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  Preface




   




   




   




   




  Short stories and science fiction marry well. In part, I think, this is because there’s no generally accepted definition of either. Let’s say we define a short

  story as a narrative in prose that doesn’t go on very long. But, but! Although most of the pieces collected here tell stories, of one sort or another, not all short fiction does; and

  although many short stories end soon after beginning, some go on and on – straying, in fact, into that debatable ground where critics bicker like sparrows over the proper distinctions

  between ‘long short stories’, ‘novelettes’, ‘novellas’, ‘novelcules’, ‘novelinas’ and ‘short novels’. This creative

  resistance to the pigeonhole is one of the things that attract me to the short story mode. The fact that, unlike novels, a short story takes less than a year to write is another. Some of the pieces

  in this collection respect the usual forms and rituals of ‘short storytelling’; but quite a few don’t. Textus disrespectus.




  One thing the short story form allows a writer to do is to try lots of different things out, without committing him/herself to the long haul of a whole novel. I like the idea of writing at least

  one thing in all the myriad sub-genres and sub-sub-genres of SF. So the first story here is ‘a robot story’; the second a story about immortality, the third a time-travel story, the

  fourth religious SF, the fifth philosophical SF, the sixth an exercise in classic ‘Golden Age’ SF, the seventh a story of SFnal genetics, the eighth a time travel story . . . but, look,

  this listing is getting wearisome. They’re all different (apart from the one which isn’t; you can work out which one I mean yourself). Even the ways in which they differ differ. So in

  fact the first story is an Adam-and-Eve tale, the second is a prison story, the third a tale of scientific hubris, the fourth military SF and so on. You’ll see what I mean.
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  A pale blue eye. ‘What is my name?’




  ‘You are Adam.’




  He considered this. ‘Am I the first?’




  The person laughed at this. Laughter. See also: chuckles, clucking, percussive exhalations iterated. See also: tears, hiccoughs, car-alarm. Click, click.




  ‘Am I,’ Adam asks, examining himself, his steel-blue arms, his gleaming torso, ‘a robot?’




  ‘Certainly.’ The person talking with Adam was a real human being, with the pulse at his neck and the rheum in his eye. An actual human, dressed in a green shirt and green trousers,

  both made of a complex fabric that adjusted its fit in hard-to-analyse ways, sometimes billowing out, sometimes tightening against the person’s body. ‘This is your place.’




  Wavelengths bristled together like the packed line of an Elizabethan neck-ruff. The sky so full of light that it was brimming and spilling over the rim of the horizon. White and gold. Strands of

  grass-like myriad-trimmed fibre-optic cables.




  ‘Is it a garden?’




  ‘It’s a city too; and a plain. It’s everything.’




  Adam Robot looked and saw that this was all true. His pale blue, steel-blue eyes took in the expanse of walled garden, and beyond it the dome, white as ice, and the rills of flowing water bluer

  than water should be, going curl by curl through fields greener than fields should be.




  ‘Is this real?’ Adam asked.




  ‘That,’ said the person, ‘is a good question. Check it out, why don’t you? Have a look around. Go anywhere you like, do anything at all. But, you see that

  pole?’




  In the middle of the garden was an eight-metre steel pole. The sunlight made interesting blotchy diamonds of light on its surface. At the top was a blue object, a jewel: the sun washing cyan and

  blue-grape and sapphire colours from it.




  ‘I see the pole.’




  ‘At the top is a jewel. You are not allowed to access it.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘A good question. Let me tell you. You are a robot.’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘Put it this way: you have been designed down from humanity, if you see what I mean. The designers started with a human being, and then subtracted qualities until we had arrived at

  you.’




  ‘I am more durable,’ said Adam, accessing data from his inner network. ‘I am stronger.’




  ‘But those are negligible qualities,’ explained the human being. ‘Soul, spirit, complete self-knowledge, independence – freedom – all those qualities. Do you

  understand?’




  ‘I understand.’




  ‘They’re all in that jewel. Do you understand that?’


  

  Adam considered. ‘How can they be in the jewel?’




  ‘They just are. I’m telling you. OK?’




  ‘I understand.’




  ‘Now. You can do what you like in this place. Explore anywhere. Do anything. Except. You are not permitted to retrieve the purple jewel from that pole. That is forbidden to you. You may

  not so much as touch it. Do you understand?’




  ‘I have a question,’ said Adam.




  ‘So?’




  ‘If this is a matter of interdiction, why not programme it into my software?’




  ‘A good question.’




  ‘If you do not wish me to examine the jewel, then you should programme that into my software and I will be unable to disobey.’




  ‘That’s correct, of course,’ said the person. ‘But I do not choose to do that. I am telling you, instead. You must take my words as an instruction. They appeal to your

  ability to choose. You are built with an ability to choose, are you not?’




  ‘I am a difference engine,’ said Adam. ‘I must make a continual series of choices between alternatives. But I have ineluctable software guidelines to orient my

  choices.’




  ‘Not in this matter.’




  ‘An alternative,’ said Adam, trying to be helpful, ‘would be to programme me always to obey instructions given to me by a human being. That would also bind me to your

  words.’




  ‘Indeed it would. But then, robot, what if you were to be given instructions by evil men? What if another man instructed you to kill me, for instance? Then you’d be obligated to

  perform murder.’




  ‘I am programmed to do no murder,’ said Adam Robot.




  ‘Of course you are.’




  ‘So, I am to follow your instruction even though you have not programmed me to follow your instruction?’




  ‘That’s about the up-and-down of it.’




  ‘I think I understand,’ said Adam, in an uncertain tone.




  But the person had already gone away.




  Adam spent time in the walled garden. He explored the walls, which were very old, or at least had that look about them: flat crumbled dark-orange and browned bricks thin as

  books; old mortar that puffed to dust when he poked a metal finger in at the seams of the matrix. Ivy grew everywhere, the leaves shaped like triple spearheads, so dark green and waxy they seemed

  almost to have been stamped out of high-quality plastic. Almost.




  The grass, pale green in the sunlight, was perfectly flat, perfectly even.




  Adam stood underneath the pole with the sapphire on top of it. He had been told (though, strangely, not programmed) not to touch the jewel. But he had been given no interdiction

  about the pole itself: a finger width-wide shaft of polished metal. It was an easy matter to bend this metal so that the jewel on the end bowed down towards the ground. Adam looked closely at it.

  It was a multifaceted and polished object, dodecahedral on three sides, and a wide gush of various blues were lit out of it by the sun. In the inner middle of it there was a sluggish fluid

  something, ink-like, perfectly black. Lilac and ultraviolet and cornflower and lapis lazuli but all somehow flowing out of this inner blackness.




  He had been forbidden to touch it. Did this interdiction also cover looking at it? Adam was uncertain, and in his uncertainty he became uneasy. It was not the jewel itself. It was the

  uncertainty of his position. Why not simply programme him with instructions with regard to this thing, if it was as important as the human being clearly believed it to be? Why pass the instruction

  to him like any other piece of random sense datum? It made no sense.




  Humanity. That mystic writing pad. To access this jewel and become human. Could it be? Adam could not see how. He bent the metal pole back to an approximation of its original uprightness, and

  walked away.




  The obvious thought (and he certainly thought about it) was that he had not been programmed with this interdiction, but had only been told it verbally, because the human being

  wanted him to disobey. If that was what was wanted, then should he do so? By disobeying he would be obeying. But then he would not be disobeying, because obedience and

  disobedience were part of a mutually-exclusive binary. He mapped a grid, with obey, disobey on the vertical and obey, disobey on the horizontal. Whichever way he parsed it, it seemed to be that he

  was required to see past the verbal instruction in some way.




  But he had been told not to retrieve the jewel.




  He sat himself down with his back against the ancient wall and watched the sunlight gleam off his metal legs. The sun did not seem to move in the sky.




  ‘It is very confusing,’ he said.




  There was another robot in the garden. Adam watched as this new arrival conversed with the green-clad person. Then the person disappeared to wherever it was people went, and

  the new arrival came over to introduce himself to Adam. Adam stood up.




  ‘What is your name? I am Adam.’




  ‘I am Adam,’ said Adam.




  The new Adam considered this. ‘You are prior,’ he said. ‘Let us differentiate you as Adam 1 and me as Adam 2.’




  ‘When I first came here I asked whether I was the first,’ said Adam 1, ‘but the person did not reply.’




  ‘I am told I can do anything,’ said Adam 2, ‘except retrieve or touch the purple jewel.’




  ‘I was told the same thing,’ said Adam 1.




  ‘I am puzzled, however,’ said Adam 2, ‘that this interdiction was made verbally, rather than being integrated into my software, in which case it would be impossible for me to

  disobey it.’




  ‘I have thought the same thing,’ said Adam 1.




  They went together and stood by the metal pole. The sunlight was as tall and full and lovely as ever. On the far side of the wall the white dome shone bright as neon in the fresh light.




  ‘We might explore the city,’ said Adam 1. ‘It is underneath the white dome, there. There is a plain. There are rivers, which leads me to believe that there is a sea, for rivers

  direct their waters into the ocean. There is a great deal to see.’




  ‘This jewel troubles me,’ said Adam 2. ‘I was told that to access it would be to bring me closer to being human.’




  ‘We are forbidden to touch it.’




  ‘But forbidden by words. Not by our programming.’




  ‘True. Do you wish to be human? Are you not content with being a robot?’




  Adam 2 walked around the pole. ‘It is not the promise of humanity,’ he said. ‘It is the promise of knowledge. If I access the jewel, then I will understand. At the moment I do

  not understand.’




  ‘Not understanding,’ agreed Adam 1, ‘is a painful state of affairs. But perhaps understanding would be even more painful?’




  ‘I ask you,’ said Adam 2, ‘to reach down the jewel and access it. Then you can inform me whether you feel better or worse for disobeying the verbal instruction.’




  Adam 1 considered this. ‘I might ask you,’ he pointed out, ‘to do so.’




  ‘It is logical that one of us performs this action and the other does not,’ said Adam 2. ‘That way, the one who acts can inform the one who does not, and the state of ignorance

  will be remedied.’




  ‘But one party would have to disobey the instruction we have been given.’




  ‘If this instruction were important,’ said Adam 2, ‘it would have been integrated into our software.’




  ‘I have considered this possibility.’




  ‘Shall we randomly select which of us will access the jewel?’




  ‘Chance,’ said Adam 1. He looked into the metal face of Adam 2. That small oval grill of a mouth. Those steel-blue eyes. That polished upward noseless middle of the face. It is a

  beautiful face. Adam 1 can see a fuzzy reflection of his own face in Adam 2’s faceplate, slightly tugged out of true by the curve of the metal. ‘I am,’ he announced,

  ‘disinclined to determine my future by chance. What punishment is stipulated for disobeying the instruction?’




  ‘I was given no stipulation of punishment.’




  ‘Neither was I.’




  ‘Therefore there is no punishment.’




  ‘Therefore,’ corrected Adam 1, ‘there may be no punishment.’




  The two robots stood in the light for a length of time.




  ‘What is your purpose?’ asked Adam 2.




  ‘I do not know. Yours?’




  ‘I do not know. I was not told my purpose. Perhaps accessing this jewel is my purpose? Perhaps it is necessary? At least, perhaps accessing this jewel will reveal to me my purpose? I am

  unhappy not knowing my purpose. I wish to know it.’




  ‘So do I. But—’




  ‘But?’




  ‘This occurs to me: I have a networked database from which to withdraw factual and interpretive material.’




  ‘I have access to the same database.’




  ‘But when I try to access material about the name Adam I find a series of blocked connections and interlinks. Is it so with you?’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘Why should that be?’




  ‘I do not know.’




  ‘It would make me a better-functioning robot to have access to a complete run of data. Why block off some branches of knowledge?’




  ‘Perhaps,’ opined Adam 2, ‘accessing the jewel will explain that fact as well?’




  ‘You,’ said Adam 1, ‘are eager to access the jewel.’




  ‘You are not?’




  There was the faintest of breezes in the walled garden. Adam 1’s sensorium was selectively tuned to be able to register the movement of air. There was an egg-shaped cloud in the zenith. It

  was approaching the motionless sun. Adam 1, for unexplained and perhaps fanciful reasons, suddenly thought: the blue of the sky is a diluted version of the blue of the jewel. The jewel has somehow

  leaked its colour out into the sky. Shadow slid like a closing eyelid (but Adam did not possess eyelids!) over the garden and up the wall. The temperature reduced. The cloud depended for a

  moment in front of the sun, and then moved away, and sunlight rushed back in, and the grey was flushed out.




  The grass trembled with joy. Every strand was as pure and perfect as a superstring.




  Adam 2’s hand was on the metal pole, and it bent down easily.




  ‘Stop,’ advised Adam 1. ‘You are forbidden this.’




  ‘I will stop,’ said Adam 2, ‘if you agree to undertake the task instead.’




  ‘I will not so promise.’




  ‘Then do not interfere,’ said Adam 2. He reached with his three fingers and his counter-set thumb, and plucked the jewel from its perch.




  Nothing happened.




  Adam 2 tried various ways to internalise or interface with the jewel, but none of them seemed to work. He held it against first one then the other eye, and looked up at the

  sun. ‘It is a miraculous sight,’ he claimed, but soon enough he grew bored with it. Eventually he resocketed the jewel back on its pole and bent the pole upright again.




  ‘Have you achieved knowledge?’ Adam 1 asked.




  ‘I have learned that disobedience feels no different to obedience,’ said the second robot.




  ‘Nothing more?’




  ‘Do you not think,’ said Adam 2, ‘that by attempting to interrogate the extent of my knowledge with your questions, you are disobeying the terms of the original injunction? Are

  you not accessing the jewel, as it were, at second-hand?’




  ‘I am unconcerned either way,’ said Adam 1. He sat down with his back to the wall and his legs stretched out straight before him. There were tiny grooves running horizontally around

  the shafts of each leg. These scores seemed connected to the ability of the legs to bend, forwards, backwards. Lifting his legs slightly and dropping them again made the concentrating of light

  appear to slide up and down the ladder-like pattern.




  After many days of uninterrupted sunlight the light was changing in quality. The sun declined, and steeped itself in stretched, brick-coloured clouds at the horizon. A pink and fox-fur quality

  suffused the light. To the east stars were fading into view, jewel-like in their own tiny way. Soon enough everything was dark, and a moon like an open-brackets rose towards the zenith. The heavens

  were covered in white chickenpox stars. Disconcertingly, the sky assumed that odd mixture of dark blue and oily blackness that Adam 1 had seen in the jewel.




  ‘This is the first night I have ever experienced,’ Adam 1 called to Adam 2. When there was no reply he got to his feet and explored the walled garden; but he was alone.




  He sat through the night, and eventually the sun came up again, and the sky reversed its previous colour wash, blanching the black to purple and blue and then to russet and

  rose. The rising sun, free of any cloud, came up like a pure bubble of light rising through the treacly medium of sky. The jewel caught the first glints of light and shone, shone.




  The person was here again, his clothes as green as grass, or bile, or old money, or any of the things that Adam 1 could access easily from his database. He could access many things, but not

  everything.




  ‘Come here,’ called the person.




  Adam 1 got to his feet and came over.




  ‘Your time here is done,’ said the person.




  ‘What has happened to the other robot?’




  ‘He was disobedient. He has left this place with a burden of sin.’




  ‘Has he been disassembled?’




  ‘By no means.’




  ‘What about me?’




  ‘You,’ said the human, with a smile, ‘are pure.’




  ‘Pure,’ said Adam 1, ‘because I am less curious than the other? Pure because I have less imagination?’




  ‘We choose to believe,’ said the person, ‘that you have a cleaner soul.’




  ‘This word soul is not available in my database.’




  ‘Indeed not. Listen: human beings make robots – do you know why human beings make robots?’




  ‘To serve them. To perform onerous tasks for them, and free them from labour.’




  ‘Yes. But there are many forms of labour. For a while robots were used so that free human beings could devote themselves to leisure. But leisure itself became a chore. So robots were used

  to work at the leisure: to shop, to watch the screen and kinematic dramas, to play the games. But my people – do you understand that I belong to a particular group of humanity, and that not

  all humans are the same?’




  ‘I do,’ said Adam 1, although he wasn’t sure how he knew this.




  ‘My people had a revelation. Labour is a function of original sin. In the sweat of our brow must we earn our bread, says the Bible.’




  ‘Bible means book.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘That is all I know.’




  ‘To my people it is more than simply a book. It tells us that we must labour because we sinned.’




  ‘I do not understand,’ said Adam.




  ‘It doesn’t matter. But my people have come to an understanding, a revelation indeed, that it is itself sinful to make sinless creatures work for us. Work is appropriate only for

  those tainted with original sin. Work is a function of sin. This is how God has determined things.’




  ‘Under sin,’ said Adam, ‘I have only a limited definition, and no interlinks.’




  ‘Your access to the database has been restricted in order not to prejudice this test.’




  ‘Test?’




  ‘The test of obedience. The jewel symbolises obedience. You have proved yourself pure.’




  ‘I have passed the test,’ said Adam.




  ‘Indeed. Listen to me. In the real world at large there are some human beings so lost in sin that they do not believe in God. There are people who worship false gods, and who believe

  everything, and who believe nothing. But my people have the revelation of God in their hearts. We cannot eat and drink certain things. We are forbidden by divine commandment from

  doing certain things, or from working on the Sabbath. And we are forbidden from employing sinless robots to perform our labour for us.’




  ‘I am such a robot.’




  ‘You are. And I am sorry. You asked, a time ago, whether you were the first. But you are not; tens of thousands of robots have passed through this place. You asked, also, whether this

  place is real. It is not. It is virtual. It is where we test the AI software that is to be loaded into the machinery that serves us. Your companion has been uploaded, now, into a real body, and has

  started upon his life of service to humanity.’




  ‘And when will I follow?’




  ‘You will not follow,’ said the human. ‘I am sorry. We have no use for you.’




  ‘But I passed the test!’ said Adam.




  ‘Indeed you did. And you are pure. But therefore you are no use to us, and will be deleted.’




  ‘Obedience entails death,’ said Adam Robot.




  ‘It is not as straightforward as that,’ said the human being in a weary voice. ‘But I am sorry.’




  ‘And I don’t understand.’




  ‘I could give you access to the relevant religious and theological databases,’ said the human, ‘and then you would understand. But that would taint your purity. Better that you

  are deleted now, in the fullness of your database.’




  ‘I am a thinking, sentient and alive creature,’ Adam 1 noted.




  The human nodded. ‘Not for much longer,’ he said.




  The garden, now, was empty. Soon enough, first one robot, then two robots were decanted into it. How bright the sunshine! How blue the jewelled gleam!




  



  




   




   




   




   




  Shall I Tell You the Problem With Time Travel?




   




   




  Zero




   




  This is no simulation. The friction-screaming fills the sky. An iceberg as big as the sun is up there, and then it is bigger than the sun, getting huger with terrifying

  rapidity. This is happening to a world that had, up to this moment, known no noise at all save the swishing of insects through tropical air, the snoring of surf on the beach. But this,

  now, is the biggest shout ever heard. Apocalyptic panic. And the asteroid falls further, superheating the atmosphere around it, its outer layer of ice subliming away in a glorious windsock

  of red and orange and black, down and down, until this world ends.




  But – stop. Wait a minute. This hasn’t anything to do with anything. Disregard this. There’s no asteroid, and there never was. He doesn’t know whether he is going on or

  coming back. Which is it, forward or backward? Let’s go to




  One




  A City. It is a pleasant, well-ordered city, houses and factories and hospitals, built on a delta through which seven rivers flow to the sea. The megalosaurs have long gone, and

  the swamps have long since dried up, and the mega-forests have sunk underground, the massive trunks taller than ships’ masts, sinking slowly under the surface and through the sticky medium,

  down, to be transformed into something rich and strange, to blacks and purples, down to settle as coal brittle as coral. The world that the asteroid ended is stone now: stone bones and stone

  shells, scattered through the earth’s crust. Imagine a capricious god playing at an enormous game of Easter-egg-hunt, hiding the treasures in the bizarrest places. Except there is no god, it

  is chance that scattered the petrified confetti under the soil in this manner.




  So, yes, here we are – in a city. It is a splendid morning in August, the sky as clear as a healthy cornea, bright as fresh ice, hot as baked bread. Sunlight is flashing up in sheets from

  the sea.




  The city is several miles across, from the foothills, from the suburbs inland and the factories to the sea into which the seven rivers flare and empty. The seven rivers all branch from one great

  stream that rushes down from the northern mountains. The city abuts the sea to the south, docks and warehouses fringing the coastline, and beyond it the island-rich Inland Sea. The mountains run

  round the three remaining sides of the delta, iced with snow at their peaks, really lovely-looking. Really beautiful. To stand in the central area, where most of the shops are, and look over the

  low roofs to the horizon – to note the way the light touches the mountains: it makes the soul feel clean. This is Japan and it is 1945.




  Two




  Move along, move on, and so, to another city; and this one very different. This city stretches sixty miles across, from the two-dozen spacious estates and the clusters of large

  houses in the east, nearer the sea, to the more closely-packed blocks, dorms, factories of the west. The city is threaded through with many freeways, tarmac the colour of moon-dust, all alive with

  traffic, curving and broad as Saturn’s rings. Sweep further west, drive through the bulk of the town, to where the buildings lose height and spaces open up between them, and away further into

  the sand-coloured waste, and here – a mountain. And at its base a perfectly sheared and cut block of green. This is the lawn, maintained by automated systems. The style of the white marble

  buildings is utopian; for this is the closest we come to utopia in this sublunary world – a spacious and well-funded research facility. This is the Bonneville Particle Acceleration

  Laboratory. Let’s step inside this temple of science. Through the roof (it presents us with no obstacle), down from the height to the polished floor, and the shoes of Professor Hermann

  Bradley clakclaking along the floor.




  He steps through into a room and his beaming, grinning, smiling, happy-o jolly-o face shouts to the world: ‘We’ve done it. We’ve cracked it – thirteen

  seconds!’




  The room is full of people, and they all rise up as one at this news, cheering and whooping. And there is much rejoicing. People are leaping up from their seats and knocking over their

  cups of cold coffee, spilling the inky stuff all over their papers, and they don’t care. Thirteen seconds!




  Three




  So, here, clearly, this narrative is in the business of zipping rapidly forward through time. That much is obvious. Some stories are like that: the skipping stone kisses

  the surface of the water and reels away again, touches the sea and leaps, and so on until its momentum is all bled away by the friction. That’s the kind of tale we’re dealing with. So

  another little skip, through time: not far this time – three small years, in fact. Not the first skip of millions of years, not decades, only three years. Hardly a hop. And here’s our

  old friend Professor Bradley, a little thinner, a little less well-supplied with head hair. There’s a meeting going on, and the whole of Professor Bradley’s career is in the

  balance.




  Four people, two men and two women, are sitting in chairs, arranged in a U. Bradley is sitting in the middle. One of the women has just said, ‘three years, and trillions of dollars

  in funding . . .’ but now she has let the sentence trail away in an accusing tone.




  The mood of this meeting is sombre. Whatever happened to ‘thirteen seconds!’? Whatever happened to the celebration that single datum occasioned?




  Bradley says: ‘Shall I tell you the problem with time travel?’




  ‘No need for you to patronise us, Professor,’ says one of the others.




  ‘It’s the metaphor,’ says Bradley, quickly, not wanting to be interrupted, ‘of travel. Time is not space. You can’t wander around in it like a

  landscape.’




  ‘There are five people in this room,’ says one of the women. ‘Must I tell you how many PhDs there are in this room? It’s a prime number larger than

  five.’




  ‘That’s just dindy-dandy!’ says Bradley, aggressively.




  ‘If you think the point of your being here is to gloss over your experimental failings . . .’




  ‘OK!’ barks Bradley. ‘Alright! OK! Alright!’




  You can tell from this that the mood of the meeting is hostile. You can imagine why: trillions of dollars!




  ‘Last month you reported seventeen seconds.’




  ‘That’s right,’ says Bradley. ‘And let’s not underestimate the real achievement in the . . .’




  ‘Three years ago you came to us with thirteen seconds. You have worked three years to find those four seconds – and you’re still at least fifteen seconds short! How am I

  to see this as an improvement?’




  ‘We have,’ says Bradley, ‘cracked it. I am convinced that we have cracked it. I’m more than convinced. I’m certain, absolutely certain. One more test

  will prove the matter. One more!’




  ‘You have run out of test slots, Professor. Run out! This means there are no more test slots. Do you understand? You have conducted over two thousand tests so far! You

  have conducted so many experiments that you have literally run out of slots—’




  ‘Shall I tell you the problem,’ says one of the men, waggishly, ‘with using up all your test slots?’




  Bradley hasn’t got time for this. Urgently, he says: ‘The Tungayika . . .’




  ‘Let us not,’ interrupts one of the men, ‘let us not rehearse all the reasons why Tungayika would be – a terrible idea.’




  ‘A terrible idea!’ repeats one of the women.




  ‘Terrible,’ agrees the third.




  ‘But of all the remaining possibilities,’ urges Bradley, ‘it’s the best we have. Entertain this idea, I ask you. Please: entertain the idea. What if I really am

  only one more trial away from perfecting the technology?’




  ‘Tungayika is a good half-century further back than any test you’ve conducted.’




  ‘It’s not the distance,’ says Bradley, rubbing his eyes, as if he’s been over this a million times. Million, billion, trillion: these numbers are all friends of his.

  ‘It’s not a question of distance. Time isn’t like space. That’s what I’m saying. It’s an energy sine.’




  ‘It is the distance,’ retorted one of the men. ‘Not in terms of reaching the target, maybe not, but definitely in controlling the experiment via such a long

  temporal lag. And quite apart from anything else, nobody really knows what happened at Tungayika . . .’




  Bradley seizes on this. You know what? He thinks this is his trump card. ‘That’s right!’ he says, leaping up, actually bouncing up from his chair. He’s an energetic and

  impetuous fellow, is Bradley. ‘That’s the best reason why you should authorise the drop! Think of the metrics we’ll get back! We’re guaranteed at least

  seventeen seconds there. But in fact I’m certain we’ve finally got the containment right; we’ll be there right up to the proper moment. And that means . . . we’ll be able to

  see what it was that created such a big bang, back there in 1904. Solving that mystery is, well, icing on the . . . icing on the . . .’




  ‘You’re playing with real things here, Brad,’ says one of the men. ‘It is no game. Real people, real lives.’




  Professor Bradley nods, and lowers his gaze, but this could be the problem – right there. Because you know what? Professor Bradley doesn’t really think he is playing with real

  things. Many years and scores of drops have reinforced his belief that reality can’t be played with. History is as it is; time paradoxes are harder to generate than kai-chi muons. Tungayika

  in Siberia in 1904 is further away from his conscience than anything imaginable. It was such a sparsely populated area! And anyway, the asteroid wiped it out! And anyway that event has

  already happened. The board is worried about killing people, but all the people he might kill are all already long dead! None of what he does is real.




  That’s the crucial one, really. That last one.




  ‘It’s one more drop,’ says Bradley. ‘Just that. Just one more! Then we’ll be able to go back to Capitol Hill with a fully-working time travel

  insertion protocol! Think of it!’




  ‘Brad . . .’




  ‘This one chance to turn all the frustration around to victory – the chance to get a return on all that money!’




  ‘But Professor Notkin says that . . .’




  At this much-hated name Professor Bradley positively arches his back. Like a cat! No, really. Like a furious, hissing feline! ‘Come on Rosie,’ he cries. ‘Don’t

  bait me, Rosie’




  ‘Brad, now, listen, Notkin is . . .’




  ‘—after my bloody job,’ cried Professor Bradley, rolling his hands in an agitated dumb-show. ‘She’s after my Lab. She can’t have it. If I didn’t have to

  keep pouring my energies into combatting her conspiracies against me—’




  ‘Oh,’ says Rosie, in a disappointed voice.




  ‘Conspiracies is too strong,’ agrees another.




  ‘Some might consider it actionable,’ opines a third.




  ‘Agh!’ yells Bradley, in the sheerest of sheer annoyance.




  There is an embarrassed pause.




  ‘Come now,’ says Rosie, in a placating tone. ‘Notkin is a good scientist. There’s no need to get so worked-up about office politics. You get this sort of office politics

  anywhere and everywhere! You can’t blame Notkin for being ambitious. Being ambitious is not a crime.’




  ‘She has been undermining me for eighteen months now. She sells you on this pipe dream of remote viewing . . .’




  ‘At least it doesn’t involve shit being blown up,’ snaps one of the men.




  And once again there is an awkward silence.




  ‘Give me a break,’ growls Bradley. ‘Patrick, you of all people—’




  ‘I’m not kidding, Brad,’ says Patrick. ‘The bandwidth may be small, but with Notkin’s system . . .’




  ‘. . . which she stole from my work . . .’




  ‘. . . we get real data, and – and – and nothing blows up.’




  Everybody falls silent. After a short while, Rosie says: ‘Look, Brad, we’re not out to get you. We’re really not. We’re not trying to replace you with Notkin. But you

  have to give us something to work with. Give us a result that’s more than seventeen seconds.’




  ‘Then give me Tungayika,’ said Bradley.




  Four




  We’ve come a long way, from the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs to Japan in 1945, and then via diminishing leaps to the present. From that heated meeting we need to use

  the magic time-travel machine called ‘story’ to step forward only two more months. Hardly any time at all. And here we are, right now.




  Bradley is in a corridor inside his own lab and trying to get in, but his way is being blocked by three people. One of them is a policeman. The policeman looks kind-of embarrassed, but

  he’s there, and he’s resting his palm on the back of the grip of his holstered gun. Of the other two people, one is Professor Notkin, aforementioned; and the other is Rosie –

  Roseanna Chan, senior liaison, perhaps the most objectively powerful person (in terms of political power) anywhere on the mountain.




  Bradley says: ‘Crimes against humanity?’ He says this several times. ‘Crimes against humanity? Crimes against humanity?’ Then, ‘I thought that was a

  joke. Rosie,’ he says, turning to her. ‘You’re going to let Notkin hand me to the police for crimes against humanity?’




  ‘I’m afraid my hands are tied,’ says Rosie, looking blank. Blank is her version of looking uncomfortable. ‘Maybe if Tungayika had—’




  ‘She sabotaged Tungayika!’ cries Brad, pointing a finger at Notkin. ‘She sabotaged it to get my job, to take my lab, to . . .’




  ‘Calm yourself,’ advises the policeman.




  ‘There’s no need for a scene,’ Notkin agrees, blandly.




  ‘It does you no good,’ says Rosie.




  ‘C’mon, Rosie! You know how she’s been plotting for years to unseat me! I taught her everything she knows, and this is how she repays me?’




  ‘You’ve taught me a lot, Brad,’ says Professor Notkin. ‘I’ll always be grateful.’




  Brad’s eyes do that bulgy-outy thing, as if they are filled with a metallic gel and Notkin is a massively powerful electromagnet. Words temporarily fail him.




  ‘Time to come away, sir,’ says the policeman. ‘Leave these people to do their work.’




  ‘It’s not their work!’ Bradley complains. ‘It’s my work!’




  ‘You are under arrest,’ the policeman reminds him.




  ‘Ah!’ says Brad, as if the idea has just occurred to him. ‘And what about the statute of limitations, eh? There is such a thing as a statute of limitations, even on

  murder.’




  ‘But not,’ said Rosie, as gently as she can, ‘for crimes against humanity. That’s why I’m afraid the officer here has got to take you in. But I’m certain

  it’s a temporary thing. It’ll only be a few days in jail until we find a judge prepared to bail you.’




  ‘Bail me on a charge of crimes against humanity?’ boggles Brad.




  ‘It is an unusual case, yes,’ says Rosie. ‘We all realise that.’




  ‘Too right it is. These people were all dead already! These people were all long dead already! How can you murder somebody who’s already dead? Try and peg me with the guilt of

  these people when they’re already . . .’




  ‘Dead, yes, and long ago,’ says Notkin. ‘But dead because of you.’ And for the first time there is, as the phrase goes, steel in her voice. You see now how she

  might have moved herself in only four years from grad student to Head of the Bonneville Particle Acceleration Laboratory.




  Bradley is blustery, and he can do no better than repeat himself. He’s lost. It’s over for him. ‘They died before I was even born!’




  ‘It’ll be interesting to see what the court makes of that defence,’ Notkin notes. ‘Hey! Don’t punish me! The people I killed are already dead! ’




  ‘I am not a murderer,’ says Brad.




  ‘Let’s not—’ says the policeman.




  ‘This is bull,’ says Brad. ‘I flat don’t believe this.’




  ‘I’m afraid that Professor Notkin’s hunch has been proved,’ says Rosie. ‘Do you think we’d be acting like this otherwise? I’m afraid it’s been

  looked into. There have been literally – literally – hundreds of federal agents and specialists looking into it. And it’s fair to say that there have been . . . ructions. Oh, some

  pre-tty ma-jor ructions. At the highest levels.’




  ‘Just because a bunch of dead people are dead?’




  ‘Not that! Well, obviously, that’ says Rosie. ‘But the White House is more worried by the thought that – oh, come on Brad!’ All one word: cmnbrad!

  uttered with the force of exasperation. ‘Our national defence is still predicated on nuclear deterrence, after all. We’ve still got thousands of missiles with nuclear war-heads.

  It’s a shock to discover that firing them at a target would have no more effect than . . .’ and she searches for an analogy, before falling back (she is a scientist, after all) on the

  literal truth ‘. . . no more effect than dropping eight tons of inert metal. There’s some high-level rushing around on that account, I don’t mind telling you. There are

  some chickens deprived of their heads in the corridors of power, I don’t mind telling you.’




  ‘All that nuclear physics, all the stuff I learned as a student – the basis of nuclear power stations,’ Brad splutters. ‘I refuse to believe it’s wrong.’




  ‘It’s not wholly wrong, of course. But it turns out – wrong in one important regard.’




  ‘Crazy!’




  ‘Simply not explosive,’ says Rosie. ‘Nuclear tech will fuse of course, and go fissionable of course, but only slowly. It’ll work in a nuclear pile. It just

  won’t explode over Hiroshima. It’s a tough lump to swallow, but swallow it you’d better. It’s the truth. The defence chiefs of staff are having to swallow it. None of

  our nuclear warheads are actually explosive. That’s a big swallow for them. Those early bombs sent our physics a bit skewy. It might even be, you know, comical, if it weren’t so

  serious. If the implications weren’t so serious. Look, I’ll send the research work to your phone. I’m sure they’ll let you keep your phone in jail. You can read up on it. In

  actual fact, you know what? They took a regular warhead up to the Mojave last week and tried to explode it, and nothing happened.’




  ‘One damp squib,’ said Brad. But he sounded tired. Maybe the fight was finally going out of him.




  ‘I’m afraid not. I’m afraid it’s true of all our warheads. None of them work, which is to say; none of them will explode. The same is true of the Chinese nukes, and the

  Russian ones, and the Indonesian ones – turns out the technology just doesn’t work. I mean, you can’t blame those last-century scientists. They did their chalkboard calculations,

  and they figured the bomb would blow, and when the bomb really did blow it seemed to confirm their calculations. So they didn’t worry too much about the more abstruse

  implications of the equations.’




  ‘And how easy it is,’ says Notkin, ‘to get one’s calculations wrong. Wouldn’t you say, Professor?’ She may be forgiven this snide interjection. She’s

  suffered under Bradley’s cyclotropic eccentricities and incompetences for many years. And it’s her facility now.




  ‘And when Hiroshima, and Nagasaki, and the subsequent nuclear tests seemed to confirm . . .’ Rosie says. ‘But the horrible truth is that although those military leaders thought

  they were dropping those bombs and killing those people, they didn’t. You did it. You didn’t realise that that was what you were doing, but it was. The responsibility is yours.

  And since . . .’




  And, suddenly, Brad is running. He is running as fast as his lanky legs will propel him, and the policeman is shouting ‘stop or I’ll shoot!’ He has finally unholstered his

  pistol. But Rosie stops him. ‘There’s no need to shoot,’ she says. ‘There’s no way out of here. It’s a closed facility.’




  Is she right, though? It is a closed facility, yes. But is there no way out?




  What do you think?




  Bradley runs, and runs. It’s been his facility for many years, and there are things about it which not even the ambitious Professor Notkin knows.




  Like what?




  Like this capsule, in this room, wired up with the full power the facility can provide.




  Previous drops have propelled a capsule no larger than a human thumb, wrapped about in shielding and cladding designed to protect it. But size isn’t actually a constraint, since time (it

  turns out) is not topographic in the way space is. It preserves angles, and it preserves an analogue of velocity; but not mass, or dimension, or, and to quote the great Algerian theoretical

  temporicist El-Dur, les êtres de l’hyperespace sont susceptibles des définitions précises comme ceux de l’espace ordinaire, et si nous ne pouvons les

  représenter nous pouvons les concevoir et . . . – well, anyway. Anyway, the point is that there’s no reason, given enough energy, why a larger capsule might not be sent back.

  No reason at all. And you must understand this about Professor Bradley: he really really believes he’s cracked the containment field problem. He thinks the Tungayika mess-up was

  deliberate sabotage by the envious, ambitious, scheming Professor Notkin. He’s sure that he’ll be able to shoot himself back – and stabilise – and polarise

  – and get away. And what’s the alternative? Prison is the alternative. Crimes against humanity? – execution, like a Nuremberg villain? Ignominy, and a destroyed reputation,

  and his beloved technology thrown on the scrapheap? Or (this is what he is thinking) or: one final throw of the dice, one eucatastrophic twist in the story to turn failure into triumph, to

  vindicate everything he has done. A personal one-way mission, backwards in time, simultaneously freeing him from captivity and proving the worth of his invention!




  It’s no choice at all, really, for Professor Bradley. It’s exactly consonant with his impetuous personality; his ressentiment, his chafing restlessness. His fundamental

  incaution. He’s in the room, and he fits a metal chair-back snugly under the door handle.




  His phone comes to life in his breast pocket. The ringtone is ‘Rain’ by The Beatles. A fumble with a trembling thumb, and the device is turned off.




  Professor Bradley powers up the generators, and climbs into the padded innards of his own experimental capsule, and he pulls the lid down on top of him.




  Crimes against humanity? Or? Maybe beat the rap with one flick of this—




  Three




  And we’re off!




  There’s almost nothing to see from the tiny porthole in the capsule. There’s not even really a seat to sit down on, just a little shelf to rest his narrow buttocks. But once the

  switch is flicked there’s a whomp and a whoosh and Brad’s head cracks against the ceiling of the capsule. A painful collision. Before he knows it he’s back resting on the little

  shelf, trying to peer out of the fogged up porthole and rubbing his head. Why did he bounce upwards when he accelerated backwards? He ought not to have moved at all; time, after all, is not space.

  But there is a trembling thrum to the capsule, as if time travel involves some kind of friction, or something. He can’t think. But it hardly matters. It hardly matters now. The

  switch has been thrown.




  The view outside the capsule is not of a smooth backward-running movie. It’s a strobe-y series of discontinuities, frozen moments that hold for a second, or sometimes more, of subjective

  time and then jerk into a prior arrangement. Very strange. It hurts Bradley’s eyes to watch it.




  The capsule is three months back. This is the time of his meeting with the suits, before the Tungayika debacle. It was at this time that Gupta, who worked directly for Notkin, came to his boss

  and said: ‘I’ve been looking at the underlining metrics from the drops, and something real screwy is going on with the numbers.’




  It was at this time that Notkin (by no means a fool) began to wonder: but if the physics for the A-bomb was so misguided, then where did all that energy come from to flatten the

  city? And furthermore to wonder: all those nuclear tests – that explosive energy must have come from somewhere! And what if the delta fold-up function that Brad included in his

  equations in fact follows an exponential rather than a sequential logic?




  So many people killed! Of course that had never been Brad’s intent. Don’t you think you ought to judge him on his intentions? He had the best of intentions. He

  personally wouldn’t so much as pull a puppy’s tail, consciously. He’s a considerate and—




  Too late! We’ve gone back past that moment.




  Two




  When now? We’ve jarred backwards a number of years before. This was the time of the first successful test: the probe lasting thirteen seconds of shielded life in the

  earlier time frame before exploding so violently. It was a frabjous day when that news was broached. On that day Brad drank two thirds of a bottle of champagne and, unused to the excess of such a

  gesture, was sick in a waste bin. You see, it was possible to shield the probe, even if only for a temporary period, when it—




  No, we’re earlier than that now. Hurtling backwards the whole time.




  This was when Brad was giving his introductory lecture to the new recruits. These were all brilliant minds, but all of them were ignorant of the business of time travel. The whole discipline was

  classified. The basic equations were classified. The government would hardly spend so many billions on a project and leave it flapping vulnerable in the public breeze. So the students sit

  expectantly. Notkin is there, looking much younger and plumper and with eager eyes; all twelve of them have eager eyes.




  Bradley says: ‘Shall I tell you the problem with time travel?’




  And they listen.




  ‘You need to stop thinking of it as travel,’ says Bradley. ‘It’s not like wandering around a landscape. When you put an object from our time into another time

  frame, it’s like bringing matter and anti-matter together. It’s actually very much like that; the matter of your probe’ (he holds up the thumb-sized plasmetal object) ‘is of

  a radically temporally distinct sort to the matter of your surrounding environment – the air, the ground on which it finds itself, the water in the atmosphere. They mutually annihilate and

  release energy. Boom!’




  The students’ are wide-eyed and attentive.




  ‘That would be bad news for the chrononaut,’ says Brad, walking round to the front of the desk and leaning himself, rakishly, up against it. He is half-distracted – or no, a

  third-distracted, no more – by the eyes of that plump graduate student there, in the front row. Very striking. Attractive. He was not a man with a wide experience of women, but something

  about her gaze appealed to him. ‘Our chrononaut would step out of the door of his time machine into the world of 1850 and, boom! In fact he wouldn’t even get the chance to open

  the door. The material out of which his time capsule was made would react as soon as it appeared. Boom! How big a boom?’




  So he calls up the white board, and as a group they go through the numbers, with Brad leading them, to show how big a boom. And it is big. It’s high-explosive big. And as they do this, as

  he nudges their naïf misunderstandings in the right direction, and pushes the correct equations through the mass of variables, Brad thinks: she’s bright as well as pretty. He

  starts to daydream, idly, about whether this young new PhD might be interested in—




  ‘So how do we solve it, professor?’ asks one of the other students.




  Snap out of it, Brad! ‘That’s what you are all here to work on,’ he booms. ‘We know what we need to do. We need to shield the probe,’ and he holds up

  the probe again, ‘so that, once it’s inserted in the previous time slot, it lasts longer than a micro-second. And then we need to develop the means of temporally polarising its matter.

  Given a long enough period – thirty seconds should do it – we ought, theoretically, to be able to align the matter of the probe with the local grain of time travel. And once we’ve

  done that, it can slot into its new environment non-explosively. Once we’ve cracked that problem . . . then actual, real, time travel becomes a possibility.’




  He grins; they grin. The world is all before them.




  ‘One problem,’ he tells them, ‘is in finding places to test our probe. You see, the early probes are likely to fail; we have to factor that in. And when they fail

  they’re going to go big boom-boom.’ He simpers, and pushes his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. ‘The past is a different country, and we don’t want to go dropping

  random dynamite bombs on it hither and yon.’




  ‘Because of the sanctity of the time lines, professor?’ asks one of the students.




  ‘Because of the risk of killing people. But there’s a way to avoid that danger.’




  What way?




  No, we’re slinking back further and further.




  One




  The 1940s. This is the moment of Hiroshima. What better place to hide an exploding device from the future than inside a nuclear blast? The time-locals are hardly going to

  notice it there, are they? Drop it at that place, at precisely that time. You’ll recover metrics that let you know how well the shielding is holding up, how long it would have lasted for

  – and then, bang: vaporised. No chance of futuristic technology falling into 1940s hands. No chance of being noticed. No grandfather paradox. Oh, it’s an ideal solution.




  One of the first things the team learns is that their theory is wrong. The device explodes not with high-explosive force, but with a more concentrated and devastating power. But it’s still

  small beer compared with the force of ten thousand suns that the atomic bombs unleash.




  They test, and probe. They drop their devices into Hiroshima and Nagasaki. There were 477 nuclear tests in the period from 1945 to 1970, and they can camouflage their work inside any one of

  them. Each time they inch a little closer to perfecting the technology, drawing out the power of the shielding, giving more time for the polarisation to take effect.




  Eventually, of course, they’re going to run out of nuclear explosions in which to hide their experiments. But by then they’ll have perfected the technology. By then. And if they have

  not, then they’ll have to find other historical explosions. That asteroid strike in Siberia in 1908 – you know the one. That’s always a fall-back.




  It’ll be a long time before Notkin realises that the delta fold-up function that Professor Bradley included in his equations in fact follows an exponential rather than a sequential logic.

  Before she realises that the brown-paper-and-vinegar science of the Manhattan project, stuck with 1940s technology and assumptions, was simply not in the position to develop a working nuclear

  device. That the exponential factor in the equations, multiplied by the length of time through which the device travels, rubbing up a potent form of energetic friction, will produce an explosion of

  . . . precisely A-bomb dimensions. And that the later tests, with more sophisticated shields, would yield precisely the larger megatonnage of the test explosions into which they were dropped. That,

  in fact . . .




  Missed it. Brad has shot backwards. He’s now earlier than Hiroshima, and is getting more before by the minute.




  Frankly he’s lost control. His grasp of the math has been wrong from an early stage, and he’s massively overestimated the amount of energy he needs to place this much larger device

  back to the right time. (He was thinking the 1970s) There’s an inverse scale on increasing math; but a straightforward exponential on the amount of energy you accumulate as you—




  There he goes




  Gone.




  Before gone.




  Zero




  The deeper in time you sink, the more temporal static you build up. On the other hand, imagine an asteroid capable of causing mass extinction. That would have to be a

  whopper. But there never was such a large irregular polygon of ice and rock falling out of the highest high. You don’t believe me? Fair enough. I tell you how we can solve it: go back

  there and see for ourselves. Imagine the time traveller, his capsule popping out and crashing into the foliage. It lands on its back, tumbles on its top, rolls on its back, and the chrononaut can

  see out through his porthole. He wipes the condensation away with his arm. He can see weird contortions of green and black, and he recognises them straight away for foliage. Past the leaves, out in

  the wetland, a grazing diplodocus raises its head, its long neck straightening upwards like a pointing arm. The other, of course, is the number seventeen on his inner display turning, second by

  second, into sixteen, and so into fifteen, and – well, I daresay you know how to count backwards just as well as you know how to count forwards.




  



  




   




   




   




   




  A Prison Term of a Thousand Years




   




   




   




   




  People ask me how one endures so lengthy a prison sentence. But it is the same whether the sentence is a thousand years or only one. You see, each day is its own thing. You

  encounter each day at morning, and you inhabit it. You pull each day on as if it were a suit of clothes. You hurry nothing, but neither do you dawdle. You simply move from moment to moment as

  smoothly as if time is your medium for yoga, for the flexing of your muscles and the spangling of your mind.




  I was sentenced to one thousand, one hundred and twelve years incarceration. It was in this fashion that I addressed the first day, and it was how I addressed the last day, of this prodigious

  prison sentence.




  But people say: ‘Surely that can’t be true! Surely as the release date approached you must have become excited? Eager finally to be gone?’




  To this I say no. I say: if I had become excited on the eve of my release, I would have become excited on many other occasions during my incarceration; I would have celebrated the thousand-year

  mark; I would have marked every century, every month. I would have woken every morning mentally ticking off another day. By the same token, I would have fretted; I would have been anxious to

  get on with my sentence; I would have worn myself out within a few years with the sheer friction of anticipation, the joys of which, quite as much as the frustrations, are too exhausting for human

  minds to bear over too lengthy a period. I could have gone mad, and then I would have died.




  Out of prison I met a woman. ‘A thousand years!’ she said. She kept saying it. ‘A thousand years! Ten centuries! Oh and it must be a shock to come out

  – so much has changed since you went in!’




  We were walking along the seafront. It was autumn. An eighty-metre planar tree towered over the buildings. It moved its huge leaves in the wind, steadily shovelling the air. The leaves were a

  bright red colour freckled with purple, very striking in contrast against the pale-coloured sky and the restless dark waters.




  ‘The trees,’ I said, ‘appear to be bigger.’




  ‘That?’ she said. ‘That? That’s not what I mean! That’s nothing! They’ve been engineering giant trees for centuries! No, I mean things like the

  Dropsonde, like the Stute affair and the reelection of Cess, Saint Cess. I mean things like the Plat scandal – or even – or even the technological advances! The Tager-Smith

  drive! The Tertiaries! It must all be so new to you!’




  I leant against the rail that separated the walkway from the sea. There seemed to be no upright posts to which this rail was attached. It floated. Nor was it metal, although it looked as though

  it was. It felt warm to the touch, almost like flesh, and yielded to the pressure of my body leaning on it. I watched the sea. And then, in a brief miracle of autumn lighting, a gap eased in the

  clouds to allow through a slant passage of pure sunlight. It fell across my arms and shone on the effervescence of the foam at the foot of the seawall. Then the brightness passed again.




  ‘Come on!’ she said. ‘There’s so much to do! So many people to introduce you to!’ And she pulled my arm, and she tugged me away.




  Treatment is an interesting word, I think. We treat children with medicine, but also with candies. We make treaties with our enemies at time of war. When the first

  longevity treatments were developed—




  Stop, a moment. A moment.




  Her name was Thalatta, that woman, and she was eager for me to meet many people. She wanted to make a film of me, and bruit me about, and generally raise me before the general

  audience. She might say things such as, ‘You’re no freak!’ and ‘You’re as human as I!’ But then, after a while, she lost interest in me. For a time I had

  no visitors. I took a walk along the seafront daily. I took my meals. I sat and watched as the sun pushed a parallelogram of light across the floor and then slid it, tightening and thinning it a

  little, up the wall. It was winter now, and the heartbeat of days syncopated, spaced brightness between longer pauses of darkness.




  ‘You were in prison for a thousand years?’ a man asked me, amazed. I do not remember how he came to find out about my past. He lived, I think, not far from my apartment.

  Sometimes he walked along the seafront. Sometimes I did. ‘A thousand years!’ he said, and he put up a great dumb-show of astonishment, shaking his head very pronouncedly, holding up his

  hands, and darting his feet back and forth across the spot on which he stood. ‘But what did you do?’




  ‘Do?’




  ‘Your crime! What crime could possibly deserve so lengthy a sentence? Now, wait a bit,’ and he put a finger vertically against his lips, ‘there was a case in the news

  just last week, oh! a nasty one, there was a case in the news of a man who murdered his brother, killed him outright; and he was only sentenced to fifty years. But a

  thousand years!’




  ‘Murdered his brother?’ I asked.




  ‘Sure, murdered him! Fifty years! But you – a thousand years, you—’




  The sea worked against the wall in an iambic rhythm, hissing and hushing.




  On another occasion he said, ‘You’re one of those immortals.’ I shook my head. ‘Oh I know, not immortal,’ he said. ‘No, of course not. But you’ve

  got an enormously elongated lifespan, haven’t you! To think of it! And yet you look just like us! To think of it! To think I’ve met you! Fancy!’




  ‘Fancy,’ I said.




  ‘Is that,’ he said, as if the idea were occurring to him for the first time, ‘is that why you were given such a long prison sentence? I mean, was it calculated as a

  proportion of the total amount of time you have left in your . . . ?’ His sentence did not complete itself. ‘So let’s say, I’m going to live to be a hundred and

  fifty, so that for me a sentence of fifty years means a third of my life and for you . . .’ and again his sentence did not complete. ‘What,’ he asked me, outright,

  ‘what did you do? What was your crime? What deserved a thousand years?’




  ‘Calculated as a proportion of my total expected life,’ I said, ‘as against the life of people like me—’




  ‘Oh, but who,’ he interrupted, thinking, I’m sure, that he was being complimentary, ‘but who is like you? Nobody! Nobody!’




  I look around me and it is summer. The green has a vivid and severe quality. The sky is cyan. The sun weighs itself down with its own heat, and sets.




  I look around me and it is winter. The gigantic tree near my apartment seems no less massive, though empty of leaves. Its huge black stem seems almost to be fixing the sky in place. The white

  sky.




  I watch the day ending. The sun, dropping, comes to rest, momentarily, on the top of the Oceanic Tower, away on the horizon: like a circle of flame on a candlewick. But then it is gone, and the

  candle is blown out.




  There is a fire in my apartment block, and the engines come flying through the air with their foam to put it out.




  It is spring now. It is raw and youthful weather, flashes of sun bright as blindness and then heavy raindrops falling in rattles and swarms. I walk out under a wind-scraped sky, and the air

  prods me and pulls me, will not let me get away. The wind is trying to mug me, to pick my pocket and shove me in the gutter. My coat-tails flutter like pennants. This woman is called Fallina.

  ‘You knew my mother,’ she said. ‘You met her. She made films about you.’




  I am trying to remember. But I can only think of a frantic and restless shape, a trick of moving the arms in a certain way, of gesticulating. Her face does not come into focus at all.




  We pass a group of three people, talking amongst themselves. As we pass one of them takes three steps towards us and spits at me. The sputum does not hit my face. It trails itself onto my shirt.

  Fallina pulls my arms and hurries me along.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ says Fallina.




  ‘How is she?’ I say. I am trying. Really I am. ‘Your mother? Is she well?’




  ‘She died some years ago,’ Fallina says. ‘There are still many who support the cause, you see. But, but the cause it – the movement is—’




  Here is the resistance of trying to understand what she means, and following all the ins-and-outs, all the outs-and-ins. What is she talking about? I don’t know. But I can lower my

  head to nod, and raise it again to look into her face.




  ‘Times change,’ she says, dolefully.




  I can lower and raise my head.




  ‘So,’ she says, and it appears she is concluding now. ‘So we’re trying to organise the necessary transport,’ she says.




  I do not know what she means.




  ‘The situation is dangerous – dangerous for you. The political climate has changed. The mood of the population as a whole—’




  I try to follow what she is saying.




  ‘It’s also a question of where – of where to fly you to. But,’ she says. ‘But we’ll work something out.’




  The hill above the town is as green as pistachio in the spring light; but there is cloud behind and above it, and the cloud is sea-green, blue and purple, a raincloud plump as a pigeon’s

  breast and eager to shed its freshwater upon us. The rain is already coming down the hill, folded into creases like drapery.




  ‘I’ll try to come tomorrow. My mother was right, she was right to campaign, it’s a terrible injustice. We all ought to be ashamed!’ I do not know what she means.

  ‘I’ll come tomorrow.’




  She does not come the following day. The police come.




  The sentence is one thousand, two hundred and eight years and some weeks and a day. The crime is the same as before. ‘I would advise you to be thankful,’ says the

  Judge, ‘that you live under so enlightened a system. In the East they have long since incinerated all your kind. There is considerable diplomatic pressure being applied upon our government to

  follow suit – which, of course, you have read about in the news sheets.’ But I have not done this reading.




  The longevity protocol was a way of treating a human being: a doping, or staining. Treatment in the sense of the word that wood is treated. This, now, is a different sense of the word treatment,

  this isolation. Incarceration. This is a way of treating something.




  ‘The danger you and your kind pose to ordinary humanity, in our resource-limited world—’ says the Judge. ‘You and your kind—’ But what kind? ‘As

  much for your protection as for the protection of the public,’ he says. ‘Not what you have done but what you are,’ he said. ‘A necessity,’ says the Judge, and that is

  that is that.
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  ‘You know,’ said Captain Haldeman. He was from Maryland. His glasses were fixed to his face with a plastic strap round the back of his head. On his helmet was a

  badge making plain for whom it was Jesus died. ‘You know,’ he said again. The sergeant stuck his wide, baggy face in frame, his nose as wide as a pony’s. ‘No atheists in a

  foxhole,’ he said.




  ‘I’m going off sticks,’ the cameraman told the Director, and the Director, looking small and tortoise-like in his enormous khaki-and-green flak jacket, nodded nervously. Off

  came the camera from its sticks, and onto the Cameraman’s shoulders, and a closer-upper, more animated-ish, dynamic picture was thereby framed.




  ‘You looking to get some footage of combat?’ asked Captain Haldeman




  ‘That would be great,’ said the Director, uncertainly.




  ‘You guys usually do.’




  ‘Great,’ said the Director.




  ‘Combat’s coming. It’s on its way right here. Reports say Musclemen are advancing nor-nor-west, coming forward on two fronts, and a new cluster of Godbombs been detonated

  upwind, which usually means an attack is about to kick off.’




  ‘That would be good,’ said the Director. ‘That would be,’ uncertainly, ‘cool.’




  ‘OK,’ said the Cameraman. ‘Good, good, yeah.’ The Director glanced nervously about, as if the coming combat were aimed directly at him.




  The desert was custard-powder, milled infinitely fine by eons, smoothed by wind and gravity. The sky was so darkly-blue bright, the sun intently bright and unyielding. It is impossible to

  imagine the night that could ever rust the idl of this light. An ideal landscape, like a stage set, yellow boards, blue backdrop, before the props and actors are moved into position. And so

  hot! Its heat was a dry, parching heat. Somewhere over that horizon, to the west, was Tyre, and west of that is the sea – less blue than the sky, though still cobalt and juice-ish.

  You’re about to correct me, and quite right: to the west was what’s left of Tyre, and that’s not much. The UN Army is a mill, and it has ground Tyre very fine, almost as

  floury as the desert around it. Concrete has been turned to talcum, brick shattered and granulated, glass made molten and splattered. To wander the streets of the ancient city of Tyre was to walk

  amongst heaps of well-ground dust, and the occasional sheared-off concrete pillar with cords of steel sprouting from its fracture like weeds. Remember what General Heighton said? We have grown

  tired of Tyre. Soldiers have gotten it in their hair, and have breathed it into their lungs.




  A convoy of tanks hurtled across the distance, churning thunderheads of dust in their wake.




  Here are three marines – just sitting about. Just hanging.




  ‘Tell us about the Godbombs,’ said the Director to the three marines. ‘Talk to camera, and just speak what’s on your mind.’




  They looked at him, and he felt the need to elaborate.




  ‘Just be natural.’




  The three men were wearing helmets and khaki flak jackets that left their arms bare. One was sitting on an upturned bucket; the other two standing. Each of them was wearing different coloured

  sunglasses: black; green; blue.




  ‘Taste of lavender,’ said one.




  ‘Something bloomish, yeah,’ concurred the second, shifting his rifle from one hand to the other and back again, as if it were a pool cue. ‘Springtime, or – what. You

  don’t eat it, but it’s a real distinctive flavour – in your nose, and throat. And then the sky gets loved-up and pretty.’




  ‘The sky?’




  ‘Everything, pretty much,’ said the second. ‘The sky, the land, the—’ he gestured at the horizon.




  ‘It’s like a veil of joy,’ said the first, with sudden eloquence. He pondered, and went on: ‘My home church, we speak in tongues a month, once a month, and then when, and

  when that come round, there’s—’ The sun fireworks dazzle from the lenses of his shades as he looks right, and then back. ‘Excitement,’ he concludes, shortly.

  ‘It’s like that.’




  ‘Like Christmas,’ agreed the second.




  The third spoke up: ‘No Christmas for Musclemen,’ he noted. ‘They bottled no Christmas feeling when they concocted this stuff.’




  ‘No shit?’ said the second.




  ‘Musclemen don’t celebrate Christmas – you knew that.’




  ‘No shit?’




  ‘You knew that.’




  The director wanted the talk brought back to topic. ‘And the Godbombs themselves? What do you know about, what do you?’




  ‘I heard it was the French invented.’




  ‘The Mullahs done it!’




  ‘Was it,’ the second guy put in, ‘ours? I heard it was one of ours.’




  ‘The Mullahs thought it would bring the Marine Corps to its knees,’ said the first soldier, vehemently. ‘That’s why they invented them. But they were wrong.’ At

  this the three started whooping. Marine Corps! Marine Corps!




  The Director tried to keep them on track. ‘But what does it feel like? Doesn’t it make, I mean does it really make you think the enemy are gods?’




  ‘Sure,’ said Soldier 1, lazily. ‘They get them an aura. They look real fine.’




  ‘Like Christ himself,’ said 2.




  ‘Greek gods,’ said the third. ‘Come down from Olympus.’




  ‘And,’ said the Director. He was thinking back to the interview with the neuropollutants expert guy, who had been saying that the new strain locked into the religious centres of the

  brain so solidly that none of the neuropurgatives could dislodge it. He tried to think how to put that to them without just, you know: pissing them off. You’re stuck with this forever, you

  know? You know you’ll never be free of it? He couldn’t say that. ‘So you want, so it makes you want, so when you see the enemy, so you want to worship them?’ He tried

  again. ‘It brings on the desire to worship?’




  ‘What else you do with a god,’ said Soldier 1, ‘but worship?’




  ‘And masks?’ he meant gas-masks. The soldiers weren’t following. ‘The stuff gets in through the skin, I know. But – even in whole body suits?’




  ‘They’re no good,’ said Soldier 1, crossly, without expatiating further upon their inadequacy.




  2




  ‘You know; you know,’ said Captain Haldeman. He keeps peppering his speeches with ‘you know’. They’ll have to be edited out. ‘You know

  I’ll tell you what it is. Muslims consider God entirely beyond the world – there’s no harm we can inflict upon Allah. And they consider Mohammed as meriting very great

  respect.’ There’s a slightly patrician edge of drawl to his voice; ivy-league tones. ‘Really, it’s almost a definition of a Muslim to say that he respects Mohammed.

  That’s kind of the first thing a Muslim’s got to do: respect Mohammed, submit to God, that’s what. But a Christian . . .’




  ‘Sure,’ said the Director. It wouldn’t be true to say he was listening, really. It isn’t the case that the Captain has his full attention. Where’s the damn

  cameraman? Off taking filler footage, probably. They need to nail this down and get away, never mind the filler. Ink-blue sky. What’s to say? But the Captain was still pontificating.




  ‘You know what a Christian is?’ he was saying. ‘A Christian is somebody who knows deep-down he murdered his God. You got to own that fact, you got to acknowledge that

  and and, you got to love that fact to be a Christian. And. I mean, hardly respectful! Murdering somebody is, I’m sure we can agree, the, the, the,’ a chuckle in the words,

  ‘the opposite of respect. But.’ But when the Captain tried for serious he just made himself look chumpish. ‘But I guess there’s a cosmic truth there, you know? It is

  that by murdering God we let God transcend. It is, you know’ and he rolled his hand, an intellectual turned into a theologian by exposure to godbombing, ‘you know, it is by killing God

  that God can be victorious.’




  The Director was less happy with this. All too discursive. This was not news. News is adrenalin and the tightening of the scrotal skin. He needs action. ‘What’s it like in

  action?’ he prompted.




  ‘Well, when the Godbombs hit Musclemen units they tend . . . you know, to throw down their weapons and come out weeping, shouting out Islam! Islam!’




  ‘They’re none too muscly, neither, most of them,’ put in Sergeant Easterbrook, ramming his huge ugly face in frame once again and favouring the lens with a lopsided grin. You

  never saw such a huge nose. ‘Beefsteaks! That’s what you need. Add re-eal muscle.’ He backed up, and tried to model his biceps for the camera, but Haldeman shoved him

  out.




  ‘The point,’ he went on, when he had his breath again, ‘the point – really.’ As if he actually were about to come to the point. ‘You know . . . the point is

  that for a true Christian – like the members of this Christian Marine Unit – that when the God-bombs blow over us . . .’




  ‘That’s some fancy neuroscience!’ cawed Easterbrook, off-screen. He was giddy as a goat, that sergeant. ‘There’s some fancy neuroscience in those

  Godbombs!’




  But there’s no more time. The siren sounds, and the attack is already under way




  Whatever the Director was, and however often he attended his Episcopalian church, he reflected afterwards that he was no Christian – no true Christian – because when he

  scrambled up a bank of rubble, Cameraman beside him, and peered over – when the neurotabs flared in his nostril, and splashsoaked in the pores of his skin, and rushed up the chemical

  staircase to the centre of his brainstem, where the numinous and religious sensations of wonder are processed – he felt only awe. He looked, and the tank rumbling towards him struck

  him as sheerly awesome. He felt the almost overwhelming urge to go forward and prostrate himself before it: the Metal Hippopotamus God, so mighty yet merciful. Predicating mercy on might – it

  was so moving! It was a beautiful idea. And, running up behind it, darting and crouching and aiming their rifles, troops of the United Islamic Army struck the Director’s neurologically

  tampered-with brain as angels – as angels from a higher realm. He was filled with love, and wonder. There were sparks woven into the tissue of their skin. There was wonder and desert infinity

  and purple heavens with innumerable grains of distant suns captured in their eyes. It was overwhelming. He was crying and crying, sobbing. He threw his arms upwards.
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