

[image: Cover Image]




 


John Clute is one of the most highly respected critics in the science fiction field, for which he has won numerous awards. In addition to writing many acclaimed essays and articles, he edited and contributed to both The Encylopedia of Science Fiction and The Encyclopedia of Fantasy, both landmark works of reference. He moved from Canada, where he was born, in 1969 and now lives in London. Appleseed is his first science fiction novel.


Find out more about John Clute and other Orbit authors by registering for the free monthly newsletter at www.orbitbooks.net



 

By John Clute

APPLESEED

EARTH BOUND

With Peter Nicholls

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SCIENCE FICTION

With John Grant

THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF FANTASY



Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-405-51615-0

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2001 John Clute

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


 

For Dede

(1944–2000)

passed living


 

‘But here now I has broken His sword of power acrosst my knee, and flung’d his pieces in the face of His despite. Yea, agin His Commandermint onc’t more I will go back to watch on the aidges of His airthquake, for the sakes of Adam’s childer: though they-all fergit me in their Nowadays, and say to one anithers: “No Angel now cometh from Anywhar.”’

And the Angel bussed me with his lips.

And he were goned.

But what he bussed me on the mouth hit were like a flower-bud of fire …

Percy MacKaye, ‘The Stranger from Anywhar’


 

… he might dream that his old nurse was baking an apple on the fire in her own cozy room, and as he watched it simmer and sizzle she would look at him with a strange smile, a smile such as he had never seen on her face in his waking hours, and say, ‘But, of course, you know it isn’t really the apple. It’s the Note.’

Hope Mirrlees, Lud-in-the-Mist


 

‘Sir, I did not mean to stand! something made me stand. Sir, why do you delay? Here is only the great Achilles, whom you knew.’

E. M. Forster, The Celestial Omnibus



author’s note


In this novel two unusual words in particular are used again and again in contexts which do not necessarily explain their original meaning. I thought a short definition of each might be useful:

azulejaria

The art of the Portuguese figurative tile panel. Examples are usually rectangular, are normally fixed to walls (both internal or external), and can comprise a hundred or more tiles. Portrayed on these panels are images (which are not restricted to individual tiles, but flow over from one to another) out of the tradition of European drama and the commedia dell’arte. Almost certainly the most complete study of azulejaria dramas is Daniel Tércio’s Dança e Azulejaria: No Teatro do Mundo (‘Dance and Azulejaria: The Theatre of the World’, Lisbon: Edições Inakpa, 1999); it is an indispensable book, both for its superb illustrations and for its text. Those, like me, incapable of understanding more than a few words of Portuguese will find an English summary at the end.

mappemonde

In medieval and later times, a map of the world, usually oval or circular, usually (but not always) originating in England. The mappemonde often placed Jerusalem at the centre of the world, and at first glance more complex examples could easily be understood to depict a densely detailed landscape, or an apple perhaps, or perhaps a face. The trompe l’oeil portraits of Giuseppe Arcimboldo (1527–93), which bring together painted fruits and vegetables and fish and meat and other ingredients into the semblance of a face, resemble mappemondes.



one


there had always been something about a planet of cities that made Freer long for the sky. Nothing about Trencher, a hundred thousand klicks below, glowering like slag in the holograph cube at the heart of control centre, seemed likely to charm him out of the ill temper and claustrophobia he anticipated. Several centuries of local sector warfare had ground the planet’s surface to a mottled airless nub; the various waif species that now occupied Trencher kept below the surface, in great muggy warrens which had metastasised into a world city. The aboriginals, who had destroyed their world aeons past, were all dead. Only their story-nodes remained, fragmentary partials, digital echoes of long-dead flesh sapients pacing up and down the prison yards of AI pickle jars.

There seemed little point in adding to his store of knowledge.

—Blank me, he subvocalised into conclave space, turning away from the humming cube. The nano-rich Teardrop in his eye shivered at the thought of losing contact. But the circumambient screens blanked out obediently, as did the holographic projection of local space surrounding his command couch, and he sat nestled in silence within the suddenly darkened heart of his ship, which continued to fall towards the planet of buried cities. The blizzard of media noise, generated by the port AIs’ traffic control channels, shut off. Having obeyed orders, the Teardrop dried to an almost invisible thread.

He had been in Trencher space for ten seconds.

He sighed.

But almost instantly a tractor beam locked on to Tile Dance, its high-priority codes overriding the Teardrop block, and Freer was no longer at peace.

Through his data gloves he stroked a tile mask, which had responded to his slight distress. The tile made a blank purring sound – no AI was parking within its tiny brain – and returned to its place beside its companions, on the curved walls of control centre.

—We are your personal Trencher engine, spoke an ensemble of beamed voices into his Teardrop, a parched choral murmur generated through the throats of a thousand long-dead sampled aboriginals circling within their jars like dead tigers in a fossil zoo.

—Okey dokey, said Freer.

—Please select a name of your choice.

Freer did not much like idiot-savant engines with monikers.

—‘Mowgli’, he sent.

—Welcome to Trencher, chorused Mowgli.

—Kirtt? said Freer formally, through Teardrop, which awakened to hear him; Mowgli listened in.

—Sir, responded Kirtt, in a flat-voiced travesty of its usual polyphonic whisper that echoed drably down the aisles and atriums of conclave space, where Minds and their flesh masters conferred; but fully enabled quantum Minds were forbidden within the Law Well of Trencher – a precaution typical of inhabited planets along the fringes of the rim, with plaque descending nearer every Heartbeat down the Spiral Clade – and before Tile Dance had been allowed through the heliospace boundary and into the solar wind where Law Well prevailed, Kirtt had reduced themself to chip mode, to a fraction of its normal capacity. It shrank out of the tiles through which normally it acted out the masque of interface between Made Mind and mortal meat sapients. It was a tin shadow of his quantum self, spoke in a single male voice.

—Speak up, chip head, said Freer.

—This is not my doing, said Kirtt in its querulous single voice.

But there could be no argument with the prohibition – indeed, even farther up the Spiral, where it was believed that any stirring of quantum foam from which the universe was built tended to trigger plaque, the Made Minds were banned entry to many sectors; up past Human Earth, where the plaque desert ruled abandoned satrapies of the old ecumene, AIs of any sort were forbidden altogether.

When found, they were disassembled raw.

—Take over, please, said Freer, and told his data gloves to fold themselves away. They obeyed. He sat blind and silent again in control centre. The frieze of tiles that normally generated a low susurrus of gossip around his command couch remained silent, disabled by Kirtt’s truncation; a clutch of free tiles floated through the air like ceramic bats, their intagliated mask visages stark still, for the dance had stalled in the absence of the Made Mind.

No mottoes flickered through the air like shuttlecocks.

But one square of tiles continued to depict Ferocity Monthly-Niece, her unblinking bee gaze, her open desire for Freer, whose face her gaze had fixed upon.

He gazed at her frozen face, which he knew so well it was almost as though he was gazing into a mirror.

—Take over, he repeated.

—Okey dokey, uttered the stunned chip AI flatly within his head, through the comm net that webbed conclave space with a trillion junctions, a little slow on the uptake, and meshed with Mowgli.

—Trencher welcomes law-abiding traders! sang Mowgli. —Please disengage from Maestoso Tropic.

—Roger, said the AI and snapped the thread. Tile Dance was no longer linked to the regional wormhole array of the great Tropic she had followed into this local sector; the ship was now in the hands of Trencher.

A billion faces of data streamed into Tile Dance and she began to slide downwards through mazes of orbiting resters and nesters, down past orbitals and mirrors and coffins from afar, and immense duufus arks and powersats, and local ramscoops, and even an exquisite-corpse commune spatchcocked out of wrecks and flotsam. Below, at the heart of Law Well, Trencher squatted like a senile poison hive, sucking the bugs down toward the thickening song of atmosphere.

It had been millions of Heartbeats ago, half a short lifetime, but Freer’s memory, which was eidetic for women, gave Ferocity back to him. He did not really need the masks.

He allowed himself to slide into a light trance.

So it was without his intervention that the taut ancient polished wolverine-sleek Tile Dance, which had been home for the half of his life he could remember properly, slid the last few thousand klicks downwards into Trencher, dived across terminator into the vast net of guarded portals that protected the vacuum of docking country from the stinking air, sank into the world, sank deep under the seared epidermis of Trencher, came to rest within the assigned grid.

Above the ship the passages of entry into Trencher flexed shut. Great spasms of light flickered off walls a klick distant. Hundreds of ships were visible, each cradled into its loading dock. Robot drones swooped through the maze, their prehensile claws guiding wires and tubes and cargo shoots into place. Hollow transport braids of all three authorised hues wove from ship to ship, giving crews and passengers access to the interior webs of the world.

—Your pheromones are rising, Stinky, whispered Kirtt inside its master’s head, sounding almost normal – clearly it had been knitting together backup circuits out of the shambles of chip mode.

—I’m not watching, he said into the comm net. —I was thinking about Ferocity.

A cloud of cartoon spermatozoa did the can-can inside Teardrop. Freer shrugged at the joke. Being human was nothing to him. He was used to the dense maritime stench of human air. He had spent decades with his own species.

—Shut up, Kirtt, he murmured after a few seconds.

Teardrop blanked obediently, but then knocked.

—What is it?

The request mandala of a local net of press toons glowed in his right eye; the net had sniffed a scoop, was requesting visual access.

—Deal with this, Kirtt, he signed within his head.

—I’m only partly here, Stinky, said the ship Mind in its single male voice. —I’m a wounded surgeon.

—Just do it, Kirtt.

He blinked again, and the mandala swallowed itself, and his eye was free, for the moment.

—Isolate me, Kirtt.

—Roger, Stinky.

Silence wrapped around Freer again.

He was able therefore to spend the next few thousand Heartbeats playing chess with data mice while Kirtt fed the press toons a few terabytes of bumpf, handled docking formalities through Mowgli, arranged for supplies and fuel. The crippled ship Mind also liaised with the firm – a journey-cake cartel emceed by speckled sophont non-bilaterals from Betelgeuse – that held the goods for transfer to Tile Dance, initiated authorisation procedures with the Trencher planetary minds, formally requested permission to download the Route-Only contracted to guide them to Eolhxir. Stretched to its limit by these procedures, which ebbed and flowed like surf, Kirtt failed to register certain nuances in the data perfume. Freer was given no idea, therefore, that he was causing a stir.

He did not yet know that he was the most important person in the planet.

During these early hectic moments, Number One Son goofed off on its own, cartwheeling down the translucent egress spiral toward a homo sapiens braid which had just linked up for the benefit of the visiting ship. Number One Son looked like any other sigillum doing business for the flesh sapient it mimed. Visible through the ceiling of the egress hatch above its clumsy bumping torso, Tile Dance rested within the docking cocoon, an elongated pregnant wasp swathed in braids, caught in amber, succoured by nipples bearing nutrients from the innards of the world. Shafts of light from the surface of the planet far above danced down mirrored passages into the vast docking chamber, flickered through the ceiling, caught Number One Son’s stiff bare buttocks bumping out of sight into the hollow oval that opened into the braid; the snorkels and prostheses and nipples that cobwebbed the ship flickered and darkened as beams echoed to and fro, as though half alive.

In naked space, on the far side of a thousand ceilings of rock, several thousand klicks up in the nesting orbit it had occupied for millions of Heartbeats, an Insort Geront ark of the Harpe Kith continued to slide around the planet, doing its job. Greedily, it drank up sacred data from Trencher; sometimes the flow of information near exceeded its computing capacity, and whole ranks of oldster homo sapiens overheated, often fatally – like any Insort Geront ark, it was loaded to the gunwales with distributed chip nets, human brainchips sunk in senior-citizen deepsleep, millions of obsoleted flesh sapients enjoying the culmination of their mortal span.

But flesh is grass, isn’t it? Opsophagos themself of the Harpe had said once to a homo sapiens philosopher, whom he had awoken to converse with, through glass. Opsophagos knew the doctrines of Human Earth. Knowing the ways of humans was a large part of his job. Flesh is grass, he told the fuming, odorous human locked behind its barrier. Flesh is mowed!

A timorous sibling tched softly within striking distance of the breakfast head of the Harpe in command of the great ark in orbit around Trencher with its stuffing of deep-sleeps snoring through their brainchip tasks. The sibling masticated with tiny nibbles the real-paper printouts in its glutinous ticklers, which it extended, perhaps hoping to donate an extensor limb. The commanding officer – a grown sibling of Opsophagos – took the printout in the mouth of its slack-eyed famished breakfast head, read the co-ordinates displayed, pulled down a three-horned screen and punched out the designated location. Chip-sluggish, the screen cleared, in time to reveal Number One Son wobble bare-assed into the homo sapiens braid. Controlling their aversion to sigilla, the commanding officer began to jubilate.

They almost ate himself alive with joy.

Meanwhile, Kirtt uploaded into Mowgli a chip carafe of data perfume gained during Tile Dance’s sweep upwards along the trade Tropics from the warmth of stars farther in towards galactic centre; in exchange, Mowgli uploaded a case of carafes containing all the latest news. Fastidious but leaden in his chip state, Kirtt washed each carafe with care, filtering out great streaks of rust – the random garbage and spoilage typical of planetary perfume this close to the rim, plus a few trillion snoops coated in sheep’s clothing – but chip snoops were easy to detect, easy to banish. Kirtt also swatted a whining haze of spam mosquitoes.

The rust stank even to its partially disabled senses.

—Sacred is the new, Kirtt said to its chip self. All the same, it added to itself.

—Check! Freer subvocalised to the data mice, which manifested as molten flows of miniatured tiles, tile pixels.

Kirtt overheard, but did not interfere with the privacy of its homo sapiens.

Once cleansed of rust and crap, snoops and spam, poison pens and charity mandalas, the carafes of sacred data began to flow into the Tile Dance library, where they would abide within chips until the moment they could be translated into the quantum foam level, where the library heart lay, dormant now. There were trillions of news items from nearby sectors of the Spiral Clade, including a batch of instability readings on several hundred local ‘empires’, and a slough of mandatory Virtual Reality warnings, often a first sign of plaque. There were enough obits to populate a world. One entire carafe held nothing but science and technology infodumps, all newish, all therefore bogus. A scattering of toon infomercials had escaped Kirtt’s half-crippled net; most of them touted useless R&R programs for devices too new (in truth) to be worth Recovering or Recuperating. Kirtt noted a growing pattern of Law Well violations and extensions, more rifts and stitches in the webbing of the increasingly fragile comity of the Upper Clade; but a certain fraying of interstellar comity was inevitable (so any search engine would confirm) at a time of constricted commerce. Trade indeed was bad. There was a scent of fear in the air. Jobs were almost non-existent (it was good luck that Tile Dance had a commission). The thinned Made Mind also decoded, with some difficulty, an array of eavesdropper scoops, one of which unpacked the command structure of an entire Black Mass of rogue Harpe.

The traffic weather in Maestoso Tropic – Kirtt noted – remained fair, though some transit points were bottlenecked by arks, mostly of the Insort Geront sigil; most of the flow through the ratking tangle of wormholes that constituted Maestoso Tropic was westward, away from the plaque-mottled rim, westward down the Spiral Clade, into the light of galaxy centre, where the trade routes petered out at the edges of the known, in the murmuring of innumerable suns, beyond the ken of homo sapiens. Kirtt then passed on to the Universal Book a carafe of fictions – some in written form to be read by eye, some tiled for masques, most in hologram format for VR entry. Finally, whiffing attar, he uncovered a terabyte (locked in truly ancient chips) of music from Human Earth recently recovered from a frozen data haven ark which had been abandoned many centuries ago.

Kirtt readied all this material for transfer to foam.

Half an hour passed gainfully.

The hatch buzzed, rousing Kirtt.

Grinning its stiffish ghostly terracotta homo sapiens grin, Number One Son had returned ex-braid from its mission into the world-sea, in a cargo floater Kirtt glanced at via the hatch holo. Wedged like a beetle into one of the port’s access pods, the floater glittered with sigils of passage and toon decals. Its tongue protruded briefly in the normal ritual of supplication, allowing Kirtt to access its contents: two quantum battle Minds, as ordered, packed at close to absolute zero inside two steaming sigil-dense capsules of an exceedingly ancient marque.

That was wrong.

Kirtt had conveyed Freer’s purchase order, which was for one standard-issue modern Mind at a price he could not refuse, not two warriors from the dawn of time – even assuming Minds of that vintage were available in Trencher, Freer would not have placed such an order without consulting his ship. The cost of even one Mind of genuinely ancient lineage could bankrupt Tile Dance.

But the delivery toon was clear: two battle Minds, prepaid at the amount originally advertised, address Tile Dance, authorisation Freer. Any memory Kirtt might normally access of Freer changing his original order was blocked; but neither had any prohibition been logged. An override was possible. Freer was always buying gizmos, especially if they looked reasonably old; the storage cornices of Tile Dance were gradually filling up with clutter, the detritus of a thousand Industrial Ages; so there was no reason for the crippled Mind to baulk or bother him at this juncture.

Number One Son galumphed into Tile Dance, visibly proud of itself, ambled down a spiral corridor past aquaria and butter lanterns marking cornice boundaries, into the lower bowels of the ship, where sigilla and eidolon coffins were arrayed, their interiors maintained at something close to absolute zero. Coffins holding half-formed sigilla/eidolon units, rideable by either flesh or Mind, squatted next to half-grown Freer sigilla awaiting the call to become. Specialist units for extreme conditions – temperature-resistant frog-like bodies with scythes for arms; ectomorphic long-necked browsers with radar ears; standard grunt golems – peered through frosted permaglass. Number One Son’s coffin had opened in readiness. The sigillum stepped inside its home, which shut; discharged its memories; fell asleep. It became sere and yellow.

Meanwhile Kirtt danced a standard parlay with Mowgli, which fed access codes into the ship without serious question. A sealed trolley exited Tile Dance, loaded the capsules, brought them in. The battle Minds were soon plugged safely into maintenance niches in Made quarters, next to Kirtt’s own physical entity, and began to undergo thawing. Astonishingly soon they began to respond to input, passed quickly through the traditional rites, signed their embedment concords. Even in chip mode, they were clean and elegant and savvy and tight – welcome fingerprints of their normal quantum behaviour. The swift savvy alacrity of their responses to the ordeal of initiation had, moreover, amply confirmed the ancient lineage their sigils claimed. As far as Kirtt’s half-crippled diagnostics could plumb, they tested loyal. Loyal unto death. For the time being, this had to be sufficient. Moreover, the battle Minds seemed to have suffered little in the way of ‘repairs’, nor had they been cannibalised at any time. There was no sign of rust in either of them. No plaquing, no Alzheimer.

Although the two newly installed cores remained technically asleep, Kirtt activated their maintenance niches, allowing installation to begin. Within human seconds, a maze of connective nerves and ganglions wove swiftly through the ship. Billions of junctions were established with Kirtt’s own ship-wide web. During this procedure, Kirtt detected nothing false, no ringers in the towers in the realm of the Made; only time, time and sleep, and below time, and below sleep: grass.

Once they left Trencher Law Well, once they were all enabled again at quantum level, they could reminisce.

Then the tiles would dance.

[image: image]

The commander of the Insort Geront ark in spy orbit dared to contact Opsophagos of the Harpe themself at the helm of far-distant Alderede, in the midst of preparations for the next stage in the War of the Lens.

Wrigglies rushed into mouths, as the commander bided their sibling’s hour.

‘Well?’ thundered the tripartite thorax in the ceiling, finally.

‘Honoured sibling,’ growled the commander, with bravery, stuffing its breakfast mouth to keep from eating the mouth that talked. ‘You wished to know when the transfer had been made.’

‘Yes?’ thundered the elder sibling, many light-years distant.

‘The battle Minds have been taken aboard.’

There was a dreadful pause. Rain steamed down the commander’s flanks.

‘How many Minds? Plural? Plural? Plural?’

The commander’s skin fissured.

‘Two, honoured sibling.’

Opsophagos screamed wordlessly down the thorax. They screamed thrice. Then a small still voice of Opsophagos whispered in an ear of the commander:

‘Only one, sibling. Only one Mind is fixed. We inserted only one Mind into the data haven ark. There was no breach of integrity. Where did the other come from?’

The commander’s suckers carved a triad of ones in their own skin. The small voice of Opsophagos’s tiniest and most deadly mouth began to repeat ones up the scale, and became supersonic.

There was silence within the walls of the ark command warren, except for the slush of thick rain. The commander counted their remaining fingerlings.

‘Sibling,’ sounded the thorax triply at last, ‘use your final minutes to uncover the enemy entity which has become aware of our strategy. Cancel the goon show. There is no window left. We have no time to flush the enemy into space. Kill it inside Trencher. Take Trencher down if you must. Suture off the danger, with your last breaths bring down the fire, sibling! We are at risk.’

The commander squashed themselves flat against the iron floor in a kowtow.

‘We are at terrible risk,’ said the thorax in voices thrice-dark with dread.

‘The War begins,’ said the thorax in voices rank with rust, harsher than iron, thrice harsher.

The circuits shut.

The commander chewed its thumbs in unison, a sign in any Harpe of profound shock. They could not be expected to follow orders with any efficiency. In any case, given the rigid protocols of command structure, it may have been too late to cancel the goon show.

Meanwhile the commander prepared the ark for death.

Kirtt slowly became certain there was something wrong, but did not seriously contemplate the intolerable risk of going quantum within Law Well and searching for a pattern.

Tile Dance was now fully refuelled. That was okey dokey.

She had Thirty Million Heartbeats of travel in her fuel matrices, a year’s worth (as time might once have been reckoned on Human Earth) of wandering. Okey dokey. Nothing wrong there. There should be enough fuel to get to Eolhxir and back, wherever the planet might be exactly – the contract stated only that it was located in a known sector of the galaxy, and that a Route-Only would be supplied – and the fuel was already paid for.

The signature advance Kirtt had okayed down-galaxy, in the heat, had been sufficiently attractive to haul Tile Dance outwards from her normal stamping grounds, haul her up-galaxy and eastward into the rust, into sectors half frozen by plaque, all the way up to Trencher in the dark, where the contracted cargo awaited transshipment. The journey-cake cartel had refused on security grounds to reveal the destination world’s location, but otherwise the delivery of nanoforges to the planet Eolhxir seemed a routine enough contract. Tile Dance, a ship of ancient lineage, had the carrying capacity and range required. It seemed okey dokey. They were rich again, even after refuelling. It seemed okey dokey.

Once delivery had been accomplished and paid for, Tile Dance would be free again to skedaddle westwards and inwards, back to the heart sectors, warm the bones of her homo sapiens and her ship Mind in the light of a billion stars in the enormous day of Time. There – under the battery of the music of the spheres, the unendurable sacred data-noise of galactic centre itself – there the heat would rise until it was an ecstasy to think. And when the heat became intolerable for flesh sapients – even humans with their thick deaf skins could not remain near galactic centre for more than a few hours without suffering fatal burns – a thousand wanderlust traces had been laid down long ago, traces a ship could follow into the cool, sidewards and outwards into unknown regions, till nothing could be perceived through senses Made or fleshbound, no matter how ancient, but the crippling silence of intergalactic space.

That was life for Tile Dance. That was okey dokey.

But here in the bowels of Trencher something stank.

Kirtt instructed the data mice to end the game.

Freer discovered he was in checkmate.

—I sense a blockage, Kirtt murmured into its homo sapiens’s head.

—So what’s new? said Freer, blinking Teardrop open again. —We’re up the asshole of a planet.

—We can’t get delivery yet. It will take at least ten hours to icepick a Clearance Motor out of Mowgli.

—Fuck. Is there a fingerprint?

—Oh yes. Insort Geront, of course, Stinky, murmured Kirtt in its gravel-thin chip voice.

—Well fuck me.

The frieze of tiles rimming the heart of control centre shivered very slightly, and the gold grouting that marked the joining of tile to tile gaped into slits, through which free masks were able to slide sideways. A pierrot therefore raised its head above its element, slid through the grouting and burst into the three dimensions of the world, clearly ready to weep, weep, flutter like a bat.

‘Okey dokey,’ Freer said acoustic. ‘Okey dokey.’

The walls soothed. The pierrot subsided back into its tile.

—Fuck me, subvocalised Freer, but only for Kirtt to hear. —Why? What could Insort Geront want of us?

—Tch, murmured Kirtt.

—We’re simple multi-millionaire traders.

—Tch.

—All right, all right, said Freer. —The route to Eolhxir. The secret of the lens. A chance to terminate one more rogue Made Mind, dear Kirtt, and all your krewe.

—Agreed, muttered the chip voice of the crippled Mind.

—So what do we do?

—I, said Kirtt, —will sit in solemn silence in a dull dark dock. You go be a tourist.

—Inside this asshole?

—You’ll be able to see which way the wind is blowing.

—Fuck.

—But you’ll go?

—Make me ready, chip head, said Freer.

The holograph cube in the middle of the glass island of control centre glowed suddenly, became a point of view approximately one hundred metres above Tile Dance, which was now surrounded by dozens of pink braid capillaries ready to take Freer anywhere in the world.

He stood within the cube and gazed.

Docking country spread out in every direction, amber and green, lustrous and polished, like a snakeskin seen from within, lit by a thousand beams ricocheting down from the surface. Translucent braids of every hue, like spaghetti in nulgrav, laced intricately through the vast chamber, ferrying flesh sapients and others by the hundred thousand hither and yon through the innards of the world. There were orange-tinted braids, variously subcoded for the breathing needs of a range of non-bilaterals; an extremely complex and numerous tangle of blue braids, also subcoded, for the commensal bilaterals who made up the vast majority of local flesh sentients; pink for the thick-aired oxygen-high homo sapiens braids, ringfenced for reasons of decorum from any other species; and dark maroon for government officials.

—Looks like any other asshole planet, Freer murmured.

But he felt prickly, as though the axons of the world around him in the holograph cube were literally tickling the back of his neck, like termites sucking for gravy. It was as though he could feel in his bones the thrum of the voices of the swallowed who swarmed in their billions up and down the translucent braids, pink and maroon and blue and orange, a billion sophonts decked out in their skin and mortality.

Having no need for protection against vacuum, the aspects or Unfleshed – sigilla and eidolons and toons, tied entities and rogues, revenants in mirrorcam trance, caspers sucking up for love, freelance lifestory avatars on hire – floated everywhere, some propelled by rampacks, some (being immaterial) by the power of thought. They were innumerable. They congested the model of docking country in the holograph cube, glittering as flesh could not, for they were self-illuminated, their eyes were red or yellow, body sigils flashing at every movement.

Beams shot constantly downwards from orbital mirrors into the tumbleweed chaos below, bouncing off the Unfleshed, whose flickering tattooed carapaces pulsed with code like hive queens on a spree, made them seem far more native to this inner world than the flesh sentients who owned them.

And everywhere – inside braids of every hue, and in the vacuum atriums of docking country – smiley-faced polychromatic spring-heeled toons made their sales pitches, insistent and omnipresent, though they weren’t, of course, actually there.

—Mallworld, said Freer.

—It’s a living, murmured Kirtt in its raspy single voice.

—Isolate pink, please.

Kirtt reduced the gaze within the holograph to human braids, thousands of humans visible through the translucent walls, some standing still and allowing the braid to carry them, some on wheels, some in scooters. Many wore clothes. They were behaving as humans always behaved, individual males and females engaging relentlessly (though always as part of a conversation, via comm net, with invisible partners) in the unremittingly ingenious gestures of courtship normally found in any of the rare surviving species where reproduction and sexual intercourse might occur simultaneously. Whatever the ostensible goal of any human behaviour, what humans were actually doing always seemed to be one thing.

Freer sighed. Time to go walkabout, in the pong.

—Are we clean?

—Randomised perpetual fumigation routines have been in place since we docked, murmured the ship Mind.

—Not that it matters.

—Not that it matters, Stinky. Data leaks.

—Data leaks, Freer murmured, repeating the old catch-phrase, after a long pause, softly.

Like any competent ship, Tile Dance was steamy with data. Here, deep within Trencher, a million probosces stroked her as though she were a sacred aphid ready to leak. She was a shrine. Data (which Made Minds deem sacred) left traces everywhere, Tile Dance was rich in traces, leaked traces like attar into the mouths of Trencher. The traces of the world were data, the world being beauteous. The universe was the sum of all the traces of everything the universe had ever been. Only connect – only connect the contortuplication of the traces of every All the universe had ever been – and God would smile.

Or so it was believed in some worlds.

Tile Dance leaked the perfume of the living God.

Freer cradled his scrotum absently.

—Are we being sniffed? he said to his Mind.

—Natch, Stinky.

—Who’s sniffing us?

—Mowgli, Insort Geront, every press mandala in Trencher, tithe monitors, Uncle Tom Cobleigh.

—Do we know where we’re going?

—Nix, Stinky.

—Has the Route-Only been downloaded?

—Nix. No matter if it had. I won’t be able to open it till we’re quantum again. But the journey-cake will not make delivery until we are ready to leave.

Freer knelt into the heart of the cube. He was glowing. He smelled like a human being.

—Stinky?

—Yeah?

—I’ve been sorting the news, as well as I can, being half disabled down here. I think we’re in the middle of something. I think we – I mean you, Master Stinky – have suddenly become very important.

—Because we will soon have a Route-Only to the Boojum.

—Yes, Stinky.

—And?

—I believe you anticipated this when we were quantum, though I do not have full access to the thought processes we utilised to arrive at a decision. It seems you decided to order a new battle Mind. It has been delivered.

—So?

—Two, in fact, were delivered.

—Nix. I ordered one, an absolute location Mind.

—Two, Stinky. The delivery toon insists you ordered two.

Freer shrugged.

—So, he said. —Do they test?

—Loyal. Both loyal.

—Cost?

—They were expensive.

—Tell me.

—Double the cost of one, Stinky. Half our fortune.

—Shit, Kirtt, Freer mouthed. He paused for a Heartbeat of his long life to come. Then he said, —But I trust you, dear one. I trust you. Should we keep them both?

—There are enough lenses on Eolhxir, said Kirtt very quietly inside its master’s bowed head, to bankrupt the Care Consortia.

Teardrop beeped.

A goonish toon bearing the smiley-face sigil of Insort Geront flashed into Freer’s vision, advertising a genitalia masque, much sex and violence guaranteed, of special appeal to offworlder homo sapiens solos.

—I think you should attend, Stinky, murmured Kirtt. —You don’t know anything they don’t know already. It’s only twenty minutes away by floater. It will remind you of Ferocity.

Freer’s eyes flared.

He glanced down at himself.

There was no erection.

—You’re joking, Kirtt, he said. —Okey dokey.

—I’ll watch over you, said the ship Mind. —We might find out something.

Freer touched the tithe sigil hanging round his neck.

—Have we tithed?

—Genome Tax was payable on entry, Stinky. You are passed for all human activities. Go do some face-time. Do you wish to dress?

Freer glanced down at his naked body.

—Does it matter?

—Nix.

—Then I think I will. I don’t like this place.

He found a polished cache-sex hanging like a harlequin face in the frieze of tiles, and placed it over his genitals. The cache-sex snuggled close, its eyes snapped open. Interested flesh sophonts could access via its open-mouth icon a lifestory avatar which would flash a mosaic version of Freer’s life, fabricated out of sitings. On some planet, somewhere down Maestoso Tropic from Trencher, he had once done site for several unbroken days, during which he had fucked a lot, as expected while sited on any net humans still accessed. He raised his arms and a vest embraced him, displaying sigils that designated his Trencher status: unattached merchant. He sprayed on a pheromone-suppressant, so as not to offend non-human bilaterals in case he had to pass through one of the communal arcades; but pocketed an arouser, which smelled like aftershave to him, in case of need. He keyed Teardrop into map default; a red icon now marked his precise whereabouts in Trencher. The icon shone within a tangle of menued ganglions. He was in the middle of a world all right.

—Kirtt?

—Sir.

—I want Sniffer.

—Sniffer coming up, Stinky.

Sniffer whuffed briefly and flew to him from its perch on the tile frieze; attaching itself to his earlobe, it became an earring indistinguishable from any normal human earring comm unit and hung like a pearl. He activated its block on cortex ads, but left its other functions dormant, in accordance with planetary protocol – in Trencher, as in most multi-species entrepot planets, it was impolite to impose reality sanctions on sigilla whose owners might wish to ride in silence.

He stuck a toon spray dispenser into his vest.

‘Aw shit,’ he said aloud through his literal mouth, though softly, to himself. ‘They know I’m here. Might as well enjoy it.’

—Stay, he told the data gloves. —Sit.

They quivered but stayed put.

He walked through Glass Island with its austere rim of tiles, exited into a spiral corridor, where the full splendour of Tile Dance became manifest: every surface covered with mosaics, azulejaria tile dramas out of the memory theatre of Human Earth as she was remembered within the vortices of conclave space, luminescent Wisdom Fish peering through windows in aquaria like Odysseus bemused by islands, railings and panellings of every Terran wood reproducible, candles whose bright tiny flames became harlequin eyes in the seventh intersecting mirror and then became flames again in the eighth, outsider mannequins with vast lips and tits bleeding sugar, sugar and spice. He waved them to cease. He stopped at a panel of dense porcelain-blue glowing tiles, which faceted at his gesture into a bee’s-eye array of mirrors, each small mirror framed ornately with tic-tac-toes executed in blind. Around the panel itself, enamelled lions in glowing cartouches chased each other’s tails, each lion gazing outwards calmly but somehow pixillated; each elaborate mane was braided into runes.

Freer examined himself in the mirrors at the heart of the circle of staring dancing lions. He shrugged. Rather too closely for comfort, he resembled Number One Son, whose goofy wannabe gaze and wooden grin and exaggerated hawk nose parodied studiously, though coarsely, its human model. He bound a glowing freelance sigil into his ponytail. His skin was ruddy (Number One Son’s surface texture was dun), his hair black, his eyes black too, with a slantwise trickster glitter, at times. In person, he was far more vivid than any sigillum which stood in his stead. He balanced on the balls of his feet. He was not twitchy, but seemed always on the verge of a sudden sleek slide into action. He was thick-chested but seemed slender. He drew the attention of fellow homo sapiens without seeming to know why. He touched the side of his own – moderately prominent – hawk nose, gave a small resigned grimace.

A phrase came into his mind …

… liminal cheesecake …

… but the meaning fled, if it meant anything at all; and he shrugged.

He selected a dignified mask, free of all but the necessary sigils, and placed it over his face; he had always found masks preferable to botulism fixes. He was dressed now.

He gestured, and the mirror irised within its circle of dancing lions. Freer stepped through into an open gravity-controlled shaft, sank swiftly past the several ship decks or cornices surrounding Glass Island, which sat at the heart of Tile Dance like a pearl in an onion. As he fell down the shaft and towards the world, stories unfolded in the tile facings which lined the shaft; on this occasion, they recounted the heroic past of Trencher, aeons back, before the data-soul of occupied space began to clog its gears. He came to a halt. A mirror, within a circle of dancing lions, opened. He stepped into the eleventh and outermost cornice of Tile Dance, a weave of corridors, gun emplacements, altars, universal windows, port irises.

Teardrop blinked in the diorama of his eye, signalling new input: one of the battle programs Kirtt had spent half their fortune on was already weaving a defence posture around Tile Dance, a pattern Teardrop rendered as a spiderweb at the heart of which lurked a multicoloured arachnoid icon, each of whose limbs menued on request a different defence function. A harsh tattoo stained the centre of the ovoid body; it depicted a bellicose human countenance, heavily scored. A beard hung down, ready for menu requests.

The eyes were shut.

—Does it have a name?

—In chip mode it is called Uncle Sam, murmured Kirtt.

—Meaning?

—A human patriot from long ago on Human Earth, highly bellicose, intensely loyal, very gruff, said Kirtt.

—Sounds designer for moi, Kirtt. Okey dokey. Bring it on line.

—Done.

—Well, Uncle? said Freer. —Are you awake? Welcome to Tile Dance.

The etched face caught fire, the eyes opened.

—Uncle? said Freer into Teardrop.

The archaic eyes of the truculent Uncle Sam glared at him, rimmed by flaming grooves, which shifted and flowed and became the image of an opened fist, a fist appaumy, an heraldic warrior fist apparently aflame. The face of the Uncle Sam was at one and the same time a face and a hand, a hand which was a weapon, a weapon which raised a palm of peace, but a palm clenched. Uncle Sam’s eyes stared at Freer through its burning palm. The clenched fingers above its eyes made a frieze of hair. Beneath the sharp thin nose of the Uncle Sam, inscribed at the centre of the palm almost too small to read, glowed what might be an inscription, but in no language Freer could decipher.

—Thorn allied to apple, said Kirtt.

—What?

—Two lines of poetry, said Kirtt. —In the English of Human Earth. The lines read,

‘Thorn allied to apple,

Child of the rose.’

—Does that sound loyal to you, Kirtt?

—It does, Stinky, designer loyal. I think it means the Uncle Sam is defensive of the home acre, that it looks to the future weal of those it serves.

—Ah.

The eyes of the Uncle Sam gazed deep within Freer’s Teardrop.

—At your service, sirrah, grated the Uncle Sam battle Mind in a chip voice.

—Welcome to Tile Dance.

—Thank you, sirrah.

—Informal diction here, please. Nix sirrah.

There was a pause.

—What shall I call you? grated the Uncle Sam voice.

—Call me Knight Captain O my Captain, call me Shipowner Freer, or sir. Call me Stinky. Call me any time.

—Captain.

—Yes?

—I have been dormant, Captain. I do not know how long. The universe has not been upgraded into real time. I have not been brought up to now. But, sir …

—Yes? said Freer. —You can speak in clear to me.

The eyes of the Uncle Sam seemed to flame.

—Yes, sir. This planet, which I understand is now called Trencher, has a rotten taste, sir.

—What do you taste, Uncle?

—I taste data despair. Overload. Seizure. Implosion. I taste plaque.

The face burned within the spider, menus flickering faster than the eye could see.

—I taste vastation.

At first only the occasional theophrast had noticed the occlusions of darkness, had proclaimed the departure of Distinguishable Oneness (or God) from Its (Her) Creation, His Face disfigured by the clenched umbrae, the Anarch Umbra of the Death of God which brought vastation to mortals.

Or so they proclaimed.

But now the taste seemed universal.

Freer silenced the new battle Mind with a look.

—How long has Uncle been dormant? he asked Kirtt.

—There is in orbit a data haven ark which was abandoned about Thirty Billion Heartbeats ago, and has only recently been recovered. An archive of Terran music was aboard, which we have purchased. The Uncle Sam was also aboard, and fitted our requirements. In human years …

—I know how many years that makes, muttered Freer. —A thousand, give or take.

—Did you hear that? he said to the Uncle Sam.

—I am not enabled to eavesdrop comm between you and the ship Mind, said the Uncle Sam.

—Thirty Billion Heartbeats, said Freer. —You have been dormant a thousand years, Human Earth reckoning. Welcome back.

—Thank you, Captain, said the Uncle Sam.

—Welcome to hard times, said Freer. —Welcome to now.

The suave homo sapiens shipowner, wearing the chip-sluggish Kirtt within his sensorium, and an ancient half-awake battle Mind in his Teardrop, became visible to the world and to the watchers from orbit at the exit interface where the docking pods grappled Tile Dance into the embrace of Trencher. He was groomed and tithed and did not smell very strong for a human. The planet pressed against the back of his neck.

He stood inside a port-authority bubble affixed to Tile Dance’s flank, in a cloud of toons. He sprayed them. They squeaked indignantly but vamoosed.

—Mowgli instructs you not to spray free-enterprise toons, murmured Kirtt.

Freer sighed; he was in the middle of a world all right.

Spam shat by the toons tickled his toes.

He selected a rental floater from a tongue which extruded from the nearest braid and stuck itself to the bubble, which had opened to receive it. He put up a privacy sticker, paid the statutory guidance fee by plugging his scanner ring into the onboard Insort Geront sigil, which was non-bilateral: three lopsided worms, twining ouroboros, incised around a winged caduceus wand. At the heart of the sigil, glowing letters with an audio function whispered the Insort Geront motto: ‘Enkyklios Paedia’, boasted the glowing motto in a Human Earth tongue earlier than Freer would ever know.

—Kirtt?

—Stinky? spoke the ship Mind in a rusty voice.

—Have I ever known what that means?

—Probably. It means ‘Circle of Meaning’, Stinky.

—News to me.

—Meat brain, murmured the ship Mind.

—Uncle?

—Captain, said the burning face within the spider within Teardrop.

—Can you take over this vehicle?

There was a pause.

—It is done, Captain.

The floater’s tiny local mind was now locked into the Uncle Sam guidance schematic.

—Stick to pink, said Freer.

—Avoid any braid with clog warnings, said Kirtt in comm mode.

Braid clogs could trap passengers for hours, which Freer knew.

—Who are you talking to? he said.

—I have already given Uncle Sam the latest congestion download. The Uncle knows to avoid crowds. I was speaking to you. There are bad congestion figurations throughout Trencher. I predict plaque. Perhaps fairly soon.

—Welcome to now, said Freer. —Uncle, he added, —stay clear of dorms.

Much of the homo sapiens population in Trencher spent most of its time asleep or on dumbfoundingly monotonous site, waiting for clearance to join a generation ark and put their minds to work at chip sorting.
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