L azy Taekos by Geoffrey A. Landis
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Thismay look likeafarytaefor lawyers, but it is sciencefiction, too!

* * * %

Once there was aboy named Tagkoswho lived on a heart farm.

His parents were hardworking people: they grew new heartsfor old men, and tiny heartsfor babies, they
grew strong heartsto plant into young men who had crashed their air-scooters and needed replacements;,
and they grew rugged working hearts for androids who were grown in avat.

But Taekos didn't want to live on the farm. He was lazy, and wanted to do something that was more fun
and lesslike work.

One day he dung his pack over his shoulder and told his parents he was off to seek hisfortune in the big
city. He hitched aride with a passing businessman driving an old-fashioned one-whedled gyro-car, and in
afew minuteshewasin the big city.

In the big city, he apprenticed himself to arobot builder, but his robots were built al askew, and didn't
want to work, but just sat and wrote poetry al day. No one would pay to buy arobot to sit around and
write poetry, and so after aweek, hewaslet go.

He apprenticed himsalf to abioengineer, but he wastoo lazy to sculpt DNA, and spent the day
programming the microrobots to play croquet with each other, using xenon atoms as balls. And then,
when he was bored with that, he programmed them to gather al the atoms of one kind together--copper,
he decided, he would make them gather copper atoms--and link them together in a sheet, until the floor
shone with amolecule-thick plating of copper. But no one would pay to hire a bioengineer who would
not splice even asingle DNA strand, and so after aweek he was et go.

He apprenticed himsdlf to a spaceship pilot, but hejust flew hisship in great lazy swirls around the sky.
The businessmen who were to be ferried to the seven moons refused to pay him, and so after aweek he
waslet go.

And thusit was, when he had used up al his prospects, and no onein the city would take him on asan
apprentice, he sat in the park. He sat by the river of floating flowers, Snging nonsense songs to himsalf
and giving namesto each of the cloudsthat passed in the sky. He was braiding together greset kijill
blossoms to make kites, and releasing them one by oneto drift in the sky, when he saw agirl watching
him.

After awhile he saw one of his blossom kitesfloat through her, and he knew she was a projection. Ah,

he thought. If she didn't eat and didn't need to pay to enter an entertainment, it would cost nothing to take
her out. She was the perfect girlfriend for him.

"Will you be my girlfriend?’ he asked.

"Certainly,” she answered. Asthey talked together, he discovered that she had adowry of ten trillion
pretty rocks from her grandfather, but until the day she married, shetold him, her stepfather controlled it,
and she could not spend any of it, not even asingle rock, except what her stepfather allowed.

Her stepfather was crafty, and did not want her to wed, and take away hisfortune. He had locked her
away in atitanium crystal castle, and the robots that controlled it would only let in the man who would
marry her. Her stepfather could not forbid her to marry outright, but he had sworn an oath.



"'Shewill marry aman who has never been born, who iswearing a cloak that has never been worn,
whose shadow is silver and nothing of gold, who can deep in afire and never get cold,™ the girl (whose
name was Phoevus) quoted to him. "And that isthe only way | shal marry.”

"That," Taekos observed (as he knotted together the stems of a hundred kjill blossomsinto agreet braid
in the shape of aMoebius trip) "doesn't make any senseat dl.”

"No," shesaid sadly. "'l will never marry. But he can't prevent me from projecting.”

Y et | mysdlf was never born, he thought to himself; | was grown from aseed, like dl of the sons of
farmers he knew. And he wondered at the silly ways of the city people, who never heard of growing a
child from aseed, like any sensble farmer would.

"Can you not weave me acloak that has never been worn?' he asked her.

"Indeed," shesaid. "I will ingtruct my robotsto weave acloak. But if you weer it, it has been worn, surely
you know that."

"Leavethat to me" he said.

And so he made an appointment to come to marry the girl, and on the appointed day, he arrived at the
titanium crystd castle and presented himsdif.

"My stepdaughter isvery beautiful," the stepfather told him, "and | love her very much. Sheis so beautiful
that she can only marry aman who has never been born, and so you must leave and go away, for you
cannot marry her."

"But | mysalf was never born," Taekos observed. "'l was grown from a seed, and here are my identity
papersto show it." And indeed, when he showed the sheet of molecule-thin poly-ply that was hisidentity
papers, theword "BORN:" on the sheet of poly-ply was followed by asmple"NO."

The stepfather's face darkened as he saw this, and Taekos thought that his face was like astorm cloud,
but the stepfather merely said, "My stepdaughter is very delicate, and | love her very much. Because she
is so delicate she must only marry aman who wears acloak that has never been worn, and so you must
leave and go away, for you can never marry her.”

"But | mysdalf am wearing a cloak that has never been worn,” Taekos observed, "for it was woven by
your daughter's robots this very morning, and you can verify that, if you like, by asking any one of them.”

But the stepfather only smiled wickedly, and said, ™Y ou are yoursalf wearing it, and so how can you say
it has never been worn?”'

"This?' Taekos asked, and passed his hand through it. "Thisisonly aprojection. The cloak itsdlf isin
your daughter's room, and has surely never been worn."

The stepfather's face darkened further as he saw that he had been tricked, and Taekos thought that his
face waslike astorm cloud that isdl swollen up with lightning, ready to burst into dectricd fury, but the
sepfather only said, "My stepdaughter isvery intelligent, and | love her very much. Because sheisso
intelligent, she must only marry aman who has a shadow of slver, and nothing of gold, and so you must
leave and go away, for you cannot marry her."

But at this, Taekos said nothing at al, only gestured with hishand down at the floor. And the stepfather
looked down, and with great surprise noticed that Taekos shadow in fact reflected with a silvery sheen.
The stepfather brought out alight, and moved it from side to sSide, but to whichever sde he moved, the



slvery sheen appeared on the opposite side, a shadow of silver.

"Robot!" he called out, and arobot appeared a his side. "Robot, what color isthat?' he said, and
pointed at the shadow.

"Master, that color isslver," the robot answered, and Tagkos smiled.

Taekos smilewasasmile of relief, for robots are very literal, and the robot answered the question that
was asked. Had the stepfather asked what the shadow was made of, the robot would surely have
answered aduminum. He had tried to ingtruct the handful of microrobots that he had spread behind him to
gather slver atoms, but there were not enough silver atomsin the molecules of the ground, and instead he
had to settle for telling them to gather duminum atoms, which were dso shiny and slver.

But the stepfather called his robots together, and had them go into his vast treasury and fetch gold dust
by the handful. The stepfather's robots sprinkled gold dust on the shadow, but asfast asthey sprinkled
gold dust, the microrobots (which Tagkos had borrowed from the DNA engineer before hed left his
gpprenticeship) plated them over with athin veneer of duminum atoms, so that they shined silver and
nothing of gold, and the stepfather knew that he had again been tricked.

The stepfather's face darkened, and Taekos thought it was like a great storm of a gas giant, ready to
expand out across the planet until the whole surface was engulfed in turbulence, but the stepfather only
sad, "My stepdaughter isvery rich, and | love her very much. Because sheissorich, shewill only marry
aman who can deep in afire and never get cold, so you must leave and go away, for you can never
marry her."

But Taekos only laughed, and said, "Why, certainly | can do that, and so indeed can any man, for if one
deepsin afire, surey hewill get hot, and not cold. And o, Sir, please step aside, for | wishto goinside
to marry your stepdaughter, and you arein my way."

But the stepfather only smiled now, awicked and triumphant smile, and he said softly, "No, Sir Trickter,
clever you are, but indeed you may not pass. For you may say you can deep in afire, but indeed, | will
not credit your boagting until | seeit myself. Come back, sir, in seven days. | will make afire, and you
will degpinthefirel have made mysdf, with none of your trickery, and when | have seen that, then you
will marry my stepdaughter.

"But until then, you must go away, and not come back.”
"I will go away," said Taekos, "and not come back for seven days.”

And when he had gone away, and sat in the park by theriver of drifting blossoms, the projection of his
girlfriend cameto him, and said sadly, "Oh, Tagkaos, how will you meet the chalenge of my stepfather?!

And Taekos had no answer. He had expected to pass based on clever words and brazen courage, but
he had never redlly had aplan. Nor, for dl that he wracked his brainsfor ideas, could he think of one.

But then, he had seven days. And hewas, after al, avery clever lad. Surely he would think of something.

And indeed, the next day, as he dept in the shade of thetijidl treesin the park (it was necessary to deep
in the shade, because the seven moons beamed down light in awonderful, but not at al restful, array of
colors), amost remarkable thing happened to him. The old stepfather came up to him. It took him a
moment to redize that this, too, was a projection, and not the real man, but till, it surprised him.

"Sir Trickster," said the projection of the stepfather. "Y ou are a chest, and athief, and | wish you to have
nothing to do with my stepdaughter. | will offer you a thousand pretty rocks, and with those pretty rocks



you may go asyou please, wherever you like, aslong as you never again come back to ask for the hand
of my stepdaughter in marriage.”

Thisisvery interesting, thought Taekos, very interesting indeed, but dl he said was, "'l think not.”

And the next day, the same projection cameto him, and said the same thing, but thistime offered him
two thousand pretty rocks. And again, Taekos thought, thisis very interesting, but replied only, "I think

Each day of the seven, the stepfather offered ahigher price, and each day, Taekos thought, thisis very
interesting, but replied only, "1 think not.”

For thiswas the thought that Tagkos found most interesting: why would the stepfather offer him abribeto
give up asuit that he could not win?

And so he sat in contemplation, braiding hisflower kites, and planning.

On the seventh day, the very image of Taekos showed up at the castle of titanium, al resplendent inthe
finest of feathers and braided spider-silk. And the stepfather, surrounded by his robots, did not seem
surprised to see him, but Taekos said only, "1 am here to claim the hand of your stepdaughter in marriage,
for sheisvery beautiful, and | love her."

The stepfather said, "Well indeed, but | do not believe that you are here at dl.” Turning to the robot on
hisleft sde, he said, "Robot!" and the robot aimed a counter-projection projector and turned it on. With
that Taekos vanished--for of courseit was only a projection--and the stepfather said, loudly so dl the
robots could hear, " Since the suitor has not shown up, he has forfeited the challenge, and shall not marry

my stepdaughter.”

But Taekos stepped out from behind one of the robots, and said, "Not so, for herel am." Hewasno
longer so resplendent (for he could afford only the projection of finery), but now only dressed inan
ordinary working-class cloak, such as a heart-farmer's son might wear, and he thought to himsdlf, it was
apity that the projection trick would not fool him twice.

"Well indeed, then," the stepfather said. "'l have here afire, and | will very much enjoy watching you deep
init." And he turned to the robot on hisright side, and said, "Robot!" and the robot opened adoor.
Through the door was aroom, and inside the room was a nuclear furnace, with adoor just large enough
for aman to crawl through. Taekos noted with some interest (for he had once been a spaceship pilot's
apprentice, and knew what the engine for a spaceship looked like) that the inside of the chamber would
be a an even, cheerful heat of one million degrees.

"| apologize," Taekossaid. "But | have brought with me adictionary,” and he rubbed the activation of the
dictionary, and murmured to it, "fire." At hisword, thedictionary said, initsclear, cool voice, "FIRE isa
form of combustion, releasing heet by the combination of afud with oxygen.”

"This chamber of yoursis certainly afineengine" Taekossad, "but itisnot afire. Shdl | cal a
magidrate, and we shall seeif he, too, hasadictionary?'

"Very well, Sir Trickster,” said the stepfather, "there isno need for amagistrate.” He bid the robot close
the door, but at the same time gestured another robot to open a different door. Through this door there

was a chamber, and in the chamber was a very large pile of wood. The robot entered and set the wood
to burning. "I believe even your dictionary will accept thisasafire.”

"Indeed, thisisafire" Taekos said, and walked into the room, swirling his cloak.



"Onemoment first, Sir Trickster,” the stepfather said. "With your pardon?' And with aword from the
stepfather two robots stepped to him, and sprayed him with alight mist, one spraying hisleft Ssde, one his
right. "It appears that your skin had been infested with a swarm of microrobots,” the stepfather said.

Taekos was taken aback, for indeed he had his microrobots with him, severd trillion of them or so (he
did not know exactly, for he wastoo lazy to count them dl) and he had carefully instructed each of them
in how to turn infrared photons away from his skin. For of course heat is nothing except infrared photons,
and if the robots caught each photon by itstail and turned it around to run the other direction--well then!
Wl indeed! But the mist had set the microrobots into degp mode, and it would take him many hoursto
reboot each one of them.

But Taekos had one moretrick to play, and thishe did. He had afew of hisrobotseft, thistime just very
smple and stupid ones, and they sprayed water onto thefire, just enough to put it out. He then pulled a
sack from his cloak, and from the sack he poured iron dust into the empty fireplace, and then stepped in
and went to deep in the dust. Hislaziness was indeed famous, but yet he had this one skill, to go to deep
anywhereand a any time.

After sometime deeping, he yawned, and stretched, and rose, saying, "I'mnot cold at al. | win, | deptin
afire. And I'm not cold.”

"Y ou haveto degp inthefirewhileit'sburning,” said the stepfather.
"Redly?' said Taekos, wide-eyed asif thisthough had never occurred to him. "Who says?'
"l say this, and in thiscastlemy word islaw,” said the stepfather.

"Well, fine enough,” Taekos said. He produced hisdictionary again. "A fireis combugtion,” he said.
"Even as| was degping, theiron was dowly rusting, and rust, of course, is nothing but oxidation, or, as
we can cdll it, combustion.”

"But itisnot hot," said the stepfather, scowling.
"And who isit who saysthat fire hasto be hot?'
"l do."

"And | don't," said Taekos. "Hereisadictionary. | win. I clam my prize, and if you do not agree, | shal
cdl amagidrate”

"No, not amagistratel” the stepfather said. "1 will concede to you haf of my stepdaughter'swedth. Do
not call amagidtrate, and we shall both berich!”

Why is he afraid of magistrates? Taekos asked himsdlf, and with that thought, he called one.

The magistrate robot arrived. "Y our dictionary, Sir," the magistrate said to him, "isevidently quite faulty. |
have consulted the archive of dictionaries, and the compact (dthough low-cost) model you own should
tell you, fireisaform of combugtion resulting in visble flames"

"Humph," said the tepfather. "As| said.”
"And who are you?' the magistrate asked.

"l," dated the stepfather, "am the legd guardian of thisgirl, Phoevus, and the trustee of her fortune and of
her person.”



"No," said the magistrate, "you are not. Y ou are a projection of arecording of a certain Phineas Nator
Zond, a sapient personage whose existence has been discontinued seventeen years, seven months, three
weeks, two days, eleven hours, and thirteen seconds before this moment. A projection cannot be a
guardian, nor atrustee, of a sapient person.”

"But thisismy stepdaughter, and | love her very much,” the projection of the former sapient personage
known once as Phineas Nator Zond said. "And if | am not to guard her, and be the trustee of her fortune
and her person, then who isto protect her from fortune hunters, and from the evils of the world?!

"Sheisasgpient personage,” the magistrate said. "If she wishesto be guarded, she must seeto it herself.”
And with that, the magistrate robot turned the projection off.

* * * %

After awhile, when the magisirate had left, and the robots that the stepfather (or his projection) had
brought to guard the titanium crystal castle showed themsalves to be unresponsive, Tagkos said,
"Phoevus, my love, your stepfather no longer isin our way, and so we may marry.”

And the projection of Phoevus came down, and said, " Taekos, you are charming, and amusing, and
clever, but only afoolish girl would marry such alazy rogue and schemer, and such afoolish girl certainly
would cometo no good end.”

Taekos contemplated this. "What will you do?" he asked.

"I have been herein thistitanium castle for long enough. | will be off on my own adventures.” And as her
parting wordsto him, she added, ""but thank you for dedling with my stepfather.”

And with that she was gone. The robots, left behind, began to disassembl e the titanium crystd castle, and
in very littlemorethan notime at dl, it, too, was gone.

And so, Taekos thought, here | am, and |eft no better than | was.

But then again, no worse, he observed, and went forth to seek hisfortune.

* k% k %
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