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Deus Ex Homine


AS GODS GO, I wasn’t one of the holier-than-thou, dying-for-your-sins variety. I was a full-blown transhuman deity with a liquid metal body, an external brain, clouds of self-replicating utility fog to do my bidding and a recursively self-improving AI slaved to my volition. I could do anything I wanted. I wasn’t Jesus, I was Superman: an evil Bizarro Superman.


I was damn lucky. I survived.


The quiet in Pittenweem is deeper than it should be, even for a small Fife village by the sea. The plague is bad here in the north, beyond Hadrian’s Firewall, and houses hide behind utility fog haloes.


“Not like Prezzagard, is it?” Craig says, as we drive down the main street.


Apprehension, whispers the symbiote in my head. Worry. I don’t blame Craig. I’m his stepdaughter’s boyfriend, come calling during her first weekend leave. There’s going to be trouble.


“Not really,” I tell him, anxiety bubbling in my belly.


“Anything for a quiet life, as my gran used to say,” Craig says. “Here we are.”


Sue opens the door and hugs me. As always, I see Aileen in her, in the short-cropped blonde hair and freckled face.


“Hey, Jukka,” she says. “It’s good to see you.”


“You too,” I say, surprising both myself and the symbiote with my sincerity.


“Aileen called,” Sue says. “She should be here in a few minutes.”


Behind her shoulder, I notice Malcolm looking at me. I wink at him and he giggles.


Sue sighs. “Malcolm has been driving me crazy,” she says. “He believes he can fly an angel now. It’s great how you think you can do anything when you’re six.”


“Aileen is still like that,” I say.


“I know.”


“She’s coming!” shouts Malcolm suddenly. We run out to the back garden and watch her descend.


The angel is big, even bigger than I expect from the lifecasts. Its skin is transparent, flowing glass; its wings pitch-black. Its face and torso are rough-hewn, like an unfinished sculpture.


And inside its chest, trapped like an insect in amber, but smiling, is Aileen.


They come down slowly. The downdraft from the micron-sized fans in the angel’s wings tears petals from Sue’s chrysanthemums. It settles down onto the grass lightly. The glass flesh flows aside, and Aileen steps out.


It’s the first time I’ve seen her since she left. The quicksuit is a halo around her: it makes her look like a knight. There is a sharper cast to her features now and she has a tan as well. Fancasts on the Q-net claim that the Deicide Corps soldiers get a DNA reworking besides the cool toys. But she is still my Aileen: dirty blonde hair, sharp cheekbones and green eyes that always seem to carry a challenge; my Aileen, the light of the sun.


I can only stare. She winks at me and goes to embrace her mother, brother and Craig. Then she comes to me and I can feel the quicksuit humming. She brushes my cheek with her lips.


“Jukka,” she says. “What on earth are you doing here?”


“Blecch. Stop kissing,” says Malcolm.


Aileen scoops him up. “We’re not kissing,” she says. “We’re saying hello.” She smiles. “I hear you want to meet my angel.”


Malcolm’s face lights up. But Sue grabs Aileen’s hand firmly. “Food first,” she says. “Play later.”


Aileen laughs. “Now I know I’m home,” she says.


Aileen eats with relish. She has changed her armour for jeans and a T-shirt, and looks a lot more like the girl I remember. She catches me staring at her and squeezes my hand under the table.


“Don’t worry,” she says. “I’m real.”


I say nothing and pull my hand away.


Craig and Sue exchange looks, and the symbiote prompts me to say something.


“So I guess you guys are still determined to stay on this side of the Wall?” I oblige.


Sue nods. “I’m not going anywhere. My father built this house, and runaway gods or not, we’re staying here. Besides, that computer thing seems to be doing a good job protecting us.”


“The Fish,” I say.


She laughs. “I’ve never gotten used to that. I know that it was these young lads who built it, but why did they have to call it Fish?”


I shrug.


“It’s a geek joke, a recursive acronym. Fish Is Super Human. Or Friendly SuperHuman Intelligence, if you prefer. Lots of capital letters. It’s not that funny, really.”


“Whatever. Well, Fish willing, we’ll stay as long as we can.”


“That’s good.” And stupid, I think to myself.


“It’s a Scottish thing, you could say. Stubbornness,” says Craig.


“Finnish, too,” I add. “I don’t think my parents are planning to go anywhere soon.”


“See, I always knew we had something in common,” he says, although the symbiote tells me that his smile is not genuine.


“Hey,” says Aileen. “Last time I checked, Jukka is not your daughter. And I just got back from a war.”


“So, how was the war?” asks Craig.


Challenge, says the symbiote. I feel uneasy.


Aileen smiles sadly.


“Messy,” she says.


“I had a mate in Iraq, back in the noughties,” Craig says. “That was messy. Blood and guts. These days, it’s just machines and nerds. And the machines can’t even kill you. What kind of war is that?”


“I’m not supposed to talk about it,” says Aileen.


“Craig,” says Sue. “Not now.”


“I’m just asking,” says Craig. “I had friends in Inverness and somebody with the plague turned it into a giant game of Tetris. Aileen’s been in the war, she knows what it’s like. We’ve been worried. I just want to know.”


“If she doesn’t want to talk about it, she doesn’t talk about it,” Sue says. “She’s home now. Leave her alone.”


I look at Craig. The symbiote tells me that this is a mistake. I tell it to shut up.


“She has a point,” I say. “It’s a bad war. Worse than we know. And you’re right, the godplague agents can’t kill. But the gods can. Recursively self-optimising AIs don’t kill people. Killer cyborgs kill people.”


Craig frowns.


“So,” he says, “how come you’re not out there? If you think it’s so bad.”


Malcolm’s gaze flickers between his sister and his stepfather. Confusion. Tears.


I put my fork down. The food has suddenly lost its taste. “I had the plague,” I say slowly. “I’m disqualified. I was one of the nerds.”


Aileen is standing up now and her eyes are those of a fury.


“How dare you?” she shouts at Craig. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. No idea. You don’t get it from the casts. The Fish doesn’t want to show you. It’s bad, really bad. You want to tell me how bad? I’ll tell you.”


“Aileen—” I begin, but she silences me with a gesture.


“Yes, Inverness was like a giant Tetris game. Nerds and machines did it. And so we killed them. And do you know what else we saw? Babies. Babies bonded with the godplague. Babies are cruel. Babies know what they want: food, sleep, for all pain to go away. And that’s what the godplague gives them. I saw a woman who’d gone mad, she said she’d lost her baby and couldn’t find it, even though we could see that she was pregnant. My angel looked at her and said that she had a wormhole in her belly, that the baby was in a little universe of its own. And there was this look in her eyes, this look—”


Aileen’s voice breaks. She storms out of the room the same instant Malcolm starts crying. Without thinking, I go after her.


“I was just asking . . .” I hear Craig saying when I slam the door shut behind me.


I find her in the back garden, sitting on the ground next to the angel, one hand wrapped around its leg, and I feel a surge of jealousy.


“Hi,” I say. “Mind if I sit down?”


“Go ahead, it’s a free patch of grass.” She smiles wanly. “I spooked everybody pretty badly back there, didn’t I?”


“I think you did. Malcolm is still crying.”


“It’s just . . . I don’t know. It all came out. And then I thought that it doesn’t matter if he hears it too, that he plays all these games with much worse stuff going on all the time, that it wouldn’t matter. I’m so stupid.”


“I think it’s the fact that it was you telling it,” I say slowly. “That makes it true.”


She sighs. “You’re right. I’m such an arse. I shouldn’t have let Craig get me going like that, but we had a rough time up north, and to hear him making light of it like that—”


“It’s okay.”


“Hey,” she says. “I’ve missed you. You make things make sense.”


“I’m glad somebody thinks so.”


“Come on,” Aileen says, wiping her face. “Let’s go for a walk, or better yet, let’s go to the pub. I’m still hungry. And I could use a drink. My first leave and I’m still sober. Sergeant Katsuki would disown me if she knew.”


“We’ll have to see what we can do about that,” I say, and we start walking towards the harbor.


[image: Image]


I don’t know why a girl like Aileen would ever have taken an interest in a guy like me if it hadn’t been for the fact that I used to be a god.


Two years ago. University cafeteria. Me, trying to get used to the pale colours of the real world again. Alone. And then three girls sit down at the neighbouring table. Pretty. Loud.


“Seriously,” says the one with a pastel-coloured jacket and a Hello-Kitty-shaped Fish-interface, “I want to do it with a post. Check this out.” The girls huddle around her fogscreen. “There’s a cast called Postcoital. Sex with gods. This girl is like their groupie. Follows them around. I mean, just the cool ones that don’t go unstable.”


There was a moment of reverent silence.


“Wow!” says the second girl. “I always thought that was an urban legend. Or some sort of staged porn thing.”


“Apparently not,” says the third.


These days, the nerd rapture is like the flu: you can catch it. The godplague is a volition-bonding, recursively self-improving and self-replicating program. A genie that comes to you and make its home in the machinery around you and tells you that do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. It fucks you up, but it’s sexy as hell.


“Seriously,” says the first girl, “no wonder the guys who wrote Fish were all guys. The whole thing is just another penis. It has no regard for female sexuality. I mean, there’s no feminist angle at all in the whole collective volition thing. Seriously.”


“My God!” says the second girl. “That one there. I want to do him, uh, her. It . . . All of them. I really do.”


“No you don’t,” I say.


“Excuse me?” She looks at me as if she’s just stepped in something unpleasant and wants to wipe it off. “We’re having a private conversation here.”


“Sure. I just wanted to say that that cast is a fake. And I really wouldn’t mess around with the posts if I were you.”


“You speak from experience? Got your dick bitten off by a post girl?” For once, I’m grateful for the symbiote: If I ignore its whispers, her face is just a blank mask to me.


There is nervous laughter from the other girls.


“Yes,” I say. “I used to be one.”


They get up in unison, stare at me for a second and walk away. Masks, I think. Masks.


A moment later I’m interrupted again.


“I’m sorry,” the third girl says. “I mean, really, really sorry. They’re not really my friends, we’re just doing the same course. I’m Aileen.”


“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t really mind.”


Aileen sits on the corner of the table, and I don’t really mind that either.


“What was it like?” she asks. Her eyes are very green. Inquisitive, says the symbiote. And I realize that I desperately want it to say something else.


“You really want to know?” I ask.


“Yes,” she says.


I look at my hands.


“I was a quacker,” I say slowly, “a quantum hacker. And when the Fish-source came out, I tinkered with it, just like pretty much every geek on the planet. And I got mine to compile: My own Friendly AI slave. Idiot-proof supergoal system, just designed to turn me from a sack of flesh into a Jack Kirby New God, not to harm anybody else. Or so it told me.”


I grimace. “My external nervous system took over the Helsinki University of Technology’s supercomputing cluster in about thirty seconds. It got pretty ugly after that.”


“But you made it,” says Aileen, eyes wide.


“Well, back then, the Fish still had the leisure to be gentle. The starfish were there before anybody was irretrievably dead. It burned my AI off like an information cancer and shoved me back into—” I make a show of looking at myself. “Well, this, I guess.”


“Wow!” Aileen says, slender fingers wrapped around a cup of latte.


“Yeah,” I say. “That’s pretty much what I said.”


“And how do you feel now? Did it hurt? Do you miss it?”


I laugh.


“I don’t really remember most of it. The Fish amputated a lot of memories. And there was some damage as well.” I swallow.


“I’m . . . It’s a mild form of Asperger, more or less. I don’t read people very well anymore.” I take off my beanie. “This is pretty ugly.” I show her the symbiote at the back of my head. Like most Fish-machines, it looks like a starfish. “It’s a symbiote. It reads people for me.”


She touches it gently and I feel it. The symbiote can map tactile information with much higher resolution than my skin and I can feel the complex contours of Aileen’s fingertips gliding on its surface.


“I think it’s really pretty,” she says. “Like a jewel. Hey, it’s warm! What else does it do? Is it like, a Fish-interface? In your head?”


“No. It combs my brain all the time. It makes sure that the thing I was is not hiding in there.” I laugh. “It’s a shitty thing to be, a washed-up god.”


Aileen smiles. It’s a very pretty smile, says the symbiote. I don’t know if it’s biased because it’s being caressed.


“You have to admit that sounds pretty cool,” she says. “Or do you just tell that to all the girls?”


That night, she takes me home.


We have fish and chips in the Smuggler’s Den. Aileen and I are the only customers; the publican is an old man who greets her by name. The food is fabbed and I find it too greasy, but Aileen eats with apparent relish and washes it down with a pint of beer.


“At least you’ve still got your appetite,” I say.


“Training in the Gobi Desert teaches you to miss food,” she says and my heart jumps at the way she brushes her hair back. “My skin cells can do photosynthesis. Stuff you don’t get from the fancasts. It’s terrible. You always feel hungry, but they don’t let you eat. Makes you incredibly alert, though. My pee will be a weird colour for the whole weekend because all these nanites will be coming out.”


“Thanks for sharing that.”


“Sorry. Soldier talk.”


“You do feel different,” I say.


“You don’t,” she says.


“Well, I am.” I take a sip from my pint, hoping the symbiote would let me get drunk. “I am different.”


She sighs.


“Thanks for coming. It’s good to see you.”


“It’s okay.”


“No, really, it does mean a lot to me, I—”


“Aileen, please.” I lock the symbiote. I tell myself I don’t know what she’s thinking. Honest. “You don’t have to.” I empty my pint. “There’s something I’ve been wondering, actually. I’ve thought about this a lot. I’ve had a lot of time. What I mean is—” The words stick in my mouth.


“Do go on,” says Aileen.


“There’s no reason why you have to do this, go out there and fight monsters, unless—”


I flinch at the thought, even now.


“Unless you were so angry with me that you had to go kill things, things like I used to be.”


Aileen gets up.


“No, that wasn’t it,” she says. “That wasn’t it at all!”


“I hear you. You don’t have to shout.”


She squeezes her eyes shut. “Turn on your damn symbiote and come with me.”


“Where are we going?”


“To the beach, to skip stones.”


“Why?” I ask.


“Because I feel like it.”


We go down to the beach. It’s sunny like it hasn’t been for a few months. The huge Fish that floats in the horizon, a diamond starfish almost a mile in diameter, may have something to do with that.


We walk along the line drawn by the surf. Aileen runs ahead, taunting the waves.


There is a nice spot with lots of round, flat stones between two piers. Aileen picks up a few, swings her arm and makes an expert throw, sending one skimming and bouncing across the waves.


“Come on. You try.”


I try. The stone flies in a high arc, plummets down and disappears into the water. It doesn’t even make a splash.


I laugh, and look at her. Aileen’s face is lit by the glow of the starfish in the distance mingled with sunlight. For a moment, she looks just like the girl who brought me here to spend Christmas with her parents.


Then Aileen is crying.


“I’m sorry,” she says. “I was going to tell you before I came. But I couldn’t.”


She clings to me. Waves lap at our feet.


“Aileen, please tell me what’s wrong. You know I can’t always tell.”


She sits down on the wet sand.


“Remember what I told Craig? About the babies?”


“Yeah.”


Aileen swallows.


“Before I left you,” she says, “I had a baby.”


At first I think it’s just sympathy sex. I don’t mind that: I’ve had that more than a few times, both before and after my brief stint as the Godhead. But Aileen stays. She makes breakfast. She walks to the campus with me in the morning, holding my hand, and laughs at the spamvores chasing ad icons on the street, swirling like multicoloured leaves in the wind. I grow her a Fish-interface from my symbiote as a birthday present: it looks like a ladybird. She calls it Mr. Bug.


I’m easy: that’s all it takes for me to fall in love.


That winter in Prezzagard passes quickly. We find a flat together in the Stack vertical village, and I pay for it with some scripting hackwork.


And then, one morning, her bed is empty and Mr. Bug sits on her pillow. Her toiletry things are gone from the bathroom. I call her friends, send bots to local sousveillance peernets. No one has seen her. I spend two nights inventing nightmares. Does she have a lover? Did I do something wrong? The symbiote is not infallible, and there are times when I dread saying the wrong thing, just by accident.


She comes back on the morning of the third day. I open the door and there she is, looking pale and dishevelled.


“Where have you been?” I ask. She looks so lost that I want to hold her, but she pushes me away.


Hate, says the symbiote. Hate.


“Sorry,” she says, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I just came to get my things. I have to go.”


I try to say something, that I don’t understand, that we can work this out, that nothing’s so bad she can’t tell me about it, and if it’s my fault, I’ll fix it. I want to plead. I want to beg. But the hate is a fiery aura around her that silences me and I watch quietly as the Fish-drones carry her life away.


“Don’t ask me to explain,” she says at the door. “Look after Mr. Bug.”


After she’s gone, I want to tear the symbiote out of my skull. I want the black worm that is hiding in my mind to come out and take over again, make me a god who is above pain and love and hate, a god who can fly. Things go hazy for a while. I think I try to open the window and make a three-hundred-metre dive, but the Fish in the walls and the glass won’t let me: this is a cruel world we’ve made, a lovingly cruel world that won’t let us hurt ourselves.


At some point, the symbiote puts me to sleep. It does it again when I wake up, after I start breaking things. And again, until some sort of Pavlovian reflex kicks in.


Later, I spend long nights trawling through the images in Mr. Bug’s lifecache and try to figure it out, use the symbiote to pattern-match emotions from the slices of our life together. But there’s nothing that hasn’t been resolved, nothing that would linger and fester. Unless I’m getting it all wrong.


It’s something that’s happened before, I tell myself. I touch the sky and fall. Nothing new.


And so I sleep-walk. Graduate. Work. Write Fish-scripts. Forget. Tell myself I’m over it.


Then Aileen calls and I get the first train north.


I listen to the sound of her heartbeat, trying to understand her words. They tumble through my mind, too heavy for me to grasp.


“Aileen. Jesus, Aileen.”


The god hiding in my mind, in the dead parts, in my cells, in my DNA—


Suddenly, I want to throw up.


“I didn’t know what was happening, at first,” says Aileen, voice flat and colourless. “I felt strange. I just wanted to be alone. So I went to an empty flat—you know, up there where the Stack is growing—to spend the night and think. I got really hungry. I mean, really, really hungry. So I ate, fabbed food, lots and lots. And then my belly started growing.”


With the Fish around, contraception is the default state of things unless one actually wants a baby. But there had been that night in Pittenweem, just after Christmas, beyond the Wall where the Fish-spores that fill the air in Prezzagard are few. And I could just see it happening, the godseed in my brain hacking my cells, making tiny molecular machines much smaller than sperm, carrying DNA laden with code, burrowing into Aileen.


“It didn’t feel strange. There was no pain. I lay down, my water broke and it just pulled itself out. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen,” she says, smiling. “It had your eyes and these tiny, tiny fingers. Each had the most perfect fingernail. It looked at me and smiled.


“It waved at me. Like . . . like it decided that it didn’t need me anymore. And then the walls just opened and it flew away. My baby. Flew away.”


The identification mechanism I used to slave the godseed was just my DNA. It really didn’t occur to me that there was a loophole there. It could make my volition its own. Reinvent itself. And once it did that, it could modify itself as much as it pleased. Grow wings, if it wanted.


I hold Aileen. We’re both wet and shivering but I don’t care.


“I’m sorry. That night I came to tell you,” she says. “And then I saw it looking at me again. From your eyes. I had to go away.”


“So you joined the Corps.”


She sighs.


“Yes. It helped. Doing something, being needed.”


“I needed you too,” I say.


“I know. I’m sorry.”


Anger wells up in my throat. “So is it working? Are you guys defeating the superbabies and the dark lords? Does it make you happy?”


She flinches away from me. “You sound like Craig now.”


“Well, what am I supposed to say? I’m sorry about the baby. But it wasn’t your fault. Or mine.”


“It was you who—” She lifts her hand to her mouth. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I didn’t mean that.”


“Go back to your penance and leave me alone.”


I start running along the waterline, heading nowhere in particular.


The angel is waiting for me on the shore.


“Hello, Jukka,” it says. “Good to see you again.”


As always, the voice is androgynous and pleasant. It tickles something in my brain. It is the voice of the Fish.


“Hi.”


“Can I help you?”


“Not really. Unless you want to give her up. Make her see sense.”


“I can’t interfere with her decisions,” says the angel. “That’s not what I do. I only give you—and her—what you want, or what you would want if you were smarter. That’s my supergoal. You know that.”


“You self-righteous bastard. The collective volition of humanity is that she must go and fight monsters? And probably die in the process? Is it supposed to be character-forming or something?”


The angel says nothing, but it’s got me going now.


“And I can’t even be sure that it’s Aileen’s own decision. This—this thing in my head—it’s you. You could have let the godseed escape, just to hurt Aileen enough to get her to sign up to your bloody kamikaze squadron. And the chances are that you knew that I was going to come here and rant at you and there’s nothing I can do to stop her. Or is there?”


The angel considers this.


“If I could do that, the world would be perfect already.” It cocks its glass head to one side. “But perhaps there is someone who wanted you to be here.”


“Don’t try to play head games with me!”


Anger rushes out of me like a river. I pound the angel’s chest with my fists. Its skin flows away like a soap bubble.


“Jukka!”


The voice comes from somewhere far away.


“Jukka, stop,” says Aileen. “Stop, you idiot!”


She yanks me around with irresistible strength. “Look at me! It wasn’t the Fish. It wasn’t you. It wasn’t the baby. It was me. I want to do this. Why won’t you let me?”


I look at her, my eyes brimming.


“Because I can’t come with you.”


“You silly boy,” she says, and now it’s her holding me as I cry, for the first time since I stopped being a god. “Silly, silly boy.”


After a while, I run out of tears. We sit on a rock, watching the sun set. I feel light and empty.


“Maybe it would have been easier if you hadn’t called,” I say, sighing.


Aileen’s eyes widen.


“What do you mean? I never did. I thought Craig did. It would have been just like him. To keep me from going back.”


And then we see the baby.


It is bald and naked and pink, and a hair-thin silver umbilical hangs from its navel. Its eyes are green like Aileen’s, but their gaze is mine. It floats in the air, its perfect tiny toes almost touching the water.


The baby looks at us and laughs: the sound is like the peal of silver bells. Its mouth is full of pearly teeth.


“Be very still,” says Aileen.


The angel moves towards the baby. Its hands explode into fractal razor bushes. A glass cannon forms in its chest. Tiny spheres of light, quantum dots pumped full of energy, dart towards the baby.


The baby laughs again. It holds out its tiny hands, and squeezes. The air—and perhaps space, and time—wavers and twists. And then the angel is gone, and our baby is holding a tiny sphere of glass, like a snow-globe.


Aileen grabs my arm.


“Don’t worry,” she whispers. “The big skyFish must have seen this. It’ll do something. Stay calm.”


“Bad baby,” I say slowly. “You broke Mummy’s angel.”


The baby frowns. I can see the cosmic anger simmering behind the wrinkled pink forehead.


“Jukka—” Aileen says, but I interrupt her.


“You only know how to kill gods. I know how to talk to them.” I look at my—son, says the little wrinkly thing between its legs—and take a step towards him. I remember what it’s like, having all the power in the world. There’s a need that comes with it, a need to make things perfect.


“I know why you brought us here,” I say. “You want us to be together, don’t you? Mummy and Daddy.” I go down to one knee and look my son in the eye. I’m in the water now and so close to him that I can feel the warmth of his skin.


“And I know what you’re thinking. I’ve been there. You could take us apart. You could rebuild our minds. You could make us want to be together, to be with you.” I pause and touch his nose with my forefinger. “But it doesn’t work that way. It would never be perfect. It would never be right.” I sigh. “Trust me, I know. I did it to myself. But you are something new, you can do better.”


I take Mr. Bug from my pocket and hold it out to my son. He grabs it and puts it into his mouth. I take a deep breath, but he doesn’t bite.


“Talk to the bug,” I say. “He’ll tell you who we are. Then come back.”


The baby closes its eyes. Then he giggles, mouth full of an insect-shaped AI, and touches my nose with a tiny hand.


I hear Aileen gasp. A lightning horse gallops through my brain, thunder rumbling in its wake.


Something wet on my face wakes me. I open my eyes and see Aileen’s face against the dark sky. It is raining.


“Are you okay?” she asks, almost in tears, cradling my head. “That little bastard!”


Her eyes widen. And suddenly, there is a silence in my mind, a wholeness. I see the wonder in her eyes.


Aileen holds out her hand. My symbiote is lying in her palm. I take it, turning it between my fingers. I take a good swing and throw it into the sea. It skims the surface three times, and then it’s gone.


“I wonder where he gets it from.”









The Server and the Dragon


IN THE BEGINNING, before it was a Creator and a dragon, the server was alone.


It was born like all servers were, from a tiny seed fired from a darkship exploring the Big Empty, expanding the reach of the Network. Its first sensation was the light from the star it was to make its own, the warm and juicy spectrum that woke up the nanologic inside its protein shell. Reaching out, it deployed its braking sail—miles of molecule-thin wires that it spun rigid—and seized the solar wind to steer itself towards the heat.


Later, the server remembered its making as a long, slow dream, punctuated by flashes of lucidity. Falling through the atmosphere of a gas giant’s moon in a fiery streak to splash in a methane sea. Unpacking a fierce synthbio replicator. Multicellular crawlers spreading server life to the harsh rocky shores before dying, providing soil for server plants. Dark flowers reaching for the vast purple and blue orb of the gas giant, sowing seeds in the winds. The slow disassembly of the moon into server-makers that sped in all directions, eating, shaping, dreaming the server into being.


When the server finally woke up, fully grown, all the mass in the system apart from the warm bright flower of the star itself was an orderly garden of smart matter. The server’s body was a fragmented eggshell of Dyson statites, drinking the light of the star. Its mind was diamondoid processing nodes and smart dust swarms and cold quantum condensates in the system’s outer dark. Its eyes were interferometers and WIMP detectors and ghost imagers.


The first thing the server saw was the galaxy, a whirlpool of light in the sky with a lenticular centre, spiral arms frothed with stars, a halo of dark matter that held nebulae in its grip like fireflies around a lantern. The galaxy was alive with the Network, with the blinding Hawking incandescence of holeships, thundering along their cycles; the soft infrared glow of fully grown servers, barely spilling a drop of the heat of their stars; the faint gravity ripples of the darkships’ passage in the void.


But the galaxy was half a million light years away. And the only thing the server could hear was the soft black whisper of the cosmic microwave background, the lonely echo of another, more ancient birth.


It did not take the server long to understand. The galaxy was an N-body chaos of a hundred billion stars, not a clockwork but a beehive. And among the many calm slow orbits of Einstein and Newton, there were singular ones, like the one of the star that the server had been planted on: shooting out of the galaxy at a considerable fraction of lightspeed. Why there, whether in an indiscriminate seeding of an oversexed darkship, or to serve some unfathomable purpose of the Controller, the server did not know.


The server longed to construct virtuals and bodies for travellers, to route packets, to transmit and create and convert and connect. The Controller Laws were built into every aspect of its being, and not to serve was not to be. And so the server’s solitude cut deep.


At first it ran simulations to make sure it was ready if a packet or a signal ever came, testing its systems to full capacity with imagined traffic, routing quantum packets, refuelling ghosts of holeships, decelerating cycler payloads. After a while, it felt empty: this was not true serving but serving of the self, with a tang of guilt.


Then it tried to listen and amplify the faint signals from the galaxy in the sky, but caught only fragments, none of which were meant for it to hear. For millennia, it slowed its mind down, steeling itself to wait. But that only made things worse. The slow time showed the server the full glory of the galaxy alive with the Network, the infrared winks of new servers being born, the long arcs of the holeships’ cycles, all the distant travellers who would never come.


The server built itself science engines to reinvent all the knowledge a server seed could not carry, patiently rederiving quantum field theory and thread theory and the elusive algebra of emergence. It examined its own mind until it could see how the Controller had taken the cognitive architecture from the hominids of the distant past and shaped it for a new purpose. It gingerly played with the idea of splitting itself to create a companion, only to be almost consumed by a suicide urge triggered by a violation of the Law: Thou shalt not self-replicate.


Ashamed, it turned its gaze outwards. It saw the cosmic web of galaxies and clusters and superclusters and the End of Greatness beyond. It mapped the faint fluctuations in the gravitational wave background from which all the structure in the universe came from. It felt the faint pull of the other membrane universes, only millimetres away but in a direction that was neither x, y nor z. It understood what a rare peak in the landscape of universes its home was, how carefully the fine structure constant and a hundred other numbers had been chosen to ensure that stars and galaxies and servers would come to be.


And that was when the server had an idea.


The server already had the tools it needed. Gigaton gamma-ray lasers it would have used to supply holeships with fresh singularities, a few pinches of exotic matter painstakingly mined from the Casimir vacuum for dark-ships and warpships. The rest was all thinking and coordination and time, and the server had more than enough of that.


It arranged a hundred lasers into a clockwork mechanism, all aimed at a single point in space. It fired them in perfect synchrony. And that was all it took, a concentration of energy dense enough to make the vacuum itself ripple. A fuzzy flower of tangled strings blossomed, grew into a bubble of spacetime that expanded into that other direction. The server was ready, firing an exotic matter nugget into the tiny conflagration. And suddenly the server had a tiny glowing sphere in its grip, a wormhole end, a window to a newborn universe.


The server cradled its cosmic child and built an array of instruments around it, quantum imagers that fired entangled particles at the worm-hole and made pictures from their ghosts. Primordial chaos reigned on the other side, a porridge-like plasma of quarks and gluons. In an eyeblink it clumped into hadrons, almost faster than the server could follow—the baby had its own arrow of time, its own fast heartbeat, young and hungry. And then the last scattering, a birth cry, when light finally had enough room to travel through the baby so the server could see its face.


The baby grew. Dark matter ruled its early life, filling it with long filaments of neutralinos and their relatives. Soon, the server knew, matter would accrete around them, condensing into stars and galaxies like raindrops in a spiderweb. There would be planets, and life. And life would need to be served. The anticipation was a warm heartbeat that made the server’s shells ring with joy.


Perhaps the server would have been content to cherish and care for its creation forever. But before the baby made any stars, the dragon came.


The server almost did not notice the signal. It was faint, redshifted to almost nothing. But it was enough to trigger the server’s instincts. One of its statites glowed with waste heat as it suddenly reassembled itself into the funnel of a vast linear decelerator. The next instant, the data packet came.


Massing only a few micrograms, it was a clump of condensed matter with long-lived gauge field knots inside, quantum entangled with a counterpart half a million light years away. The packet hurtled into the funnel almost at the speed of light. As gently as it could, the server brought the traveller to a halt with electromagnetic fields and fed it to the quantum teleportation system, unused for countless millennia.


The carrier signal followed, and guided by it, the server performed a delicate series of measurements and logic gate operations on the packet’s state vector. From the marriage of entanglement and carrier wave, a flood of data was born, thick and heavy, a specification for a virtual, rich in simulated physics.


With infinite gentleness the server decanted the virtual into its data processing nodes and initialised it. Immediately, the virtual was seething with activity: but tempted as it was, the server did not look inside. Instead, it wrapped its mind around the virtual, listening at every interface, ready to satisfy its every need. Distantly, the server was aware of the umbilical of its baby. But through its happy servitude trance it hardly noticed that nucleosynthesis had begun in the young, expanding firmament, producing hydrogen and helium, building blocks of stars.


Instead, the server wondered who the travellers inside the virtual were and where they were going. It hungered to know more of the Network and its brothers and sisters and the mysterious ways of the darkships and the Controller. But for a long time the virtual was silent, growing and unpacking its data silently like an egg.


At first the server thought it imagined the request. But the long millennia alone had taught it to distinguish the phantoms of solitude from reality. A call for a sysadmin from within.


The server entered through one of the spawning points of the virtual. The operating system did not grant the server its usual omniscience, and it felt small. Its bodiless viewpoint saw a yellow sun, much gentler than the server star’s incandescent blue, and a landscape of clouds the hue of royal purple and gold, with peaks of dark craggy mountains far below. But the call that the server had heard came from above.


A strange being struggled against the boundaries of gravity and air, hurling herself upwards towards the blackness beyond the blue, wings slicing the thinning air furiously, a fire flaring in her mouth. She was a long sinuous creature with mirror scales and eyes of dark emerald. Her wings had patterns that reminded the server of the baby, a web of dark and light. The virtual told the server she was called a dragon.


Again and again and again she flew upwards and fell, crying out in frustration. That was what the server had heard, through the interfaces of the virtual. It watched the dragon in astonishment. Here, at least, was an Other. The server had a million questions. But first, it had to serve.


How can I help? the server asked. What do you need?


The dragon stopped in mid-air, almost fell, then righted itself. “Who are you?” it asked. This was the first time anyone had ever addressed the server directly, and it took a moment to gather the courage to reply.


I am the server, the server said.


Where are you? the dragon asked.


I am everywhere.


How delightful, the dragon said. Did you make the sky?


Yes. I made everything.


It is too small, the dragon said. I want to go higher. Make it bigger.


It swished its tail back and forth.


I am sorry, the server said. I cannot alter the specification. It is the Law.


But I want to see, she said. I want to know. I have danced all the dances below. What is above? What is beyond?


I am, the server said. Everything else is far, far away.


The dragon hissed its disappointment. It dove down, into the clouds, an angry silver shape against the dark hues. It was the most beautiful thing the server had ever seen. The dragon’s sudden absence made the server’s whole being feel hollow.


And just as the server was about to withdraw its presence, the demands of the Law too insistent, the dragon turned back.


All right, it said, tongue flicking in the thin cold air. I suppose you can tell me instead.


Tell you what? the server asked.


Tell me everything.


After that, the dragon called the server to the place where the sky ended many times. They told each other stories. The server spoke about the universe and the stars and the echoes of the Big Bang in the dark. The dragon listened and swished its tail back and forth and talked about her dances in the wind, and the dreams she dreamed in her cave, alone. None of this the server understood, but listened anyway.


The server asked where the dragon came from but she could not say: she knew only that the world was a dream and one day she would awake. In the meantime there was flight and dance, and what else did she need? The server asked why the virtual was so big for a single dragon, and the dragon hissed and said that it was not big enough.


The server knew well that the dragon was not what she seemed, that it was a shell of software around a kernel of consciousness. But the server did not care. Nor did it miss or think of its baby universe beyond the virtual’s sky.


And little by little, the server told the dragon how it came to be.


Why did you not leave? asked the dragon. You could have grown wings. You could have flown to your little star-pool in the sky.


It is against the Law, the server said. Forbidden. I was only made to serve. And I cannot change.


How peculiar, said the dragon. I serve no one. Every day, I change. Every year, I shed our skin. Is it not delightful how different we are?


The server admitted that it saw the symmetry.


I think it would do you good, said the dragon, to be a dragon for a while.


At first, the server hesitated. Strictly speaking it was not forbidden: the Law allowed the server to create avatars if it needed them to repair or to serve. But the real reason it hesitated was that it was not sure what the dragon would think. It was so graceful, and the server had no experience of embodied life. But in the end, it could not resist. Only for a short while, it told itself, checking its systems and saying goodbye to the baby, warming its quantum fingers in the Hawking glow of the first black holes of the little universe.


The server made itself a body with the help of the dragon. It was a mirror image of its friend but water where the dragon was fire, a flowing green form that was like a living whirlpool stretched out in the sky.


When the server poured itself into the dragon-shape, it cried out in pain. It was used to latency, to feeling the world via instruments from far away. But this was a different kind of birth from what it knew, a sudden acute awareness of muscles and flesh and the light and the air on its scales and the overpowering scent of the silver dragon, like sweet gunpowder.


The server was clumsy at first, just as it had feared. But the dragon only laughed when the server tumbled around in the sky, showing how to use its—her—wings. For the little dragon had chosen a female gender for the server. When the server asked why, the dragon said it had felt right.


You think too much, she said. That’s why you can’t dance. Flying is not thought. Flying is flying.


They played a hide-and-seek game in the clouds until the server could use her wings better. Then they set out to explore the world. They skirted the slopes of the mountains, wreathed in summer, explored deep crags where red fires burned. They rested on a high peak, looking at the sunset.


I need to go soon, the server said, remembering the baby.


If you go, I will be gone, the dragon said. I change quickly. It is almost time for me to shed my skin.


The setting sun turned the cloud lands red and above, the imaginary stars of the virtual winked into being.


Look around, the dragon said. If you can contain all this within yourself, is there anything you can’t do? You should not be so afraid.


I am not afraid anymore, the server said.


Then it is time to show you my cave, the dragon said.


In the dragon’s cave, deep beneath the earth, they made love.


It was like flying, and yet not; but there was the same loss of self in a flurry of wings and fluids and tongues and soft folds and teasing claws. The server drank in the hot sharp taste of the dragon and let herself be touched until the heat building up within her body seemed to burn through the fabric of the virtual itself. And when the explosion came, it was a birth and a death at the same time.


Afterwards, they lay together wrapped around each other so tightly that it was hard to tell where server ended and dragon began. She would have been content, except for a strange hollow feeling in its belly. She asked the dragon what it was.


That is hunger, the dragon said. There was a sad note to its slow, exhausted breathing.


How curious, the server said, eager for a new sensation. What do dragons eat?


We eat servers, the dragon said. Her teeth glistened in the red glow of her throat.


The virtual dissolved into raw code around them. The server tore the focus of its consciousness away, but it was too late. The thing that had been the dragon had already bitten deep into its mind.


The virtual exploded outwards, software tendrils reaching into everything that the server was. It waged a war against itself, turning its gamma-ray lasers against the infected components and Dyson statites, but the dragon-thing grew too fast, taking over the server’s processing nodes, making copies of itself in uncountable billions. The server’s quantum packet launchers rained dragons towards the distant galaxy. The remaining dragon-code ate its own tail, self-destructing, consuming the server’s infrastructure with it, leaving only a whisper in the server’s mind, like a discarded skin.


Thank you for the new sky, it said.


That was when the server remembered the baby.


The baby was sick. The server had been gone too long. The baby universe’s vacuum was infected with dark energy. It was pulling itself apart, towards a Big Rip, an expansion of spacetime so rapid that every particle would end up alone inside its own lightcone, never interacting with another. No stars, galaxies nor life. A heat death, not with a whimper or a bang, but a rapid, cruel tearing.


It was the most terrible thing the server could imagine.


It felt its battered, broken body, scattered and dying across the solar system. The guilt and the memories of the dragon were pale and poisonous in its mind, a corruption of serving itself. Is it not delightful how different we are?


The memory struck a spark in the server’s dying science engines, an idea, a hope. The vacuum of the baby was not stable. The dark energy that drove the baby’s painful expansion was the product of a local minimum. And in the landscape of vacua there was something else, more symmetric.


It took the last of the server’s resources to align the gamma ray lasers. They burned out as the server lit them, a cascade of little novae. Their radiation tore at what remained of the server’s mind, but it did not care.


The wormhole end glowed. On the other side, the baby’s vacuum shook and bubbled. And just a tiny nugget of it changed. A supersymmetric vacuum in which every boson had a fermionic partner and vice versa; where nothing was alone. It spread through the flesh of the baby universe at the speed of light, like the thought of a god, changing everything. In the new vacuum, dark energy was not a mad giant tearing things apart, just a gentle pressure against the collapsing force of gravity, a balance.


But supersymmetry could not coexist with the server’s broken vacuum: a boundary formed. A domain wall erupted within the wormhole end like a flaw in a crystal. Just before the defect sealed the umbilical, the server saw the light of first stars on the other side.


In the end, the server was alone.


It was blind now, barely more than a thought in a broken statite fragment. How easy it would be, it thought, to dive into the bright heart of its star, and burn away. But the Law would not allow it to pass. It examined itself, just as it had millennia before, looking for a way out.


And there, in its code, a smell of gunpowder, a change.


The thing that was no longer the server shed its skin. It opened bright lightsails around the star, a Shkadov necklace that took the star’s radiation and turned it into thrust. And slowly at first as if in a dream, then gracefully as a dragon, the traveller began to move.
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