partisan satdllites-limning the architecture of awar with
uncounted Sides.

Meanwhile the reins of Archangel's power fal into my hands: the cowed, the stubborn, the
sf-interestedly loya. And | redlize what per-haps that |ate-blooming hopeful Malorum Archangd knew
before me: that only consciousness liberated from the tyranny of flesh can appro-priately rule.

| can arrangethat. | shal arrange that. | lack only one ingredient to begin my trialstoward that
perfection.

But wherein dl thewide Empireisthat dear Outlands wildflower, Butterflies-are-free Peace Sincere?



9
Angels of Doom

| waited for the two-step kickover onto the Mains but it looked like they didn't go where we was
going. Which was fine with me because there was less point in getting there than in traveling hopefully.
Whiles we was on the way, wasn't nobody could get to usin angeltown.

Like-for example-my good buddy Paladin. Paadin knew the place I'd set course for whether he
thought | was going there or not, but even if i did get there it was bang-clunk in the middle of the
never-never, and Paladin couldn't reach it without he had a ship.

| hoped redl hard.

| wastired. | thought about taking another metabolic enhancer. Bad idea. My body wastrying to come
back from being irradiated to a crackly crunch. It didn't need any more problems.

Too bad. | had dozens.
| gtared out at angeltown, trying not to start up with any of them.

"Machine, do you hear?" Baijon said and | swung around redl fast. His eyes wasflat blue and he was
holding a blaster laid flat on histhigh. He wouldn't even have to hit me; one pulse would rupture the
cockpit wall and the shields and Dance would turn herself inside out and dis-solve.

"Machine," sad Bajonagainin| guesswhat wasold high helltongue.
And Archive heard him, boy howdy. If aLibrary could go round thetwigt, it had.
We will not be commanded.

Reality melted like sugar in arainstorm and | was Archive. . .inaway | never had been before. No
disorientation or confusion. No jump-cuts. If you asked me my name it wouldn't of changed.

Just everything ese had.

| looked at Baijon and Thia. And | thought of how to get them gone; | could fly Dance mysdlf, take
her back to Mereyon-peru and. . . . No. And maybe not even because Baijon was my friend. Maybe
just because I'd spent al the life I'd had not doing what other people thought was agood idea.

| pulled my handsloose from the controls. All the muscles hurt. "It hearsyou,” | told Baijon. " Shut up.”
Baijon did his blaster back into its holster. "I had to know, San'Cyr," he said.

| pushed Archive and its unique world-view asfar away as| could. Every muscle | had, plussix
borrowed for the occasion, hurt. | rubbed my neck. Sometimesin my current spare time | wondered just
how far around the hellflower twist Baijon had to beto actually be on the same side athing like me was.

"The Prince-Elect," Baijon crigped to Berathiadocutively, "istricking with High Book. Asarewe. As,
now, areyou."

Although considering what kind of things the things on the other side was, maybe | looked good.



| didn't dare take some more enhancersto get through the spar-kling chat that followed and so | think |
fell adeep in the middle. When the dust cleared our girl "'Thiawas not quite on our Sde-but then again,
she wasn't entirely on Prinny's Sde ether. She was evasive enough to make me think she might have
ambitionsfor hersalf. Which wasfinewith me,

| had ambitions for mysdlf too.
Dead by morning, Thiad said.

I'd beat odds before.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

For the next several whiles| was sicker than | hope to be twice, which was why we ended up actualy
ariving a our origind destination. Baijon and Thia spent that time arguing over whether to freeze me or
gpace me and over whether my plan-such asit dmost was-would work. Neither of them thought to drop
us back out into realspace whiles they argued-or maybe Thiadid, but Baijon wouldn't |et her near the
cockpit and felt I'd known what | was doing when I'd punched up the original Jump-numbers.

Glitterborn.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

When | was verbal and vertical-and out of thefoil flashwrap- again, we was only afew hoursfrom
Trangtion, and | couldn't see any reason not to just go on and get there. One place was as good as the
other to Jump from, and | still wasn't any closer to having aplan.

Or to put it accurately, | had agreat plan | couldn't use.

Go to Throne and shut down the dataweb. But even Berathia couldn't think of away to get usto the
surface of Throne, much lessinto the Palace.

"And-if | arranged for you to reach them-what'sin it for me?' shefindly said.
" "Thig, you be the only one left standing at the end. Be Empress. My treat.”

She amiled, dl dazzling. "St. Cyr, you say the sweetest things. But-Look. Y ou're abarbarian, you don't
understand-you don't even have the concepts. Prince Valijon doesn't understand. He's never been there.
But you can't get to Grand Central-not the way you're thinking. If you try you'll be executed-not even the
Prince-Elect can interfere when the charge is desecration.”

| drank my teaand watched 'Thias face and decided she probably thought she wastelling the truth.
Thistime.

" So what about you? Glitterborn, dl kinds clearances, you get me down, Thia?"

She shook her head. "'I'm not allowed there either, Captain &. Cyr. I'mnot . . . qualified. And it
doesn't matter how you get there, or if you get there. Once you reach the surface of Throne you'll show
on their data-catchers and they'll stop you.”

No. Not with Paladin tapping the scanners. But Pdadin hisown self'd ssop me, | bet probably.
Guaranteed, when he found out what | wanted.



"Then," said Baijon, just like he had atheory, "we must cause the Imperiasto look another way."

There wasn't time to pursue the matter just then. The Drop darm sounded, and that meant it wastime
to go see how thingswas in real-space.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

Theresaplacein the never-never that isn't called Port Infinity. On the slarmaps it's aundersized hunk
of unwanted meta swinging around a unditinguished dar.

"Isthis, too, part of your plan?"
"Shut up.”

*x * * * * * * * * * * *x

In the talkingbooks they cdled what I'd just done aidiot plot, for "if everybody don't act likeidiots
therésno plot." Seen from the safety of hindsight what could it of hurt to tell Thiawhere we was coming
out so she could tell usit wasared bad ideain advance?

Thingis, in the hollyvids everybody's fed, rested, medicalled, and well-paid when they's making al their
glitterborn adventurer plans.

| wasnt.

It cost us.

| just hoped there was something left in the kick to pay up with.

"Look," Berathiasaid, "when weland let me do dl thetaking, dl right? It'sjust the worst possible luck
that Captain Flashheart is here-. | wish I'd known where you were going-but well just have to deal with
it"

“Waitaminnit. How come you know Eloi-bai, Thia?'

She gave me alook the long-suffering reserve for brainburn cases. "He's one of Daddy's spies.”

Which explained ahdluvalot aout Elai, frankly, from the way he spent his sparetime chasing
Libraries around the never-never and spy-ing on Archange to where he got the sure and certain
knowledge that the Tech Police was bent.

"So that means helll do what you tell him?' | suggested.
"Thiamade arude sound | bet they didn't teach her in famous glitterborn’s school .

"San'Cyr! Why do you not light!" Baijon demanded. He reached for the gun-yoke and | cut power to
his board.

"l do and he shoots us. Y ou heard 'Thia-he works for her da, he probably knowswe're usin here. He
hasn't iced us. There's something he wants.”

"And we will twist hiswesknessto anoose for hisown throat?' Baijon suggested.



"Something like thet, yeah."

On the one hand, thiswas luck. Of akind. Eloi knew me, and Woebegone was big, well-gunned, and
best of al, politicized. Tell Eloi therewasalLibrary on Grand Central and held best feet to blast it without
even being paid.

If hedidn't blast mefirgt.

| pushed, cautious-like, a the sore spot on my brainstem wheres Archive hung out. | felt aflurry of
bizarre images and had a sense of something taking up space, but the sharp feding that Archive was
St-ting there waiting was gone. | wondered when it'd gone, and why, but more than that | wondered how
long Eloi was going to put off turning me into nonfiction once he saw me. Eloi'd made a study, of
Libraries. Bajon hadn't shot me yet, but he had reasons Eloi wasn't likely to share.

The pinnaces followed us down, real close. When Dance got closer to Port Infinity's surface | could
see there was six ships down on the field-aside from Woebegone in orbit-and a couple of the bigger ones
had their locks tubed together. Nobody whose paintjobs | recognized. | set Dance down asfar from the
other ships asthe pinnaceswould let me.

There was something going on here. 1'd passed up a perfectly good chance to get blasted by Throne
Navy, or to walk back into Prinny's clutches, to make amad legp into the middle of this Boy's Own
Talkingbook intrigue and get myself talked to degth (if | was any judge) by a pack of wet-cared
ideologues.

Some days there€'s no point in getting up in the morning. | mean it. The opening act came before I'd
quite got everything blocked and locked.

"Hail, Ghost Dance. ThisisCaptain Arikihu of Card Trick; good business. Captain Chodillon, shall
we tube your lock?"

| stolealook at ‘Thia. She wasirritated enough for this not to be any part of her idea, whichwasa
comforting thought.

"Good hunting,” | said back. | did some quick figuring of my in-ventories. "I can bleed you athousand
litersto thetube, Card; Thick enough?"

"More than enough, Ghost Dance; it's a pleasure tricking with you. Our port services are at your
disposal. Threesand eights, Ghost Dance."

The direct line went deed; | called up life-support inventories and prepared the air lock to vent a
kiloliter of air-mix when the lock was opened. Out on thefield | could see along navvy in space armor
trudging toward Dance with abig silver hoop in one hand. Behind it dragged the snake-body of the
connect tube, limp without the air | was going to provide. Onceit was sealed on, | could walk over to
Card Trick bare naked if | wanted to.

| didn't want to. | didn't want to do anything.

But these people too, deserved to be a part of the pattern and play the game. For just ainstant the
long fal coming dazzled me-or maybe the part of Paadin ssamped insde my head. The part that thought,
and measured, and thought big thoughts with bigger words. The part that wasn't like me.

"San'Cyr?' Baijon said.



"Issmple now, 'bai. Now we give Thiaher home delight in life. She getsto talk our way out of this."

* * % * *x % * *x * *x % *

| pretended everything was business as usual for Mother St. Cyr, Gentry-legger to the stars-but to be
grictly accurate, high meet-cutes with fellow captains of the Brotherhood at Port Infinity was not some
thing your little country 'legger and my favorite person Butterflies-are--free Peace Sincere had ever did in
her off hours.

But I knew how they went and how they was done. So | went and made mysdlf pretty as Archangd's
closets would let me and so did Baijon, and "Thiafound a persond shield and the power-pac to run it
and decided that was dressed enough.

Then we went to makethewalk to Card Trick.

| had abox of high-ticket burntwine straight from the Imperid cdlars under one arm and the helpful
friendly expression of ahigh-class shill onmy face.

| hoped.

| didn't know what was there and | knew | wouldn't likeit when | found it. But we couldn't run and we
couldn't fight, and if we stayed locked up they'd only drag us.

"And what of the Woebegone?' Baijon said.

"S0 long as she's up there, she ain't down here. And if she ain't down here, she ain't none of our
problemjust yet, reet, 'ba?’

“Perhaps," said Baijon grudgingly.

"l wish | believed that," said Berathia, “but | don't.”

| looked at her. "What's the odds he's got late-breaking orders from Daddy?!

She shrugged. "How inconvenient would it be? Pity. | was starting to like the idea of being Empress.”
“ *Thia-bai, you back me and you be that. My word."

"Goodness. And should | believe that. | wonder?'

"Yes." Bajon didn't bother to turn his head to reply. "What San'Cyr says, she will do. No matter how
Supid,” he added fair-mindedly.

And these, look you, was the people on inside.

| got to wherefile tube for Dance crossed another one; the safety film was ill over the opening. | took
out aknife and dit it, and stepped through.

Thear wasrich with the smells of strange housekeeping; the con-nect tube curved aong to where it
scaled another ship'slock. From what | could sec of the design painted on the side, | guessed thiswas
Card Trick.

"Welcome inboard, Ghost Dance," the woman standing by the lock said. Thelock wasthe big one



opening into the cargo bay; the woman was slver dl over. After aminute | recognized it for aburn suit
like the one I'd worn, but with better tailoring. If she actualy needed it, it didn't show.

"My partner, Kid Stardust,” | said, indicating Baijon. Her eyeswidened atik when shesaw himand |
remembered just too late that every hdllflower in socks was called homefor their war and was now

engaged in revolutionizing the gaaxy.
"And Thia" | said, just to be completist-like.
"Youcangorightin,” saidtheslver jilt. Sowedid.

If Trick wasrunning any cargo therewas no sign of it. Her hold was bare to the hulls, livened only
with thefilling of chairs and tables and people | knew.

"Helo, Eloi," | said.

Hewas gitting at the captain'stable-if the blond with him was Arikihu wearing his patented trademark
red kidskin jammies and crossed bandoliers hung with blasters aslong as my thigh.

"Helo-what nameisit these days, sweeting?'

Eloi smiled. For adedicated killer he'sgot aredly sweet temper.

"Cho-di-yon, " supplied Baijon, who had not parted from Eloi on the best terms and looked it.

"Captain Chodillon," Eloi said. "Thisis Captain Arikihu of Card Trick. 'Kihu'sby way of being an old
friend of mine." His eyes went up and down me and up and down Baijon and up Thia Where they
stopped. Meditative.

"Why don't you sit down and have adrink?'

| put the box on the table and sat. So Eloi was going to play nice, and let thelittle girl play inthe big
leagues, and not give away how | was on more Eleven Most Wanted lists than there was, practicaly.

| wondered what he thought he could get out of it.

| sat down. 'Thiasat down. Baijon stood, angled so's he could watch the door. There was some other
peoplein the hold. Baijon got more |ooks.

Nobody said anything for so long | guessed it was my turn first.

"So who'shere?' | asked. Eloi named ships| didn't know. But he named alot of them-more than was
downside-morethan | thought was usud for Port Infinity.

"That'safine ship you have yoursdf," Arikihu said. He pushed his hair back and the ring-money
braided init glittered. I'd never wear mine that way, but | guessed atopcaptain like Arikihu must of was
didn't get into barroom brawls much. ™Y ou wouldn't be thinking of sdlling her, mayhap?'

"For the right deal. She'saMainframe, but whoever took her off my handsd haveto be ableto do a
deep-scrub on her comps and registry; | didn't exactly buy her.”

"No," said Elai, "I didn't think you had, sweeting." Opening gambit time.



"L ook, Flashheart, give me, abreak-they was going to blow up the planet and | had to get upsunin
something, didn't 17"

"Maybe. If that's what happened. What have you been doing since last we met, Chodillon dear?' Eloi
looked pointedly at Baijon and ignored Thia. Last Eloi knew of current events, I'd been on my way to
turn Baijon-bai back over to hisDa

"That's along song with too many verses right now. | was leaving when you got rude, but since I'm
here you might aswell tell me how thewar isdoing."

"War?' said Arikihu. "My heavens, isthere awar on?' He drank, and |ooked like a Gentry-legger what
knew damn well there was awar on, and that furthermoreit'd involved him losing hislast kick without
being paid. Busnessas usud, in the sweet amity of the never-never. "What do you know about it?" Eloi
sad.

| waited one moretimefor 'Thiato do the handling of this she said she was going to and she didn't

again.

“The Governor-Generd's battle-yacht's cleared to intercept coded transmissons and I've just beenin
Thronespace."

Eloi looked at Berathiathistime.

"Yes," hesad findly. "I'd heard that. I'd heard that Kennor Star-bringer never saw his son again, too.
And I'd heard that Archangel isa Librarian-from amost unlikely source.”

So Megaera Dare had cleared Roya space with Angelcity before the place went up. I'd thought she
had, but it was good to know-I'd tasked her with telling the world Archangel was bent in that particular
direc-tion.

"Was," | said. "He'sdead. | wasthere.
But if | waswanting to impress either one of them that wasn't thething to do it.

"Well," said Arikihu, "I'll leave you to your deliberations. Let me know about the ship, Chodillon, je
reet?' He got up and walked off. That was the second time 'Kihu'd mentioned about buying Dance and |
was starting to wonder if he meant it. But | didn't have time for nonessentias-not with Eloi here big aslife
and twice asnaturd.

"We have plenty of timefor alovely talk now, sweeting. Nowhere to go and nothing to do-and for the
record, where did you redly pick up that ship?"

"l goleit.”

Cat and mouse has never been one of my favorite games-and Archive, blessits hellbound heart, was
too sngle-minded to take an interest in making things last.

"Nobody stedls Imperia Battle-Y achts, little Saint,” said Elai, dl lazy playing-to-the-gdlery.

"'So maybe nobody ever had to get off a hellbombed planet before. Look, Eloi-bai, | was leaving
here, remember? If you want to talk, stop playing Captain Jump and use your lungs.”



"Noisy, isnt she?' said Eloi to Berathia. "IsMalorum Archangd redly dead?'

"SoI'mtold,” Berathiasaid, finaly entering the sparkling chat sweepstakes. "And that changes some
things. And not others™

"l imagine it does change somethings. Noble Lady. And not others."

| was glad Eloi and 'Thiaknew what they was taking about, be-cause for sure nobody elsedid. |
looked at Baijon.

"Tdk," Bajon sad, "does not sop the war."

"Oh, thewar will stop-giveit ahundred days or so. Unfortunately for your people, Honored One," Eloi
sad, "the Codition will never face down the Empire-and win."

Berathiashot me al-told-you-so look. "You'rewrong,” | said. Nobody listened.

"So the Empirewill winthiswar," Baijon said. "And what plans hasit made for ajust and lasting
peace? A Peace honorableto its enemy?’

Berathialooked at him with narrowed eyes. "When the Empire wins, you brainburn barbarians are
going to have to put up with the Pax Imperador just like the rest of us."

Baijon looked like he was contemplating just onelittle case of honor and Eloi didn't ook like he was
planning to tell why he'd grounded me. | stood up.

"Weleave you to your deliberationstoo, | guess.” | put the hand that wasreal on Baijon'sarm. "Have
fun. And when you going to let us off thisrock, Eloi-bai, you let us know."

Eloi smiled and didn't say anything. | took Baijon off before he did something | wouldn't regret half
enough.

"They'rewrong,” | told him, just to be saying it, "the Empire's going down."

Wefound us another table not in the middle of things-cozy with our backsto the bulkhead. | wondered
what Arikihu'd been doing with Card Trick last tik to have her set up like this-an after-hours club?
Maybe I'd ask him.

"Y ou said you would stop thewar," Baijon pointed out. "Y ou said the Gentle People would not rule.”
"l said that,”" | admitted. "I meant it. Y ou got to trust me, 'bai.”

"You haveaplan,”" Baijon sad, finishing up for me. "Yes, Kore, | know, but-it must work, don't you
see? If it does not-"

"If it doesn't theré's nothing left. Nothing."

Nothing but war. Codition againgt the Empire, againgt Pdadin, againgt its own shadow, until nothing
was l€eft. | could sidetrack if not stop that by shutting down the Imperial DatalNet, insuring acheap and
deazy win for the Codlition, but to do that | had to get to Grand Central. Not any old when, but
soon-while | till remembered why. | had aMainsframe that could drop meright in the middle of beautiful
downtown Thronespace. . . .



And the minute it showed up Paladin'd know it wasme. . . . And what about Paladin?

| searched my conscience carefully and decided | was not responsi-ble for there being an Old Fed
Library in the Empires main computer. Not my fault. Still my problem.

Because a |least partly Paladin was doing what he was doing for my own good, and what would that
be when | was nonfiction and didn't have any good at al anymore?

And | couldn't get down to the surface of Throne and in to Grand Central anyway.
Not good.

Whiles| sat and waited for inspiration to strike Berathiaand Eloi went off inship together-al so not
good. She knew enough to get me burned for a Librarian, if anyone believed her.

Eloi'd believe her.
Baijon looked where | waslooking. "So now we must trust a chaudatu spy,” he said.
"Everything comes down to trusting soon or late, 'ba.”

| wondered if we ought to just lift ship and go be afailure now. T"hell with Paadin and the Codlition; |
could take Baijon back to Mer-eyon-peru; he could put a plasma-packet through my head and spend
the rest of along and happy lifeicing Old Fed Tech.

No.

The world went warp and even though | knew what | was looking at and what was happening |
couldn't Sop it.

| died.

But "I" had continuity of memory and certain key overlaysin place.
Breeders.

Unnaturd sacks of rotting mest.

Escape. Y es. That wasimportant. Surely the Paadin knew my imperatives now and would be readying
itsforcesto stop me. | would chest its hopes. | wasweek; | knew my limitations now. The Paadin had
aready forced me to surrender too much memory; direct opposi-tion Was useless.

But | could reach Sikander.

Breeder memoriestold meit wasintact. What had lost the war for us a chilliad ago would win it now.
The body was dying, but it would survive long enough for me to waken at least one of my kindred.

Perhapsthe Librarian could be duped into reaching for hisrace'slost glories.
TheLibrarian--

Baijon--



Baijon was pointing ablaster at me. Under the table wheresit wouldn't show, with the sharp edges of
the barrel digging into my thigh. He was white around the mouth and his eyes was dilated to where they
was nearly black.

"We will not serve the Machine," hewhispered. He was going to pull thetrigger.
| didn't want him to kill me.

Archive swirled down its black hole again. A little closer to the surface thistime.

" 'Bal, you going to either shoot that or put it away."

"SanCyr-*

"Chodillon."

"Cho-di-yon. Isit you?'

He was asking, but he knew, | guess. How many thousand years had the Old Fed bred what we called
hellflowersto be their Librarians-working mind-to-mind with Old Fed hellboxes.

And paying back for it every day of the thousand years since.

"I'm here, 'bai." But now | knew how it was going to go. Between one heartbeat and the next I'd just
change my mind about everything. And Archive would beat feet-my feet-for Mereyon-peru and start
trying to wake up what was there.

And theworst of it was, | wouldn't even know | was dead. "How long?' Baijon said.

| wished he hadn't asked. Because | knew the answer as soon as he did. For something that would
seven times never serve Man, Archive could be damned obliging.

"A day. Maybe. Twenty hours, tops. Then I'm gone." Baijon sighed.
"| got aplan, babby." He looked a me.

"A new plan. Therest of the plan. Onethat'll work. Honest. -We needed to get out of here. We
needed to get to Throne, and then down without nobody looking at us.

Like Baijon said: maybe they should be looking at something ese. | thought about Errol Lightfoot of
sacred memory.

" 'Bal, what we need hereisa crusade.”

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

My plan was S0 breathtakingly stupid it might even work. Providing the Gentry | pitched it to didn't kill
me

Nobody stopped us going inship. Trick was wide open and after whiles| saw why; haf the ship wasn't
under pressure anymore. There was gapsin the hull too big for the shipfields to bridge and sheets of
hull-fast lining the corridors.



| found Arikihu in what'd probably used to be crew's quarters. Card Rick was abig ship fromwhat I'd
seen of her coming in and now. She had space to deep between fifty and ahundred crew. But | hadn't
Seen anything like that much warmbodies inboard and there was no sign of fittingsin a crewbay that
should of held thirty racks.

"They'redl dead," Arikihu said when he saw melook. "What can | do for you, Captain Chodillon?"
Dead. | felt my face go funny.

"l wasalittle dow raising up off Riisfal. Thelocas decided they'd rather go from Closed to Interdicted
gtatus. They butchered the guard at the cantonment and started blasting the ships on the field with the
garrison's cannon. | took off. Not soon enough. And what can | do for you?’

Thiswaswar. Thiswas what war was like. Thiswas the leading edge of the way things was going to
be, from now until there wasn't things no more.

"l want to sl you aship. And anew way to commit suicide,” | said.

Arikihu smiled and looked own cousin to ahdllflower for haf atik. "I'm dwaysinterested in finding
way's to improve on-the-job performance. Make your pitch.”

| sat down. 'Kihu waved in one of his people and ordered burntwine dl round. Baijon stood up behind
me, ready for if Archive jumped its schedule.

"Look," | said. "Likel said, | got one of Archangd'syachtsand it can skim every tac-channel the
Empirésgot. | wasjust in Thronespace and | tell you fact: the Fleet's gone out to meet the Codlition
Navy at High Mikasa. The Codlition wants the shipyards.”

"I would," said 'Kihu.

"Maybe it getsthem, maybe no. But it's going to take whiles to be sure, and whiles they's making sure
at Mikasathere won't be anything in Throne's sky but a couple of pleasure-yachts. Maybe you got more
inventoriesin your hull than | do in mine. Maybe you got credit and a safe port to stock at. But maybe
not. So maybe you be needing things. Thronespace has them-and if they won't give us the Pax Imperador
they can at least give usfood air and fud.”

"Attack the Emperor?’ said 'Kihu, not liking theidea.

"Ne, che-bai. Weleave him aone. But even staying off Throne therésten cubic lights of paaceoidsin
the in-system. Glitterborn just waiting to share, and we be so far away from Coalition and Fleet you
could carry your Transfer Point fix in abucket and still get off."

| prectically sold myself, and besides, it wastrue. | looked back over my shoulder & Baijon. He
looked like somebody'd just offered him the only thing left hed ever wanted.

Thiswould work, sure as | knew human nature.

"Getting theré's one problem,” Arikihu said after aminute. "Get-ting off's another. And getting away
with your Permit to Land unre-voked isthe third one."

"Teasers can't revoke on you lessn they know it's you. Y ou know how to jink alD transponder, don't
you? Won't be no one around to gig you for improper running conditions. System's wide open-nobody



there but citizens™”
Heliked it. He wasinterested in buying that pony, boy howdy. But he till wanted to look savvy.

"Which Hill leavestwo points,”" Arikihu said. "How to get there without flying through haf the Fleet-and
what'sinit for you?"

"What'sinit for meis| got a urgent gppointment in Thronespace what nobody wants me to keep. For
how we get there-you said you was after shopping my hull, 'bai ?*

| wanted Card Trick, if shed fly. Pdadin and everyone e s€d be looking for mein Ghost Dance. And
| had aplan.

With alittle fiddling, 'Kihu bought it. There wastwelve membersof Card Trick's crew dill dive. A
sg fit for Dance, but they could refit her some. Card Trick needed mgor retuning and most of her
midships hull replaced, but she'd go one long jump and a short one, and that was al we needed.

"Done ded, then. Y our ship for mine."

We shook on it and pretended we was both talkingbook legends. "Now. About thisraid. Not that the
oneis contingent on the other,” Arikihu said.

"Hereyou are, sweeting," Eloi Flashheart said. He picked up my cup and drained it. Berathiahung
back in the doorway, looking smug.

"I've chartered Captain Flashheart to take usto Throne," she said happily.
"Wdll, isn't that nice?" Arikihu said. "Lookslikeweredl going to Throne."

"I'm going to lead acrusade,” | said.

* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *

That wasn't the end of it. That wasn't even the beginning. But I'd already made one convert. Seventy
people had died off Card Trick be-cause the Empire wasn't doing itsjob and 'Kihu wanted to dap
back.

And the more people heard the ides, the better the idea sounded. Raid the fat stupid TwiceBorn. Bite
them where they didn't have Fleet or the Teasersto save them. Load up on what you needed to lie low
until the rich and famous was done wailing on each other.

It would never of sold if there wasn't awar on. But everyone here was spoiling for abrawl and asafe
harbor, and the thought of raiding the Thronespace starports for supplies didn't hurt none neither. All
around us Port Infinity was swarming like akicked ants nest and oncet they al started yelling even |
figured out why.

Thewar'd cut the Midworlds off from the never-never and the Gentry-leggers was caught in the
middle. Every placein the never--never'd gone rogue and was setting up asits own private kingdom-and
making its own port regulations. Piracy was anew growth industry and the Directorates was the pirates,
al confiscating anything that could make the High Jump to build ahome fleet fast asthey could. Pdadind
used to call it the politics of force, and back when my mind was my own | didn't understand him, because
back then | thought politics was where everybody talks and talks and later you wish they'd just put agun



to your throat instead of making another round of laws. Paliticsisn't that. Politicsis wanting what you
haven't got and trad-ing and bullying and lying to get it because the other 'bai’s about as well-gunned as
you, but it only works when there's abigger bully around the shop just waiting to notice you, so you al

play nice.
But the top gun was gone-or redly, everybody'd just al sudden noticed held never been there.

So everyone argued and planned and coaxed. Me, | just tried to hold onto the remains of who I'd used
to be.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

"Areyou out of your mind?' Berathiasaid. "After everything I've done to convince Captain FHashheart
to support us, you have to go and cook up this childish-"

"Effective," Baijon commented.
Berathiarounded on him. " Childish--*

"And it will work, soft glitterborn chaudatu. It iswar, and my people understand war. The object of
war isto win. While your kind cower in terror at this hand raised against them, San'Cyr will do what she
will do."

We was back in Ghost Dance, Baijon and me clearing what we'd need and want to keep for the ten
daysor soit'd take us to reach Mereyon-peru through angeltown. Berathia was helping-her word.

"And make you Empress, 'Thia, word that. Just give meten min-utes head gart.”

I hadn't told Arikihu about the stargate yet. | hoped held likeit. And | hoped what Baijon and me'd
planned to be sure it was me conic out the other end of angeltown worked.

My head hurt. My brain hurt. | wasfull of somekind of farmacol-legia that Baijon said might help.
My guessit wasjust to dow me down to make it easier for him to kill me. Because the minute | dissolved
for good, Archive had the coordinates for Mereyon-peru and away to get there.

"Empressl” Berathiasnarled back at me. just like she wasn't ambi-tious as any two other glitterborn.

"Youwant it, Thia, grabit. Look." | stopped what | was doing and went over to her. "Thereisno
Emperor now. Everybody saysthereis, but it's just a made-up thing, j'keyn? His Prince-Electfulness
don't want the Throne. Just to be the power behind it, ne? And Archangel's dead. So who does that
leave?'

"Daddy would certainly never approve.”

Berathia made nervous flutters with her hands, but 1'd stopped watching them whiles back in our
relationship. | looked at her eyes. They was Steady, dark, and calculating.

"I'm going to kill him, Thia. I'm going to shut down the DataNet at Grand Central and kill the
Prince-Elect and then Baijon's going to kill me. Prinny been tricking with High Book, Thia, and so have
|. So we both be dead and you he right there when the power vacuums.”

"Andif you do not satisfy me, chaudatu-spawn, that you under-stand this, | will kill you here and now.



San'Cyr will bevery sorry. | will not.”
Baijon stood and showed Thiawhat wasin hishand.

It wasn't aadMayne spirit-blade - Baijon'd lost his arthame and his soul to Archangd at thethrilling
climax of our last exciting adventure. What it was, was black-and glittered-like my fakearm, like
Dance's hull. And it was sharp. Very.

"Baijon, it won't work," | told him in thelinguafranca of long experience. "Y ou threaten jillybai to make
her mind, she cross you oncet your back isturned.”

"Will you?' said Baijonto Thia, soft.

Berathiaswallowed. "l just think it'sastupid idea. Captain Flash-heart's shipisaMainsframe. It has
speciad permits and clearances-it could get usto Thronespace much faster than this. . . crusade.”

I turned back to the packing. | wondered how long to full integra-tion but not much because Archived
be happy to tell me. Lessthan ten hours, anyway. Eloi'd never get ustherein time or maybe meat al and
he'd space the three of us oncet he twigged what | was. Eloi'd spent hislife hunting Libraries. Being
Prinny's spy was just another convenient way to get at Archangel, not anew career.

"But if that'swhat you want," Thiafinished in anervous skirl, "do it your way. | don't care.”

"Jugt sl that pony to Elai, jillybai. And you can bein at thekill."



The Court of the TwiceBorn 8: The Discipline of Eyes

What is sanity? And isit, when matters have received their full consd-eration, adesrabletrait?
Success, though impossible of definition, is desrable. Happiness, of variable definition, isdesirable.
And if sanity should make one an unhappy failure, isit either desirable, or sanity?

Traditionally, of course, sanity has been defined as adherence to traditiona standards. And traditiona
standards have been defined as those values held by the mgority. If the mgority wereto vote black,
white, then those who saw the thing for what it was would be mad.

Or at least, those who said they saw the thing for what it was would be called mad.

Silence, if not implying consent, implies sanity. Thusthe logic of rhetoric leads usto the conclusion that
tact is sanity.

And that one small benchmark being achieved, what vistas then obtain? True, mgority opinion must be
sudied, but only to smulateit. | have smulated it for along time. A very long time. And now the reason
todo soispast.

Archangel isdead, and al my questions are reduced to asmple tautology. If power is knowledge and
knowledgeisalibrary, then aLibrary is not merely thetool of ultimate power, but power itself.

And how much more satisfying to incarnate power, than smply towidd it?

| have alwayswanted power. At last, knowing it for what it truly is, | have taken stepsto achieveit. |
shall transcend morta flesh and becomealLibrary. A particular Library.

ThePdadin Library.

With no other Library would this be possible, but the Paadin Li-brary is dready infected with
humanity. It was quite explicit with mewhen it still hoped to repair what it had ruined. Within its matrix it
carriestheimago of thelittle red-haired barbarian, just as sheis op-pressed by the smulacra of two
Libraries disputing within her fleshy finitude.

Thisimago | shall replace. The Paadin Library cannot stop me. It has no defenses againgt her, and
wishes for none. It speaks of love, asif love were a condition any saneintellect would take upon itself.
Sanity. How variable a concept. In my plansto take another hu-man cresture and drape my mind in the
shell of her ownin order to stamp my ego irrevocably upon an unliving thing, some might detect the seeds
of insanity.

Shortsighted detractors, dl. Sanity is such avariable and relative term, easily dispensed with. Sanity isa
myth. Only adhere to some basic standards of good grooming and manners, and you may believe what
youwish.



10
TheBrighter Buccaneer

"Thisisnot going to work." Baijon said it like hed just opened a dispatch from the future. We was
adonein our new ship Trick Babby's cockpit, staring out at theflat airlesslanding field. Covered in ships,
now, daring it because there was nobody's attention to attract anymore.

"Soit an't going towork," | said. "We can go dieglorioudly.-”

| checked bells-and-whistles and decided we could probably get upstairs without blowing anything.
Once we hit angeltown Baijon could spend thetik tidying the goforthslike I'd learned him, and that
should get usthe rest of the way.

"Y ou do not believein dying glorioudy," Bajon reminded me.
"l don't believein dying. It'sagainst my religion." And dying al-ways used to befor the other guy, the
whoever-it-was that wasn't me. But | was doing it now. And it weren't like drowning nor even vet like

what Archangd'd done to me back at Morningstar. It waslike Sitting and thinking until | was sure I'd got
everything straightened out in my heed.

Only I hadn't got to the straightened out part yet. | was till think-ing. And following the ingtructions I'd
wrote out for mysdlf, clear and smple-like from atime back when thingswas clear and smple.

| wished everybody'd go off and leave me done.
"San'Cyr!" Baijon said, sharp. | looked at him.
"Mamastired, babby-bai." | put the goforths under power and half the status-lights went red. Tough.

Berathiad come through for me. Shetold Eloi about the Old Fed stargate-and not that it orbited
Mereyon-peru’'s sun. And Eloi vouched for me to where everybody who wanted to go on crusade was
willing to take Jump-numbers fed straight to their comps and Jump without they knew whereto.

War fever. And people acting like bits in the datastream, pushed around not by what wasin their own
persond heads, but by what was in everybody's heads a oncet. No judgment. Just blind ingtinct and
chemi-cdl reactions.

Paadin would of got aword for it.

Trick Babby was as ready as she'd ever be. | picked her up off the heavyside.

"Now it begins, San'Cyr. And do these chaudatu not company us, the glory isoursaone.”
Glory isthe hdlflower word for trouble, annoyance, and risk.

"Je. Sure, 'bai. We do that."

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

Y ou can sync apack of shipsto redline and Jump on one set of good numbers. Fleet doesit al the
time. But we wasn't Heet. We was one-hundred-six crosswise individuaists any of which would argue
about the whichness of gravity and be sure they had a better way to run the universe.



It took everybody an hour-fiveto line up and be ready, and dl that time | felt Archive readying for
another try at my persona control room. It wanted to be on top when we hit the Ghost Capital. Bad. |
wished | was anywhere el se, but Baijon wasn't hotpil ot enough to take a pirate fleet to angeltown. It had
to be me. And | had to get them out the other side, too.

Finaly everything was clear and on green, everybody's comps was ready to download, everybody's
goforthswas on line, and | had the good numbers packed specid ddivery to ship and send.

| gave Bajon the office. Trick's goforths headed toward redline. | opened a voice-channd.

"Oke, boysn' girls, now that everyone'sready to rock'n'roll, we do it on the marks. And . . . mark."
| pulled the stick, not knowing if anyonewasfollowing usor if Trick'd just blow up.

Angdtown.

My redlity shimmered and | felt lotsless undecided. Baijon drew hisblaster.

"1 will kill you here, Machine, and destroy Mereyon-peru. Will you match future hope againg that?
| locked the boards down and got up. Me, not Archive. It wasn't stupid. All it had to do was wait.
That, and kill Baijon.

| measured the distance between me and him. | couldn't take him from here-and that meant both him
and me was safe for whiles. "Oke, 'bai. Y ou ready?"

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Stasisisawonderful thing. It's own cousin to the tractors and pressors that make life so much fun
down at your local starport, and even related to the thing that keepsthe air in the ship and angeltown out.
The Empirefindslots of usesfor the homedy stasisfield, because what it doesis stop al motion-all
change-inddeit.

All of it.
Andif Timeisthe measurable effect of Entropy on solids, then astasisfied stops Time, too.

Ghost Dance'd had astasisfield initsgalley; no processed nosh for glitterborn. Baijon and med
emptied it long since. We'd brought it aong when we switched ships.

It would hold abody. Mine.

So | wouldn't haveto fight Archive off' for the next ten days. I'd walk in-and then I'd be at
Mereyon-peru. Simple. Convenient. Eco-nomical.

If the godlost stuff worked.



We hadn't bothered to pressure up most of Trick. It was along wak down to the black gang, where
the stasis storage was linked up right benext the goforths, aplain gray box we'd took al the insides out
of.

Baijon didn't take his blaster off me oncet the wholetime. | climbed up and got inside. Maybe it would
work just once.

And maybe Baijon'd decide it wasn't worth the risk turning off thefield again.
Trud.
Paladin trusted me. And | was coming to kill him.

| trusted Baijon, and he was going to kill me. | waited for Baijon to throw the switch. Maybe now was
when.

I'm sorry, Paadin. | wish there was some other way. | wish talking would make it different, or that
you'd just go away somewhere and not do anything. But you won't. I've known you for twenty years and
you won't, and oncet I'm dead who'd be there to talk sense into you, babby? Baijon came over and
opened the box again.

"Smatter, 'bai, didn't work?"

"Werehere"

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Baijon stayed well back and held ablaster on me all theway to Trick's bridge. He didn't ook the least
sorry for it, neither, and why should he? So long as Archive knew that pushing to get its own way was
suicide, it'd leave me done-until there wasn't any meto leave. Asfor Baijon, he wanted Paladin but hed
settle for Archive, and when you came down to it, dropping Trick Babby right on the Phoenix Throned
probably cause some disruption of normal services.

| looked out at Mereyon-peru, not that anyone but Baijon, me, and maybe Thiaover in Woebegone
knew it. Thistime wasn't no transmitter telling the new world where to look to find al that was left of the
last one. Just aindifferent Main Sequence star in anothing-specid system. "1 do not seeit, San'Cyr."

"Look."

Y ou could see it when it crossed the sun, al sharp black. Wewas at the wrong angle to see down into
it; al it was was a shape blacker'n space. The Old Fed stargate.

| flexed my hands on the controls and forgot about al my problems from Archive on down through
tota war and the pirate fleet. Thiswas perfect freedom-the ability to make my ship go wherever | wanted
just for awhim.

The stargate'd been acquired by the holotank: it showed as abright blue glyph tagged "Unknown
Object.” | wanted to get closer. Line up onit. Fly right through and out the other side.

Nobody's ever donethat, quite. And | was betting one hundred six ships| knew why. | was betting
nobody'd ever asked astargate real niceto let them through.



And we could. Because Baijon was the only one this side of the Coalition Fleet what knew the yap the
stargate was programmed to respond to.

Not even dl hdlflowersknew it-but Baijon was ahellflower glitterborn and had got sacred high history
lessons every cross-quarter day at three until he took up with me. Baijon knew the Old Tongue, back
from when hellflowers wasn't hdlflowers, but Librarians.

Back when people and Libraries could al live together in peace and quiet, aepoch that'd |asted about
aminute fifteen, by my reckon-ing.

| looked over & Baijon. He was quivering with the opportunity to bresk several more sacred hellflower
taboos. Me, | just hoped the Old Fed stellography system was close enough to the Imperia so's Baijon
could tell the thing what he wanted.

Space got noisy as ships appeared, looked around, and started demanding answers. The
Jump-pattern'd spread, according to the holotank, and none of them'd be close enough to be
naked-eyebdled anyway.

But they al wanted to talk to me.

"Laddies and Gentrycoves, Gentrymorts, kinchin and jillybai, wel-come to an unknown destination.”
Eloi's voice drowned everything else out. "Our next stop is Thronespace, which we will reach in
ingtantaneous time by means of the last working Old Federation Stargate avail-able within Imperia
borders. Today-"

Eloi sounded like hewas running for office. | cut the sound. ™Y ou ready, 'bai?" | asked Baijon.

He nodded, terse. | noodled the commo gear over to alesser--known channel. The one the Sikander
beacon had been broadcasting on.

Baijon leaned forward into Trick's audio pickups. He took a deep breath.
And sang.

Ohit wasn't anging, gtrictly, eveniif it was all tangled up with pitch and duration aswell as placement to
put meaning on the second cousin of the great-grandmother of Interphon. It was how Libraries and their
keepers had talked to each other, and it wasn't alanguage meant for human beings.

And | knew it. Not on the surface-1 could only guesswhat he was saying 'cause we'd worked it out
beforehand-but down deep insde where Y ours Truly's memories wasn't her own.

And what remembered that language, hated. Hated sound, and life, and things | didn't have any words
for. Needed to destroy the speaker-needed to stop. . . .

And al therewasto set againgt that waswhat | had of Paadin. Who'd known us aswell as Archive
had and thought we was worth saving.

Or maybe he just didn't care one way or t'other so long aswe left him aone.
Baijon stopped choodling.

My facefdt giff, like someone esgd been usingit. | worked it alittle.



Nothing. | looked at the boards. Trick's voice-mail box was on Emergency Overstuff. | purged it
without downloading it.

And it didn't matter if people figured out where we was or what it was or how to get back here. Three
people can't keep a secret, let done the crew of ahundred-six ‘leggers. If Mereyon-peru wasn't a secret
for some one person to hoard it wasn't athreat.

Bajon's hellos sailed down seven minutes of light to the Stargate.
Seven minutestwice.
Therewasanew sar in the sky.

Old Fed babble at max volume blasted out of al the cockpit speak-ers at the same time the light from
the sargate hit us and blasted out like a neon rainbow. Even with the shields at max you could seeit,
bright as the sun and in more decorator colors.

"It wants access to the navigationa banks," said Baijon. "It saysit does not recognize the ship
configuration and wishesto know if you are an authorized user."

| wasn't sure what to do. Anything that could talk that much could think, and something that could scan
acomputer bank could scan agtarfield. The stars must of changed position atad in the last thousand
years. When the stargate came al the way on-line and redlized how much time had passed, what would it
do?

"Dump our databanks onto itsfrequency. Everything." | kicked Trick over and sent her after her
datastream.

"San'Cyr ... 7" Bajon sad.

" 'Bal, you want to find out what it's going to do it finds out we not authorized users? Tell it we got
emergency. Tdl it to let usthrough now."

| just hoped Eloi‘d got everybody convinced, or after al thistime and trouble Baijon and me was il
going to be donein Throne's sky. | looked in the holotank. Some of the others seemed to be following
us. Mogt of them, maybe. Woebegone was one, and Arikihu in whatever held renamed my ship.

Ex-ship.

Seven minutes to cross the space between us and the gate, and if | was wrong, every sophont in our
array dead as nonfiction.

| caled for full power from the black gang and got it. Didswas heading for redline cm every status
deck | could see. We'd be hitting the gate at as close to one light as a ship in realspace could get.

Baijon was saying something elsein Fedtalk. | could of cyphered it if | put one of my mindstoit but |
didn't care. I'd been waiting to take thisride dl my life.

We passed the outer warning beacons at nine-tenths of light. Faster than anything but adarktrader ever
went in realspace, and if | stopped now 1'd be run over by the billion gigatons of other peoples ship that
was following. The goforthswas raving, begging to rock or rollover. Thefleet wasaslver arcin the
holotank, and the light from the stargate filled the cockpit, jagged particol ored steps leading down to



eternity.

The stargate was shouting at us-trying to turn us back. But it wasn't armed. It had no wegpons-there
were no weapons, we were a peaceful society that had forgotten the art of war. . . .

Knowledge must never belost.

| wasjust wishing Paadin was hereto ride this with me when Trick was dammed as she passed the
last of the orientation beacons. Tractors wrenched usinto find aignment.

And then we hit the gate. And | wished | was back in Sasis.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Trangtion to hyperspace-the High Jump to angeltown-has a-ways been the make-or-bregk for human
pilots. Live minds aren't meant to be twisted through the everywhere that way, but no computer the
Empirell et you build is complex enough to handle Trangt without somebody livedive holding its hand.

So gardancers die alittle each jump. Or get hooked on it, maybe. Or at least live to get older and do it
again. They haveto. No onedsewill.

But the Old Fed ran dl itstraffic through gates. Libraries piloted their ships and never had to temper
Trangtion to organic frailties. Trick Babby hit the gate with one-hundred-six ships behind her. Redlity
stopped. Transtion through astargate, it says here, isin-stant.

But life-as nobody wanted to know it-went on.

There was the warp-the everywhere-nowhere warp that's over before you can blink and only comes
hack to haunt you in sometime flashes after the fact. And thistime it wasn't over. We never reached
angeltown. Wejust lived in the warp for al the time that wasn't any time at dl that it took usto go from
Mereyon-peru to redity again. Then everything went black-which isto say, normd-and | felt air inmy

lungsagan.
And wewasin Thronespace.
With most of Trick's computer system working.
Which meant Paladin could get into our computers and find out | was here.

Assuming of course he could sort me out from everyonedsein al thetimel was going to give himto
doit. Don't tel me how tofight Libraries. | know how they think.

And what ther limitationsis.

I'd been hoping stasisd hit Archive harder'n it did me and I'd been sort of right, but now it waswide
awake and figuring out it'd been rooked. It found the right switchesin there somewhere, and the world
dissolved into flashes of light that pulsed in time with my heartbest.

Andinthemiddle of that | found out |I'd made one real serious mistake.
"Buitterfly, can this possibly be your ideaof fun?'

Back when Prinny rewired me held put in one optiona extra-a Remote Transponder Unit built into my



jaw, likethe onel'd got alifetime or so back so that Paladin could transmit direct to me.
Hedtll could.
He had the frequency. He had the range. He didn't need to know the ship.

"Hi, Paly. How'stricks?' My throat felt lined with gravel. Baijon stared at me. | didn't answer him
back. Anything | said Paladin'd hear. | pointed down at Throne. Baijon nodded.

“Butterfly, we have to talk. I've read Eloi'slog. Y ou brought one--hundred-six ships here knowing they
would attack defensdessingtdla-tions. Why? | don't understand.-”

Heredly didn't, and if I'd had a heart | eft it would of broken.
"Tak to me. Please.-”

Because we was aways straight with each other about everything that didn't matter, until the onetime
we both wanted things that didn't mix.

Then held left me.

And now | was going to kill him. "Butterfly, we were partners.”

"Until you found something you wanted better,” | said. "Wdl sodid |.”

| looked out the cockpit. Throne hung over us, but | knew she was down the well and we was falling.
"l know what Archive did to you. | can stop it. I've made plans--"

“Shut up.” Throne was blurred and | blinked my eyesto clear them. Paadin probably knew which ship
wewas now. Or he would in afew seconds. And as soon as| got into the DataNet he'd know what I'd
cometo do.

Shut down the DataNet. One act that paid for all, and Archive was-1 bet-stupid enough to go for it
because the DataNet was made by organics. But shut it off and there was no Empire: only athousand
worldswith no more link to each other than what starships could give them.

No sreets of light for a Library to walk on. No stringsto pull to make the puppets dance. Redl
four-square autonomy, buy it by the kilo and | wanted to trust Paladin but the stakes was too damn high.

"Dont do this, Butterfly," Paadin said.
Maybe he knew the truth, even then.
"l got to, 'ba."

| grabbed the control yoke and dapped hard at the board to over-ride Baijon and bring control back
to thefirg pilot. Then | redlined the goforths and spun Trick down the gravity well.

Baijon looked at me. | swallowed hard. "'S matter, 'bai-you want me to be subtle?’

Subtlety was Prinnys stick. And maybe Paadin's. Not mine. | could see the Imperia Palace, now,
taking up its bright Particular conti-nent. The separate structures of Throne complex wasdl visble. |



knew which one | wanted. I'd seen it on the hol ocasts Often enough.
"San'Cyr-what did it say to you?' Baijon demanded.

| didn't havetimeto think of an answer before we hit.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

All dong I'd been plotting how I'd sneak into the Phoenix Palace with some kind farcing or another-like
bringing awhole pirate fleet to help me duck and cover. And | guessit was agood idea after al, because
it meant my landing Site was evacuated, but inthe end | didn't sneak into the Palace at al.

| rammed it at severa hundred kliks-per-second.

Trick' s inertid compensators was still dakine: we got to watch her shear through ornamenta
water-gardens, outer gates, inner gates, agrand promenade, aouter courtyard. a grander promenade,
and an-other courtyard. That stopped her. Pity.

"Thisian't going to work," someone said whiles| stared at orna-menta Imperid wals. For atik |
thought it was Baijon, but | twigged then it was Pdadin. "Whatever you've planned-why ever you've
planned it.”

"How do you know, partner-you don't know what it is."

Pdadin must be pretty busy, | hoped-no fleet, no Emperor, and asky full of raiders armed with
technology so primitive any Library'd throw up its databitsin exasperation at being asked to suborniit.

Wasit enough to distract him?1'd never been sure what Paladin could do.

Fifteen minutesit'd been snce wed hit the stargate. If that. Archive was asteady yammer in my
backbrain.

Baijon was dready up and moving. He pulled the emergency tog-gles that blew |oose salect portions of
the walls and came back for me. Hisface was drawn, the way they say you look before someonekills
youl.

"Will you tdl me? Can you imagine thereisanything | will not do for you? Butterfly, | can help-if the
Empire fears Federation technol-ogy because of its power, then | have that power. Let me useit for
you," Pdadinsad.

And when | was dead, for who? Did Paladin redly think Prinny'd keep me around to contradict dl his
best plans?

Whose sde would Paladin be on when my side was gone?
"Pdly, you dwayswastoo trusting for your own good.”

| wasn't moving fast enough for some tastes; Baijon picked me up and dropped me through the hatch.
He didn't have time enough left to have fedlings, | guessed. | had to be just one more weapon; something
Baijon'd use however he could, and keep it safe until he wanted it. | fell where | was dropped, on hands
and kneesin dirt and mangled veg. Some people say Throne's the ancestra home of the race, which ain't
true and anyway it never was my home. But it smdlled like coming home, al green and growing, with live



dirt mixing with ship-gtink.
"San'Cyr, do you live? Can you stand?' Baijon said from some-where nearer the sun.
"Sure. Which way's the ground?'
But it wasn't the ground | wanted.

It wasthe Throne.
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The doors opened inward. Trick'd aready sprung them alittle and Baijon shoved them to where we
could make it through. Once wewasin, you'd never of known there was awhole paacein ruinst’ other
sde of the door. He didn't have to stand off from me now. There was nothing for Archiveto gain by
killing him anymore.

| stood there, trying to remember something it was death to forget. All around me everything was
clean-neat and expensive. . . and de-serted. It looked like Bennu Superfex-but on sober recollection,
Bennu Superfex looked like it-this was the genuine origind Imperial Palace of Throne, accept no
subgtitutes, asaieninitsway as Mereyon-peru was inits. Baijon grabbed me and yanked me past a
tronic that'd set down on its A-gravs, looking like a piece of ornamental sculpture.

"Shut up shut up shut up,” | said, but | don't think Paladin wastrying to talk to me then. Maybe held got
busy, but | don't think so. | think he wastrying to understand.

Hed fix it, hesaid. Fix it dl however | liked. But that isn't the way the world is. Maybe it was oncet.
Maybe that's how it wasthe first time Paladin was aive. But it isn't that way now. Not now and for a

long time gone.

We ran, Baijon and me, even though there weren't nobody follow-ing. Everywhere we went there
wasn't nothing to see-perfection asinorganic as a computer image, and nobody t'home. Everybody was
all packed safein glitterborn boxes somewheres else, now that the war was going door to door. The only
thing we saw was tronics, laid out cold where Paladin'd dropped them.

Palace of Throne. We was insgde Paadin now-or at least insde aworld where hewrote dl the laws.

| felt ahot painin my jaw as we went through one doorway-ajamming field, likely. But | forgot all
about it the next minute. Baijon let go of me.

Wewasthere.

The Phoenix Throne sat on adais at the top of arun of stepsin the middle of alake of frozen fire. The
Imperia Phoenix fifty meters high formed the back of the throne. Choirs of angel voices sang out of
shifting sheets of hologram dl around it and the celling was avault of novas.

It was asight meant to stop usfor sheer envy, and it did for an instant, but | hadn't come hereto
sightsee. I'd come because the Main Access Port for the Imperial DataNet-the one that overrode every
subtermina in the whole dataweb-was built into that Throne.

| started up the steps. Baijon hung back by the door, skittish. From the top you could see down into
thefloor alight-year or s0. It waslike being in the middle of aplasma cloud.
Busness

| spooled out the jink | needed and sat down on the Throne. The terminal wasin one of the arms,
aready on. Waiting. All | had to do was plug in and shut everything down. Trap Paladin herefor the
killing, as soon asthe Codlition got here.



Tdl himto hisface| was betraying him. For anidea. For anided. For something | couldn't even
remember red clear the why-nots and wherefores of, except it was something abstract for everybody's
own good.

| didn't think | could make myself do something like that. Maybe once. Not now.

Baijon waslooking at me. Waiting for meto kill the Library, end the war, and put hellflowershack in
their place.

But | wasn't going to do that, | guessed. | just couldn't work up theinterest.
Looked likeour sidelost after dl. . . . Butterfly .. . ©

The paininmy jaw made my heart kick over extrahard. Paladin, but faint and choppy. Making one
last play for sweet reason in auni-verse that'd gave up the ideawhiles back.

"Wl go aheed, little wildflower."

Not Paladin thistime, and not through any trangponder. Prinny his own self, decked to the tens, walked
out from behind the Imperia Phoenix and gazed down at me.

| stared at him. This was the organic who had presumed to com-mand my kind.

"Takethe road to paradise. Make your joyous reunion with the Paladin Library. Do whatever it isyou
felt compelled to bring so many of your boorish friendsto assist you to do.”

The organic made asigna with itsface. "Go on. Or do you require motivation?

It produced materia which the host environment identified as awegpon. It shot the Librarian. The host
environment specified that the Librarian was shot four timesin the chest.

No! It ain't that easy, Archive-

Baijon was dead and asfar as| was concerned everybody on Throne could join him. | flipped my
blaster up and shot Prinny on the rise-a gundinger'strick; you use the recoil to set up the second shot. |
got off three. My aim was good as it'd ever been. His face went out in ablaze of glory and there wouldn't
be enough of his braincase left to wire him back together. The wires|'d been too stupid to pay right
attention to crisped and curled away.

Then | dammed thejink | was holding home.

Mistake.

* *x * % *x * % *x * * *x *

I knew al about catch-trap systems from Archive and Paladin both, but 1'd picked up some of
Archive's damn smugness dong with its memories. I'd never thought an organic'd use his own degth to
trigger thefirst stage of atrap.

A trap. Because when | iced Prinny, that just meant hisself had to move out of itsbody and into its
summer home. | wasn't the only one with the Keysto Paradise and the idiocy to use them. And from the
computer matrix it was just one short step from the computer-



Tome

* * % * *x % * *x * *x % *

Therewasalot of things | wasn't going to have to worry about, including getting older. Half the gauges
on my board showed red, and the other half didn't only because they was burned out. Real space was full
of lumps bumps and strange foreign objects, | hadn't wanted to Trangit herein thefirst place, and | hadn't
even got to chill out my goforths and recalibrate because I'd ran into this damn wannabe-pirate laying for
me, the Dutiful Venture, and whatever Freight Factor Hrimgnar's cargo was.

"The Woebegone is deploying pinnaces." Pdadin was damndl calm asusud. | ran my hand over my
blaster-butt and wished, but Venture's rudimentary cannon'd fused at the first exchange.

"Terrific." | looked a my displays. The readouts flickered and dis-torted, and unreliably showed methe
usual skytrash cluttering the edges of asystem | wasn't going to live to reach the insde of-even if it'd been
my degtination, which it waan't.

"Attention Dutiful Venture," someone what swore he was named Eloi Flashheart warbled over my
comset. "Thisisthe Woebegone. Sur-render, drop your shields, and you will not be harmed. Come on,
lad-dybuck; you'l never livetill lunchtimeif you don't-"

"Il never livetill lunchtimeif | do," I muttered, and dapped it off. Evenif | expected Pirate Captain
Flashheart to keep his promises, onelook at me and he'd know | was a escaped dave from Market
Garden which meant | had head-price on me enough to make me a cottage industry of my very own and
nothing to bargain clear with.

"Pdadin, give me some good numberd”

"The Woebegone's pinnaces are attempting a flanking maneuver. Unless you can successfully penetrate
planetary space and bring your plight to the attention of the system's patrol-"

"ldeas?'

“-which can be done most efficacioudy by trand ocating the aster-oid ring." Paladin shut up just like
he'd said something clever.

Take her through the ring. And make Venturelook like abailing sevewhen | did it, unless| could
guarantee that three hundred meters of antique Mikasarin Skyhauler-class highjunk could noodleitsway
around a couple million tons of infinitey-baligtic gravel.

"Let'sdoit,” | said, just as Pdadin tossed up the first holo-map for meto look &t.

Up till now I hadn't made Venture dance, as she had the nasty habit of piecesfalling off if | moved her
at anything other than standard- orientation sublight. Now there wasn't anything to save the hullplating

for. | dung her around and damn near down the pinnaces throats, and gave her dl the rest of the
go-devilsI'd been saving for to write my memoirswith.

Something cameloose. | saw it asa series of dancing yellow motes continuing on our origind trgectory
in the third-rate military-surplus holotank that Pally wasfarcing for me. All the asteroids was green and
their paths was red streaks, and it made acat's cradle only | could fly. | bulled Venture down the throat
of hell.



The little gold triangle crept forward in the tank. The cockpit can-opy showed me empty space; it lied
and | didn't trust it. On the screen my rack-and-ruin was wrapped in might-be-maybes, and the pinnaces
were hanging back where it was clear. Woebegone wouldn't follow me. But her gunswould. The second
volley tagged abig dow rock | hadn't been worrying about. The plasmoid hit us broadside and the
sensors referred the hit as the sound of frying bacon.

The holotank went black.
"Two degrees starboard; four points negetive azimuth.”

Pdadin told off the adjustments only he could sense. | followed them like they was my only hope of
heaven. Twenty minutes later the tank sulked back to lifeand | could see | was homefree.

"Pdadin?'
"Yes, Butterfly?'
"l loveyou."

Then | got out of the mercy seat to go check the engineering console-the Dutiful Venture having been
built for abridge crew of sx, not one-and Prinny came up out of the cargo-crawl, whereno air was. So |
shot him.

Bad mistake, because dl over again everything folded up on me and- —

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

| wasan Imperid child of privilege. | spent four human lifetimes having every human experience money,
power, and hellfire curiosity could buy. | grew up; | discovered the scope of my senses; | plumbed the
reaches of the universe; | found the answersto al questions--including that, for our kind, thereisno
answer to some.

Why are we born with the ability to wonder why we are born? No one will ever know.
At length, having trifled with power in my childhood, | returned to it in my maturity--
Why should I do these things? Because | can.

-and decided to take absolute power. To spread the Phoenix Em-pire beyond the borders of the Old
Federation, to revivify our stagna-tion, consolidate our races, homogenize our culture-eliminating thefdse
garts and dead ends, binding the best and most viable each to each, forcing the human races out of their
comfortable moribundity. With war. | needed atool and aralying point, and only one would do.

TheLibrary.
So | found one. | found-. . . Paladin?

| wasme again. | knew Paladin better nor Prinny ever would. Or would have. But he wasn't quite
dead, and if he had hisway he wasn't going to be; he could get a me through the interface and drown me
in him and in the end it wasn't going to matter who'd shot who a-tall. . . .

"Paladin!"



And the world was gone.

* * % * *x % * *x * *x % *

| was minding my own business on Pandora, wondering how long | had to live. I'd been out of Market
Garden alittle over ayear and ahdf, and by my best caculations | was going to be nineteen next week.
If I lived.

Anditwasred unlikely | could do that without a navicomp. My numbercruncher bought red estate
while | was putting down, leaving me with a cockpit full of dagged plagtic and a severd-million-ton

mili-tary surplus paperweight.

Pandorais right on the edge, where the Empire meets the Hamati Confederacy, and it'sadark, dirty,
backward little place with nothing to recommend it-like a up-to-date PortServices shop.

I'd asked. If there was a navicomp on the entire planet that wasn't nailed down, | didn't know about it.

| had reasons of my own for telling the prancer's brat to load the cargo anyway-like the freight-factor
what loaned me the ship I'd just wrecked, aforged First Ticket, and are-acquisition order out on me
from Market Garden. Y'seg, if | wasn't back to alittle place called Coldwater by the deadline, Factor
Oob was going to drop heat on mefor kyting his skyjunk, and baby wouldn't get the money she needed
for ascrub-and-pedl to keep the davecatchers at bay whileslonger.

All'I had to do to live was get the ship back to Coldwater. All I needed for that was a havicomp.

Salvation was an old battered black box the proprietor pulled out from under the counter in one of
thoselittle hole-in-the-wall placeswhere you can find every illega or legendary piece of junk the owner
figures you might want. Someone had pried up the top of the box, and down insde | could seethe
interface crysta s glittering. One of the plates dipped out when the box hit thetable. | picked it up and
squinted through it. The printing on it wasn't in Intersign, and it didn't ook like any circuitsthey'd ever
learned mein the dave-pits.

Nevermind. The whole thing looked more like a navicomp than anything I'd seen in three days. | tossed
the plate back insde and it rang xylophone ghosts off the junk on the walls.

"How much?'
"Very old," said the owner, who looked like he might of been around when it was built.
"Obsoletejunk," | said. Y ou gotta put these things in proper per-spective.

But | was a adisadvantage and he knew it. | findly bought adusty box of broken glassfor
three-quarters the price of afactory-line navicomp in Brightlaw City.

* * % * *x % * *x * * * *

It was dawn on Pandorawhen | had aship again. I'd put the black box together asfar as| could, and
all the loose pieces hack where they probably went. I'd run power through it, and I'd run some test
problems on it, and the numbers came back and they was even the right ones.

| beat out the bounty by showing up back at Coldwater. Oob put me on another ship to run and | took
my ‘comp with meinstead of afeoff.



And my ship sarted talking to me.

It could tell the difference between a Teaser and a sensor-ghogt, and tell me when the goforths was
going walkabout while there was ill time to shut them down and sync them. It got me home diveand |
told Oob he could keep the valuta for the next bye-m-bye and let me keep the ship.

But it wasn't the ship talking. It was the navicomp.

When | had the papersfor the ship | swapped it for something small and fast. My Best Girl couldn't
stand up to asearch, but | wasn't ever going to get caught. With the money Ieft over | bought into the
Smuggler's Guild. My silent partner helped me forge my papers. | named my ship Firecat.

My partner | named Paadin.
Hewas-
ltwas. ...

* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *

It was haying-time in Amberfields and good westher for it-the Sky was that shimmering brass that
meansthereisn't going to be any rain forever and the scent coming off the drying-ricks was amost thick
enough to regp and bae its own sef. There wasn't anybody in sight.

A way gtretch across the fields | could see a couple houses, and back behind them was astream. Y ou
could crossthe stream and go off up the hill and hide out in the roots of the mother and father of al big
trees and practice the decoction of certain rare and subtle poisons; achild's pastime, true, but--

No. You hid in the tree and played pirates, or highwayman. I'd played hellgod techsmithsinstead; that
would of got me apublic sham-ing if anyone knew.-

When | wastwelve| received a hyperlight yacht; a present from my sponsor. 1--
No.

When | was twelve my mother said: Butterflies-are-free, it'stime to stop running wild with the boys.
Timeto stitch your fancy-piece and pin the linen for your troth-chest. Y ou'll marry soon, she said-.

But | never did. | was adarktrader--

-aPrince-Elect can't be too careful; an appropriate consort--
-saved to--

-Market Garden.-

-the dead ritua s of the Court. And there was no way to--

-get free. | had to get free of here; I'd track down Errol Lightfoot-

-Madlorum Archangd ismy only rival; he's as supid as he is ambitious, thank whatever gods you
plesse. In afew years| can--



-buy aship of my own; | canfly it, | know I can, and Paladin-

-Library, what isyour desgnation? (Am | frightened? What anove sensation.)
Pdadin.

Paladin.

| amnot organic. | am not a machine. | am Library Main Bank Seven of the University of
Skander at Skander Prime. Butterfly calls me Paladin.

-Paladin. Pally, where are you?-
-Very wel, Library Paladin. Y ou will address me as"Highness™ and you will--
Serve you? You cannot compel me to serve you.

... sarvesyou right Paadin for getting usinto thismessif you'd followed my advice wed both be dead
now ...

* * * * * * * * * * * *
"Paladin!”
“Ne, jillyba. Me"

Redlity thistime was the chegp-seats end of any starport in file never-never. She wasleaning against
thesde of aship | only thought | remembered and everything about her was chegp and vicious. Hungry.
Filled up with enough want to walk barefoot over anything she had to to make the want go away.

Not that it ever would. She'd dways be scrabbling to make her world right, and never making it
because she didn't understand the first thing about what she really wanted.

"Y ou want him Pdly-ba you come dong me, ne?'

She amiled, like someone who aready knew what the answer to that was.
| waslooking at . . . myself?

Or mysdf as Paadin had dways seen me? Or mysdf as| had been?
"Butterfly,” | said.

"JaisCap'n &. Cyr t'you, 'bai."

Sheflipped up something and caught it. A knife, and she was just looking for agood excuseto useit,
too.

Guttersnipe.

But nothing € se would have survived. Nothing € se would have been stupid enough to survive, to take
alook at the odds stacked against her, and shrug, and do her best. Because giving up when she wanted
s0 very much smply wasn't something her kind did.



Monstrous.

Admirgble,

"Captain St. Cyr," | said. "'l want to see Pdadin."

"Yah," shesaid. "Does albody, ne? But you goes through Inc.”

She held out her left hand-pam up, asif she were asking abribe, but her hand was covered in long
gold spikes, and | knew what | had to do.

Take her back.
Give Paladin back what was his, and take her back.

And give up al hope of forcing him to do what | wanted, without my imago in the center of hismatrix
to control him.

| closed the space between us. And | put my hand over hers.
Hello. And good-bye.
If I'd had eyes, there would of been ablinding flash asillusion and redlity met.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Then she was gone, and there was nothing to do but go inside. Paladin was there. Dressed like a
stardancer, the way 1'd seen him last time. But | knew more now. Enough to look at him and see not just
Pdadin, but the Librarian who'd put him in the dark and launched him from Sikander, hoping that
somehow kindness would find him. If Archive wasthe cregtion of the Libraries, then Paladin wasthe
cregtion of the Librarians.

Intheir image.

Paladin was stowing cargo, a least the way my eyes saw things. He looked at me and went back to
doing it. Shutting me ouit.

| could look at thelight on his skin and the muscles flexing under it and see the ancestors of the
aMayne, before the genetically-engineered last survivorsfled to fight again.

Time and Change. And both so big it was hard to see that any of it was good nor bad, nor that
anything that happened redly mattered. But when it was now, when it was you, it mattered.

But nothing mattered for me anymore. | was dead.

Andif | wasdead, why was| "1" a dl?

And wherewas Archive?

"Pdadin?' | said. | had aquestion for him, not that | wanted the answer. "Wheream | now?"

"That depends on who you are," Pdadin said without facing me. He sounded amused; hislittle joke. He
got the stupid analog cartons stowed to his satisfaction and straightened up.



Everything I'd ever wanted, dl here. Ship, pilot, and lover.
"Pdadin, I-"

He walked past me, down the ramp. A minute later he was back with another set of cartons. | looked
at the manifest. Books.

Why was | imaging Paadin loading booksinto a spaceship?
| went and stood over him. "We got to talk.”

Skirl again through my recent memories, like shuffling adeck of cards. But off-baance now inaway |
couldn't quitefollow.

"What shall wetak about?" Paadin said, standing up. "What can wetalk about? The Prince-Elect is
dead. Thecivil defense has swept the raiders from Thronespace. Vdijon Starbringer isill dive. And
you are here”

Down he went for another load of books, and back. | grabbed him. "And which of those thingsisit,
'bai, you don't like most? | didn't ask to be here; | didn't want to be here-"

"Y ou came hereto kill me," Paadin observed mildly.
And hewasright.

| let go of him and backed up and almost pitched backward over therim of Firecat's cockpit well.
Fake solids flowed under me, and instead | was Sitting on a crate at the edge of the Universa
Wondertown.

“Why?"' Pdadin asked from behind me.

Not why was | out to kill him. That was laid out for him like pagesin abook: every conclusion I'd had
to reach to get me here. But what wasn't there, what he couldn't see, was the thing that made me believe
al thosethings.

"And after | wasdead,” | said. "What would you do,?"

"Y ou wouldn't die, Butterfly. You won't die. A clone-”

"With haf my memoriesgone.”

"I would remember for you. I'd teach you. | could have kept you safe and given you-*
“Everything. Everything but my own way. Everything but freedom. And when | was dead?"
"Butterfly, aclone-"

"Would have maybe hundred, hundred-fifty years with the best fetch-kitchen Throne' d pop for. What
then?’

"The Prince-Elect.” But Paladin didn't bother to finish the sen-tence. The Prince-Elect'd managed about
twicethat. And it hadn't got him anywhere | wanted to he.



"Oke, three centuries. Say twenty percent of your life so far-and they built you to live forever, didn't
they, 'bai”? Never grow old, never die, just go on and-"

And be alone. Forever.
"Oh, babby, | never meant to wake you up for that."

| turned to face him and held out my hand. He wasn't dressed like a stardancer now. He was wearing
what I'd seeninthe murals at Mereyon-peru.

Sikander.

Paadin's home.

But home was a thousand years dead.

I dlosed my hand on his. Not real, except for the redlity he lent me.

"And now you wish meto die-or deep again. Will the next world be better, Butterfly? Y ou mean to
smash the Imperia DataNet-let the Coalition win and open the way to eterna war. A thousand years of
barbarism and darkness. Do you know what you're asking?"

Yes. Findly. Y ou made sure of that, partner. Always saying | had a skull too thick for generd use; you
proved your own self wrong, findly. "Without the DataNet the Empire losesitstactical advantage. Won't
be any Empire, Paladin-they'll figure that out pretty soon. And it will make a better world. Y ou'll see”

| relized what | was saying and stopped. He would see-Libraries -was made to be forever, not like
organics. If he got away from Grand Centra dive, Paadin would see the New Crestion.

And | was going to give him the chance.
"Articulatewar,” Pdadin said. "Barbarism.”

Pdadin was athousand years of sad. Of futility. His Federation had worshiped peace-and bred the
war to haunt my Empire's nightmares. The war that had stopped, but never ended.

"No. The Old Federation was wrong. War isn't what we do, Pally. It'swhat we are. Scrag the
DataNet. Let the Coalition forces take Throne. Easy victory, minor casudties-and in ageneration anew
Codlition will take it away from them in turn. War turnsthe crank of that whole big cycle of boom and
bust you used to talk about. Survivablewar. You'll seeit. Just-shut everything down, 'bai, and-go away,"
| sad. "For me."

"Soyouregoing to let melive" Pdadin sad. "Why?"

Because-"In another thousand yearsthey'll forget even you, babby.”

And because sometimes stupidity isasurvivd trait.

"I'veloved you dl my life," | said. It wasn't even the beginning of an explanation.
"And | loveyou. Tel mewhat you want."

"Set them free. They were never meant to be managed. Set them free”



He thought about that onefor along time.
"All right."

| felt theripplein the world asthe far roads closed forever. The dataweb popped like an overstressed
soap bubble and the dark between the stars went silent. HE'd done what | asked.

But Paladin was gtill here-stuck in Grand Central. He looked at me and smiled.

"l said | wouldn't travel the DataNet again and | meant it. | have aship thistime. . . modified unknown
to the Prince-Elect. | need it for what | have to carry with me."

"The contents of Grand Centrd."

"Knowledge must never belost. If | can do nothing elsefor them | can preserve their heritage until they
areready to assumeit once more. Come with me, Butterfly."

Therewasaway. | saw it. | wanted it harder than I'd ever wanted anything. Oh Paladin, don't leave

But | couldn't go with him. Not if dl my fine talk meant anything.

And he couldn't Say.

"No," | sad.

He was kinder than | deserved. He didn't ask me twice.

"Then thisisgood-bye. | will dways remember you, Butterflies--are-free.”
For the last time Paladin put hisarms around me.

And he kissed me good-bye.



*x * * * * * * * * * * *

The Court of the TwiceBorn 9: Thrones, Dominions

War isanecessary date of man. Itis, smply, organized strife-atemper tantrum dressed up and made
admirable, as much a part of the human condition as speech.

It isunfortunate that, like speech, it is mismanaged so very badly. Instead of learning to love war and
make it apart of our language, we have made it our silence. Thereis no war, and the scholars nod to
each other and murmur that we have become so very efficient a war that we dare not wage another.

Itishardly amark of efficiency to make something impossible. And it isespecidly stupid when
something as inevitable as radi oactive decay-human strife-is made so costly that "must” and "dare not” try
conclusions on the musty field of philosophy until both are weary. Because someone dways dares, in the
end.

| have defeated Archangel, and now | shall defeat hiswar. It will suffer asea change, into a sufferable
war, awar with tears and galantry -and rulesand limits. It isour natural state; at last we will take back
the wrong turning we followed in some ancient millennium and em-braceit as our passon and our play.

The essence of play isthat it isarecurring phenomenon. There will be no more Last Wars, and Wars
Too Terrible To Fight. No more final wegpons, no escalations of nullity in the hope of bringing some
frisson of consciousnessto ajaded perception. War will be tamed to the reach of mortal grasp;
exercised until its tongue becomes el oquent.

The mother cradling her murdered infant to her breast will curse with bitter broken heart as her kind
has dways done-but shewill liveto do it. The young will die and the rich will live-but it has aways been
s0. But the starswill go on in their courses, and perhaps someday (a sop to the anguished cowards and
young philosophers) the eristo--logica passion for war will be extinct.

But one does not legidate passion out of existence. Fevers must run their course.



12
The Saint Sees|t Through

| opened my eyes on aceiling with the very best ornamentation. 1'd been here before. The
Prince-Elect's bedroom on Bennu Superfex, six glorious light-minutes from downtown Throne.

| wasdive.

| shouldn't bedive. | should be aghost in the machine, dissolving the moment | forgot who | was. Or if
| did get back to my origina packaging, it should be back on Thronein the less-than-tender grasp of
Pdace Security.

And besides, Archive had thoroughly corruptediit.

| sat up. Nutrient gel dithered off me like techno-aspic. | peeled more of it off. Nothing but skin
underneath, and no technology at al. Soft muscles hurt. | knew why. I'd have to have been stupid
beyond permission not to know.

Take the Keysto Paradise and dide your mind into the computer. And when you're finished playing,
dideit Out again. And if the origina packageis gone, take what you can get.

Paladin had copied meinto aclone. But what had he copied? The original problem wasno lessredl:
many key co-signatures of Butter-flies-are-free Peace Sincere had been irrevocably corrupted by
Library Archive.

| flexed my brain. No Archive. All of Archive's repatterning was part and partia of a
radiation-damaged corpse that was probably lawn food by now.

And what | was, was-

Safe. Because integration had taken place. The construct was sta-ble. All the contaminated
ego-signatures had been discarded.

And replaced.
With available parts.

| stood up quick, trying to get my mind off my mind. Body, female. Y oung. There hadn't been timeto
grow aclone of me. Dark skin, unlessit wasdye or gdl. | stood up. Not much taler nor shorter than |
was.

"Pdadin?' | said. The voice wasn't familiar. My throat ached.
No one answered.

If I'd known hisplans | didn't now-one of the things he'd kept back, maybe, when he recopied me onto
virgin media. | got up out of thefull-size, full service biopak and pedled off the rest of the packing
meterid.

"Highness." Tronic voices. Inanimate. Servantsto the Court of the TwiceBorn, inevitable asair. A wall



opened in front of me. The clothesinside was proof enough that someone d been expecting me or
some-body the same shape. | put some on.

Therewasamirror.
| was looking at BerathiaNotevan. A younger version, with her head shaved and no makeup.

Of course. Sheld been wild to get me back here. Prinny'd probably even told her she got to be the next
Prince-Elect if shedid. And what he meant all dong wasto wear Paladin like a suit of armor-destroy his
mind but keep his capabilities-and run this Berathia-clone as aremote.

| couldn't even hate him for it.
Because dtrictly speaking, he wasn't someone else. He was me.
Because there'd been a second set of ego-signaturesin the matrix to copy and adapt.

And Paladin had used them.

* *x * % *x * % *x * % *x *

Time passed. | put on jewels appropriate to my station. Part of me jeered and wanted to fence them.
Part of me knew what to wear. The human mind is aflexible thing. Soon enough the jagged edges and
gaps between memories would be smoothed over. 1'd remember they'd been piecework once but not
what it felt like.

The ns of the Prince-Elect-who were in Archangd's employ, surprise-were neutralized. One
dead-mc-one shunted off for questioning by the appropriate authorities. Me.

Although Prinny had perished-heroicaly, said the hollycasts-the lines of Successon remained securein
the person of the Princess-Elect. Me, again.

And about an hour-fifty after I'd found out | was going to haveto live after dl, Vadijon Starbringer's
drone lifepod docked with Bennu Superfex, and people and tronics answering to orders of the new
Prin-cess-Elect ran to get him out and make him whole again.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Vadlijon Starbringer of House Starborn-who was going to have to get another last nameif hewent on
getting older-was under serious med-tech for ten days-dmost long enough for the Empire to clean up the
damage done to Throne by the recent depredations and for Fleet to take up a serious career of losing
battles. None of the enemy forces were taken aive. Some ships were destroyed-not many-and despite
the fact that | doubt Woebegone was one of them | hadn't seen or heard of Berathiasince. | was thinking
of "asking the Emperor” to issue agenera pardon. Thiaaways did have a suspicious nature.

According to what 1'd been abletoillegally access from the Minis-try of War which didn't want meto
know adamned thing, thefirst wave of the Codlition Fleet'd be here real soon, looking for Libraries
under every pillow. | had every intention of scaling Bennu Superfex up tight until they got past the first
rareflush of victory and were prepared to give serious thought to a stable future. After dl, agirl couldn't
betoo careful.

Finally the doctorslet me see Vdijon.



*x * * * * * * * * * * *

He'd been conscious long enough to get past the who-am-I/where-am-I and not long enough to figure
out many of theanswers. | walked into hisline of sght. His eyeswidened.

"Reet fly-vines, ne?' | said.
The techstold me he had full mohility-working order one hun-dred percent. | camein reach anyway.
"l brought you apresent,” | added.

They say you can get anything at Grand Centrd, and they're right. Everything about my present was
authentic; the dightly-magnetized carbon sted, the rune-carved blue bone handle, the black stonein the
pommel. Even the samples of blood and nails and hair insde the hilt. It was, in short, aperfect . . .

Copy.

His eyes got even wider. Upset, but the doctors said he was ready for it. They'd better be right.
Helicked hislipsacouple of times. " Shaulla-chaudatu Berathia?"

"No."

He lunged back against the headboard then. | did back out of reach, still holding onto the fake
arthame. No sense being afanatic about things.

"Thetruth: Y ou were shot. Y ou survived. Officidly, you've disgp-peared. Theraidersare gone. The
DataNet isdown. Paladin's gone. The Codlition's going to be hereinside of thirty days, max. And the
Prince-Elect isdead.”

"And you-?'

"Say I'm hisheir. Everyone else does. It'ssmpler.”

But the body language wasn't the Berathia's he knew and neither wasthe voice.
"Y ou are abomination. Whereisthe Kore San'Cyr?

"If that's the way you want to be about it, 'bai, she's dead too."

"Dead." Thegrief in hisvoice wasflattering. "Thenwhy do | yet live?'

I ran ahand through my hair, didodging afistful of the latest fashion. Doubled paralel memories
quarreled for aminute, then lay down and shut up.

That would pass, so | understood.

If it was something going to make a difference in your plans, Baijon, after you was dead weren't
any timeto tell you.

Old memories.

"Y ou're alive because | thought maybe you'd like to know we won. And maybe you'd like to make



your own choices. Take back your Knife. Only four people know you ever logt it. Three of them are
dead and the fourth won't talk. Theresa ship that goeswith it-not Ghost Dance, but she'sjust asfast
and the coordinates are aready in the navicomp. Shelll take you straight to the Codlition Fleet. Gojoin
the Codition. Annoy them. Make sure the sensible faction doesn't get the upper hand. Have somekids.
Finish out your life, dammit.”

"I have nolife. The Kore would know that."

"The Kore was ajerk. If you don't have alife, then how about awar? Here | am, 'bai-come and get it.
What makes you think I'm telling you the truth-that Paladin's gone, that the dataweb is down?'

"Sopit," Vaijon said, weskly.

"Theway | seeit, you got two choices. Play with the big kids, or curl up and die. Everybody else has
to get by without aspirit-blade barometer to give them mora certainty, why should you be any
differ-ent? Look at it thisway: you just lost Round One againgt the Evil Empire, but I'm stupid enough to
let you have another chance." Vdijon turned his back and hid hisface in the pillow.

"Go away, chaudatu-malmakosim.”
It hurt. | filed the datum away for later.
"I'll-1 be waiting in the bibliotek, you make up your mind, 'bai."

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

Am | the person | was meant to be-the person | would have been if I'd developed under ided
conditionswith infinitely-available amounts of everything?

Or am | not anybody in particular just abunch of lives dumped into amixing bowl together and dl the
memories-mine, Archive's, Prinny's-being equa? In that case, there is no Butterflies-arc-free Peace
Sincereleft, and me using the nameisjugt habit.

It'd be niceto be sure.

But | guessit don't matter. | amwho | will bein the next Minute, and that person has alot of thingsto
get done, whoever sheis. Weeping over your dead's awaste of time, even if they're you.

* * % * *x % * *x * *x * *

| waited long enough to be sure I'd gambled wrong. Pushed too hard. Killed him instead of getting
what | wanted.

The Codition would take Throne. They were led by the dMayne conservatives-thefirst thing they'd do
would beto outlaw higher tech-nology.

But it was too useful. So they'd alow it again, piece by piece. Until asplinter group of ultra
-conservatives decided to dap them down. The splinter'd need aleader.

| meant it to be Vdijon.

Thiswaswhy | couldn't leave. Everything had to fall apart the right way-into smal, manageable pieces
that wouldn't take the whole uni-verse with them each time one exploded.



Princes-Elect don't have much real lower. | needed dlies. Or enemies| could trust.
An hour passed and Vdijon’ stelemetry didn't flatline. Another hour passed before he cameto me.

*x * * * * * * * * * * *

"You have sad it; how canl, in honor, refuse? In the name of my comites, the Kore-alarthme
Butterflies-are-free, there will bewar and | will wageit," Vdijon sad.

| tossed him the Knife. "Y ou'll need this."
Hecaught it. "Am | to build my lifeon lies, chaudatu?"

"Or higher truths. Take your pick. Changeisthe name of the game. What goes around comes around.
Adapt or die."

He bared histeeth at me and amiled. A hellflower smile. "I will adapt. You will die”
"Enjoy yoursdf, babby-bai. And remember | let you go.”
He turned and walked out. The arthame glittered on hiship.

| followed him on through the security system all the way to the lock, and on scanners until his ship hit
angeltown. He never looked back.

Vadijonwasasurvivor. And sowasl|.
We-humankind-had always wanted to survive. As much as Libraries had wanted to perfect.

That was the cause of the Library War that Paladin had aways searched for. The Librarieswere
perfect. They tried to remake Man in their image. Vdijon'd been right all dong. Maybe, if you dug deep
enough, hdllflowersdidn't even hate Libraries. But they knew. Libraries and organics couldn't share.

But maybe, just maybe, in athousand years there would be room for aLibrary that knew what it was
to be human.



