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			Epigraph


			Then there appeared a mountain, dark in the distance, and I, Ulysses, tell you now: it was the tallest I had ever seen.


			[Inferno, 26: 133–135]


			Dante said: O Stephen will apologise. O, if not, the eagles will come and pull out his eyes.—


			Pull out his eyes,
Apologise,
Apologise,
Pull out his eyes.


			Apologise,
Pull out his eyes,
Pull out his eyes,
Apologise.


			[Joyce, Portrait]


		


	

		

			One


			The Forward


		


	

		

			:1:


			The Forward, interstellar exploration craft. Here, present, correct: its crew of five. To assist these brave explorers, the ship has been equipped with a great quantity of advanced technology and an even larger quantity of supplies, dry store as well as livestock – animals from pygs and sheep all the way down to chickens, mice and microbes. The ship was shaped like a kilometre-long church spire, a comparison that dates from the period when churches were architecture with common cultural currency. But only pygs go to church these days. So say, rather: the ship was shaped like a gigantic bullet, crafted of ice many hundreds of metres thick – shield, fuel and a reservoir all at once. Inside this titanic sheath was a structure made of metallic plastic, eighty major compartments and many smaller spaces and corridors, ship’s supplies and life-support. The drive shaft extended fourteen hundred metres to the rear.


			Now the Forward was entering the system of V538 Aurigae. The eagles are coming! The eagles are here!


			The ship was shaped like a bullet to streamline it, because interstellar space is not a vacuum. It is, rather, an extremely attenuated gas: ions, atoms and molecules spread so thinly that one might encounter only a single atom in each cubic kilometre (or, of course, one might encounter areas considerably more dense with particles). At the speeds needful for interstellar travel, even flying into the path of one molecule releases significant energy, and flying for centuries at very high speeds is, in effect, to fly through an atmosphere. Moreover, at such speeds, evasive action is sluggish and limited, and however good one’s forward sensors, there is always the chance that your craft will encounter a damaging, perhaps even a catastrophic collision event on your travels. It all adds to the spice of the journey. But the Forward made it to V538 Aurigae without such disaster. Indeed, if one believed in Providence, one might find fortuity in the fact that our natal star, the Sun, happens to exist in what is called ‘the Local Bubble’, a relative cavity in the interstellar medium some 300 light-years in breadth and height, in which the density of space is markedly lower than the surroundings. The unusually sparse gaseous and molecular matter in this cavity is the result of a supernova explosion fifteen million years ago, the force of which cleared much of this space. This works to facilitate travel between stars in our local group. And so human beings pour into this space, flying in all directions, because, like Mallory with Everest, space in every direction is there. Dark, dark, dark – oh, we all go into the dark. It’s almost as if Providence wants humanity to spread out from its natal star! Eagles leaving the nest.


			Of course, you don’t believe in Providence. No matter!


			The five human beings crewing the Forward had travelled to V538 Aurigae to see for themselves. To check it out. They were coming to observe at first-hand a strange feature spotted on the third planet of this system, V538 Aurigae γ. This feature had been noted by a passing probe – an unmanned device which had been moving at a significant fraction of light speed and had come no closer to the Aurigaean system than half a light-year. At such distances and velocities no very detailed or precise data could be collected, although enough information returned (eventually) to Earth to suggest some unusual terrain on Aurigae γ. It was probably nothing. Certainly, nobody suspected that it might be an alien megastructure, or anything of that sort. No intelligent alien life had yet been encountered, and neither had any human being yet visited any archaeological remnant of vanished intelligent alien civilisations. Still, it gave the owners, which is to say the crew, of the Forward somewhere to go, something to look into.


			They did not realise as they set off from Earth that they would strike gold.


			As the Forward approached closer and closer to the Aurigaean system and was able to analyse better data from γ, the lineaments of the artefact became clearer. A pillar on a conical base, or perhaps it would be better described as a continuous hyperbolic tower. It stretched 142 kilometres above the surface of the planet, far above the atmosphere and into space. Presumably, therefore, the artefact represented an alien space elevator, or at least the remnants of one. As the Forward approached closer still, the data became more accurate and informative. The structure stood on a roughly circular island, two hundred kilometres across, and grew, as a mountain might, smoothly from the bedrock. It manifestly was not a naturally occurring element in the landscape: therefore, it had been constructed. But it had been constructed so as to resemble a massively elongated mountain, with its peak outside the air. There were many terraces running around the circumference, but twelve main ones. In all this it resembled the mountain of Purgatory, as described in Dante’s medieval Italian epic, and so the crew began referring to it with that name. To be precise: Dante’s fictional mount had possessed nine terraces, with one extra, a magic garden, at the very top; but this alien structure was close enough in broader resemblance for the name to stick.


			There were no signs of contemporary industry, technology or life anywhere on γ.


			The Captain (we can call them that, although it’s not how they or their fellow crew members thought of them) walked the Forward’s corridors. The ship’s infrastructure was a smart-shell which could reconfigure itself in various ways. When the mission settled into orbit around γ it would heat its skin to free itself from its giant ice-sheath, shake itself out slowly into a new config and start spinning to simulate gravity. As it was, still being inside its ice-hide, it was configged to be a varied and meaningful arrangement of different-sized chambers and linking corridors that, on the flight to γ, utilised the slow .2g acceleration to give the crew somewhere to walk on. And now that it was approaching its destination, the structure had reconfigged to turn former ceilings into new floors.


			The deceleration pulled a rather more testing fraction of g than had the acceleration. But the Captain’s body was quite strong enough to cope with that.


			The Captain walked the corridors as they had done throughout the voyage. Each light-year of the forty traversed lasted them a week – which meant that this passage had entailed almost a whole year on duty, sleeping little, checking and monitoring much, personally patrolling their ship. The Captain could easily have watched their ship eat up the light-years more rapidly – that was, after all, what the other four crew members had done (one had watched the entire voyage pass in a month) – but the Captain did not judge such rapid passage compatible with their manifold shipboard duties. As it was, at a week per light-year, many circumstances and problems hurtled around them: the pygs and other animals on board raced hither and thither so rapidly they were blurred lines, more contrail than living creature. The ship’s hal was able to sync its input-output to the Captain’s, or at least it was able to do so most of the time. In the event of a sudden and unexpected emergency, it naturally took the Cap time to gearshift up to the one-to-one of clock-time on board. Indeed, in many cases, the Captain preferred to overshoot, to in effect slow down clock-time relative to themself, one-to-one-point-five or even a higher ratio, to give them more time to consider and react – and that, of course, took them even longer to orchestrate. But emergencies were rare, and for most of the voyage the Captain was content to wander their ship, light-year markers passing weekly. They got a sense of how things were going that way: they could feel, intuit how the ship was operating, the temporal disparity notwithstanding.


			As targeted deceleration ate into the Forward’s speed, the other four crew members slowly phased down their perceptual time-consciousnesses to something closer in ratio to shipboard clock-time. No reason to be abrupt about this. Don’t bolt down your changes in temporal perception, or you’ll get temporal indigestion, figuratively speaking. A complex of psychological impairments was associated with the ‘bends’ of enforced suddenness of perceptual temporal reorientation.


			Do you do ‘time’? Is that something in which you believe?


			Well, all right then!


			Let’s talk names. The five crew members each had many different names, depending on which in-group, relation or specifics were concerned. For the purposes of the voyage, and within the interactions of their time together, they had adopted on-ship monikers, and although it is a little tricky to translate these, we can start with the crew member who was responsible for the animal life on board. They took their responsibilities seriously, and many times during the voyage this individual dialled down to actual clock-time in order to check on the biomes, to ponder the data assembled by the agribots, to run specific tests on livestock health and so on. They did this regardless of whether the ship’s hal notified them of a specific issue – as for example when, around the twenty-light-year mark, a glitch in agribot code meant that too many chickens and sheep were culled and butchered at once, such that these two animal populations almost died out, and new storage units had to be excavated from the ice in which to store the meat (it took six months for the stable populations of these animals to be re-established). When that happened, hal called on this person’s expertise, you can be sure! But the longer the voyage continued, and even when there was no specific reason to dial down, this individual did so. It seemed they actually liked getting their hands in the soil, examining the animals and all suchlike labour.


			For this reason, their fellow crew members called them Pan. To be clear (and at the risk of mere pedantry), the name ‘Pan’ was not the one they actually used. The name they actually used referenced a figure from a different culture-text altogether, one whose mere composition is hundreds of years in the future as I write this. Pan is an approximation, although a reasonable one. They were a figure gifted with magic (in the Clarkean sense of the word) and given responsibility over beasts, birds and plants, but who pursued that responsibility with a zeal that tipped them over into, as the others saw it, eccentricity.


			If this crew member was Pan, then let’s call the Captain Zeus. The analogy is weaker here but will serve. With the other three individuals – Apollo, Dionysus and Hades – the cultural translation is less and less helpful, more and more imprecise. But let’s go with it. Why not?


			Zeus, Apollo and Hades had worked together previously, many decades before – on a voyage to 61 Cygni and back again to Earth. All three liked the challenge, liked satisfying their outward urge and their curiosity. And the mission had been profitable! All three were meat-eaters, and Dionysus had a particular taste for pyg-meat, although, since they’d dialled themselves into a very steep perceptual–temporal gradient, they didn’t eat very often. Their bodies subsisted on infed nutrients and hydration, and their consciousnesses, habituated to a accelerated perceptual rhythm, were rarely moved to enjoy food as a somatic delicacy. This meant that the pyg population increased significantly over the course of the voyage. But that was all right.


			And now, all five of the crew adjusted themselves incrementally towards a closer perceptual approximation of clock-time. There was no hurry. Deceleration took a while, and the closer they got the more data they received. Of course, they wouldn’t start getting really tasty info on the artefact – this strange pillar, this alien Purgatory Mount – until they were actually in orbit, and exploring it in person.


			Captain Zeus stalked the corridors and chambers of their ship. The pygs and chickens and deer streaking past them moved, day by day, slower and slower. From their point of view, of course, the Captain, having marched with almost imperceptible slowness for decades – for their whole lives, and the lives of their parents and parents’ parents – having, indeed, been worshipped as an actual god in pyg societies – was now, for reasons that went beyond what they could ever understand, speeding up. It was no wonder that the pygs grew too terrified to approach the Captain as they made their way about the craft.


			Daft little critters.


			‘If,’ says Apollo, using their actual voice now that they and Zeus were within easy perceiving distance of one another, ‘it’s a space elevator, or the remains of one, then we would surely expect to see other artefacts – space stations, perhaps abandoned; structures on other planets, perhaps abandoned.’


			Apollo sounded like Apollo to Apollo, but to Captain Zeus their voice sounded low and rumbling and rather splendidly menacing.


			‘Agreed,’ Zeus said. ‘And yet nothing is showing up on any scan or scope.’


			Zeus sounded like Zeus to Zeus, but their voice was high and piping and pleasantly comical to Apollo.


			Apollo basso-profundo’d: ‘Unless we’re looking for the wrong sort of thing.’


			‘Or,’ squeaked Zeus, ‘unless it was never a space elevator in the first place. Unless it served some other purpose.’


			‘Political dominance,’ low-groaned Apollo, Paul Robeson style. ‘Religious observation – perhaps it’s a gigantic cathedral. For all we know, it is hollow. It could be positively riddled with chambers. And who knows what might be inside such interior spaces?’


			‘For all we know,’ squealed Zeus, ‘it contains alien technological wonders. Faster than light drives. Time machines. We can’t be sure until we actually go there – step out upon that alien world, walk through those alien chambers!’


			‘A structure of such dimensions, such sheer height,’ boomed Apollo, ‘were it made of mere rock, would long since have collapsed back into an entropic heap of rubble. Therefore it must be, either, constructed wholly of some super-strong material, or else reinforced within with ribs and spars of such a kind of stuff. And that in itself would be a discovery of history-altering dimensions. We could return to Earth with the wherewithal, finally, to build a Dyson sphere!’


			In this fashion they dreamed, wide awake, of what the consequences of their voyage of discovery might be. And as they chatted, their voices slowly converging, from below and above, on a common timbre, Pan was silently going about their work, testing the soil in the various ship’s biomes, collating data on the various animals, wandering the faux-forests and communing with the beasts. An artificial balance was maintained in the ship’s artificial environment. Most of the animals were herbivores and insectivores, to keep the vegetation and insects in check, and the lack of carnivores – apart, of course, from the pygs, and a few flying raptors – meant that these creatures were prone to unexpected population booms that had to be controlled by the ship’s systems directly. When the chickens, the goats or the sheep began to overbreed, agribots would cull the populations, and the meat would be stored for the crew to consume later. Pan did not like this. That is to say, they didn’t like the final destination of the meat (being vegetarian themselves, they barely tolerated their crew mates eating flesh) but, worse, they disliked the inelegance of it. In their mind, the perfect ship’s mission would be built around a self-sustaining string of biomes. Pan yearned for natural harmony, and in their downtime they studied how large a craft would have to be to manage such a thing. Very large, it seemed. Very much larger than the Forward.


			And so these five decelerated towards γ, and towards Purgatory Mount.


			:2:


			The mysteries associated with this mountain were not dispelled by closer inspection. The Forward settled into a comfortable orbit around γ – unofficially named Dante by Zeus, and subversively referred to variously as Dantette and Aligbarely and Planet Comedy by Hades – and sent down a glitter cloud of drones and probes. The orbit rolled the ship leisurely around the dayside and nightside in forty minutes, which meant crew members could sit at the observation blister and stare at the landscape-seascape below. It was hypnotic. Hades extrapolated from the first deep-dive data that the planet had once enjoyed a hundred thousand pascals of pressure at sea level. This had dropped, now, to a quarter of its former level, and the sea levels were in retreat, with associated dieback of even the hardy, rudimentary vegetation that characterised this world’s only life form.


			‘We’ve arrived, by remarkable good luck, while this process is ongoing,’ Hades told the others, over supper (chicken casserole and fresh vegetables for all, save only Pan, who watched the others with a pained expression on their face and picked at a salad). ‘In another, let’s say, fifty thousand years the atmosphere will have leaked almost entirely away – the surface sea will finally evaporate and the surface atmosphere will reduce to a number of hundreds of pascals. Like Mars, before we started reforming it. It will become a desert and dead world.’


			‘It’s already dead,’ grumbled Apollo.


			Pan, uncharacteristically, was moved to conversational interaction.


			‘It has vegetation,’ they pointed out.


			‘I’m talking about the sort of life I can hunt and eat,’ said Apollo, with a menacing smile.


			‘You can eat vegetables,’ Pan observed mildly.


			‘I can,’ said Apollo, spearing a gobbet of spice-fried chicken on one chopstick and holding it up, ‘but I prefer meat.’


			‘At any rate, I challenge your prognosis,’ said Zeus, haughtily. ‘Dante is much closer to its star than Mars is to the sun, which means considerably more energy is being pumped into its global system. I suggest the atmosphere will entirely boil away in much fewer than fifty thousand years.’


			‘If it had the mass of Mars,’ said Hades, looking contemptuous in the face of this challenge to their authority (it being not offensive enough to merit calling the Captain out in a duel, but enough to incommode Hades in the enjoyment of their meal), ‘then you would be correct. But the earth-like mass of this planet –’ not giving Zeus the satisfaction of using their naming for it – ‘means that it will be millions, not mere thousands, of years before atmospheric gases finally absent themselves altogether.’


			They shunted a rack of calculations and equations into the crew’s shared Social and watched as Zeus pointedly ignored the data.


			‘I’m more interested,’ the Captain said, ‘in the past than the future. Once upon a time, as the Brothers Grimm might have said, intelligent beings lived here. They assembled, or sculpted, or somehow created this structure. Why? More to the point – how? Our job, comrades mine, is to master the technologies involved. We’re forty light-years from Earth – once the images from our data arrive home it will poke a stick deep in the beehive. It will excite a lot of interest. I’d say we have a century or so before the next wave of excited tourists and speculators and maniacs come buzzing round our discovery. Will a century be long enough?’


			‘To unlock all these mysteries?’ Dionysus said. ‘I say – yes.’


			‘I, on the other hand,’ said the more cautious Apollo, ‘believe we must triage the specific questions we wish to address.’ When a person lives tens of thousands of years, a mere century comes, of course, to seem a blip. ‘I propose – the structural ones are the most lucrative. If we can replicate whatever it was that enabled our long-gone builders to combine this kind of scale with this kind of rigidity and durability, then we will have the most valuable intellectual property in the history of humanity. It will unlock the ability to build any and every megastructure humanity could conceive!’


			‘Agreed,’ said Zeus.


			‘One might wonder,’ Pan said quietly, ‘why the original builders didn’t go on to do precisely that?’


			The others ignored this intervention.


			‘If nobody else is going to say it,’ put in Hades, ‘then I will. We could dial down. We could, if we choose, turn this brief century of research into a thousand years.’


			The other four only looked at them.


			‘I think I’ll maintain my sanity, if you don’t mind,’ said Dionysus. They added: ‘This chicken lacks flavour. Chicken always does. I suggest we have some roast pyg tomorrow. At least wrap this chicken in a bit of bacon, why not?’


			‘All right,’ agreed Hades, speaking to the proposal to dial down, not to the question of bacon. ‘A thousand years might be overambitious. But we can surely dial down a little, and so give ourselves more time?’


			‘Let’s see how the first few clock-time years go,’ suggested Zeus, in a conciliatory voice. ‘And then we’ll make a judgment, shall we?’


			The problem, in a word, was friction. Not material friction, such as is experienced by these conker-sized probes raining down on Planet Dante, the air heating them cherry-red. Not that. Rather perceptual, cognitive and memorial friction. The mind rubs against the medium of life. That’s the definition of living. Which is to say – ablation is the idiom of existence, and what is ablated over time eventually rubs away entirely. Take these five human beings. It is not physical or bodily decay that limits their lifespan to a few tens of thousands of years. Their bodies are capable of, more or less, unlimited self-repair and restoration. Short of a complete firestorm atomisation of their corporeal selves, these are bodies that will last and last. But the consciousnesses housed in those bodies, their carbon strands of mental tissue, howsoever augmented by silicon data processing capacity – well, that’s a different matter. Mind grates against the medium in which it moves, or else it isn’t thinking at all. Such friction eventually wears mind down. Memory goes first, overloaded by the sheer accumulation of lived experience and information. But memory is also the easiest to prop up with artificial prostheses. Humankind’s first forays into technological enhancement was, after all, precisely the restoration and propping up of functioning memory. The earliest computers were talented at remembering things, storing immense quantities of data and retrieving it briskly and accurately; and it soon followed that the first somatic adaptions to incorporate this tech plugged and resolved memory issues. But memory is only one element of consciousness, and even with unlimited artificial memory and flawless recall, the will to recall eventually fails. Cognitive capacity can, likewise, be bolstered, but it too eventually wears down to a mere stub. The last two things to go are mere perception – but who would want to live, if living meant merely sitting in a chair thoughtlessly aware of one’s surroundings? – and the most stubbornly persistent of all the components of human consciousness, will itself. Some people do subsist on mere will, it is true, all other strands of their minds evacuated and empty and yet still, stubbornly, living on. It is a remarkable thing to see. One might even call it heroic, after the Pyrrhic mode of heroism. But it is not eternal. Even will, sooner or later, wears down. And then the individual dies.


			So as these five humans stared down the lengthy boulevard of – a conservative estimate – another twenty thousand years of existence, it was mental existence they were contemplating. And mental existence, defined by friction, is the same whether you are dialled up to one perceptual minute to one clock-time day, or, on the contrary, are experiencing a whole day while the clock ticks through sixty seconds. Indeed, human beings had come to learn that the latter, the artificial intensification of perception (measured with respect to the vibration of caesium atoms in the outer universe) tended to increase perceptual friction to the point where sanity, and life itself, became perilously eroded. Sometimes people indulged, of course, for any number of reasons. But it was smoother to ski fluidly downslope, to watch the universe as a whole flow by in fast-forward – to abbreviate what would otherwise be tediously drawn-out voyages from star to star, for example – than to do the other thing.


			But humans are humans, and ever keen to compete with one another. The structural secrets of Purgatory Mount, if these five could uncover them, would make the team vastly wealthy – in terms of status and power (they were already vastly wealthy in terms of material goods and possibilities, of course) – and accordingly they wanted it. If the price of obtaining that knowledge was dialling down to extend the time available to them to unlock the mystery – before the hordes of other humans arrived, having been alerted to this tempting destination, shooting across the long, vacant light-years all the way to V538 Aurigae γ – then that is what they would do.


			But maybe the mystery would be more tractable, and such desperate measures would not prove necessary.


			‘I suggest,’ said Apollo, ‘establishing a base at the foot of the mountain and spending a little while actually there.’


			‘What,’ agreed Zeus, ‘an excellent notion.’


			Dessert was a St-Emilion au chocolat torte, followed by cognac laced with psychedelics, and a long and deliciously complicated series of nested trips for all the crew. Then: a refreshing sleep.


			:3:


			For the first twenty years of B’s life the gods embodied the mystery of timelessness. You could sit in front of one for as long as you liked, fidgeting and restless as you inevitably were, and never see them move. Then you would run off, and spend a couple of weeks in some other part of the ship, and when you returned to the god you would discover that he was a yard further down the corridor. They never moved when you looked at them, but still they moved. It was one of the core and holy mysteries of religious faith, and B found in it an endless source of wonder and fascination.


			He was not the most religious person in his family, or in-group, but then again neither was he the least religious. He went to church on Saturday, like his friends and family. He believed some of what was preached, and with respect to other parts he had doubts. But it was part of his life, and he tried to get on with living as best he could.


			There were plenty of folk who regarded the gods as false idols. Some of these people worshipped a god ‘outside the ship’, a vague and abstract quantity so far as B could understand it, like admiring strands of dissipating steam instead of drinking the actual coffee. This ‘outsider’ god had many names – The Us, A-Lá, Old Jar of Hova among others – most of which had been winkled out of the shipboard data systems. Hal was supposed to keep a tight rein on what people could access, since its job was maintaining the smooth functioning of the ship, and if people and animals obtained too detailed a sense of how the ship worked, they might (original sin, original sin in every breast) try to break it. But it was possible to sneak past hal’s blocks and guidewires, and people on board generally knew more than hal realised they did – and much more than the crew, in their Olympian detachment, could ever have imagined. Folk knew, for instance, that the gods called them ‘pygmies’, and had discovered also what the word meant: people of a diminutive stature. In fact, B’s people were none of them that much smaller than gods themselves. A few feet, maybe. But the meaning was not one of physical but of temporal dwarfism. Ordinary folk were born, grew, aged and died. The gods didn’t, or if they did it was on timescales unimaginable to ordinary people. That was good enough for B. Why worship a god you couldn’t see when the actual gods, in their sublime immobility, were right here?


			See God the Grower, poised in a bizarre, impossible to imitate posture, reaching down – reaching past his centre of gravity and prevented from falling over only by the restraint and strength of his bodily servos. He was reaching down towards a stalk of wheat! Try, as a devotional exercise, to see things from God the Grower’s point of view – as he reached down, in a single smooth gesture, the stalk of wheat would sprout and elongate, flowing up to meet his hand. Marvellous! Or dart past the terrifying carapace of God the Judger, offering up prayers of propitiation. To touch a god was to invite zaps from the shipbots, burning dabs at first, increasing in intensity to killing blasts for repeated offences. But some people reached out and touched God the Judger nonetheless and wore the resulting scars with pride. To win His favour was to enjoy, the superstition said, a blessed and felicitous life. B doubted this, but he respected the strength of faith that led some people to brush their fingers sacrilegiously, devotionally, against the shiny flank of the god.


			Otherwise life was subsistence, and labour, and play, and (after the age of maturation) flirtation and courtship and sex. Religion was an important part, but only a part, of B’s life, and that is as religion should be. Or so he thought.


			Then things changed. The change happened in three phases.


			First, a little after B’s twentieth birthday, the gods began, visibly, walking around the world of the ship. And with that the great alteration began.


			Ten was the age of maturation for B’s people, and there was a celebration to mark the passage. B could see that the age was, in effect, arbitrarily chosen – ten years of age was 40,000 lived hours, and it was said (B was never quite sure from where the information had come – not from hal, at any rate, who guarded the personal secrets of the gods closely) that 40,000 years was how long a god lived, so this was the fitting time to mark maturation for the pygmies. B’s family and friends gathered in church and songs were sung and beer was drunk and dances were danced. Afterwards B and Dufé ran away together. They had been planning this tryst for months, and although some couples consummated their relationship before the actual marriage-date, both B and Dufé were observant enough not to want to anger the gods by cheating on the vow that maturation entailed. They chased one another down the ship’s corridors and through a vacant chamber whose walls were a pattern of hexagons glowing with different intensities of light, and then, laughing, down another corridor and into the biome they had selected for their first time. They chose it because God the Grower was there, and although he was heading now for the exit, he was still on site. Sex in proximity to the gods was thought to increase the chance of fertility. Afterwards, lying together on the moss, in among the orchard trees, laughing and panting, they observed the back of God the Grower.


			‘Forty thousand years!’ Dufé said, in wonder.


			‘I don’t believe it,’ said B. ‘It’s not scripture. It’s just a kind of rumour. I think the gods never die, that they never can die. How could they be a god, and die?’


			Forty thousand years for a god was not, of course, the same scale as it would be for a human. Human measurements were set by hal and cleaved to a computer’s sense of neatness: twenty hours a day, ten days a week, twenty weeks a year. But the gods came from another place, and to them a year was 8,766 hours – it had in some opaque way to do with planetary orbital mechanics, though B had never quite got to the bottom of what that all meant – so forty thousand god-years was more like a hundred thousand people-years. Dufé reminded B of this fact, but he insisted even a lifespan of one hundred thousand years was insufficient to manifest true godhead-ness.


			‘I prefer to be mortal,’ said Dufé, flicking playfully at his ear. ‘It means we live in the moment with greater intensity. Maybe the gods should envy us?’


			At ten B agreed. But by the age of twenty he was starting to think: why do people have to die so young? Most of the people he knew were gone by forty, and only a few ancient gaspers lived to forty-five. The oldest person B had ever seen, a woman who lived in a treetop house in Biome 7a, was forty-nine. It was a matter of intense if disinterested curiosity among the other pygmies whether she would make it to fifty.


			‘We’ll throw a party if she does,’ said Lare. ‘A super party.’


			But where the others were looking forward, B was brooding on what had already gone: how quickly his twenty years of life had slipped past him, and how precipitously his own death was approaching. If the gods could live to be a hundred thousand, or perhaps live forever, couldn’t they gift a devout believer like B a little more life? And indeed there was a sect that believed the right incantations and prayers would induce the gods to gift pygmy humanity a magic elixir that would extend life, but they were extremists – dyeing their hair white, poking out their eyes and chanting the phrase I want more lifefuckerlife lifefuckerlife over and over – and B was repelled by oddball cults like that. Such groups came and went. True religion endured.


			Was there not a simpler solution to this mystery?


			‘We’re planning the fiftieth,’ said Case, one morning. So it seemed the old woman in 7a was still breathing. ‘We want you to go hunt some chickens.’


			‘Oh, man, what?’ said B – since that meant a long trek.


			He could, of course, simply hunt the neighbourhood chickens. No doubt their flesh was as tasty as the taste of foreign chickens. But the neighbourhood chickens were regarded as tabu, so hunters were obliged to trek far distances from home.


			‘Can’t somebody else go get the chickens?’ he said. ‘Ask Jerí. She’s an experienced hunter. I’m not.’


			Case smacked him, hard, in the face – it hurt, and the skin there was red for hours afterwards.


			‘You’re in your twenties, aren’t you?’


			‘Yes,’ conceded B sullenly, sat on his arse on the ground and holding a hand to his stinging face.


			‘When was your twentieth?’


			‘A week ago.’


			‘So you’re a hunter now. Go bring some chickens. Jerí’s going too, don’t worry. We need lots of food – it’s going to be a feast the like of which the ship has never seen before!’


			There was nothing for it, but B didn’t go straight away. For one thing his face hurt, so he went into Biome 4, a smaller dome through which a sedge-clogged river ran, slowly. Here he found cool mud to slap on his reddened cheek, and then he took a long draught of water and sat under a tree and thought for a bit. He had no idea how to go about hunting, but if he asked Case, or anybody else, he would only get scolded, or beaten, or worse. He wondered about finding a console and asking hal. That, though, ran the risk of alerting hal to the fact that some of the ship’s pygmies were culling chickens, and that was risky – it might be in violation of ship’s quota or something or anything. Such things were imposed from time to time, for reasons that were baffling to ordinary folk. They were as arbitrarily withdrawn. Better keep hal out of it.


			In the end he asked some of the neighbourhood chickens what to do. It felt a little weird, since he was quite specifically asking their help in killing their kind, but they didn’t seem to mind.


			‘We’re not as clever as you,’ said the first chicken he asked. ‘We have simple implants. Eat bugs! Eat the bad bugs, leave the good bugs, clean up the rubbish, cluck and strut!’


			‘Assume I wanted to hunt and catch one of you,’ B asked. ‘What would you suggest?’


			But counterfactuals were beyond a chicken’s ken.


			‘What?’ it asked, putting its head back. ‘Whaaaat wha’-wha’-wha’-?’ It pivoted and pecked at something in among the grass. When it rotated back upright again, it looked puzzled. ‘You? Who are you?’


			‘We were just talking.’


			‘Yes! Yaaaas ye’ye’ye’yeh. B?’


			‘That’s right.’


			‘Hello!’


			‘What do you fear from a hunter?’


			‘The hood! The hood! B’KAA!’ wailed the chicken.


			It jumped in the air and ran a zigzag sprint in a widening arc. Then it got distracted by an inchworm arching making its slow way along a branch, from omega to hyphen, and back again. Peck, and miss. Peck and snack.


			By then B was on his way. The hood.


			He stopped off at home, fashioned a flap of cloth into a hood on a stick, and came back out again. Trying this on the local chickens proved its efficacy. Then it was just a matter of supplies. You couldn’t always trust the water in far distant corridors, which might be stale, or worse. So he filled a plastic pouch with a couple of litres and grabbed some waybread and took his chicken-catching stick and headed off.


			That was where the problems started. B passed through two rooms, a minor biome and finally down the corridor of God the Trickster. For all of B’s two decades of life, God the Trickster had stood at the far end of this corridor. If there had been any motion in this god’s body, it was not evident to B. Sometimes people would argue, in the spirit of earnest religious disputation, that God the Trickster’s left foot, or perhaps his right hand, had shifted by some infinitesimal. But B never saw it. For all his life this holy corridor had been a sacred space, guarded by its motionless god.


			Very good. Very good. So now B took this path through to the distant lands – not a shortcut, exactly; more the opportunity to pay homage, in passing, to the god B figured was appropriate to his quest. For who better for blessing a hunter than a trickster god?


			But as soon as he entered the corridor B could see something was wrong. For twenty years God the Trickster, his legs greaved in blue-shimmering metal, his breastplate magnificent, his face ageless and beautiful and smooth-skinned, had stood at the far end of the corridor.


			Now he was halfway along it.


			Worse: after B had overcome his shock, and approached the divine figure, he could see – he could actually see – the god’s arm in motion. Swinging, millimetrically, inexorably, forward. And … was that the god’s foot? Moving forward?


			B fled.


			It was several corridors and rooms before he could calm his breathing.


			:4:


			His first thought was: somebody had moved the body of the god – although as this idea occurred to him he realised how crazy it was. Even to touch the god’s corporeality was tabu, and to touch it more than once was death. Then there was the question of weight. The gods were only a few feet taller than the average human, true, but their torsos were wrapped about with clothes of metal and plastic, their limbs augmented with solid servos and embedded motor-enhancers of remarkable density. It would take a dozen people even to lift one.


			So then he wondered if hal, or the shipbots, had for some reason brought in techgear to move the god’s corpus. But that was crazy. It was perfectly crazy, he knew it was, as his heart rate started to settle, because B already knew that gods moved. Of their own volition, they moved. Everybody knew it. God the Grower moved slowly but surely, and God the Usher moved the barest fraction of one finger over several lifetimes, but all the gods moved. So faced with the brute fact of a god who had moved, what else to conclude but – the god moved himself.


			But – so rapidly?


			B recovered as much of his poise as he could and found his way to foreign chambers and unfamiliar biomes. Here he fooled three chickens with the hood, wringing their necks and tying the corpses into one floppy package with cord at their throats, which he tied to a pole to carry over his shoulder. He was on the outskirts of a different group’s territory, but that didn’t bother him – they’d be coming into his space to fetch their own chickens at some point, since they, no more than B’s people, could eat their own chickens. There was nothing so formal as a treaty between these different populations of humans – call it a broader understanding. B was more anxious about setting off the shipbots, but he didn’t see any until he was on his way home again, and then he encountered one, a tubby device, half the height of a person and moving on a dozen tentacular legs. It simply wandered past him and went on its way. Clearly it didn’t mind about the chickens, so that was a relief.


			B’s path back home took him through the sacred corridor in which – who knows? – God the Trickster might have moved even further. B was scared to enter this space for fear of discovering whereabouts the god now was in it, and even more scared that the god might not be there at all, might have walked clean out of it. The detour was long and tedious, but B took it anyway: down a service corridor, through a swamp biome where tiny biting insects swarmed around his head as though his skull was a gigantic proton and they were the electrons of one of the heavier elements – then all the way down a looping circular corridor in which the floor (the ceiling in his great-great-grandparents’ day) was sticky and smelt unpleasantly. Eventually he found himself in more familiar territory, and he crossed a biome in which twelve cows lived – gigantic beasts, bigger than any other animal on board the ship, and precious enough to mean they were continually shepherded and guarded by three dedicated shipbots. B bowed to each of these ship-servant machines in turn and held up his hands in the traditional gesture to show passivity and law-abidance. But then, when he was almost out the other side of the biome, a thought came to him. The gods were bigger than regular humans, but these cows were bigger even than the gods. Of course they were beasts, being grown and maintained like all the beasts on board, primarily for the crew to eat, and only secondarily to port diversity to the stars, maintain a functioning ecosystem and all the other stuff. Nonetheless, B had the sudden inspiration that these cows might be able to help. I mean – their size! I mean: look at them.


			‘Friend cow,’ he said, to the one who was nearest.


			She was head down – so vast a head, as big as the tin tub in which Gramma A took her weekly baths. She grazed: scrunching great fasces of grass into mouthfuls with a wrenching noise. Chewing, chewing, chewing. At his question, though, she lifted her head and looked at him. For a long time she didn’t answer, because she was chewing. But finally she swallowed and said, basso profundo: ‘Yes, pyg?’


			‘Have you heard,’ B asked her, feeling abruptly self-conscious and awkward, ‘that the gods have started moving.’


			‘The gods,’ boomed the cow, in a low and mellifluous voice, ‘have always moved.’


			‘But slowly,’ urged B. ‘And now they are moving quickly.’


			‘The gods,’ said the cow, ‘have their reasons.’ She lowered her head and took another vast, rending gobful of grass.


			‘But why now? In all my lifetime, and that of my parents, and their parents – in all that time the gods have moved with a mystic slowness. Why speed up now?’


			It took longer, this time, for the cow to finish her mouthful. When she had, she twitched a muscle in her shoulder – as if a guitar string had been twanged beneath the skin – and turned her head to the side to get a better look at B.


			Then she said: ‘Pyg, you understand that we are on a ship?’


			‘Of course!’ said B.


			‘And that a ship is built to undertake voyages?’


			This was a hazier conceptual territory for B, but he’d seen enough on hal’s screens to have a general sense of what this meant. Imagine a pond so big that it filled not just an entire biome, but a megabiome ten times the size of the biggest chamber on board. How to cross it? It would take too long to swim; you’d exhaust yourself and drown. So instead you made a tub big enough to carry a person, or (hal’s images suggested) big enough to carry many people – perhaps as many as a hundred. That was a ship. Their ship, their home, followed the same principle, but on a vastly bigger scale, and crossing not a pond but … well, who knew? Something.


			‘A voyage,’ said the cow, slowly, ‘is from somewhere to somewhere. For generations now we have been in between the from and to. If the gods are waking from their slowness, I suppose we are finally approaching our destination.’


			This was so crushing, so strange and destabilising a notion it took B long minutes to process it. As he stood there, mouth open, dead chickens slung over his shoulder, the cow returned to her graminivorous mastication.


			‘But—’ asked B eventually. ‘Where? Destination. What does that mean?’


			The cow did not raise her head again, so it seemed she had had enough conversation with humans for the time being. B stumbled away, his head full of startlement and his posture hunched. If the ship was its voyage, and that voyage’s destination was now accomplished, did that mean that the world was coming to an end?


			It was alarming. Not that he was worried for himself, so much: he was in his twenties now, after all, and so sliding down the latter portion of his life. But he had children! What of their futures?


			As he slouched back home, his head full of gloom, a distinct and entirely new thought occurred to him, one so revolutionary and awe-striking in its newness that it made his heart race. He talked to his fellow people, and to the chickens and cows – so why, if they began walking around like regular folk, might he not talk to the gods? This idea was so terrifying that it made him breathless. Heresy and sin, crime and the breaking of tabu. Wasn’t it? Too terrible to contemplate. Unless it wasn’t?


			But here was Dufé, and the kids scampering at her heels, and for a while being greeted as the conquering hero, returning with three fat chickens, was enough to drive such religious unconventionality from B’s mind.
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			As a concession to Dionysus, the crew were served bacon for breakfast at the weekend. Captain Zeus approved of this. Now that they were all on clock-time, and by way of structuring their days, the old system of five days of work and two of relaxation seemed to them a good one, and the bacon breakfasts made a pleasant change from the weekday meals of roast chicken and lamb goulash – not to mention the blander vegetable soups and salads and whatnot with which they varied their diet.


			‘It may only seem a small thing,’ they told their comrades. ‘But it is important to motivate ourselves. A hundred years is a drop in the bucket, after all! We need to crack on!’


			He grinned. His aquiline nose, his sharp bite, and o the stretch of his wingspan! The eagles have come.


			They spent longer than they liked reorganising the Forward. Orbit meant zero-g, which upset and in some cases killed the beasts on board. The process of extricating themselves from their sheath of ice took longer than it should have, for various trivial reasons to do with glitches in the hardware accumulated over the course of their long journey. And there were glitches in the reconfig software too. Those resulted in a couple of weird, unspinnable shapes.


			‘What the bloody hell?’ Apollo boomed at hal – but however apologetic hal was, it was unable to explain what had happened.


			‘Some cosmic ray or wave or series of quantum anomalies encountered on the way,’ hazarded Hades. ‘It could be a snark inside hal’s programming.’


			They ran a purge on hal, which, given the complexity of the system (being complex to begin with, and having evolved both reactively and proactively over many decades of shipboard life to become more arcane and complex still) took a while. It all delayed things, which was irksome, but it threw up a number of interesting results as well. It seemed that some of the beasts on board had been fiddling, in odd little ways, with hal’s input-output. Some of the pygs had even poked a virtual limb inside it – the equivalent of mice chewing the wiring, or something like that. The fix grew organically around the glitch, but that also took time, and when, eventually, they were able to get the ship into a spinnable config and return a semblance of gravity to the beasts, they’d lost several weeks of valuable Purgatory research time.


			But now, at any rate, they were ready to go.
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			CHAPTER I


			:1:


			It was a barricade. Block, blocko, blockage, right across the street like something out of Les Miz. The automatic trash truck wasn’t programmed to deal with it. The dumb beast, it trundled up to the barricade and stopped. Big cow of a truck, except a cow would be smarter.


			What is blocked here is flowing there. What is fluent there is inarticulate here. Stoppage, flow, stoppage: that’s about the shape of it. The shape of Time and Punishment. Of War and Purgatory. Setting up the narrative by bookending it with stasis.


			The trash truck waited. Engine humming.


			The barricade was a reef of old chairs and sofas, of discarded bicycles stubbled with rust, the bulk of a broken washing machine like an AllSpark Cube and, in the middest of it, an abandoned automobile, all higgled. The obstruction was heaped between the windowless SYKES facility on one side of the road and the shuttered-up Dollar Tree on the right. Ottoline hadn’t had anything to do with erecting it, and hadn’t the least idea who had. It was the sort of thing that had been happening a lot lately: not just the barricades, like some hazy memory of the French Revolution or something, but their almost immediate abandonment. The trash truck must have sent a notification back to the base. In a while a big-beaked plow-truck would come and clear the blockage and the trash truck would go on its bleeping way.


			Ottoline figured she had ten minutes. So she checked the street, sent a little prayer up, please God let there be no crazies in sniper position overlooking the scene. Darted out. Mouse, or squirrel, one of those tiny, timid furry creatures who survived when all the dinos were asteroid-blasted, bye-bye. Survived by lurking, and rushing, and snatching food where they could.


			And here was the dino itself, rumbling, rumbling. The back of the truck was lid-down, locked, but any one-dollar app gave you the hack-key to open it. It wasn’t secure, and it certainly wasn’t secure secure.


			She wasn’t looking for food, of course. She was looking for copper wire. There was a tentacle of it poking from the back of the trash truck. And how much more inside? Maybe just a foot or two, maybe yards and yards and yards of the stuff. Otty wriggled her shoulders out of her backpack, put on gloves (you couldn’t be too careful) and began pulling. A yard came free, and then another yard, and just as she was growing excited, it snagged.


			And then all the hell broke free and her adrenaline levels skied.


			All


			Hell


			There was a yell; glance over her shoulder and three men in fatigues at the end of the street. They could have been anybody—U.S. military, state troopers, local militia, three gun-nuts out on walkabout. It hardly mattered.


			“Looters to be shot on sight!” yelled one and raised his rifle.


			Otty should have run straight off. Should have, probably. But something tangled in her fight-flight and she didn’t. She needed the wire. She pulled at the three yards of copper wire she had thus far liberated, and when it didn’t budge any further she flicked a cutter from her pocket and snipped off what had.


			The stranger let off a shot. Otty flinched, but either he was firing a warning shot, or else his aim was blooey, because he missed her. The trash truck rang like a gong, and lights on its roof started flashing. Its engine powered up. His (her? Hard to know when they were all swaddled up in scarfs and shellhats) comrades all raised their rifles too.


			“Stop where you are!” yelled the militia guy. High-pitched voice for a guy, low-pitched for a girl, one of the two.


			Otty grabbed the wire and her satchel and ran. She sprinted her sixteen-year-old sprint, a gazelle-y bolt of speed, and had made it to the side alley, the entrance just past the SYKES building, when she encountered a human obstacle. It was a fourth militia dude, waiting at the top of the alley, waiting for her. Waiting to kill her. Oh my Lord. Her heart stuttered. He raised his handgun—a old Florida .65 Pounder with scratches down the side—and aimed.


			And she thought: I’m dead.


			And her heart was beating inside her chest like Animal from The Muppets playing the drums. She skidded to a halt, and opened her mouth to say something, and couldn’t think of anything to say, and winced with how lame that was. You only get to say your famous last words once, after all.


			She really ought to have prepared something, to have it ready.


			The man’s pistol discharged with a resonant thwack. OK. OK: he wasn’t shooting at her. This new stranger was shooting at the guys behind her. There was the sound of two hands clapping, and again, and again, and then the trash truck sounded its backing-up bing! bing! bing! siren and revved its engine.


			Otty looked around and saw that the first militia guy was now spread-eagled on the road, on his back. His two comrades were scattering for cover.


			“You’re Ottoline Barragão,” said the stranger, in a voice she was sure she’d never heard before and looking at her with eyes she was sure she’d never seen before. So how did he know her name?


			“Uh …” she said.


			“We’d better run,” said the stranger, “or we’ll be sluicing our innards all over the road through big gunshot holes. Big ones.”


			Otty found her voice at last. “You shot him.”


			“He’s body-armored like a beetle,” the stranger said.


			And, looking back a second time, Otty saw that the downed guy was not dead, but was, on the contrary, sitting up.


			“But we need—” the stranger began.


			Then there was a horizontal hailstorm of projectiles, and the stranger didn’t get to finish his statement. The other two militia guys had opened a volley. It sounded like Jamaican percussionists Otty had once seen at a church make-and-bake one time: the Kingston Ringers, they’d been called, and they had spent simply ages thrashing their dangling metal sheets with metal poles. Everybody had been too polite to tell them to stop, and they’d certainly seemed to be enjoying themselves, so it had gone on and on.


			Otty ducked, scurried and made to squeeze down the alley past the new guy. The gunshots were massive, appalling, like the sky cracking open, pure rage materialized, and she ducked even lower. Lurched into a run, one step, another step, and then, before she’d really gotten going, she stepped hard in a puddle. She knew she’d stepped in a puddle because she splashed herself. She felt it on her hands and a little on her neck. But there was no puddle: the alley was dry and dusty, and the splashing was something else.


			Beside her, the stranger’s handgun went off with whumpf and whumpf, and because Otty was doubled over like a ninety-year-old, and therefore because her face was close to the ground, she saw his iPhone hit the dirt. She scooped it up and ran. She didn’t even think about it. She just picked it up, instinctual, and rushed.


			She ran and then, suddenly, she stopped, the toes of her shoes throwing up two dinky little bow waves of dirt.


			The stranger wasn’t following.


			She looked back up the alley and saw that he had sat down in the dirt, right in full view of the main road, and big divots of plaster were leaping from the wall over his head. The militia dudes were hammering fire at him. It was amazing he hadn’t been hit.


			Or … had he been shot? Maybe he had. But he had definitely dropped his phone, and then he’d sat down, and that meant it was obvious to Otty what his problem was.


			Otty could have carried on running, and then things would have worked out one way. But she went back for the stranger, and things worked out another. And who’s to say which was the better path? Later she had another choice: to give a thirsty man a glass of water, or not to give him the water, and again paths of possible futurity branched at her decision. But what would you do? Leave a man to be shot dead when you could save him? Give a man dying of thirst a glass of water, when there’s a faucet right by you? No-brainer. No need for brain, nuh.


			He had dropped his phone.


			The fusillade from across the street stopped, perhaps because the militia guys were changing their clips. Otty scrabbled back to the solitary fellow, sat in the dirt.


			“Come on,” she urged, pulling at his arm. “Get up. Come on. On your feet and come with me.”


			He looked up at her and said: “Who are you?” and it was super-obvious then what the problem was.


			“Come on.”


			She knew from dealing with her nanna that you had to be persistent, and not be afraid to heave-ho. Applying this wisdom, she somehow got the stranger up and stumbling confusedly down the alley as the gunfire started up again, and bullets made the dirt boil and sprayed lumps from the wall at the end of the alleyway.


			He fell into quite a brisk trot when they were actually going, because he wasn’t actually that old, not the way Nanna had been. Like any bucklehead, when he started doing something, he tended to keep on doing it until he was actively stopped. So he followed her dutifully as she jinked, cut through the backyard of a deserted house, out on to another street. She didn’t like being in the open after what she had just experienced, so she pulled the man through the overgrown hedge, and through to where the James Grabill Memorial School stood in its lonely grounds, overgrown and deserted.



OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/Images/VG-2020-Logo_fmt.png





OEBPS/Images/9781473230965.jpg
PURGATORY

. e

~ADAM RO3ERTS"

e
ik £%






OEBPS/Fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/FreeSerif.otf


