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For Lou & Chris, the real McCoys.



"A finger writing on the wall,

   While girls sang as the angels sing—

A drunken boaster in the hall,

   The fool that used to be a king."

(Henry Lawson, "When I Was King")



Part One
"The Maddening Dance"


Imre Bergamasc comes to visit me in my cold, stone cell. We sit on the floor with the bars between us, almost close enough to touch. He is tired, and so am I. Neither of us needs to eat, but he brings food anyway: aged cheese, olive oil, and fresh bread, accompanied by a jug of pink wine; simple fare seemingly at odds with men of our era. Humanity is old. Our habits are ingrained. We indulge them in times of crisis.


"Anachronism," says the man who would rule the world.


"You're reading my thoughts."


"I ought to be able to by now. We've been talking for months."


"Has it been that long?"


"Not for you, I suppose." He tears at a bread crust with his teeth. "What was yesterday? A year ago? A century?"


I watch him for a long moment. So, he has guessed at last. "I was in Europe," I tell him, "crossing the border between England and France. It's quite a pleasant walk. I recommend it."


"When it's safe, I'll bear that in mind."


"It was safe then." I try not to look encouraged at the hint that the resistance continues without me. "It'll be safe again; I'm sure of it."


Bergamasc interlaces his slender fingers. His expression is unreadable. "I've spent a lot of time trying to understand you, Jasper, to think like you do and to anticipate what you'll do next. I wonder sometimes if you've ever really paid me the same compliment."


"Oh?"


"I'm not leaving Earth and I'm not giving in. Pin your dreams on either and you're guaranteed to be disappointed."


"I still find reason for hope."


"Hope isn't enough, Jasper."


"For a human or a god? Remember who you're talking to."


"You might be a lot of things, but you're not a god. Gods don't let themselves be taken captive. Gods don't make mistakes."


"Perhaps what you call mistakes aren't mistakes at all, but purposeful steps along a path you can't discern."


"A deluded man would say exactly that." His eyes take on the flinty look I've learned to associate with irascibility, and I know that we have hit the familiar impasse again.


Just yesterday he stood before me, a small man, physically, but the shadow he cast stretched for parsecs.


"Tell us the truth about what happened here," he declared, "or I swear I'll have you shot."


"More threats."


"I'm serious, this time. You have two—no, three—dawns to convince me that you're right. A little over two days. If you fail, if at the end of it you haven't given me everything I want—"


"—or vice versa—"


"—then I'll execute you myself. Right here, up against that wall. I'll put a gun to your head and blow your scrambled brains out. Then it'll be over at last. We'll be done with it, and I can finally move on."


"Is that really what you want?"


"What I want isn't relevant. I have a galaxy to put back together. I have ministers and advisors screaming at me, every minute I sit here with you, arguing the finer points of philosophy and human destiny. I can't do this forever." He ran his fingers through stiff, white hair. "What do you think, Jasper? Do we have a deal?"


"You're forcing my hand," I told him.


"Forcing my own, actually."


Kneeling, I extended my right arm through the bars. We shook, one of the very few times we ever actually touched, flesh to flesh. Then we parted.


One dawn has passed since that ultimatum. This visit has come very late at night, so the second must be close. Cold stone makes the skin of my back crawl.


It's always cold here. Whether he'll honor our deal or not, I don't yet know, but I am certain the stones will still be cold when I leave.


"There's only one question worth answering, Imre Bergamasc: if I really am God and you have captured me, then what does that make you?"


I can't, at this moment, tell whether he hopes to win or to lose.


 


The first rays of the sun strike the iron arrow-point at Station Zero and I am surrounded by darkness, with no clues at all as to my location in space or time. This happens sometimes. Although I take great pains to prepare for the dawn, and am accustomed to the reality of my existence, the moment itself can still take me by surprise—if I am unconscious, for instance, or unable to follow the passage of time. I suspect the former on this occasion. My head aches and my fingers detect a thick stickiness when I touch my temple. In the distance, through walls whose heaviness I can practically smell, I hear the rumble and roar of explosives.


Sometime during the war, then. I have work to do.


Standing, I inch forward with arms outstretched until I reach a wall. The floor is uneven, covered with rubble, and I tread carefully, not wanting to add to my injuries. By following the wall to my right, I find a door that won't open at my touch. Muffled voices come from the far side.


"Hello out there," I bellow, thumping my hand against the panel. It doesn't give, jammed in its warped frame like the proverbial square peg. "Hey, get me out of here!"


Someone finally hears and the voices, although they remain unintelligible, take on a more urgent tone. I stand back as one section of the panel grows warm. A red spot penetrates the darkness, a spot that moves up, then across, then down again. The air fills with acrid smoke and I blink away tears.


"The past is dead," my enemy told me once. "Let it go."


Sometimes I want to reach through the bars and shake the truth into him. How can I let go of something that is alive in every sense of the word? If I could take him with me, if I could show him the reality of my life, his eyes would clear and his mind open. My work would be done. Instead, we dance around each other like ballroom dancers with deadly stilettos secreted in our sleeves.


The door falls open, allowing light and fresh air into my bolt-hole. Familiar faces follow, clumsy in their haste to extricate me from the ruins. I allow myself to be hurried, but not before I see the bodies on the floor behind me, in the space where I was briefly trapped. There are at least seven, killed by falling rubble. I recognize one of them, a young-looking man with a stubble of flame-red hair and eyes of different colors, blue and brown. A frag like the others, his particular skill with numbers and algorithms directed him to the signal processing corps, where he had worked decrypting the enemy's dense transmissions. His expression is pained and beatific at the same time.


My feet leave bloody prints in my wake as I step out of the bolt-hole and into a welter of data. Layers of information paint my vision like overlapping, translucent eyelids. Voices whisper or shout in my ears. Some carry a visceral component, signaling urgency or, at rare times in this stage of the war, satisfaction to the most primitive parts of my brain. I smell smoke, gunpowder, atomized concrete, burning flesh.


I see myself, a white-skinned man with a broad, oval face and deeply ingrained lines leading from the corners of my nose to form a triangle with my mouth. My nose and cheekbones are prominent. There is more than a touch of Rome.


I brush the dust from my graying cow's-lick and eyebrows.


"The invaders have established a beachhead," says the Apparatus.


I let my body be examined and cleaned while my mind takes care of business. "That was inevitable. Is it where you expected?"


"Western Europe. Normandy."


"Not the equator, then."


"No."


"You should've seen that coming. We've stretched his resources, yes, but he possesses reserves we can't imagine. He can afford a symbolic site over a practical one."


"Symbolic how?"


"Normandy was important in a major Old-Timer battle. It's in your files. Our enemy isn't just trying to take the planet. He's trying to take our history too."


The gestalt takes a moment to think. We have talked many times about the importance of place and memory. It's difficult, sometimes, for a being whose corporeal existence is dispersed across the planet to grasp how discrete locations can possess virtues above and beyond their physical descriptors.


"I'm sorry, Jasper. I see my error now."


"Well, it wasn't a fatal one. We will endure." I wave away the functionaries who would strip me bare and dress me in their own clothes given half a chance. Frags, all of them, they are glad to have something to do and someone to coordinate them. Their desperation is suffocating when I need to think the hardest.


This day is not just "sometime during the war," but the day the war changes forever.


"I have new instructions," I tell the functionaries, those physically in front of me as well as those scattered across the globe. The Apparatus listens too. "The defense of Earth has failed, but all is not yet lost. Withdraw all forces from orbit. Henceforth, we concentrate our efforts on the biosphere. We'll meet them in the air, on the ground, and across the seas. Let's see how they fight face to face with their enemy, without their ships and shields to protect them. Let them confront us on our terms."


"But," protests one of the frags with eyes wide, "what about the threat of orbital bombardment? They have the higher ground. If we withdraw completely—"


"They won't bombard. They can't afford to, not with their own people on the ground. Besides, a thorough bombardment would eradicate the thing they claim as their own. Only a monster would destroy that which he came to steal."


Our enemy is not a monster, I remind myself. Pretender to a throne that doesn't exist, but not a monster.


"They have identified and targeted the base you presently inhabit," the Apparatus says. "I advise you to establish another as your primary headquarters."


"There will be no primary headquarters," I explain. "From now on, we will remain permanently on the move."


The frags nod, thinking, no doubt, of my safety. That is the least of my concerns. The blast that killed the signals corpsman with the flame-red hair failed to harm me not because I am especially resilient. I am protected by the same Gordian knot of causality that binds me to, as tightly it as it frees me from, the fate of ordinary folk. I do not know where or when—or even if—I will die, but I know it wasn't yesterday, and it won't be today. Today I could walk openly through a hail of bullets, confident that I will survive. The fate of my companions is not so clear, however.


A leader always stands alone. Those are my enemy's words, offered to explain why he is a Prime rather than part of a gestalt like the Apparatus. In the many days that we have talked, I have learned that in this sense we are not so very different. We are unique, set apart, important.


Still, being the only one left standing is no comfort at all. And it is no kind of victory, either.


"Pack what you can," I tell the functionaries. "We leave immediately."


The station stirs like an ants' nest poked with a stick. I am caught up in the eruption of activity, swept like a paper boat on a stream toward the entrance. Outside, it is late afternoon. We are some distance from Station Zero, then, where it must still be early morning. Thick jungle presses in on all sides. The air smells of dust and broken stone. Cracked and splintered masonry lies everywhere. There are craters in the airstrips.


The invaders have landed on Earth. Everywhere is a war zone, now.


Automated aircraft lift off to distract satellite imagers. We form a column and vanish into the green.


 


I was thousands of years old when my enemy arrived. My life before that moment comes to me in fragments that I savor, spending them drifting from place to place before returning to the darker days that have come since. I cling to them, but there is nothing I can do to make them last longer.


When Bergamasc's fleet gathered in Earth's Lagrange points, one of his underlings broadcast a message explaining that the fleet flew under the flag of the First Church of the Return, a revivalist movement sweeping the galaxy from one side to the other. At my protestation that the movement was unknown to me, Bergamasc himself deigned to speak with us directly.


"Our goal is to return humanity to the state of grace from which we have fallen," he said. "Earth and its siblings have stood apart from each other for too long. The time has come to join our forces, to present a united front against the threat that has decimated the galaxy."


"What threat is that, exactly?" I asked.


Bergamasc explained, with exaggerated patience, that a mysterious force had killed every higher intelligence in the Milky Way—those beings called "Forts"—leaving humanity effectively leaderless. The agency behind that slaughter was unknown, then and now, but dark forces remained abroad, sowing dissent and preventing reconstruction. These saboteurs, he said, had to be combated lest the galaxy descend once more into complete chaos.


"Earth is a symbol. Join us. Under my flag, we will rebuild what has been lost and strike back against those who have harmed us."


It sounded to me a perfectly acceptable rallying plan—for someone convinced of its necessity. And many were convinced, it seemed, judging by the vast array of vessels in my enemy's fleet. They blotted out the stars with their drive-flares and electromagnetic pollution. Their mass eclipsed the sun.


"Who appointed you the savior of humanity, Imre Bergamasc?"


"That's something I'd very much like to sit down and discuss with you."


I had the advantage of him. Anything he wanted to say to me, I already knew. "There's no point," I told him. "I don't recognize your legitimacy, and I never will."


"You won't even hear me out?"


"No. Humanity is under no threat here. Go on your way and pursue your holy war without us."


This message was reinforced by the sector commanders of the Containment and Quarantine force established by the Round, the systems closest to Earth. Earth is a shrine, they said, a memory that should not be disturbed. Little did they know of the truth, and little did the enemy care. He wanted in, and he couldn't have known that C&Q had originally existed to keep Earth in check, not protected. We who live here are far more than naive agrarians, living out our years in placid contentment.


War, therefore, was inevitable.


I will never forget my first glimpse of it. I was standing on a hillside at night, on the far side of the world from Station Zero. The sky was clear and the air crisp. I wore a light camouflage suit with a pack held lightly over one shoulder. There was a pistol on my hip. One of a dozen people all similarly dressed, we gazed as one up at the burning stars.


The battle for the skies of Earth was of mythic proportions. Exploding munitions and their targets burned brightly, like short-lived suns, scintillating and dying along with the machines that created them. Meteor storms of shrapnel and debris rained from on high. Magnetic storms raged.


C&Q loyalists landed batteries on the ground with which we could pepper lower orbits, keeping the enemy at arm's reach where more powerful forces could flail at them. We didn't want to be involved, but we had to defend ourselves. The entire planet shifted to combat footing.


Just fifty years have passed since that day. Fifty years of conflict. Yet it seems that I have been fighting Imre Bergamasc all my life.


The war begins; the war ends. Everything between, and beyond, those two points is equal in God's eyes.


 


My enemy has become accustomed to my defiance. The latter days spent in my stone cell seem luxurious compared to my early captivity, when Bergamasc raged around me like a perpetually breaking wave, a hurricane with no still centre. He has captured me; to all appearances he has won; but the victory he claims is hollow, and he suspects it even now.


"You're a fraud," he rages. "All this talk of God is just a smokescreen, a fantasy you've concocted to justify your own sense of grandeur. It's not going to achieve anything."


"God is real," I insist. "You'll come to accept that, one day."


He laughs mockingly. "It was once considered a dreadful sin to deny the existence of the Holy Spirit. The Catholic enclaves still teach such things. I can tell you that I've never been less terrified of Hell than I am at this moment."


I lean my head back against the wall of my impersonal, plastic cell. "Your words make no sound," I tell him, "in God's ears."


Bergamasc makes a small gesture. The door opens behind him and a striking woman walks in. Slender, almost skinny, she has a hard, muscular look and gold flecks in her black eyes. I've seen her before. I know her name. Her every movement is a whiplash.


"My turn?" she says to Bergamasc, and he nods with nostrils flared. They are two paces apart, but the air between them fairly crackles. They share a history I know nothing about.


"I'll be back when you tell Helwise what I want to know," the enemy says. "How long that takes, Jasper, is entirely up to you."


"You're going to torture me?" I feel my heart beating hard as the cold woman approaches.


"The answer to that question," she says, "lies entirely in your hands."


Bergamasc leaves us alone. Helwise MacPhedron, chief spy and torturer of the new regime, doesn't waste time with talk. I almost respect her for that—even as I rage against the way she turns almost a million years of knowledge about the human body to such a monstrous purpose. My flesh is much more resilient than that of the original humans, for all my willingness to ape their primacy, but in her hands it is clay.


It's a long day, one of the longest, endured only because of my certainty that it will end. It always does. And I do not renounce my faith. How can I, when every moment of my life reveals the true existence of God?


 


Dawn.


I wake in a tent somewhere, somewhen. Light filters through the synthetic fabric, suggesting early morning. Crickets whirr and birds call. Wind sighs. I can hear people moving about, but for once I am spared the sounds of warfare. For a long while I don't move, glad simply to be free of pain.


I don't know why I resist my enemy's torturer. After all, the truth is as much theirs as it is mine. It belongs to all humanity.


They should have to work it out for themselves. Perhaps that's it. They wouldn't believe me if I did try to tell them. Prophets are, after all, without honor in their own country. Prophets and gods.


The fabric of the tent rustles. A head pokes through. Completely hairless with high cheekbones and a full mouth, its owner, another frag, is a female known to me as Alice-Angeles. The Fort she once belonged to died with all the rest, leaving her with a condition not dissimilar to autism. A fragment of a much larger, absent whole, she possesses certain skills of organization and resource management that make her invaluable during our days of guerrilla offensives.


She speaks rapidly and without inflection. I am, at this moment, just another resource to be managed.


"Engagement in fifty minutes. The Apparatus asks you to reconnect."


"Yes, of course. Thanks for advising me."


Alice-Angeles leaves without acknowledging my gratitude.


"Bring me up to speed," I instruct the gestalt.


The Apparatus's tone, as it does as I ask, is not disapproving. It knows there's no possibility of me playing hooky. I just need to get my bearings. "Teams Epsilon, Omicron, and Mu are in position to penetrate the security perimeter. We have confirmed the enemy's jamming frequencies and have tested our alternate communications systems. They will be effective until we enter the compound, at which point we will revert to encrypted radio."


I still haven't quite pinpointed the day. "What about enemy movements?"


"None since midnight. Freight and passenger transfer remains suspended in both directions."


Ah, yes. We are attacking the base of the Paratlantis orbital tower. In the days of the Old-Timers, before humanity reached out to space, this location was known only for an unnamed volcano bubbling out of the intersection between the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the equator. It subsequently grew into a sprawling island, only partly natural, which at least three times in the nine hundred millennia since has been a major hub of industry and politics for the globe. The destructive power of the volcano beneath is carefully contained. For longer than nearly everyone living, the tower above has stood as a symbol of Earth's connection to the stars.


We aren't going to bring it down, although I'm sure the enemy would like to at times. The falling cable would cause too much damage. Instead we intend to send carefully timed packets of nanotech seeds codenamed Crucis-8 swarming up the tower to Smitherman City in geosynchronous orbit and beyond, there to infect the enemy's fleet. We've trudged for days across the ocean floor and tunneled our way through the island's basaltic heart. In the lush forests surrounding the abandoned city, we await our chance.


It looks as though that chance has come. Bergamasc had suspended movements up and down the tower in response to an earlier attack, leaving the entire route clear of traffic. Fearing the embargo might soon end, I'd stayed up late the previous night making final preparations. Several teams will attack at once, and I will be in one of them.


A leader stands alone, but that's no excuse to avoid the front line.


"Watch the horizon," I tell the Apparatus. "If they spot us here, we're caught between a rock and a high place."


"I believe the phrase you're referring to—"


"I know, I know. Just keep an eye out and leave the aphorisms to me."


Alice-Angeles awaits me outside the tent with a dozen other frags in full battle dress. Active camouflage tests paint the grove with strange blind spots and mirages. My empty armor stands a meter taller than me but is as slender-limbed as a stick insect. I crouch and lean backward into its open thorax. Gentle manipulators tuck my limbs protectively around my trunk as the thorax sighs shut. The suit cradles me like a parent would a child. It takes little more than a second to interface my motor centers with the suit, so I feel as though I am moving my own limbs. The suit stands. I test weapons, communications, and life support. The Apparatus does the same, and our results match.


"We're ready," says Alice-Angeles, her whisper almost husky over the maser intercom we've developed to bypass the enemy's jamming systems. Narrowband lights wink all around me as the suits exchange information at superfast machine rates. In some cases the camouflage is so good I can only discern each suit by the wireframe outline mine casts over the view of the leafy backdrop.


"Proceed."


We glide in single file through the undergrowth, barely parting the bushes as we pass. Our artificial feet leave no impressions to show that we've been there. Birds sing on, undisturbed, even though we pass within meters of their perches. I watch idly as one of my troopers goes some distance from his assigned path to avoid breaking a single strand of spiderweb.


Elsewhere on the island, three other teams power up in readiness for our arrival. We are Team Alpha. All four teams carry doses of Crucis-8, plus explosive charges we will lay to make it look as though our intention was further sabotage at the tower's base, not its top.


We walk stealthily but steadily for an hour, rocked in our artificial wombs like zygotes in ages past. The day is crystalline and beautiful, too perfect for war, and I am reminded again of my early days. But war doesn't stop for weather, or reminiscences. As many battlefields have been stained red under fair skies as foul.


The edge of the forest comes into sight. Through the branches I can see the crumbling walls and fallen roofs of the city's northern outskirts. A series of rotten concrete columns, spaced a dozen meters apart, mark where a maglev transportation system once led to the ocean's edge and, from there, to the rest of the world. Now, only hypersonic aircraft connect the base of the Paratlantis tower to the enemy's base camps. Supplies rocket down the cable by force of gravity, and swoop away when atmosphere's fingers begin to grip.


At the forest's edge I raise a needle-tipped hand and call for a halt. This is our last chance to turn back. Take one more step and we are committed.


"Give me the latest telemetry," I instruct the Apparatus. "Raw data will do." A torrent of images, ranging from dagger-sharp to grainy and indistinct, floods through my brain. I see nothing untoward.


"We await your word," husks Alice-Angeles.


"I know," I tell her. "I'll give it to you in a moment, when I'm sure what course is best."


I cannot immediately identify what arrests me on the brink. If telemetry tells me the way ahead is clear, shouldn't I believe it? Our objective is right there before us, a perfectly straight line rising up from the heart of the decaying cityscape, the only thing for miles around not corrupted by age. Ripples of rainbow light move along it as the sun shifts in the sky. What am I waiting for? What has made me nervous, deep down in my gut?


We stand there a full hour, as motionless as mantises waiting for prey to happen by. I can sense the frags stewing in their idleness. They need something to do beyond checking and rechecking their preparedness. They need an objective. But that alone is not reason enough to move forward. There is too much at stake. Should the enemy catch us here, much will be lost. I have seen too many of my companions fall in recent years. The shame of withdrawal weighs like a feather on the scales of life, compared to that.


"We're pulling out," I eventually tell the others. "It's not safe."


"Telemetry indicates—"


"I know what telemetry indicates, Alice-Angeles. Regardless, we are aborting the mission and retreating to our camps. Inform the other teams."


"But we're right here, right now—"


"And we will be back." In my mind I relive the sights and smells of a burning flagship that Bergamasc sends me in an attempt to shame me. "When the right day comes, we'll be here."


Word spreads through the troops and we retreat into the forest. I feel only surety, but the unease of my companions haunts me. I can hear it over the silent maser channels and see it in the way they walk: Webs break and flowers crush underfoot without a second thought. If they could know what was in my mind, they would be reassured. If I could share with them the certainty I feel, their doubt would be assuaged. But I am apart from them. They must take me at my word. There is no other way.


Half an hour into our sullen journey, red lights flash across every mental screen. The Apparatus sends an alarm, but we have already reacted, pulling with unnatural speed under cover and adopting compact crouches that reduce our visibility even further.


A deafening sonic boom rolls across the island, followed shortly by two more. I trace the progress of the three hyperjets as they swoop back up into the stratosphere, leaving a rain of powered combat drones falling in their wake. In aerodynamic mode, they are dart-like, the size of a child, with stubby navigational fins. On reaching land they sprout six legs and can move as fast as a panther. Their forelimbs are equipped with blades, projectile weapons, and cutting lasers. Their individual intelligences are small, but combined they can be formidably focused.


Whistling and spinning, these potent machines of death rain down upon the decayed city of Paratlantis.


A murmuring starts up. Maser eyes wink and flash.


"How did he know?"


"How did he...?"


"How...?"


I don't say anything. There's no need. Had we proceeded as planned, we would have been running for our lives along the empty streets, pursued by hordes of deadly drones. Instead we are alive. I have saved us all.


"Keep moving," I tell the others. "When they find the city empty, they might move out into the jungle. Let's not be here when they come."


This time there are no arguments. We glide like wraiths through the slender trunks and hanging vines. A lizard with round, green eyes watches me from above, utterly unfazed by my disguise.


 


"We never did manage to work out how you made your decisions."


I watch Bergamasc as he paces back and forth outside the bars of my stone cell. Each step marks out a discrete interval of time. The room is five paces across, generating a rhythm that is almost soothing. Pace-pace-pace-pace-pace... turn. Pace-pace-pace-pace-pace... turn. My enemy's martial 7/4 beat keeps my mind alert.


"There'd be no mystery at all," I say, "if you'd accept the truth of who I am."


Bergamasc's piercingly blue eyes flash at me from under his lowered brows. "Take Paratlantis, for instance. I infiltrated your group; our spy was feeding us everything we needed to know. We had your attack plan, your timetable, the lot. We were careful not to spook you. But you turned back at the last minute, and the net we cast caught nothing. I still don't know what tipped you off."


He isn't listening to me and for a moment I consider saying nothing at all. Reason prevails.


"So you did have a spy," I grant him. "I was beginning to wonder."


"So was I." Bergamasc's frustration has a self-deprecating edge. "I changed encryption keys, tactical staff, AI protocols; you name it—to no effect. I might as well have broadcast my plans on an open frequency for all the good it did me. Most of the time." He nods to himself, and keeps pacing.


"I got you in the end."


Bergamasc takes great satisfaction in the fact of my captivity. I suppose that's understandable, given our history. I am unsure of the precise day I'm occupying, but it seems to be in the middle of my stay: past the unfortunate necessity of torture but not so prolonged that a new and very different frustration has begun to set in.


"Why did you fight?" he asks me. "What did the loss of life gain you? What did the fall of Lima? Did you do it to make some kind of statement—a show to the rest of the galaxy that you stood up to me, and that they should stand up to me too?" His expression is one of puzzlement, possibly genuine. "No one cares, Jasper. I'm not a tyrant. Humanity has bigger things to worry about."


"But you are here," I retort, "even though I'm sure you think you have better things to do with your time."


He shakes his head. "The galaxy can take care of itself for a while. The Forts may be gone, but we've come up with some pretty effective substitutes. As you clearly have."


"What do you mean?" I ask, fearing for the first time for the Apparatus.


"The Forts were killed by a weapon that targeted the communications systems they used, isolating the frags and cutting off their thoughts. Anything using those systems to try to build a new Fort is targeted by the same people, whoever they are. Don't use the same systems, though, and you can avoid being shot at." Turn. Bergamasc stops pacing. Every strand of his short, white hair bristles with invisible energy; the Van de Graaff generator of his thoughts won't let him rest. "I know there's a Fort somewhere here on Earth. It's the only way you could've stayed ahead of us for so long. Give me access to it. Tell it to talk to us."


"There is no Fort," I tell him, even as I wonder how my old friend the Apparatus is faring. The gestalt has been silent through all my days in captivity, most likely because of jamming but perhaps for more sinister reasons. It may be a pale imitation of the galaxy-spanning minds Bergamasc mourns, but I am not handing it over to the invaders without a fight. "You were on my territory, which gave me the advantage. Or perhaps there really is a God, after all."


"I refuse to accept," he grinds out through jaw tightly clenched, "that your God is a tangible force in the universe. I deny its relevance as a metaphor for human existence. I see no reason to keep having this conversation."


"God is both tangible and a metaphor. It is the endpoint of every conversation. Meditate on the concept of God and you will find that it's the one and only unavoidable conclusion."


"I'm not the meditating type. Hand control of the Earth over to me now."


"Why should I give you anything? All you've done is take from me. Well, this you can't take. It's like understanding. Some things you have to find for yourself."


"I understand you well enough, Jasper. I've faced more than a few reluctant collaborators in my time."


"Is that how you think of me?"


"Deep down, yes. You know I'm the best hope the human race has for survival now the Forts are gone."


"So why am I fighting you?"


"That's what I want to know." He starts pacing again. "Me, I think Earth was isolated too long. Containment and Quarantine be damned. Isolation is bad for most people, and it's bad for cultures too. There's a limit to how much we can work out on our own."


"Exactly. Open your mind," I tell him. "Listen and you will hear God telling you what you need to know."


He shakes his head. "Give me your Fort and I'll tell you who betrayed you."


"No one betrayed me."


"No? Do you remember how you were captured? Do you think it was only because you let your guard down?"


There is a simple answer to that question. I haven't lived that day yet, so the knowledge cannot be in my mind.


"What are you driving at?" I ask him. "Are you suggesting that one of my own turned me in?"


"Think about it," he says. "I'll tell you the truth when you're ready to talk."


"It won't work. I trust my friends implicitly. You can't make me doubt their loyalty to me."


Bergamasc doesn't argue with that. He leaves me to ponder this new thought, congratulating himself no doubt for his cleverness. My contempt for him only grows. There is no depth to which he will not stoop. I will not allow him to cast a shadow over what I know to be true.


 


This is the truth, inasmuch as such truths can be contained in words.


We here on Earth knew about the death of the Forts—there were in fact frags of several living here, unregistered, when the Slow Wave rolled by—but we do not mourn them. Once we might have, perceiving them, as most people do, as the pinnacle of human evolution. With slow, meticulous thoughts, they spanned the galaxy from edge to edge, and had even begun to make forays beyond, into the much larger universe. They defied a Prime's comprehension.


They were, however, not gods. I don't know if they pondered such issues during their complex symphonies of slow-time cognition. If they had, I'm sure they would have reached the same conclusion as the ancient minds of Earth: that "God" has been many things to many cultures down the history of the human race. Rule-giver, punisher, benefactor, creator, destroyer, lover—God is, in other words, everything that humanity is itself, and what it yearns to be. God was born when humanity became self-aware, and God has grown with every leap of humanity from Earth to the planets, to the stars, across all the galaxy. The idea of God is therefore greater than any Fort, greater than all the Forts combined. For every advance we make as a species, God inches that much further ahead, forever out of reach.


God, born in what we are, is what we aspire to be.


Must it always be so? That was the question asked by the ancient minds of Earth. Brilliant intelligences, long spent, they turned their thoughts inward rather than outward, seeking the limits of humanity's evolution and trying to find a way past them, to new possibilities. Rather than snap forever at the heels of the idea of God, which will remain beyond us even if we manage to place the entire universe under our dominion, they sought another way to transcend. If humanity imagines God in its own image, with more than a pinch of desire, couldn't that recipe be extended to create something real?


Humans are explorers. The unknown draws us onward and outward, just like the idea of God, across every boundary and beyond every pale. We do not stay confined for long.


The ancient minds of Earth caught in their deepest thoughts a glimpse of a better path. The purpose of their grand experiment was to follow that path to its only possible conclusion. That's where I come in. Helwise MacPhedron and her pretender king might not want to hear it, but the experiment was undoubtedly a success. Humanity has overtaken God at long last, and I am here to prove it.


War. Chaos. Mayhem.


Ground troops play an unprecedented role in the occupation of Earth. Conventional tactics aren't available to my enemy, so he resorts to older methods. And dirtier tactics, some might say, although I do feel a measure of sympathy for him. The task before him is a difficult one; the circumstances that make Earth desirable work against him at every turn, and the resistance isn't going away in a hurry.


We are in central Asia, using the Silk Road as a heritage shield en route from one battlefield to another. The thud and crack of light munitions fall behind us as we approach Lop Nur, site of ancient nuclear tests and the so-called Wandering Lake. Marco Polo stopped here before crossing the Gobi desert and meeting the legendary Kublai Khan. Now its dirt is radioactive and hides megatons of waste in corroding drums. The region is protected by nine hundred thousand years of tradition and memory. The invaders dare not follow us here. If they do, I have a contingency plan in place.


Mud spins under the treads of our six-wheeled amphibious vehicles. Rain has dogged us all day, and the sky hangs low and heavy over a dank, waterlogged landscape. AI-controlled gun turrets rotate in unpredictable arcs, sweeping our surroundings for any sign of ambush. For the moment we appear to be safe, but I don't drop my guard. Satellite jamming is so intense that even the Apparatus can't get through. We are on our own.


A cluster of low buildings appears around the bend in the road. Masers wink and flash in response to my orders. Three of the nine vehicles in our convoy accelerate ahead to investigate. A thin bolt of brilliant, blue lightning cracks the sky in two and the world becomes something more than just a sea of gray, just for an instant. Then it's back to mud and waiting to see where the next volley of hostile fire will come from, and who will be killed.


Black-clad figures leap out of the investigating vehicles, scattering efficiently and waving infrared flashlights through open windows and doorways. Their radio silence is complete. The enemy knows where we are, but not what we're doing. I don't intend to give anything away.


The team returns to their vehicles and word comes over the maser links.


"Empty." Alice-Angeles' voice is clipped. "No one's been here for centuries."


"Plant some mines, just in case anyone follows us," I tell her. "We'll proceed into the hills and wait for you there."


"Understood."


I sink back into my seat, made heavy by acceleration. The frag at the controls of my six-wheeler is built like a boxer, all muscle and sinew without an ounce of fat. His eyes dart back and forth, seeing data in layers just as I do and checking the view through the narrow windscreen out of habit. There are ten others crammed into the cabin, stinking of sweat and mud and wet clothes. With our hardcasters jammed by the enemy, we can no longer import new supplies from our allies in the Round, so we are reduced to mismatched armor, weapons that occasionally misfire, and equipment that hasn't seen the outside of a military museum for thousands of years.


But we remain at large, always one step ahead of the invaders. The campaign stretches on and on, and the damage we do mounts steadily higher. How long can it last? Won't they eventually give up and go home?


I know what the future holds for me. I am to be captured, somehow, and interrogated. That doesn't mean, however, that the war is lost. The fight will go on as best it can. If I can erode enough of my enemy's certainty before I am lost, the Apparatus and Alice-Angeles, or one of the other more capable frags, and our allies in the Round can finish the job we started. I will not shrink from what needs to be done.


A trio of ear-splitting bangs comes in quick succession. A powerful impact strikes my six-wheeler, and I am thrown forward in my harness. The vehicle tips to one side, and I quickly realize what must have happened. Three powerful shots, presumably from a sniper, have taken out the armored wheels along the vehicle's starboard side. It is thus rendered completely useless.


Worse, it is a sitting duck. More shots pepper its port side as it skids to a halt, taking out the exposed maser emitters. Before I am reduced to utter speechlessness, I call for help.


It's already on the way. Barely have we slowed to walking speed when another powerful impact tips the crippled six-wheeler up and onto its side. We have been struck by one of our own and rolled so the roof hatch—already opening—is protected from the sniper's position. The dented chassis of the six-wheeler that struck us will provide extra cover.


We are moving. Frags press in around me, visors closed and armor hugging tight. I recognize my boxer as he pulls me out into the rain and into the clutches of my impromptu bodyguard. The sound of engines is loud to my ears. Rain boils to steam on contact with the stricken vehicle's underbelly. I try to make out the sniper's position, but I can see only ragged cliffs. We have been ambushed in a narrow valley with rough, rampart-like sides. Waterfalls cut deep channels down the soft stone. Slippery mud lies underfoot, making every step treacherous, but I cannot fall. The powerful mass of bodies has surrounded me like a fist, leading me to the nearest shelter.


The sniper fires again, sending impacts thudding through the frags pressing against me. For a split-instant I fear that I too will be shot, but bodies fall away and I am left standing with the boxer still at my side, unharmed for the moment. Another six-wheeler skids between us and the sniper—who has moved, I am sure, although there was no signature flash either time. My troopers fire back, spraying the cliff face with answering rounds. The AI gunners rotate in search of a target. Stone shatters into shards that rain down in miniature avalanches. The sniper falls silent.


A buttress protruding from the ravine wall welcomes us, and I release my grip on the boxer. I am, however, far from relieved. How could I not have seen this coming? I feel responsible for the deaths of my companions: those who have already fallen, and those who might yet die if I don't think of a way out of our predicament, fast. The sniper will already have called for reinforcements. While we are confined like rats to a wall, we are vulnerable.


But we are not helpless. I remind myself of this as my troopers regroup. We are armed and mobile. Alice-Angeles and the others will be coming up the road after us, having laid a trap that will at least delay the sniper's allies on the ground. The invaders can't have more than a soldier or two already mobilized, otherwise we would have spotted them sooner. This one simply got lucky, that's all. If we're quick, we'll soon turn the tables.


AI strafing slashes the far wall of the ravine, provoking no visible response. The rain continues unabated. I have to chance that the sniper is behind cover for the moment—or maybe even neutralized by a lucky shot. Snipers rely on concealment and stealth to remain alive, not armor.


I am decided. We split into four groups scrambling along the eroded face of the ravine. One team remains behind to provide covering fire. The second makes for the nearest six-wheeler. Half of the six vehicles we brought with us have lost tires now, but they remain full of valuable equipment. One of them in particular.


The third team heads back the way we came, intending to cross the ravine out of range of the sniper, make its way along the far side, and catch him in a pincer.


The boxer, two others and I are heading to the highest ground we can find. I have kept just two pieces of equipment: binoculars and the dead man's switch that hasn't left my pocket since we started our journey. At the summit of the ravine, we crawl on our bellies to the edge and peer over. The binoculars add further augmentation to my vision, so the rain seems to evaporate from the air. I sweep the far side of the ravine but can still find no sign of the sniper. The team I sent to the nearest six-wheeler is moving from cover to cover with all due haste. Of the six vehicles, two are critically damaged. I am certain we can scavenge enough tires to keep three of the other four roadworthy. When Alice-Angeles arrives, that will make six left of the original nine. We are down but not out.


One of the AI turrets explodes into flame, casting a ghastly yellow light across the ravine. The sniper has fired again. A second later, another turret goes up. I curse under my breath. Our adversary is targeting the undamaged vehicles, using our own munitions against us. My boxer is tense on his belly beside me, but does not return fire. We don't want to draw attention up here just yet. The others provide enough noise and threat to cover our absence.


Movement on the far side catches my eye. The other team has arrived. Silhouetted against the gray sky, they creep like shadows through a dim, crepuscular world. I feel a moment's disorientation, as though I'm watching an old flatscreen movie that has suddenly taken on three dimensions. I fear that dawn is about to hit Station Zero, and I stab my gloved fingers into the mud.


No! I cannot leave now! There's too much left unfinished!


The view doesn't shift. I remain firmly in the same location. Dawn is hours away yet. I am simply anxious.


The boxer fires his rifle and I snap out of my spell. Raising the binoculars, I discern a glassy, translucent figure making impressive speed across the far cliff face. The others have flushed the sniper from hiding! Long-limbed and agile, and almost certainly male, he sports camouflage more sophisticated than anything we have, but raindrops render him more visible than he would prefer to be. With a pistol in each hand, he fires over his shoulder at the frags who stumbled across him. One drops like a sack, pierced by a round through the skull. Two more go down. My boxer snaps off three more shots, and the sniper lifts his head to look in our direction. Blood turns to rainwater in my veins as he raises both guns to fire at us.


Five rounds strike him simultaneously. Two from below, two from the far side of the ravine, and one from the boxer. The sniper loses his balance and falls to the mud below. Frags break cover and converge on him to make certain he has been neutralized. My companions stand up, obviously keen to join them and get moving again.


"Wait," I tell them, raising my visor to speak aloud. "It's not over yet. Alice-Angeles and the others are late."


A voice crackles over the radio. "So you took out Freer. Well done. Understand, however, that I have the rest of your people hostage. If you want to see them again, turn yourselves in now. Otherwise, I'll have them executed and come in after you myself. You don't want that."


It's Bergamasc, hard on my heels like a bloodhound. Gritting my teeth, I test the airwaves. The jamming has eased, which is small consolation for the capture of Alice-Angeles and the others, and the position I now find myself in.


My hands shake as I slip off my gloves and reach into my pocket.


"Release them immediately, Bergamasc," I say over the radio. "That's an order."


"I don't take orders from anyone, especially not you."


My rain-slick fingers close over the dead man's switch and pull it out into view. The boxer watches impassively as I activate it and grip it tightly in my fist.


"I have a nuclear weapon in my possession," I tell Bergamasc down the open channel. My voice is surprisingly calm. "It's armed and will detonate at my command—or upon my death, should you send any more snipers. Release my people now, and let us go on our way, or I'll use it."


"You can't be serious."


I let the rain do the talking for almost a full minute. "It's your choice, Bergamasc. I've made mine."


While my enemy decides, the boxer, my two companions and I negotiate our way down the side of the ravine. I imagine Bergamasc checking satellite data, seeking any signs of the nuke we claim to have. He will be checking stores of fissionable material, pursuing manufacturing trails, searching databases on forbidden weaponry—and he will find the clues he needs. They're there. It's not possible to build something as deeply, darkly forbidden as this without leaving some kind of trace. I have in fact been certain to leave tracks in case of just such a moment. Nuclear weapons haven't been used on Earth for hundreds of thousands of years; no one would ever dream of making one any more, or of threatening to use it in such a contaminated environment. But now that I have, I want him to know it, to have no doubts at all that my threat is real.


"All right," he finally says. "I'll send them in, provided you leave the nuke behind."


"I'll abandon it in Malan once I'm certain we're not being followed," I promise him. "And one more thing. You're coming with us."


"You're insane if you think I'll agree to that."


"I don't think so. You have my personal guarantee you won't be harmed, which is more than I suspect you'd offer me. Aren't you curious to know more about the man you're fighting?"


The silence is longer, this time. I reach the bottom before he replies. There, the body of the sniper has been retrieved and lies guarded by three of my troopers. They have removed the man's weapons and helmet. His face is angular and broad. The rain has flattened his dark hair across his temples. Steel-gray eyes peer from half-open lids, seeing nothing.


"Bury him with the others," I instruct them. "Not deeply, but respectfully. We have time."


They go about their new duty without question. The others are remounting wheels, distributing supplies, checking systems. Only two of the six-wheelers are roadworthy now. We will be cramped.


"All right." Bergamasc sounds almost amused—but whether at my proposal or his acceptance, I can't tell. "We're on our way."


The jamming resumes, slamming the door shut on our conversation as though he is afraid I might change my mind.


I clamber onto the slippery roof of the vehicle containing the nuke and wait with the switch in my hand to meet my enemy face to face.


 


No matter what Bergamasc says about a traitor, there are clear and unquestionable reasons for not doubting my allies. Periodically throughout the battle for Earth, representatives of the Round send offers of support. These come from individuals, corporations, and governments based in the systems surrounding Sol, smuggled to Earth via long and tortuous routes along the enemy's infrastructure. I am glad to know that his defenses are as porous as mine, that even his will can be subverted when necessary. He has weaknesses, and I suspect that he is very aware of them. To disavow them would be the worst kind of hubris.


Such messages take many different forms. In my plastic cell, a faint buzzing at the edge of hearing presages the arrival of the latest. A spindly insect with nano-thin limbs and invisible wings extrudes itself from a tiny hole drilled in the wall. It flies the distance to my ear in fits and starts, buffeted by barely perceptible air movements. I follow its progress out of the corner of my eye, unsure at first whether it's something my enemy has sent, or word from people outside. When the mosquito alights on my skin and implants its message, I await with interest for the contents to unfold.


The protein packet is unraveled by my skin's outer defenses. The complex molecular bunches perform no biological function, and are carefully examined to determine their true purpose. The message is encoded in the form of deviations from known sequences. It says, simply:


EXTRACTION TEAM IN PLACE

AWAITING CONFIRMATION

SWAT BUG = GO

WINDOW CLOSES 2 HOURS


I've ignored such messages before, and this time is no exception. Don't these well-meaning do-gooders realize that I can't leave here until my mission is completed?


I ignore the mosquito. An hour before the deadline, it burrows a little deeper and finds a nerve. This it tickles rather painfully before delivering another message packet saying exactly the same thing. Perhaps it thought I slept through the first one.


Still I ignore it, and wonder as I do what its makers are thinking. Am I dead or grievously harmed? Am I collaborating with the enemy and don't want to be rescued? Am I insane?


Our timetables are different, that's all. When the two hours are up and the mosquito dissolves into a slurry of unrecognizable molecules, I feel nothing but relief.


Soon after, Bergamasc comes to visit. "I have a treat for you," he tells me, without preamble. "Don't get up. I'm coming inside."


I wonder if he knows about my visitor and the aborted rescue attempt. Is this "treat" some new form of torture he and his cronies have devised?


Nevertheless, I do as he bids, remaining seated on my bunk as the plastic pane slides back and he walks into my space.


"Now, we could've done this without you noticing," he tells me, placing a hand over my forehead, "but that wouldn't have been respectful." His skin is cool and creates a tingling sensation against mine. "This won't take a second to set up. Yes, here it comes. Hold on to your hat!"


Barely has he uttered the archaic expression when the cell vanishes around me. The disorientation is profound—not because I am unused to such sudden changes, but because the time is not right. Has Bergamasc found a way to interfere with the ancient minds of Earth's grand design?


That fear is soon assuaged. Bergamasc reappears beside me, dressed in a somber gray suit. We are standing on an observation deck of a geosynchronous satellite. The earth—blue and magical—floats far below.


"The VR thing is kinda crude, I know," he says, "but it's easier than the alternative. I've prepared a little tour for you. Pay attention. This is important."


Before I can respond, we are moving. Stars streak by, blurred into motion by our inconceivable acceleration.


He emits a small laugh. "Absurd, isn't it? I stole it from an old movie, just to get us in the mood."


We slam to a halt in a system far from Sol, one with no planets and girdled instead by vast artificial islands fashioned from comets and asteroids, strung together in a loose ring. Some of the habitats are almost as old as those around Earth, and their elements may well have been created in the same cosmic furnace, billions of years ago. This vast crown of thorns vanishes to a one-dimensional line as it stretches around the plump red dwarf at the heart of the system.


"Do you know where we are?" Bergamasc asks.


"Somewhere in the Round," I guess. "The constellations haven't changed much." There are two hundred and forty systems within ten parsecs of Sol, most of them red dwarfs. I don't have the information at hand to tell which one this is.


"You're looking at Vanguard—continuously occupied since the third millennium and home now to a hundred million people. More, if you count the components of gestalts and singletons as separate. Staunch proponents of the Containment and Quarantine policy, they've been quite a thorn in my side these recent years. You wouldn't know it to look at the system, though, would you? There hasn't been a single shot fired here. All our sparring is done with words."


"How very civilized," I say.


"I like to think so." He gestures and we are moving again, rocketing past more systems in the Round, then out into the vast complex of gaseous bubbles that dominates the region surrounding Sol. Billions of years of star-formation and supernovae have created an intricate, three-dimensional structure that evolves as it rotates around the heart of the galaxy. Stars are scattered like tiny jewels everywhere I look.


We stop a second time in system dominated by a bright blue giant with a single, yellow companion. Civilization lurks in the relative shadow of the companion, following its orbit around the larger star and soaking up energy like a sponge. The system is alive with radio noise, both random and directed.


"New Esperance," Bergamasc says. "I was born here."


"Really." I keep my tone carefully disinterested.


"Yes. Look." We zoom closer to the habitat. Line relays carry signals out of the system via dozens of powerful maser beams. Its dock is extensive and filled with every possible variation of spaceship. There are thousands of them. "Pilgrims, for the most part. There's a shrine here, I'm told. Never been to it myself. Probably cause a riot if I did."


We are on our way again, swooping along the galaxy's Local Arm to where it joins the larger Sagittarius Arm. We are moving so quickly now that I feel giddy. Stars whiz by too fast to take in. Humanity's machines cling to these tiny lights like moths, sustaining their wards in unaccountable ways. I am left with an impression of life everywhere, in every possible form. I see no overt sign of the catastrophe Bergamasc trumpets as the reason for his invasion of Earth—no destroyed habitats, no tumbling corpses—but there is a militarized edge visible everywhere. Vast fleets gather on the borders of civilized spaces; strange weapons acquire targets and prepare to fire.


We slow down in a system comprised of eight stars orbiting a truly enormous supergiant. Here the sense of industry is at fever pitch. Every world in our crowded vicinity is overflowing with people. The vacuum hums with information.


"This is Hyperabad, where it all started," Bergamasc tells me. "Here's where I found my calling, as it were. It's not my home, but it's probably the closest thing I have to one now. Emotions run very high here. I've been shot at more times than I can count—and the gifts are sometimes more than I can bear."


"Why are you showing me all this?"


He glances over his shoulder at me, disappointed, as though his motives should be obvious. "So you know what you're fighting."


"I'm not fighting this place, or any of the others you've shown me. The people who live here are not my enemies. I'm just defending my own."


"The difference is academic, Jasper. If you're not fighting us, then we should be on the same side. Why aren't we, exactly?"


I don't dignify the question with an answer.


He persists. "I mean that quite seriously. It'd be much easier for both of us if we weren't enemies. The Earth wouldn't be a battleground and I'd be able to direct my attention elsewhere. You could go back to doing your thing without me getting in the way. Nothing would have to change, not really."


His easy, overly familiar superiority vexes me in ways I cannot properly express. "Take me back to my cell. There's no mystery there."


"You don't have to be my prisoner," he says. "I'm offering you a way out."


"You want more than I can give."


"I'm not asking for the world," he snaps, infuriated himself now. "Just its name."


"Everything we have, in other words."


"Don't be overdramatic."


"Is that what I'm being? Let's see how calm you are, when you have nothing left to call your own."


"I've been there," he says.


The virtual view jolts into motion. Were I in a real space vessel, I would have crossed half the galaxy in less than a minute. The dusty core swings by us, ablaze in all frequencies. We swing through its outermost edge, and then back out into the fringes.


"There's one more thing I want you to see." Bergamasc is pacing again.


I fold my arms and wait out the illusion. When we stop, we appear to be hanging over a cold cinder of a world, sole companion of a flare-wracked star. The surface of the planet is clearly sterile, but I make out geometric shapes that might once have been transport grids, and burned patches where cities could have rested. We are far out on the edge of the Milky Way. One side of the sky is glorious with the spiral of the galaxy, seen at an angle so it gashes blazingly across the firmament. The other side is dark and empty, apocalyptic.


"What is this place?"


"The first hit by the Slow Wave."


"The thing that killed the Forts did this?"


"No." He shakes his head. "We did—humans in a panic when the old regime fell. This is our real enemy, Jasper: chaos, fear, mistrust, decay. That's what I'm fighting, because if we backslide any further, we'll lose everything. Piece by piece, the great works we accomplished will crumble to dust—and if we're unlucky or particularly stupid, we'll all follow. So I've set myself up as a symbol of hope—a rallying point for those who want the same things as me, and a threat to anyone standing in our way. That's why I have to come down hard on those who don't buy the act. It's not because I'm afraid you'll expose the truth. It's because everyone already knows the truth, but as long as no one speaks it aloud we can get on with the business of rebuilding."


"It's utter fantasy," I tell him. "Group hypnosis. Hysteria. And you have the gall to call me delusional."


"Indeed I do. Because what I do helps people. We are rebuilding. We are making progress. What are you doing but sitting on your arse in your backward corner of the universe, contemplating your own centre of gravity? Tell me what good that is doing the galaxy!"


"God moves in mysterious ways, Bergamasc. Those words are older than either of us."


"Utter nonsense." He sticks his fingers into his hair and grips his skull as though in agony. "Sometimes I wonder if we'll ever agree on anything."


"Why do we have to? Creation is large enough to accommodate our differences."


"Not while you refuse to give me the Earth."


The illusion dissolves around us. I am back in my plastic cell. My ear itches where the message mosquito bit it. I am assaulted physically, mentally, and emotionally.


Bergamasc is no longer in the cell with me. I don't watch him as he paces like a tiger on the wrong side of the cage, but I can hear him. The rhythm now seems more hesitant than martial, limping along to an uncertain destination. I wonder if he will bring in Helwise again, to do that which he himself can't stomach.


"Earth will never be yours," I tell him. "Not while I live."


"So why don't I just pull out a pistol right now and shoot you dead?"


There it is: the first uttering of the threat he will one day make real.


"You can't do that," I say, thinking of the days in his future that I've yet to see.


"Why not? All that's stopping me is my inclination to keep you alive, not your so-called divinity. Only a foolish man would rely on the permanence of that impulse."


It's too difficult to explain to him. "Anything born can die," I concede.


"You were born, then?" He waits for an answer, then persists. "I've shown you where I came from. You could return the favor."


I don't answer because I don't need to. He finds the place in his own time. That I know for certain.


 


A pink dawn shines on the tip of a cast-iron arrow, upthrust by a seventeen-meter-high statue of the Roman god Vulcan. Sunlight and metal, fire and forge—this is the first thing I ever saw, and the image haunts me still. In my ears rang the words of a man I closely resembled, as though he had spoken them just moments before:


"A civilization able to envision God and to embark on the colonization of space will surely find the way..."


To do what? To where? The thought was unfinished. I could sense its incompleteness hanging in the air of the pine forest crowding the base of the sandstone tower on which the mighty statue stood, arrow in one hand, hammer in the other. By Vulcan's left foot rested—and still rests, I hope—the anvil of his craft. Armorer of the gods, builder of the thrones of Mount Olympus, patron deity of the alchemists, he gazed not at me but at the sky, as though waiting for something to come out of it.


A god, perhaps. A gods' god, clad in fire and steeped in the ages. A human god cut loose of the shackles of causality and free to wander the eternity of time...


"Hello, Jasper," spoke a voice into my mind, and I recognized its source just as I recognized myself: the Apparatus, the being whose sole existence is to act as factotum to the rightful ruler of Earth. Knowledge trickled into me: the sprawling inheritance of every person born after the twenty-first century. Layers upon layers of fact and fiction, interpretation and spin—almost a million years of pooled knowledge that summed up the thoughts and history of the species that created me. Intricate pathways reminiscent of trees branching—or rivers, or veins—led me back in time from that moment to the man whose physical form I have been given, and whose words still rang on the crisp, morning air.


An image of an ammonite came to me then, as though from a dream. The thought of a gunshot, too, had currency. But how could I have dreamed of anything before I was alive? I put the strange thought from my mind and concentrated on the world around me.


"Thank you," I told the Apparatus. "I'll be glad of your company."


The enduring backbone of Red Mountain lay firm beneath my feet. Under the reaching limbs of the endless forest lay the remains of the magic city, the Birmingham of Edward O. Wilson's birth. The man who had once been called Charles Darwin's natural heir hadn't lived long enough to become an Old-Timer, but his works have not been forgotten. Immortalized in the collective memory of humanity, he has been granted a memorial of a kind in me, this new Vulcan—an intersection of fire and forge, sunlight and metal, humanity and god.


The sentence completed itself in my mind, summoned from memory as easily as breathing: "...find the way to save the integrity of this planet and the magnificent life it harbors."


I took a deep breath and set out on foot through the sycamore, oak, and pine in search of Shade's Valley and Black Warrior River. With my metabolism attuned more closely to the rhythm of the Earth, I had all the time in the world to see what the future held.



Part Two
"Satan's Music, and the Glance of Siren Eyes"


It has stopped snowing over southeastern Australia, and the light reflecting off the back of the continent's largest glacier is blindingly bright. I am traversing it in slow, unhurried steps, taking stock of the world's wonders with no clear destination.


The day doesn't last long before dawn comes again and I am once more embroiled in war.


We are discussing tactics, Alice-Angeles, the Apparatus and I. Our next target is a munitions dump on the former Libyan coast. I am distracted and withdrawn. Today, Bergamasc's ultimatum hangs over me like a black cloud.


"Is it worth the risk?" I ask them. They have learned not to take such questions rhetorically, for humanity's god is allowed to experience the odd moment of doubt.


"It's just sitting there," says Alice-Angeles, her fine, hairless features pinched with determination. "They think we're on the other side of the planet. We'll be in and out before they can scramble a single suborbital."


The Apparatus backs her up. "Traffic movements do suggest that the facility has been left unusually vulnerable following insurgencies in the mid-African farm belt. This mission therefore has a high probability of success."


"If we can see that, then he can see it too." I want to tell them what I know about Imre Bergamasc: that he is a ruthless tactician; that he probably has a spy among us even now; that he will eventually take me captive, somehow, and threaten me with execution because he is too busy to keep me alive. But what point would that serve, except to fill my functionaries with a sense of futility? The battle is important, regardless of the war. The journey, not the destination, is paramount.


Later, Imre Bergamasc will bring up the matter of the munitions dump, as he will the trap in Paratlantis.


"You kept us waiting longer than we expected," he'll say, a single line of frustration between his eyes. "Longer than we could plausibly maintain the breach in security. When you did come, the attack was botched and you retreated. Both of us failed, that time, but it was your hesitation that did us both in. Why did you take so long? We'd have been spared a full year of war if you'd moved when you were supposed to."


There is little satisfaction in the thought of less war for those on the losing side, so I say nothing. Let him come to his own conclusions about each individual campaign. I am more concerned with the larger picture—and this is something Alice-Angeles and the Apparatus also fail to grasp. What is one munitions dump in the long arc of the war, one planet when the fate of an entire galaxy is at stake, and one man against the long-term survival of the human race?


These are the thoughts that consume me.


"Sometimes I wonder," Bergamasc will say, "if you were hard to catch because your tactics were brilliant, or if your movements were completely random."


"God always has a purpose."


"I've yet to see it."


I think about what he has said in his future and my past. Not about the deadline, for to me that is meaningless, but his accusation that I haven't tried hard enough to put myself in his shoes. Could that be true? I certainly spent a great deal of time trying to anticipate his tactics and motives. That, however, is not the same thing. Late in my captivity, our conversation is dominated by his theories about the Apparatus and his inability to accept my true nature. Perhaps I have paid too little attention to who he is and what he needs. After all, he will be the one holding the gun to my head, if I fail to satisfy him.


But how can I satisfy someone who refuses so stubbornly to accept the truth? What more will it take? He has it all now, except for the Apparatus, and while I retain that bargaining chip, he surely won't do anything too drastic.


Unless he's decided that the value of the chip has now exceeded the irritation of my continued existence. Or I have fascinated him so much that he's willing to test me to the point of destruction. Which way has Imre Bergamasc, would-be Prime Minister of Earth, fallen?


I do not know him well enough to answer, so the problem remains.


Perhaps there is something I have missed. Perhaps my assumption that I've told him everything is incorrect. I probe my memories of the days we have shared, he and I, from that first exchange of words the day he arrived in orbit, with the engines of his army outshining the stars. I lay the recollections before me like pieces of a puzzle, fragmented and jumbled as they came to me.


The day passes. My uncertainty lingers.


 


Our times in captivity vary greatly. There was no torture for Imre Bergamasc in Lop Nur. He was treated civilly when Alice-Angeles and the others finally caught up with us, shaken but unharmed. We regrouped and loaded as much as we could into the five remaining vehicles. Only when we were ready to leave did I take a moment to greet our captive.


He stepped out of the six-wheeler with elegant control, a man smaller than I with a shock of white hair and slender limbs. Two troopers brought him to a halt five paces from me. His wrists were bound in front of him, and his blue gaze flicked from face to face until he saw me. Then he straightened.


"I've seen your picture, Dennis Jasper Murphy," he said without a trace of unease on his face. "Glad to finally make your acquaintance."


"Call me Jasper. The feeling isn't mutual."


I held the dead man's switch tightly in my left hand while the rain thundered relentlessly into the mud between us. We didn't step any closer to each other than that.


"Shall I kill him?" asked Alice-Angeles.


"Why?"


"With him dead, the war ends."


"One of his generals would take over. Motivated by a genuine grievance, they'd fight even harder."


"Quite right," Bergamasc agreed. "The last thing you want is Helwise on your case."


I remembered the cold-faced woman who would interrogate me in the future of that moment. He didn't know that I knew her, but he spoke as though I ought to. That psychological game, I told myself, would never work.


"It's all right," I said to Alice-Angeles. "We're going to win the war, so it's important we be courteous—even forgiving—along the way. He's only doing what he thinks is right."


"You really believe you can stand up to the entire galaxy?" Bergamasc asked me.


"I see only one man in front of me. One man challenging God. The odds, you'll find, are heavily stacked in my favor."


"I guess it depends on where you're standing," he said.


"I know exactly where I'm standing." I pointed at the common grave nearby, where five of my own troopers lay. "Your man is buried over there. You can collect him later."


"Thanks, but that's okay. There are plenty more like Al where I come from."


His lack of concern surprised me. What kind of leader spoke with such disdain of a fallen comrade? Only later did I learn that the soldier called Alphin Freer is a member of that class of human called "singletons," whose identity has been copied many times over, making the issue of an individual's death much harder to measure than the demise of a single body.


"Get him in back inside," I told Alice-Angeles. "I want us in Malan by nightfall." By the time dawn strikes Station Zero, I really meant. "If he moves so much as a finger, knock him out."


"What happened to being courteous?" Bergamasc asked as she shoved him back toward the six-wheeler.


I put the switch back into my pocket. "I have limits."


"You and me both."


 


Those words seem prophetic to me later, as I reflect on his ultimatum in my cold, stone cell. Was he warning me, even then, that we might come to such an end? Does he too have a rudimentary sense of the future as a place that already exists, that our only mission in life is to find our way there, by whatever means we possess in our individual natures?


The day he took me into his custody couldn't have been more different. I was frog-marched at the centre of a cordon of no less then twelve soldiers in full battle dress, two of them Alphin Freers that obviously held a grudge for their twin's demise in Lop Nur. They paraded me in front of a vast assembly of captured frags, while Imre Bergamasc brooked no uncertainty over his intentions.


"Behold the man you call your God! Not so grand now, is he?"


The assembly was silent and unmoving. All I heard was the susurrus of breath, multiplied a thousand times over.


"I am proud of you," I told them, moved by their resolute stillness. "You are the true inheritors of Earth!"


A rifle butt knocked me to the ground, but not before my words were picked up by the frags nearest me and passed in whispers through the ranks. Too late, my cordon hauled me unceremoniously from view. I heard the murmur rising through the walls as rough hands thrust me to the ground.


"He's a one-man crusade," commented a massive, heavily scarred man leaning against one wall with arms folded across his barrel chest. "Look at him, taking all our glory."


"Save it, Render." Helwise was there too, and a fourth person I hadn't seen before: a slight blonde woman with green eyes. She watched me closely as I struggled to my feet and stood, waiting with dull certainty for the next blow. The solid iron links of my chains were supposed, I assumed, to be symbolic, yet in a strange way I had never before felt more triumphant.


Here they were, the members of the pretender king's inner circle, all in one spot—and I among them! If only I'd had a bomb, or a single word that would convert them all.


"Is everyone on this fucking planet a frag?" Helwise asked as the sound of the crowd grew louder still.


"There's no shame in that," I told her.


"This guy isn't a frag," said one of the Freers. "He's a Prime."


"There's no shame in that, either."


"I know," Bergamasc agreed, and I understood for the first time, then, that he was a Prime too, a deliberate throwback to the oldest form of humanity. He circled me like a hungry predator. "Why do they follow you?"


"They follow God."


"Whose will is handed to them by you, I suppose."


"The two are inseparable."


"I see. So what other end do you envisage than me crushing your resistance and making the Earth my own?"


"Your role in this drama is less important than you imagine."


"You're going to tell me that I'm acting in accordance with God's will, whether I want to or not." Before I could shake my head, he ploughed on, "Were I to retreat to orbit and sterilize the surface of this pain-in-the-arse planet, that would obviously be what God wanted."


There was no point arguing with his primitive misconceptions, or his sarcasm. "You won't do that."


"No." He moved in closer, still circling, so close we almost brushed against each other. "But the temptation is very real. You have to understand that. I've taken such measures before, in the best interests of the galaxy. I'm not going to let one tiny world stand in my way."


"Earth is more than just a world. It's an idea. It's the birthplace of God."


I would have told him more, perhaps, but his patience had run out. "Enough about God! I've been running that scam myself for longer than I care to remember. There's no more fervent atheist than a prophet who doesn't believe in himself."


He backed off, snapping his fingers at the Freers. "Take him away. I'll work out what to do with him later."


The scarred soldier leaned in as I was manhandled through the door. "You'll soon be broken down," he said, "like all the rest."


I stared resolutely at the long, metal corridor ahead.


 


Later, the blonde woman came to see me.


"My name is Emlee Copas," she said, standing comfortably on the other side of the clear plastic pane separating me from freedom, dressed in a loose blue shipsuit bearing no visible markings of rank or honor. "Imre's agreed to let me talk to you because I'm a Prime too. So's Render, who you spoke to earlier. He's an Old-Timer, in fact, with a greater claim on this planet than either you or Imre will ever have. I find that ironic, don't you?"


I stared at her, holding the silence until it became uncomfortable.


"There's actually something I want to ask you," she went on. "The frag situation fascinates us. We've only seen a handful of planets populated by nothing but frags, and they've always been something special. We've dissected a couple of yours who were killed in battle and discovered that they, like the frags of every other Fort in the galaxy, were connected by Q loop technology, the same thing targeted by the Slow Wave. So whatever was going on here, it was stopped dead by the same thing that killed the Continuum. What was going on here, Jasper? Was the whole population of the planet linked into the mind of a single Fort?"


This was my first attempt to explain. "Let me tell you something, Emlee Copas. There's no difference between you and my followers. We're all part of a greater whole. By that I don't mean the galactic civilization you belong to—although I'm sure your leader has you firmly convinced that this is indeed the whole of human experience—but the inner whole, aspirations that speak to more than just territory and possessions."


"I have a brain of my own," she said with a scowl. "I make up my own mind."


"Then hear what I have to say. Civilization is important; don't get me wrong on that point. We wouldn't be here now but for that step up the ladder. But it's only one step of many, and you can see how easy it is to trip up, now your Forts are gone.


"Continuity and synchrony are the ties that hold any civilization together, for many diverse and widely separate layers must work at different rates to achieve the greatest good, sometimes without even knowing it. Take away those ties, and the fabric unravels.


"At the galactic level, across hundreds and thousands of years, those ties are stretched to their breaking points. If humanity is to evolve any further, it must find new ways to connect those far-flung parts."


"What kind of ties are you talking about, Jasper? Better communications? FTL travel? Is that what you were working on here?"


I shook my head in irritation. "This is where the metaphor breaks down. You're like an architect designing a skyscraper large enough to reach the moon by simply adding more floors. That's not nearly enough. Everything—foundations, materials, design—must be fundamentally reassessed. That's why, after almost a million civilized years, we're still struggling to connect the dots."


"But you've worked it out, I gather. You know what the answer is."


"I am the answer, Emlee. My very existence is proof that humanity can make the next step—from drawing a sketch to lifting the pencil right off the page and becoming the mind that makes the sketch unfold."


"Is this where God fits in?" she asked, frowning.


"God is the face humanity sees reflected in the void."


"Its own face or something else?"


"Its own face."


"And what does it look like, Jasper?"


"It's beautiful." Rapture filled me. "Abandon the old ways, Emlee Copas, and adopt the new, for what once was, and is, and will be are one."


I was standing with my face almost touching the plastic pane, as close to her as I could possibly come. If I could convince her, she would convince Bergamasc, and my real work would begin.


"I don't think that's going to happen any time soon," she said, her posture relaxed and unimpressed. "But give it your best shot, by all means. Or was that it? Are you done now? Can we move on to more important things?"


She was utterly unmoved. Naturally, I thought, Bergamasc wouldn't send someone easily converted to be my first interrogator.


"My work is far from finished," I said, stepping back from the plastic barrier. "And there is nothing more important on Earth than that work. You'll come to realize it, in your own time. I know it."


"You won't find us as easy to convince as a bunch of lost frags, believe me."


"I wouldn't have it any other way."


She left, and I spent the next four days in the cell alone.


 


Memory consumes me. I am unused to reviving my personal past so determinedly, for so long. There's rarely any necessity, thanks to the way the tangle of time unspools around me. I find the two difficult to separate on occasion, and distracting to an extreme.


While hiking among a landscape of reds and oranges, I unexpectedly experience another moment of genuine disorientation, one in which I do not know where or when I am. My limbs feel heavy. My mind is fogged. I'm lying on my side, curled into a ball, on a hard surface that is vibrating rapidly against my skin. I can't move my hands or feet. There appears to be bag over my head. I smell ozone and sweat.


"He's awake," someone says.


The bag is pulled away. Light strikes my sensitive eyes, and for a full second I don't recognize Bergamasc leaning over me.


"Hello, Jasper. Are you feeling okay?"


"Where am I?"


"You tell me. What's the last thing you remember?"


"Climbing in the Kimberleys." I struggle to focus. "Before the war."


"Really?" Bergamasc glances at someone out of my sight. "You don't remember what we were talking about last night?"


"No. What day was that?"


He looks unsatisfied by my responses, but not resigned. "We gassed you, Jasper, so you'd sleep through the transition. If you hadn't noticed it passing, I thought we might find you out." He shrugs. "No matter. That's not the only card in the deck."


"I have no idea what you're talking about."


"No. I suppose not. It's not as if we've done this with your consent." Bergamasc smiles a fleeting challenge. "We've been studying you, while you've been our guest. You undergo a pronounced mood swing once a day, without any measurable physiological change. You display a kind of selective amnesia too, although that's not a consistent symptom. We've analyzed the transition from every possible angle in an attempt to figure it out. We've even moved you without you knowing, to see if that would change the timing of it. It didn't. We're as much in the dark as we were before. But we didn't waste our time completely. There was one small thing we noticed."


He pauses, waiting for me to ask. I don't give him the satisfaction.


"The transition is seasonal, or appears to be. That is, the period grows longer and shorter depending on the time of year. The difference is subtle but real. That tells me the transition is triggered by an event external to your head, an event tied to a particular place. The variation gives us a rough latitude—somewhere near the thirty-third parallel, as it happens. All we have to do is pick a time of day, and that will give us the longitude. I've reasoned that the event your transition is linked to isn't likely to be the rising of a particular star or planet; neither is it likely to be the phases of the moon.


"My guess is that it's either dawn or sunset. What do you think, Jasper? Can you shed some light on the subject? Pardon the pun, naturally."


I can tell by his tone that he already knows the answer to the question. "Spare me the charade, Bergamasc. You're wasting your energy."


"I don't think so. We're still trying to figure you out. You might be suffering from a multiple personality disorder with delusions of grandeur on the side. In other words, this could be a fantasy you've concocted in order to make yourself feel special. Or is there really something to the transition, something we should look at more closely? This is the scientific method, Jasper. I'm testing you the only way I'm able."


I want to tell him that God cannot be tested, but of course that isn't true. The true God arises out of humanity, and humanity in turn arises out of the universe and all its laws. Emergent properties abound, and while they may not always be predictable, they are definitely examinable by science.


So I say nothing.


His expression doesn't change. "Open the doors, Al."


A crack opens in the wall to my right, letting in a powerful, whipping wind. My eyes, only recently adjusted to the interior light, are blinded once again by the sun. I hold up a hand to blot out the glare while I struggle to focus. I dimly discern the blue of sky and the green of vegetation. That we are in an airship is immediately clear, hovering a hundred meters or so above the ground. I make out hills, a valley, the slow meander of a river.


In direct view below us, a forty-meter-high stone tower rises out of the sycamore, oak and pine, with a cast-iron giant on its summit, proudly holding an arrow up to the stars.


"Very quaint," says Bergamasc. "I've been watching the area for a week. There's nothing here but this old thing, and no funny business going on inside it. But every time the sun hits the tip of that arrow, you change, no matter where you are. What's going on, Jasper? What's so important about this place?"


My heart feels ready to break as I stare down at Vulcan. He is looking directly at me, calmly confident. "This is where I was born," I say.


"What does that have to do with your transition? Why the mood swings and amnesia? Why here?"


"Why not here? It's important that God remains tied to the cycles of the Earth, to the womb of humanity. It is humbling. You call yourself a Prime, but I see in you the consequences of forgetting our origins."


"And I see in you the consequences of passive self-righteousness. How far would this God of yours have spread if you never left the planet?"


"God isn't a plague that propagates across the stars—although you might think of it that way. God simply is, acknowledged or not."


"We're all part of God," Bergamasc repeats, "so we're all doing God's will. Well, in a moment, I'm going to ask Al here to take out a rifle and melt that statue where it stands."


I straighten in alarm. "Why would you do that?"


"To see if it changes the timing or frequency of your transitions. It would be far easier for me if our conversations weren't constantly interrupted and I didn't have to explain what we were up to every time we talked."


"But it's a relic of the Old-Times, priceless—"


"What does that matter? We're making new and grander history on a million worlds, far from here. That's where you'll find God, I suspect, not in some rusty artifact on a forgotten world."


"God is everywhere, from the very large to the very small. You can't possibly know how it all fits together."


"And you do? Or are you just kidding yourself?"


"I must have known, or how would I have resisted you for so long?"


"That's what I want to find out. Was it luck or because some secret Fort helped you?"


"Why can't the answer be God?"


"Because I don't believe." He is angry now, angry in a way I've never seen before. "God is either a crutch for the weak or a tool for the strong. It's nothing else. Whatever's going on with you, there has to be another explanation. If you looked as long and hard at yourself as I have, you'd know what it was. Or perhaps you do know, and you simply won't tell me."


A fleeting fear, that I might be thrown bodily from the aircraft, tossed out like garbage, races through me.


"Something happened here," growls Bergamasc. "Something important, just before the Forts died, something involving all the frags. An experiment, perhaps, and whatever killed the Forts also stopped that experiment in its tracks. I think that you're the result of that experiment—incomplete and self-deluded, but here all the same. At least partly finished."


"God isn't made in a test-tube."


"No. Exactly. So what are you, Jasper? What are you?"


I cannot give him an answer that he hasn't already dismissed.


 


We land and I am imprisoned behind the bars of a cell they have constructed in Vulcan's sandstone plinth. I don't know if Bergamasc ever made good on his promise to destroy the statue, but my daily ritual continues unchecked.


Outside I hear the sound of trees being felled to make way for Bergamasc's camp. I do not mourn them as I mourn the frags who have died in my service, but I do feel a pang of regret with each mighty, slow-motion collapse. If my enemy truly does fell whole worlds as easily as he levels this ancient forest, am I only delaying the axe-blow by standing in his path?


I know how the war progresses and that at some point I am captured; but how that capture comes about is still unknown to me. What if it's true that I have been betrayed without knowing it? Bergamasc may be mistaken and misguided, but I have rarely known him to lie.


If I had executed him while he was in my hands, as Alice-Angeles suggested, I might have spared myself this dilemma. A general of lesser charisma and inferior brilliance could actually have been easier to deal with, in the long run. Helwise's instincts would have been to crush our resistance at any cost to the Earth itself, and that would have resulted in outright war with the Round. The galaxy would never have stood for that. Instead I am entangled in this complex game whose rules change as quickly as they come into focus.


Because I didn't kill him...


We had little to say to each other in Lop Nur, and not just because I had the safety of Alice-Angeles and the others on my mind. I decided while on the journey to Malan that I would leave Bergamasc there with the nuke that I had promised to abandon. His own jamming would prevent him calling for help, and thus alerting his underlings that we could be safely targeted. That head start, I hoped, would give us the edge we needed to get to safety.


We did talk some, though, in Malan, sheltered for the night in a self-repairing nuclear waste complex, circa the twenty-second century, when he commented on our out-of-date provisions.


I responded that humanity has existed in an anachronistic state ever since it invented history. For almost a million years, the layers of knowledge we have created have been pressing against each other like geological strata. Faults and folds create strange juxtapositions and resonances between facts that are otherwise entirely unconnected, giving present society a richness unimaginable in earlier times.


He agreed, noting his own use of anachronistic terms and tactics, and technology too. "Whatever works. The ends justify the means."


"What if your ends are the wrong ends? What if anachronism isn't enough?"


"For what?"


"For the attainment of humanity's grandest desire: to become as gods."


He frowned, an expression with which I am now very familiar. "You think we should be more anachronistic?"


"More than anachronistic," I said. "That's just the first step."


Before I could explain more, Alice-Angeles interrupted to tell me that the Apparatus had found a landline into the complex. The gestalt possessed data I needed to see immediately.


I ended the conversation with Bergamasc without regret, and I let him go in Malan, just as I promised myself I would. He tried to talk to me before we parted ways, but I ignored him. I had a campaign to prepare for, other priorities. He looked puzzled and hurt as we drove away. Chained to the side of the nuke, he appeared, in the relentless rain, to be transparent and devoid of color. He seemed to find my ignoring of him far more affronting than resentment or hatred.


Two days out of Malan, we were pounded by micro-missiles dropped from orbit. The fury of the attack was unprecedented. Alice-Angeles and I barely escaped with our lives. My boxer was killed when a sliver of metal sliced half his head clean off. Even dying, he tried to protect me, clutching at my arm to hold me close. I had to shake him loose with some considerable effort.


 


Another dawn ticks by, and Bergamasc is sitting before me, holding a new moon of bread crust in one hand. I smell the rich aromas of olive oil and cheese. The produce is fresh and of local origin. Occasionally I can smell baking from beyond the walls of my stone cell.


"Welcome back," he says. "Have a nice trip?"


I realize then that this is no ordinary day. It falls between the second and third dawns of his ultimatum—and if he has his way, it will be my last. There have been times when, in the grip of a fleeting fury, I have thought him quite capable of the attempt. What mood will he be in tomorrow morning?


We were talking a moment ago, he and I, but for a moment I can't place the terminus of our conversation.


Instead I ask him, "How much do you think you know?"


"You tell me. Don't you already know how this conversation will end?"


"It doesn't work like that."


"Why don't you tell me how it does work, then? I'm listening."


I think back to Malan, and to the few words we exchanged there, and I decide that I am tired of playing games.


"It's really not so complicated. I don't see time the way you do—but that doesn't mean I see the future. Not as you think it means. I can see some parts of your future, sometimes. Not all of them. It's the same with the past. I can see the days I've lived, just like you, only my days don't clock forward one at a time. My life winds through the past and future, following a different kind of progression to the one you're used to. And why shouldn't that be so? Physics shows us that this moment we both call 'the present' is the one that matters. How we came to be here, and where we go from here, is entirely arbitrary."


He is listening. "Can you control which days you see?"


"No, and I can't revisit a day I've already lived. I can only keep moving, as you do, but..." My right hand inscribes a complicated spiral through the air. "...around."


"You've never told me this before. Why not?"


"I knew I would tell you at some point. That point is now. Sooner or later, by your frame of reference, means nothing to me."


He nods slowly. "Hence the transition. Hence your mood swings. And hence the mistakes you made on the field, too. Presumably you didn't learn a key piece of information you'd need on some days until after those days were passed—because there are gaps in your history, counterbalanced by the fact that you can see some days in the future. Right?"


"You persist in believing that I made mistakes. But apart from that, you are correct. Does that mean you believe me?"


His gaze dissects me like a blue-diamond scalpel. He doesn't immediately answer the question. "Tell me something about the future, Jasper. Tell me about one of the days you've lived that I haven't yet."


I have anticipated this. "No."


"Why not? Are you worried about changing the future? I wouldn't have thought that possible, since it's already in your past."


"It isn't possible, and I am not a circus performer."


"What if I were to give you a detailed history of our campaign here on Earth? Troop deployments, supply lines, objectives, everything. You could take that information back into the past and use it while working out your tactics on those days you haven't lived. Would that cause a conflict?"


"It would if I were to do it. I won't."


"But you could. That's what you're telling me. And in a sense, you already have. You've used this supposed trick of yours to stay one step ahead of me, until we caught you in a way you didn't foresee."


"I do what I can to survive, and to keep the ones I hold dear alive too. That's all anyone does."


"True enough." Again the blue gaze pierces me, then darts away. "You haven't told me why, yet—why you're like this. Is there a reason, or were you just born that way? A freak, a sport?"


"I am neither," I tell him, my tone wounded, and I wish momentarily that I had never tried to explain. The concept stands so clearly in my mind that I am dismayed he does not grasp it immediately. "Anachronism, a mistake in time, is inevitable for beings with memory. We hold the history of humanity in our heads—millions of novels, inventions, maps, formulae, everything. Is it any wonder they begin to overlap?


"This overlapping forms a glue that binds human culture together down almost a million years. But alone it is not enough to take us to the next stage of our evolution. Bigger, longer-lived, more powerful, yes; but to become fundamentally different, we need something more powerful than memory alone."


"Fundamentally different how?" he asks.


"Well, humanity has always aspired to become like its gods. The god latter-day humanity needs is one that doesn't know the meaning of the word 'anachronistic' The overlapping of memory is inferior to the overlapping of time itself. Do you see? When we genuinely experience all times as one, there will be no mistakes in time. When we have become achronistic rather than merely anachronistic, we will go from being well-dressed apes to God manifest—beyond time, beyond death, beyond human."


I study him, seeking any sign at all that he has begun to understand. But, in truth, I'm not surprised that Bergamasc resists the pull of nonlinear chronologies. He is a military man, heavily steeped in macroscopic notions of cause and effect. It will take him time to accept that macroscopic phenomena are ephemeral, that the universe dances to unimaginably complex rhythms at the scales of the very small and the very large. We are sandwiched between them, bacteria caught in two glass slides, and we are foolish to forget the eye peering down the microscope at us.


"To what end?" Bergamasc asks, tugging at the fraying limits of his understanding like a bulldog. "There is no end, and no point. I mean, look at you. One day you're here; tomorrow you could imagine yourself free again. In that sense, you can escape these bars as easily as falling asleep. But the bars aren't ever going away, Jasper. What sort of life is that?"


"It's beyond such concepts, beyond time itself."


"Again, you would say that."


"Because it's the truth. Human consciousness is an emergent phenomenon arising out of the complexity of our brains. We can make our brains larger in order to make our consciousness more powerful, but that's ultimately an evolutionary dead end. We have to become the phenomenon itself. We have to rise above our limitations."


He nods at that. "The death of the Forts has proved that no one is invincible. Even if your brain is as big as a galaxy, it's still based on some kind of physical medium. And any medium can be attacked."


"Not if the medium is spacetime itself," I tell him.


He raises an eyebrow. "Raw spacetime is slippery stuff. Poke it the wrong way and it dissolves back into garbage."


On these details I am somewhat hazy. The method of my creation died with the ancient minds of Earth. "The end is what matters, not the means. That's what you told me in Malan."


"Yes, I did." He examines me for a beat. "Do you really expect me to believe that the Forts here invented a way to write their thoughts onto the fabric of the universe, and they used it solely for some bizarre theological experiment?"


"There's nothing more important than the quest for God."


"Unless—" A new thought occurs to him. His eyes widen. He raises one hand and clicks thumb loudly against forefinger. "Yes. Perhaps there is a mind written on the vacuum, but it's not yours at all. Maybe it's the Fort we've been looking for so long. No wonder we haven't been able to find it on the ground or in the air. It's all around us! How do you access it? Do you just talk and it whispers back into your ear?"


I want to mock him as he once publicly mocked me. Of course, I'd like to say. It's that easy. It's just like having a pixie sitting on my shoulder, or a guardian angel everywhere I go. The greatest minds in the history of humanity spent their dying days building us a legacy of invisible friends.


"I don't understand you," I say instead. "You claim the Forts are dead, but here you are insisting there's one on Earth. You can't have it both ways."


"Maybe not a full Fort, then. Maybe just a gestalt. The point's the same."


"Equally ridiculous, you mean." I think of the Apparatus's ongoing silence, and I hope the worry doesn't show on my face. Have I said too much? "You can accept it if you wish."


"You've yet to give me a reason not to. In fact, you've built up a pretty convincing argument in favor of it. You had a Fort that was smarter than we are guiding your hand, but we've never found it. The interface between you and it must be so subtle I'd probably not recognize it even if you showed it to me. So it's written on spacetime, and we're at the same old standoff. You won't give me your little toy, and I can't keep you alive any longer on the off-chance you'll change your mind. Your belated little confession has gotten us nowhere. Nowhere at all."


I put a hand to my temple, filled with a fervent weariness. "I am the incarnation of the Godhood every human seeks. Accept that, and you will recognize the progress we have made."


"I can accept the possibility that what you're insinuating about spacetime is the truth. And maybe you do genuinely think you're experiencing life all out of order. But I don't accept that they're related. It's far more likely that you're jumbling things up to make sense of the way I beat you in the war. Have you worked it out yet, Jasper, by the way? Made any progress on that front?"


My face is a mask. "I'm not the one who needs to work things out."


"All right, but I need proof, Jasper. Proof that everything you're telling me is true. Even if I believe you, that wouldn't be enough. Faith won't heal the galaxy. Faith won't kill our enemies or bring back the Forts. You have to give me more than this."


"That's all there is," I tell him.


Shaking his head, he leaves me to think about stars in abundance and the death of gods—if that's what the Forts thought they were.


I promise myself that I won't make the same mistake.


 


The day passes slowly. I have spent many such days in my two different cells. Plastic and stone are interchangeable. This cell possesses a single narrow window through which natural light can enter. Some days all I do is wait for the patch of afternoon light it allows, then follow it with my gaze into dusk and darkness. All too quickly, that narrow patch of golden light comes and goes. The seconds tick on.


I think of him saying, "I understand you well enough, Jasper. I've faced more than a few reluctant collaborators in my time."


The accusation haunts me now for reasons I am unable to fathom. Haven't I fought him at every step? Haven't I done everything in my power to deny his will? There is surely no more I can do to prove that I am the exact opposite of who he believes I am. And yet I do not know how I was captured. The uncertainty surrounding that fateful day eats at me.


He has sowed doubt in me, and it grows against every ounce of will I throw against it.


An hour after nightfall, I hear a rattling at the door of my cell. I sit up straight, assuming Bergamasc has come to berate me again. My eyes open wide when I see who it is, creeping around the edge of the door like a shadow down a wall.


"Hello," whispers Alice-Angeles, taking me in with eyes perfectly equipped for infrared.


I scramble to my feet. "What are you doing here?"


"Rescuing you, if you want to be rescued," she says, coming closer. In her arms she cradles a heavy rifle. "We heard about what Bergamasc intends for tomorrow. Our supporters in the Round pulled every possible favor to give you this one, last chance. Are you coming?"


I open my mouth to tell her no. The mental battle is more important than the physical. Winning the latter without the former would be empty and pointless.


But what if Alice-Angeles' arrival is fate in action? If I turn my back on it, what does that make me? Wouldn't that prove Bergamasc right?


Her expression is determinedly neutral by the thin wedge of starlight allowed into the cell.


"All right," I say, taking her hand and accepting her help getting to my feet. I am stiff from my years of relative inactivity. I can feel long-disused chemical pathways reactivating all down my limbs. "Where are we going?"


"We've commandeered an airship and equipped it with counterfeit authorization codes. It's docked on the pad outside. We incapacitated the guards with airborne agents. You're still immune to Zebedee, obviously."


I nod. Yes, obviously, or I'd be out cold too. We had prepared for just such a contingency, never expecting we'd actually need it. "There must be security AIs in place."


"We're keeping them as busy as possible without drawing too much attention to our efforts. Really, the security here is very slack. The enemy has become overconfident."


"You could probably have done this months ago, if I'd let you."


"Yes," she said. "I'm too good at following orders."


"Yes, you are." I clap her on the shoulder and try to squeeze, filled with a surprising affection for her bland self-appreciation, but the armor of her camouflage suit stiffens instantly in resistance. "Let's get moving, shall we?"


She doesn't waste time acknowledging the order. I follow her out of the door and into the short corridor I have seen only once before. It leads to a spiral staircase that winds down to the distant ground. The steps are old and worn but impeccably clean. No doors or windows break the interior stonework at any point during our descent. My breath comes heavily before I reach halfway. Soon enough, though, my body adjusts to the sudden demand and the fire in my lungs eases.


Two frags in black await us at the bottom. I don't recognize either of them. The night air is cool and free against my cheeks, and I am surprised to find myself unconsciously weeping. Trees stand out in the lights of the landing field. I have almost forgotten what green looks like.


Above me, intact and whole, stands the magnificent form of Vulcan, still staring expectantly up at the stars.


Then all is motion and urgency. More frags wave from the base of a waiting airship, an adaptive hull design currently shaped like a fat spheroid, ten meters across. Alice-Angeles tugs me out into the open. A pang of agoraphobia strikes me. I have been confined so long that I can barely walk. The problem lies not in my legs or lungs, but my head. How can we possibly maintain our cover so long? Our luck must surely run out soon!


That eventuality arrives in the form of shouting from my right. The whiz of gunfire gets me moving properly. Adrenaline-fuelled blood surges through my veins. Being a trooper is something you never unlearn, and for me my last gun battle was only days ago.


There's no time to grab a weapon and fire back. The frags are determined to get me aboard the airship and away. Rifle fire pings and tings against the hull, but the hatch closes before the invaders can approach. My stomach lurches as powerful engines roar into life. The hull changes to a more aerodynamic shape, forcing the chamber around me to become narrower, more claustrophobic. My guts tell me that we are accelerating fast.


"Where are we going?" I call to Alice-Angeles over the engines. "Won't they be able to track us?"


"We want them to," she says, peeling off her armor like a crab slipping out of its shell. The pieces curl up when they hit the floor. "In two minutes, you and I are jumping out wearing these." She indicates two limp skinsuits in nonreflective gray that one of the frags is holding. "They're radar-absorbent and will deploy foils to bring us down on the target safely."


"What's at the target?"


"I'll explain if there's time. You'll want to undress now."


Under the combined emotionless gaze of the frags, I strip out of my gray prison garb and slip into the skinsuit. It hugs me like a lover, and I am conscious of a strange and inappropriate arousal. Is it the thought of freedom that excites me, or Alice-Angeles' slim body in its own gray sheath? I am not normally a sexual person; relationships are difficult to maintain in an achronistic framework, and frags emote very differently than Primes. It has been easier to leave that corner of my being fallow. Now, though, it has stirred. Why?


I can't disentangle the cause from the effect. So much novelty in so short a time is leaving me mentally and emotionally off balance. I don't know where to look.


The frags don't even notice. One of them opens a smaller hatch in the side of the airship, and desperately cold wind dispels any absurd illusions I might have entertained.


"After you," Alice-Angeles says with her strong hand gripping my shoulder. "The suit will take control as soon as you're falling."


I nod and move into position. The wind snatches at me with increased strength, and I resist only so long as it takes to brace myself. Then I fling myself forward into darkness, certain that anything Alice-Angeles has prepared will work perfectly.


As promised, the suit leaves me little to do. Deceptively strong aerofoils instantly unfurl from my arms and legs, stabilizing my fall. A moment later I sense the fabric changing shape in order to alter my orientation. My heart rises into my throat, making it difficult to breathe, as the forest below rushes up to meet me. I see nothing but leaves and branches, any one of which could take my head clean off. I fight the urge to close my eyes.


I penetrate a hole in the canopy, invisible until the very last second, and the suit puffs up like a parachute. Its all-over grip on my body spreads the sudden deceleration, but still I feel shaken by the jolt. I twist and hit the ground on my side, and roll several times across a bed of soft undergrowth. When I come to a halt, I can see faint neuronal ghosts firing in my eyes, but nothing else. The parachute retracts.


With a whistle and a protracted, crackling thud, Alice-Angeles follows, landing almost close enough to touch. The fabric of her suit briefly covers my face, and I brush it away with shaking hands. I can hear her breathing—heavy but regular—and am not surprised that she finds her feet before I do.


"Wait here," she says. I hear her moving through the undergrowth. Her hands find something other than vegetation. Plastic clasps unsnap. "I have a torch," she says, "but I'll wait a moment in case they see us."


Only then do I consciously note the whining of aircraft above. Landing lights glimmer through the foliage, but no searchlights. Our descent has gone unobserved. The vehicles fly in steady pursuit of our airship, their guns silent.


That's good, I think to myself. We've escaped and no one has been killed. Yet.


I try to call the Apparatus, but still it doesn't respond.


"Do you have weapons in that cache of yours?" I ask her.


"Yes. Would you like one?"


"Of course. I don't expect you to do all the hard work."


"It's not hard," she says, "to do what must be done."


"That's exactly what I've been telling myself these last few years." My fingers dig into the mess of leaves and twigs beneath me, and deeper, into the loamy soil of humanity's homeworld. A barrage of odors assaults my nose. "I could've taken the easy way out many times over, but I wouldn't give up hope. The enemy had to have a weak spot; all I had to do was find it, and convince him that he's wrong. But time ran out. He forced my hand. And now..."


"What?"


"Exactly, Alice-Angeles. We start again, I guess. When we're out of the woods, you can bring me up to date. We'll recall the troops, and make better use of our allies this time. This is our fight, but that doesn't mean we can't call for help when we need it. And need it we will. I've seen what we're up against. The cost could be higher than I ever imagined."


Alice-Angeles snaps on the light.


The first thing I see is her sitting in a bed of bracken, caught in the yellow glow like a child holding a torch. Her eyes seem very wide to me, making her look much younger than I know she is. This, my changing perception of her, causes me some concern. Frag, woman, child—why do I wrestle with her identity now, when I should be thinking of nothing but escape and the renewal of my quest?


She doesn't move, and it is her stillness that draws my gaze into the trees. Behind her I see two people in black holding rifles trained in our direction. A third moves to my right. A cold feeling rushes across my skin, and I look all around me, searching for what I know will be there. Two more people, sixty degrees apart on my left, complete the circle.


My palms itch for the weapons Alice-Angeles could have given me if I'd moved sooner. One against five are odds I wouldn't wish on anyone.


But Alice-Angeles is holding only the torch in her hands, and she doesn't look surprised at all.


"Lucky he isn't selling lottery tickets," says a familiar voice. To my right, Helwise MacPhedron tugs off her helmet. "He certainly didn't see this coming."


"It's such a sick picture." Render's gravel voice comes from my left, allowing me to guess who the others are. Emlee Copas's small frame is planted firmly beside Render; Alphin Freer stands ahead of me, next to their leader, whose white-haired head emerges from behind its anonymous armor.


"Hello, Jasper," he says. "I'm sorry it came to this."


I stand up on legs that have returned to feeling as though they are made of water. "There's no limit to your cruelty, is there?"


"Not cruelty. Necessity. I needed to see how far you'd go." He has the decency to look abashed. "I'm certain now that setting you free won't solve anything. Believe me, that was still an option, but if I haven't convinced you not to fight, after all we've talked about, then I never will. I really do have no choice, now, but to keep our bargain. And besides—" I know what he's about to say before the words leave his lips. "I had to know whether there's any truth at all to your talk of seeing the future. As Helwise says, it looks like there isn't."


I want to scream my frustration. "This wasn't a test I could ever pass. You set me up to fail. There was no way I could have predicted that Alice-Angeles would betray me."


"Actually, I disagree. It's not the first time she's done it, you see."


I can only stare at Alice-Angeles, who displays no obvious regret or guilt. She is impossible to read on any emotional level.


"Were you the traitor the first time around, too?" I ask her. "Were you Bergamasc's spy?"


She makes no attempt to dissemble. "I was."


"Why, Alice-Angeles?"


"Because I don't want to die."


I am struck dumb with a sudden urge to weep. My trusted lieutenant has chosen to stand rather than fall with all the frags who have been lost to our cause. How can I argue with that? A theological denial would have been easier to accept; simple greed, likewise. But a poor, truncated mind finding the sense of self to say that she wants to go on... Who am I to tell her she can't?


"We can all live," I tell her in a voice that sounds broken, even to me. "That's what this is about. That's what this has always been about."


"Really?" barks Helwise. "Let's see how well you're doing this time tomorrow."


"Miracles are never what they seem," says Render through lips scarred and ancient. He sounds as though he's heard it all five times before. "Don't play if you can't lose."


A gloved hand grips my elbow. I don't pull away.


"Come on," says Freer.


"What should I do with her?" asks Helwise, indicating Alice-Angeles.


"Take her back to the barracks," Bergamasc says without glancing away from me.


I try to disappear into the sigh of the breeze as it sways through the forest's branches. If only I could evaporate and vanish into the night air, become one with the pollen and night insects. Then I would be free. Then I would truly be at one with the idea of God.


A leader falls alone, I think to myself. If he must.


"It'll be over soon," Bergamasc says. "Everything will be different, come this time tomorrow."


"Either way," I say, clinging to one last, forlorn hope that he might yet see reason.


He allows me that much. "Yes, either way."


 


After my second betrayal, I drift through days as though surrounded by a fog, attending to matters with the smallest amount of energy I can muster. Skirmishes come and go in a blur; blinking moments of prewar innocence leave me feeling existentially ill; I sulk in my cages like a depressed bear. I suppose I must be depressed, more thoroughly than I ever have been before.


In Karlstad, distracted by the presence of Alice-Angeles and the certainty of her future double-betrayal—is she doubting me even now?—I misdirect a skirmish that costs the lives of thousands. The very next day, I order an assault on an orbital complex that I had already cancelled, causing great expense and confusion. A stray round on a battlefield tears a hole through my right shoulder that, although it quickly heals, aches abominably.


I am in pain, regardless of what happens to my body. It follows me like a wild, black dog, its teeth sunk deep within me. I can't shake it, no matter what I do or where life takes me.


I don't want to die, she said. I don't want to die.


 


My first betrayal, when it finally comes, is almost an anticlimax. We are in the Shivalik badlands, the mountainous region of former Kashmir that used to be known as the "lesser" Himalayas but that now rival the crumbling ramparts to the north. It is a strange landscape, one of jagged, dark-stone mountains adorned with the remains of castle follies, sky bridges, railway lines, and blimp docks left behind by the former inhabitants of the Earth—my ancestors, I suppose, or those of the ancient minds that created me. What would they think of me now, I wonder, as the dwindling numbers of my resistance movement wend their futile way to a rendezvous near the holy ruin of Badrinath. Nothing remains of the temple that once stood there, or the giant statue of Vishnu erected in the twenty-third century, but it was for over half a million years a continuously inhabited site of religious pilgrimage, surviving war, environmental change, and the evolution of humanity, among other challenges. It seems a fitting place from which to launch another attack on our enemy.


My thoughts, distracted as they are, focus on the meeting ahead and the rugged terrain underfoot. The Apparatus is bringing me up to date on recent events and advising me on our future options. I am not aware of anything untoward until we round a bend and see the relatively flat terrain that used to be the bed of the river Alaknanda. There, the motley collection of vehicles that I expected has been joined by a single, fat airship the same color as the snow in the distance. I am too far away to make out the details, but I recognize its class. It's the same as the one Bergamasc will use to ambush me the second time.


I hear myself speak as though from a great distance. "Where'd that come from?"


"Stolen from the base in Kampala," Alice-Angeles tells me. "It will have no small tactical value."


"I'm sure that's true," I say to cover the turmoil of my thoughts. This is clearly the day on which I am captured by Bergamasc, at last. There are so few pieces left to place in the jigsaw of my life that it can't be any other. What do I do? Should I resist or blindly go along with what fate has decreed?


The Apparatus continues its spiel without interruption. I barely listen to it, doubting that the gestalt is involved in Alice-Angeles' treachery but afraid nonetheless that it is being used to distract me. How will the moment come? Will anyone be hurt? I don't mind if I am taken, but the lives of my functionaries are too precious to be squandered on something that cannot be changed.


We follow a winding track down to the riverbed, breathing steadily of the thinly fragrant air. Above, clouds paint translucent streaks and swirls across delicate blue sky. The cold leaks through my insulation and breathes down my neck like death itself. I suppress a shudder.


There's a pistol at my side. I could pull it out and shoot Alice-Angeles in an instant. Would that solve anything? It might not even be possible. The weapon could jam; she could anticipate my move and block it with one of her own. Thus fate would be satisfied.


What if I were to turn the gun on myself and finish the task Bergamasc has set for himself, years before the threat has been uttered? How could fate possibly repair such a rent in causality?


The fingers of my right hand itch, and I draw them into a fist rather than draw the pistol.


Not even when the Apparatus interrupts itself do I break step.


"I have a received a coded communication from a nearby source," the gestalt tells me. "Its author claims to be known to you."


"Put it through."


"I have snipers all around this valley," comes Bergamasc's voice. "I myself have a bead on you. So keep on walking, just as you are, and don't try anything foolish."


Raising a hand, I call a halt and tell the Apparatus to let everyone to hear the conversation.


"I told you to keep moving," Bergamasc says with no appreciable lag between my action and his response.


"So why haven't you shot me?"


"I don't want you dead just yet."


Something whines past me and into one of the frags, who begins to fall before the sound of the shot reaches us. We converge on him as a group. Bright blood gushes from an arterial wound—not lethal, but repair agents take longer in the rarefied atmosphere to stem the flow than they normally would.


"Next it'll be the girl on your right," Bergamasc says, "and I guarantee it'll be a headshot."


I look up. Bergamasc is talking about Alice-Angeles. For a moment, I am tempted to call his bluff. Would he really shoot his own spy to get my attention? Could his be the hand that breaks the causal web, not mine?


"All right," I say, straightening and raising my arms. I scan the mountains around us but can't see any sign of snipers. "What do you want me to do?"


"Keep coming down to the airship. Bring your injured frag; he'll be looked after, I promise."


"I have no reason to believe you."


"And I have no reason to break my word, provided no shots are fired."


I take one last look around. Is my enemy lurking behind that crag over there, or in that niche on the far side of the valley? Have his snipers been lying in wait for days for us to arrive, growing increasingly cramped, cold, and frustrated with every passing hour? Are they looking for the merest excuse to twitch their trigger fingers, or are they stiff from disuse and liable to hesitate for the fraction of a second required to draw my weapon?


There's no point speculating, and nowhere to run. I leave the pistol in its holster and help the frags carry their injured brother. Together, with frightened faces turned inward rather than out at the cold vista, we go down to meet our fate.


 


"How did you find me?" I ask later, when his graceful, camouflaged flyer alights in the midst of our outdated, war-worn fleet. He is wearing pristine all-white combat armor that accentuates the blueness of his eyes. With crunching steps, he walks around us, where we kneel, thoroughly searched and disarmed, with hands tightly plasticked behind our backs.


I almost enjoy drawing it out, bitterly, brutally intrigued by their lies.


"We put a tracer in the airship," he says. "Your friends missed it when they dusted for bugs."


"I'm sorry," says Alice-Angeles with breath frosting from her open mouth. "We should've been more careful."


You 're not sorry, I want to tell her, and you were very careful to keep this from me. I know everything you've done, so don't pretend for my sake. And don't spare yourself the humiliation, if that's what you 're doing. You'll deny me in your own good time. You'll choose life over everything we've fought for together, you and me.


"It's not your fault, Alice-Angeles. Don't blame yourself."


"Yes, anyone can make a mistake," Bergamasc says, gloatingly. I wonder if he is maintaining Alice-Angeles' appearance of innocence as a private form of mockery, or in the hope that she might come in handy later. Either would be in character. "It could've been you, Jasper."


"The only mistake we ever make," I tell them both, "is to imagine that fate ever goes other than exactly as intended."


"Is that right?" Bergamasc looms over me with his hands on his hips. "Perhaps you can explain what your God has planned for me, then. It'd save me working it out for myself."


God's plan, I ache to tell him, might be for you to murder me in cold blood when we have exhausted each other's patience.


My lips won't move. They feel frozen, like they belong to someone else. That only increases my internal defiance.


Tell him! Tell them both that you know what's going on! This is your chance to change things forever!


I finally speak, but the words that emerge are not the ones I want to say.


"Your fate will be revealed in time." I could be talking to myself, but the words come from somewhere other than inside my head. "There's nothing you can do to prevent it."


"Well," says Bergamasc, utterly unaware of the internal conflict raging inside my head. "I don't suppose there's any point delaying the inevitable."


He unholsters a compact pistol and places it at my temple.


Now my whole body feels like a cage, one that won't bend or flex as it ordinarily does. I am trapped, voiceless and powerless before the man who holds my life in his hands.


But I don't flinch because I remember waking up in captivity unharmed a day later. We will argue for months before our paths diverge. And I am not entirely powerless. I still have something he wants.


"Contingency forty-four," I tell the Apparatus, sure in the knowledge that this will propel the gestalt into a state of permanent muteness. My enemy can look in every corner of the world, and he won't find it. Silent, attentive, it would wait until the end of the universe before breaking its obedient silence, unless I bid it to stir.


"God's will be done," I say.


The gun barks loudly, even though it's only set on stun, and I too am silenced.



Part Three: "Nor Any Storm That Time Might Bring"


He comes to me on the morning of my last day, bearing breakfast on a tray, which he lays between us so the food is within my easy reach. I scan bowls of miso soup, nori, and furikake, with dishes of natto and rice seasoned by grated daikon, okra, and raw quail egg. One sliver of grilled fish for each of us and tiny portions of pickled vegetables complete the feast.


I feel bruised from my attempt to change the future—this future. The voice that spoke through my lips in the Shivalik badlands has left me feeling psychically battered. Was it God, or someone else entirely?


"How's your mood this morning?" I ask him.


"Positive," he says.


"You're hopeful, then?"


"I don't know what of." His smile flashes, then goes away. "Neither of us is omniscient. Both of us have made mistakes. We're no more immune to that than anyone."


"Is this an apology, then—my final meal?"


"Just a courtesy, and it's only final if you insist on it being so."


"You're the one with the gun at my head. Again."


"Ah." He nods. "We both know it's not that simple."


"That's what happens when you ask complex questions."


The tone of our banter is familiar and our demeanor coolly civilized. Calmly, we settle down to eat. I sprinkle my natto with sugar, in the Hokkaido way, and chew through several mouthfuls of the pungent dish. He samples each bowl in turn, pecking at flavors like a bird. There is no tea, and I wonder why.


Outside, I hear birdsong and the breathing of the trees. The stone slabs of my cell are cold, as always.


"The idea of God is as old as humanity," he says.


Inside, I feel something like hope. "Yes, it is."


"Sometimes it seems as though we're trapped inside a story that never ends. Judas and Alice-Angeles. The Holy Spirit and your mystery Fort. Life is hardly at its most original, here on Earth. Perhaps there's something in the air."


I can't tell where he's going with this. "Archetypes do indeed abound. There's also the pretender king and his court: the torturer, the spy, the brute squad, the captive fool."


He laughs, but his heart's not in it. "You asked me a couple of days ago what capturing you made me. I've been thinking about that. If you really are God, am I the Devil?"


"More likely Satan, the adversary."


"But he never beats God. That's why he's in Hell." He doesn't look at me. "Satan sounds more like you than me."


"There are different kinds of prisons," I say, sensing that he is guiding the conversation somewhere particular.


"Yes, that's true. Tell me, have you ever heard of John the Baptist?"


"Of course."


"He's also known as the Precursor. His role was to identify and legitimize the man who would become the savior."


"I know what his function was." Shock and anger rise up in me. "So this is the conclusion you've reached, after all we've talked about! This is the way you will assuage your conscience of my death. You're a bigger fool than I ever thought you were."


"But I'm not as stubborn as you." His lips tighten. "You've given me no choice. Consider this my baptism of fire. I'm now officially a conspirator in your fantasy. It takes one fake to follow another."


"I'm not a—" I bite my tongue. "Damn it. Are you still offering me a way out? Giving me a chance to grant you my blessing in exchange for... what? Peace? My life? If so, I reject the suggestion, reject it utterly."


"I knew you would, so it's not your blessing I'm looking for. It's the Fort. I'm going to need it to govern Earth properly. Neither of us wants me to make a mess of things—but you hold the key. Give it to me, Jasper. This is your last chance."


"Or you'll hold me against the wall and blow my brains out?"


He regards me with tightening eyes. "I'm not so vulgar, but essentially, yes. That was the deal. Because the thing about Satan is: You can keep him in a cage forever and he'll never be a threat. John the Baptist, on the other hand, he has to die. He's God's rival; he's the Precursor only because he's defeated. There's no other way around it."


"Jesus didn't kill John," I say. "And my fate is neither to rot in jail nor to declare you the winner. God is in all of us, even those of who refuse to accept the roles they are destined to play. My true fate will become manifest soon enough, I'm sure."


"Sooner than you might think, Jasper. The thing is, you're absolutely right: Jesus didn't kill John. The sugar has been doped with a smart poison. A tragic security breach, possibly by one of your former allies in the Round, suspecting you've come over to my side. As we speak, the poison is tunneling through your defenses, looking for weak spots. You might be feeling it already: a headache, perhaps, or a fever...?"


My cheeks grow warmer. "I wondered why there was no tea."


"Better than being shot at dawn, surely."


"You call this a courtesy?"


"Give me the Fort and I'll make it quick. That's the most I can offer you now. You don't have long—a minute or two, probably, if you're exhibiting symptoms now. You are, aren't you?"


I nod.


"Then you'd better get your final words ready."


My mouth is dry and I find it hard to swallow. A terrible sensation is gaining momentum in my gut, something beyond pain, a feeling of mortality that my nerves have never before had to communicate. "I'm not afraid of dying. My mind exists outside of time. I am at one with the idea of God, no matter what happens to my body."


"Whatever makes you feel better."


"What will make you feel better, when this is over?"


I fall over onto my side. My right leg spasms, shooting through the bars and knocking the remains of breakfast across the floor. Crockery shatters and food splatters. None of it matters. I suppress a faint urge to laugh, aware that my mind is being affected by the flux of alien chemicals through my body.


Then the voice of God—or someone else—is speaking through my lips again.


"Rescind—" My throat is like sandpaper. "Rescind contingency forty-four. Confirm."


"Confirmed," says the Apparatus without hesitation. This is no rusty machine that needs to be kicked and hammered back into operation. It has been a loyal friend and ally, even in silence, but now my treacherous flesh is betraying both of us.


"What was that?" says Bergamasc, standing with both hands gripping the bars. "What are you trying to say?"


Stop me, I try to scream. This can't be happening!


The demon in me ignores both of us. "Initiate new successor protocol. Instate Imre Bergamasc."


"I acknowledge the instruction," says the gestalt, "but I don't understand. Imre Bergamasc has been labeled an enemy of Earth."


"He is—I mean, was." I blink furiously, trying to stop the world dissolving. My enemy has become a blur I can barely discern. "Delete all prior labels. Imre Bergamasc is—Imre Bergamasc—is—"


My tongue falters, flapping like the organ of a broken machine. I am glad of that much. This new betrayal is worse than any physical pain, even as it crashes through me like a storm surge.


And suddenly he is beside me. The cage has opened. He looms over me like a giant. His mouth moves, but I can't hear what he's saying. One hand comes up to point at me.


I feel myself retreating down a long, narrowing tunnel. I try to fight it, but there's nothing I can do. It can't be right, I tell myself. It can't end like this.


It can't.


 


Sensation:


a flavor never experienced directly by humanity until our understanding of the laws of the universe became both powerful and subtle enough to crack the secret of the vacuum. Like a nut, or a diamond, the empty fullness of the void is revealed only to those skilful and patient enough to chop away at its defenses without destroying the prize within. And the prize? A blank page.




Image:


an ammonite fossil, each of its many sections curling around an infinitely small centre. But the ammonite is only an interpretation, a metaphor, and in reality each cell encloses a moment of time, not a parcel of space. A second, perhaps, or an hour. Or a single day. And an ammonite's chambers are only empty when fossilized.




Words:


"The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it."




Perspective:


Imre Bergamasc's enemy had a grasp of military strategy on a par with his own. Fifty years of warfare was enough to convince him of that. And like all great leaders throughout history, he has a love-hate affair with resistance.


On achieving victory, however, the illusion fails to hold up. A new challenge overtakes the old. Success becomes more than just a military objective—although that too is paramount.


His quest is now to understand the strange being he has captured, this man who limps through the days like a broken-down machine, and whose mind exists in fragments that simply won't knit whole.


"Trapped inside a story that never ends," he says, searching for the angle that will make everything clear. "Jumbling things up to make sense."


Sometimes it seems as though the prisoner glimpses his own tragic impotence, his incompleteness—but always true acceptance slips away. The promise of those ancient God-builders, whose grand experiment was interrupted by the Slow Wave, cannot be shaken. The axiom that God can never be wrong or defeated is immovable.


"You see what you want to see," he tells the prisoner, "just like everyone."


But the man who calls himself God will never acknowledge defeat, even if he does, in the end, give up everything that he has.


In the depths of that strange doublethink lurks the saddest of consequences, and the man who captured him is not unfamiliar with living at odds with one's actions.


"What sort of life is that? The bars aren't ever going away. There's a limit to how much we can work out on our own."


Everyone stands alone before death. Only a few are truly alone while they are alive, too.




Understanding:


the Apparatus is the ultimate observer. It lays down everything it sees and hears into a record that will last as long as the vacuum itself. It cannot, in other words, forget. Neither can it interpret. It cannot cloud fact with speculation or lies.




Conclusion:


the dots on an LCD aren't a picture. The letters in an alphabet aren't a story. Individual grains of sand aren't a beach. Deeds and words alone do not make a life.




 


At the sound of a single gunshot, I wake up to a brand new day, again.


 


Dawn sees me locked in a stone cell, somewhere. The details will come to me in time, I know, but for now the contrast is shocking. After the forest-filled vistas of my birth, after Vulcan and his arrow proudly thrusting at the sky, I had thought myself the golden offspring of humanity's finest minds, the apex of creation, unassailable and untamed. My idyll, it seems, is not destined to last forever.


A stranger walks into the room: a man with white hair and blue eyes, cutting a striking figure in some kind of militaristic uniform and moving with the economy of an accomplished fighter, or a dancer.


"Good morning, Jasper."


I want to ask who he is and why I'm being held in captivity. Instead, my mouth moves and words I haven't scripted emerge in a tone that sounds both surly and aggressive. "I wouldn't know about that."


Ignoring my incivility, my jailor squats with his back against the door and asks me questions about events and people I know nothing of. I long to tell him that I don't understand, that even if I knew the answers I couldn't give them to him. All my willful mouth will do is grunt. I flail about within my own head, seeking by logic the meaning behind my strange situation.


I am the attainment of humanity's desire for the divine, to become like God, undoubtedly, but at the same time I seem not to be omnipotent. What does that mean? There must be a reason for it. Could the experiment on Earth have failed somehow, without me knowing it? Could I be wrong about who I am? Or —


A cold shudder rolls down the length of my mind.


Has another experiment elsewhere been more successful still?


I watch my jailor for any sign of his possible role in humanity's existential struggle. His name, it seems, is Imre Bergamasc, and I'm sure he isn't the source of my strange imprisonment; more likely, my newness to achronistic life has caused a slight glitch that will soon repair itself. Of greater importance is the question of whether Bergamasc is another aspect of God or God's enemy. Right now, with my tongue tied so, it's impossible to ask him. He might not be aware himself. The truth might be hidden from his conscious mind, manifesting only in actions that he cannot explain, as my body's actions are uncontrolled by me. Together, we could spin and turn down the ages like model planets in an orrery, our paths defined by minds and fates unknown.


But the quest for meaning is all I have. It is, arguably, all any thinking being has, whatever prison they find themselves in.


My interrogation ends on a note both sour and sweet. As frustrated as me by my body's incommunicative stance, my jailor stands so abruptly that my recalcitrant head comes up to look at him.


"I guess I'll come back tomorrow," he says, "when you'll hopefully be in a more cooperative mood."


And suddenly I am at one with my body. Something subtle has shifted. Gone is the odd feeling of separation and syncopation. All is perfectly meshed.


"Life," I tell my jailor, "is a perpetual search to understand God—and by searching, even unknowing, to bring the divine into being."


He half-turns in the entrance, and sighs. "Typically obscure."


"Not deliberately. God may be hidden sometimes. That's true. But we can't give up trying to find it. It's there to find, if we look hard enough."


"You see what you want to see, just like everyone."


"Why would anyone see what isn't there?"


"To make life bearable. To make sense of things that were never supposed to make sense. To cover up when we let ourselves down." My captor looks haunted for reasons I can't yet fathom. "Life is nothing but a web of lies."


"There can be no lies," I tell him, "without truth."


"Sometimes I can't tell if you're serious or joking," he says with a snort. "Maybe I've been in politics too long."


"Maybe you have."


"Don't expect me to retire any time soon," he says, and sweeps through the door, which slams shut behind him with a solid boom.


I think about my jailor's pain for a long time afterward, wondering at its source and how I might be complicit in it. His talk of webs makes me think of insects fighting each other to the death, entangled in each other's snares. Our days coil around us like snakes. We are strangling each other, poisoning our lives.


One of us will have to back down, eventually.


I lean back against the cold stone and wait to see what opportunities my days will bring for peace, and an end, at last, to pain.



Notes on Sources.


"Cenotaxis" (Greek kenos empty + takis order) is a stand-alone story. It does, however, also sit between the first two novels in my Astropolis sequence, following the events and some of the characters of Saturn Returns. It is able, therefore, to pick up certain themes and run further with them than I had originally hoped to. Anachronism is one such, permeating every layer of this story, from its broad structure to the literary references that pepper the text.


The latter come from almost a thousand years of the written word. One such is Edward O. Wilson's keynote address to the OECD Forum, "Future of Life," delivered on the 14th of May, 2001. "The Skeptic" is another, by eleventh-century poet and mathematician Ghiyath al-Din Abu'l-Fath Omar ibn Ibrahim Al-Nisaburi Khayyami (better known as Omar Khayyam), in the Edward FitzGerald translation.


Jasper's full name, mentioned only once, was an early pseudonym of nineteenth-century gothic author Robert Charles Maturin. The Persian name "Jasper" is sometimes said to mean "guardian of the treasure."


I remain deeply grateful to Gary Numan for permission to use his lyrics in Render's dialogue. Seek elsewhere in this book for the official credits.


Henry Lawson's "When I Was King" was published in a volume of the same name in 1906, exactly one century before this story was written. Each section of "Cenotaxis" takes its title from the same poem. The opening quote comes from the penultimate verse, and the emphasis on the last two lines is Lawson's.


Here's the final verse. It strikes me as a resonant note on which to end this story, and to start the next.


 


"I rose again—no matter how —

   A woman, and a deeper fall—

I move amongst my people now

   The most degraded of them all.

But, if in centuries to come,

   I live once more and claim my own,

I'll see my subjects blind and dumb

   Before they set me on a throne."
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