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The time is out of joint; O cursèd spite,

That ever I was born to set it right!

– William Shakespeare

 


 


Ce que vivra &
n’ayant ancien sens,

Viendra leser à mort
son artifice. ...

 


Le devin verbe sera du
ciel frappé,

Qui ne pourra proceder
plus avant:

Du reserant, le secret
estoupé

Qu’on marchera par
dessus & devant.

 


Après grand troche
humaine plus grand s’appreste,

Le grand moteur des
Siecles renouvelle:

Pluie, sang, laict,
famine, fer & peste,

Au ciel veu feu,
courant long estincelle.

 


Enselvi non mort
apopletique,

Sera trouvé avoir les
mains mangées:

Quand la cité damnera
l’hérétique,

Qu’avoit leurs loix se
leur sembloit changées.

– Michel de Nostredame
(Nostradamus)

 


 


When the stars threw down their spears

And water’d heaven with their tears. ...

– William Blake



 



A STITCH IN TIME
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“The Game is life. Life is The Game.”

Arjuna had always had the habit of muttering this
aphorism to himself before every joust. Having said it, he now
raised his hand, signifying his readiness for play. As defender, it
was his right, by custom, to wait and force the challenger to
signify readiness first, and then let the challenger wait
impatiently until he, the defender, returned the sign. But in this
matter of signifying readiness to play The Game, as in most of the
many games within The Game, Arjuna chose to be eccentric. Many such
traditions and customs of etiquette surrounded The Game. Perhaps
this was because in a final sense The Game had no rules governing
play whatsoever, and human nature preferred that the perfect
simplicity of The Game itself be clothed in conventions of
complexity. Perhaps these customs were developed out of respect or
fear of The Game, fear of its infinities or fear of the everpresent
danger of going Game-crazy. Perhaps such customs evolved because,
after all, The Game was illegal, and these traditions might serve,
in their breach, to unmask those government spies called “narcs”
who were constantly seeking to destroy The Game and its
dévotés.

At any rate, Arjuna chose now and then not to observe
such rules of etiquette, even though he could easily sense the
negative reactions of his opponents despite their opaque metal
helmets, because it put them off balance, and gave him some small
advantage. “The Game is life. Life is The Game.” He waited for his
challenger to signal back a similar readiness to engage in the
joust. Why did he always quote that aphorism? Habit? Or did he have
his own private customs of Game etiquette that he was as afraid of
breaking just as Gameplayers in general were afraid of breaking
those common traditions that he so blithely ignored? Or was it that
he preferred to remind himself that The Game never stopped, that
life, bounded by no rules but those arbitrary ones society made and
made over, was ultimately simple yet infinitely complicated in its
variations, just like The Game?

They were seated in a bar, not far from the
spaceport, in one of those city neighborhoods of a rundown ruinous
beauty. A walk down the street in the night outside the bar would
reveal an unfolding panoply of scents, cuisines from a thousand
worlds, but only the poorest preparations of each were available
behind the tawdry dust-streaked façades. To come into this bar, one
like so many others, was at first to blink one’s eyes in sudden
light, then to realize that it wasn’t really very bright at all,
except when compared with the relative obscurity of the night
outside. And then to realize that one was being stared at by the
regulars of this place, a sizing up of the stranger who had come
into their sanctum: a wordless confrontation of wills like that of
The Game.

Just such a stranger had come in only this evening to
this bar, the Orion, on Phoenix Street in the city of Azubah, in
the land of Shemamah, on the planet Gæa. The stranger was wearing
armor, the standard gear for all spacers. But, although all the
clients who stared at this entering figure were spacers, all of
them were dressed in simple dirtside fatigues, not armor. So they
sized up this stranger, as if their glares could pierce the hard
curved plates that meshed and unmeshed as the stranger moved
forward. Furthermore, the stranger’s armor was jet-black, a color
associated by spacers, universally superstitious, with the worst of
luck, the luck of the beautiful black woman of space who sucked
human lungs dry with her kiss.

Obviously, they thought to themselves, this stranger
is here looking for a joust. People only wore armor off-ship to
play The Game, because it provided anonymity and safety (even the
helmet being fully plated, with electronic sensors replacing the
old-fashioned transparent faceplate), especially from narcs and
sore losers, and their weapons. Armor was also standard for Game
wear because it eliminated distractions, since the wearer lived in
a soundproof self-contained ecological system with all bodily needs
cared for. The regulars in this bar automatically turned their
heads toward one individual, their own local champion of The Game.
The stranger, behind the metal helmet, smiled for having known that
they would do just that, and that they would immediately look away
too, to cover their automatic glance. This stranger, so obviously
someone to be reckoned with, might be the Inquisitioner, or the
Unknown King, so they looked to their champion to gauge his
reactions. They always did this, the stranger knew from long
experience of coming into bars like this on planet after planet,
always searching for experts at playing The Game.

So Arjuna found himself facing a stranger, ready for
a joust. Why had the other not returned his gesture that signified
readiness? He began to feel fear: fear that this was indeed the
Inquisitioner, and that he was shortly to be detained. Although
chilled by fear, Arjuna’s face and body showed no signs of it. He
was, after all, unlike this stranger, not wearing armor, and his
expressions, and his physical signs and movements as well, were
certainly being carefully watched. His best action, he knew, was to
brazen it out. So why had he accepted the challenge offered by this
mysterious stranger instead of following the usual practice of
jousting only with friends or friends of friends? He did not know.
Perhaps boredom, or a slight suicidal streak. These traits had been
sufficient years ago to send him off to war, and would certainly be
enough to cause him to enter into a joust with this armored
stranger. Surely this stranger was aware of the effect that wearing
armor would have, deep-space black armor at that, and intended it
to cause Arjuna to have fear. Arjuna, proud and eccentric, of
course refused to feel such fear, or at least to show it. Refusing
the stranger’s challenge to joust would have been tantamount to
admitting fear, to losing a match with this challenger without a
joust having been played, to losing in front of all the people whom
he had bested to become local champion, by saying in effect, I am
afraid to engage with this stranger. And Arjuna knew, in the
awareness he shared with superior Gameplayers of the infinite
levels of psychological meta-games that surrounded The Game itself
like the concentric skins of an onion, that the stranger knew
Arjuna now realized that he had been manipulated, and thus had lost
a preliminary battle before the war had even begun. The stranger
had even taken advantage of the fact that Arjuna had signified
readiness first, against custom, by pausing before returning the
signal, to give Arjuna plenty of time to sweat these things out in
his mind. But one less predictable facet of Arjuna’s personality
that caused him to accept the challenge was his curiosity: Who was
this stranger who so adroitly manipulated him?

But then the other raised a gauntleted hand and
dropped it again. The joust was on.
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The clientèle in the Orion were at best only dimly
aware of all the psychological sparring going on. They were mostly
spacers or dock workers, who often whiled away their spare time
with The Game. They saw only the outside of events. They saw the
stranger come in and offer a challenge to the local champion, a
challenge offered in that strange metallic voice that always
sounded the same no matter what the timbre of the space-armor’s
wearer. They saw Arjuna rise and accept the challenge, and the
chairs and video monitors set up, and the computer calibrated. They
saw the two sit and check their controls, and they smiled knowingly
when they saw Arjuna raise his hand first. After maybe thirty
seconds they saw the stranger return the gesture, and they smiled
again, assuming Arjuna’s superior gamesmanship was demonstrated
here in his ability to discomfit the stranger for a good
half-minute. Look, didn’t Arjuna’s face have an expression of
relaxed confidence, whereas the stranger chose to hide behind
armor? Then they settled back to witness the joust, sitting or
standing in a half-circle around the two players, who sat with
their monitors on either side of a computer against the back
wall.

Who is to say, after all, that
their perceptions were inaccurate, or relatively lacking in
insight, when compared to those of the stranger or Arjuna? In The
Game, as in life, there was no rock of absolute truth against which
one could test one’s perceptions of the truth. There was no right
and wrong. The only way one could “be wrong” was to decide one had
been wrong. Hence Arjuna was right, from his point of view, in
thinking that his flouting of the meta-game rules of etiquette had
backfired. The mysterious stranger was also right in holding
whatever perceptions were locked inside that featureless helmet.
And the spacers who watched this joust were right as well, from
their point of view, in seeing Arjuna as victorious in discomfiting
the stranger by signalling first. They knew fully well that he had
discomfited several of them that way, spacers being of course
superstitious creatures, and it was fair to assume the same value
for the x factor
within the stranger’s helmet. For the stranger was a spacer. Their
comrade, like Arjuna.

For, after all, this was their
game. It was commonly known that the earliest space explorers had
invented the prototypical version of The Game to fill the long
years that they would be cooped up in their tiny ships before
faster-than-light travel was perfected. These earliest Gameplayers
worked out The Game using their on-board screens and computers,
when these were not being used for navigation. Scholars, being
scholars, argued about which ancient game was the actual progenitor
of The Game, but the general consensus was that it was a
Sino-Japanese board game called Go, originally brought into space
by Asian pioneers. Like Go, The Game was played when first invented
by the opponents taking turns placing a piece at an intersection of
lines on a two-dimensional grid. As in Go, the object was simply to
surround one’s enemy’s pieces in order to destroy them and control
the area within. The winner was the one who eventually controlled
the most space while losing the fewest pieces. The Game quickly
adapted to the resources of screens and computers, adding multiple
dimensions and infinite extension in any direction, both impossible
with mere board games, identifying these dimensions, as in space
navigation, in terms of x
and y
coördinates.

These early Asian space explorers
also made two significant contributions to the trappings of
psychological meta-games that The Game would one day be surrounded
by. These people, from societies that put great value in
politeness, stressed a “proper way of doing things” in playing The
Game. This politeness led to the body of unwritten rules of
etiquette that Arjuna took such perverse pride in breaking. Second,
the Asians brought with them into space some of the most important
Game Texts, as they were called. Actually more concerned with the
infinite levels of meta-games, and the relationships between The
Game and life itself, these books included the Tao-te Ching, the I
Ching, the Bhagavad-Gità, and several others. These texts would be
studied carefully for insights into The Game, and certainly life as
well. From one of them came Arjuna’s quotation, “The Game is life.
Life is The Game.” Ultimately, the game-philosophy that came out of
these ancient texts was one that saw The Game in a relationship of
mutual allegory with life. Except that all games have rules, even
one as simple as The Game: rules that define their nature in
contrast to life. If a game had no rules it would become identical
to life, and thus would be
life – just as a perfect model of the universe
would be identical to the real universe even to the subatomic
level, and thus would be
the universe. The Game, as it was taught, had
rules, though only a very few, so it more closely resembled life
than any other game. Nevertheless, the subtlety of rule-less human
existence was generally perceived to outstrip by far that of The
Game and its arbitrary conventions, and of that game of life we are
all players, good, or bad, or indifferent. Yet it was believed by
those who actually played The Game that for the most advanced
players The Game and life itself became virtually
indistinguishable. Hence the text Arjuna quoted, in its
paradoxicality, became truth.

The advent of faster-than-light
travel engendered a revolution not only in interstellar
transportation but in the nature of The Game as well. Actually, it
was not that space-ships achieved speeds greater than that of
light, which remained impossible according to Einstein’s and
Hawking’s physics. Rather, they almost literally “punched holes”
through the fabric of space and time, involving the instantaneous
exchange of matter-energy between two spatiotemporal points. Thus a
ship at point A would find itself at point B
many parsecs away, while the vacuum of space at
point B, with
perhaps a stray hydrogen atom or two, moved into point
A, to merge with vacuum
identical in nature. In simple observational terms, if not
scientifically accurate, one would see the ship disappear from one
location and reappear in another. Coördination of this method of
interstellar travel involved the use of series of numbers of
infinite range, such as [x/x: (1∙∞), (2:∙∞), (3:∙∞) ... (∞∙∞)] and
[x/x: ∞, ∞², ∞³ ... ∞∞], and thus a new breed of computers and video screens had to
be developed to aid the human brain in manipulating these
functions. This new breed was able theoretically to deal with an
infinite number of temporal and spatial dimensions, with infinite
extension in each. So now The Game was no more two-dimensional like
ancient board games, or even three-dimensional like tiered chess,
but was one in which players could move in any number of dimensions
simply by programming in the appropriate information.
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Arjuna arrived the next day for the second joust, by
intention, a minute or so late. Although he felt that he had done
well in the first joust, he was determined not again to lose face
among the meta-game hazards of the preliminaries. It was a custom
that really was more a rule that all matches between opponents were
limited to one hour of jousting per day, because of the everpresent
danger of going “Game-crazy”. These jousts continued, one hour out
of every twenty-four, until there was a clear-cut winner of the
match.

So Arjuna arrived, just slightly tardy, and, with a
nod at his acquaintances among the Orion’s regulars, sat and began
to check the inputs on his terminal against the read-out on the
screen. The stranger was already seated and doing the same. Somehow
Arjuna had been sure that the stranger had been enough impressed
with his ability to return for a second joust; he was now
momentarily surprised at himself for never having doubted the
stranger’s return. He smiled inwardly when the stranger sat back,
obviously already prepared, and signalled readiness. Arjuna had
hoped for this. If he had as usual neglected custom and signalled
first again today, Arjuna knew the stranger could once again have
manipulated his feelings and won that meta-game battle. So, by
coming a touch late, but not so late that he might inadvertently
forfeit the match, he knew that the stranger would be already
prepared, and would probably signal first. It would be rather
obvious if the stranger just sat there, all prepared, and did not
signal, hence Arjuna was confident of this. The appearance of this
matter, furthermore, would be that the stranger had been
momentarily confused yesterday by Arjuna’s flouting of Game
etiquette, and remained angry enough today to seek to reëstablish
the status quo by signalling first. Of course, both Arjuna and the
stranger knew that this appearance of truth was not necessarily the
truth that they knew, but would be the truth that their audience
would believe – and appearances were very important in the war of
wills that constituted meta-games.

Appearances had given Arjuna a meta-game victory in
the matter of signalling readiness, and in another matter as well.
The stranger was once again wearing space-armor, and Arjuna his
regular garb; this would have the appearance of the stranger’s
continued fear of disclosure of any facial reactions, if not
identity, and Arjuna’s complete confidence in his choice to wear
ordinary fatigues.

Arjuna had learned one very
important thing from yesterday’s joust: that this stranger had an
ability far beyond any of Arjuna’s previous opponents in The Game.
Yesterday’s joust had been a careful one, in which the two players
had felt each other out, making slow deliberate moves one
x-y coördinate intersection at a time.
The play was strictly beginners’ level as far as its style. But
Arjuna sensed a force, a power, in the stranger’s technique.
Throughout yesterday’s joust he had felt that he must move with the
greatest of care, or the stranger would pounce on him. He felt this
insight corroborated by the stranger’s excellence at the strategies
of the infinite levels of meta-games.

“The Game is life. Life is The Game.” And Arjuna
signalled readiness, and immediately made a full-scale advance. His
fingers moved with ferocious speed on his programming keyboard,
punching in coördinates at a blinding rate. Arjuna did not think.
Thought, that is, careful ratiocination, was far too slow for this
kind of play. He relied completely on intuition, building vast
patterns that would be difficult for the stranger to encircle. He
was playing with a rapidity and subtlety of technique that he had
rarely used, or needed, before, and had never bettered with any
opponent on Gæa. As now, he had only used it in the past to
surprise his opponent and gain a swift advantage.

He was building a complicated
figure, one that extended into different dimensions in various
sections, one that moved in several directions of time, and
contained several of those points of illogic called
ko in the singular or
plural, those points that served to protect the figure from
destruction by the opponent.

Eventually he looked up at the
screen to see how things were going. And his self-confident smile
vanished. Vast sections of his creation were gone already, with
more disappearing even as he glanced up. And he saw another
beautiful figure growing through many dimensions and times, knotted
with the presence of several ko. But this was not his doing; it
was the stranger’s. Arjuna, momentarily stunned, bent his head to
his keyboard again, and punched in coördinates viciously,
redoubling his speed. He strove to subdue the hot anger he felt
toward himself for being so foolish. He had nearly been defeated
while he sat smugly self-confident in his own ability. How stupid!
This gambit had always worked so admirably before, but did he not
realize that there might be players far beyond the mettle of those
he had jousted with on Gæa? He dared another glance upward to his
screen, and allowed himself a momentary feeling of relief. The
stranger’s construction was pretty much gone, surrounded by a
many-dimensioned shell of his own making. Once that shell was
completely closed, the space within would be for the most part
Arjuna’s. A few ko remained within, but none to worry about.

Arjuna bent now to claiming more regions as his own.
Patterns, shapes, and colors appeared and grew on the screen while
his fingers flew through intricate series of coördinates. He looked
up again. The stranger, after that momentary advance by Arjuna’s
forces had turned the tide in the defender’s favor, had come back,
and was easily keeping up with him. Arjuna sneaked a look at his
opponent, and was struck by the apparent impassivity of that
emotionless, almost inhuman-seeming armored form that sat
impersonal and unmoving except for the fingers that flashed as they
flew effortlessly on the other keyboard with light reflecting off
their shining midnight-black surfaces. Arjuna felt fear. I’m
becoming my own worst enemy, he told himself, repressing the fear.
He wants me to feel fear; that’s why he’s dressed that way. A
projection of the archetypical Shadow. The faceless inhuman Other.
That’s what he wants me to see in him. Well, I won’t give in so
easily; I see through his tricks.

Arjuna realized things were about even in this joust.
Each opponent had made one or two serious inroads on the other, but
neither had made any really disastrous mistakes. But Arjuna was
tiring. He prayed for the alarm to go off that signalled the end of
this day’s hour-long joust, and even as he prayed he kept
frantically keying in complicated multidimensional figures. A few
of his captured here, a few of the stranger’s there; they were
running exactly neck and neck.

And then at last the alarm sounded. Arjuna leaned
back with an audible sigh of relief. He punched the memory button,
and all the tesseracts and polychrons vanished like so many castles
of the imagination. He looked up and blinked; the stranger was
standing beside him, a statue of shining metallic black that did
not reflect the lights in the bar, but thrust their radiation away
from its plating, blinding his eyes with darkness. Before he could
stand, the stranger bowed to Arjuna and strode quickly out.

He could hear the voices of his
bar acquaintances around him, congratulating and encouraging him –
“You really did okay, Arjuna! You really brought it to him!” “Yeah,
you really showed that foreigner, too damned scared even to show
his face!” and so on – but he was not listening. Ah, the mystery of
that helmeted face, Arjuna was musing. What was the expression when
he bowed to me? Sarcasm? Delight? Was he impressed with my playing
ability or was he trying to make me overconfident? He
bowed to me!
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The Game had been invented long before as an
entertainment for filling the time on long space voyages. It was
first developed on shipboard equipment, and had always used
standard navigation screens and computers that could be switched
back at will to the actual piloting of one’s ship. Even when the
equipment was simply for playing The Game, such as in bars like the
Orion, the equipment used was still pretty much the same as on
would find on a typical space-ship. That was what spacers had
learned The Game on; that was what they always preferred.

But the obvious value of The Game
for learning the intricacies of strategy had led to its being
strictly illegal on all planets. No government, planetary or
interplanetary, relished the idea of millions of people becoming in
effect experts at strategy when any one of them could use such
ability to begin – and win – a revolution. Governments reserved the
resources of The Game to themselves. Although The Game was in
essence even simpler than the East Asian simplicity of Go, it was
far more difficult to master it fully. Yet such masters could plot
strategies for effective governing or warfare far better than any
others, on the basis of semi-deterministic causative factors as
represented by The Game. When used as a strategic tool, the
“pieces” placed at various coördinates represented different kinds
of objects: space-ships and planets, or different people or groups
of people in contention with each other, or opposed ideas, for
instance. Also, one’s “opponent’s” data were not automatically
provided; rather, the government had to be good at analyzing data
from spies, interceptions, and even guesswork regarding its
enemies. Further, strategists using The Game were entered on one’s
own strategic screens as ko, as dangerous points of
unpredictability. Although strategic uses of The Game were
complicated by these factors, at least in strategy – unlike when
playing for entertainment – one only had to deal with a finite
number of “pieces”.

The interplanetary government, in its attempt to
outlaw The Game, used spies called narcs. Nearly everyone had at
least a spectator interest in The Game, although by and large only
those employed in space-transportation-related fields were
competent players. These narcs were experts in The Game who would
seek out matches with reputed experts and then turn them in if they
were good enough to warrant prosecution. The most infamous of
narcs, a man about whom little was known besides his cognomen, was
the greatly feared Inquisitioner. The government might destroy
those arrested, or manipulate them into becoming narcs themselves.
For these narcs were continually becoming unruly, and the
government often took recourse, as it worked out its governing
strategy by itself using The Game, to “remove” these “pieces” if
necessary. There was even talk that the government was developing
android narcs, fully human in all obvious ways, who would
nevertheless be of unquestionable loyalty to the State.

The grand prize sought by the government through its
narcs was another mysterious personage, an outlaw known as the
Unknown King. This individual was reputed to be the leader of the
Hidden Nation, which was apparently some sort of anti-government,
so secret, people said, that its “citizens” each knew only two
other people to be fellow citizens: the one who had inducted that
individual into the Nation and the one who in turn had been
inducted by that individual. Others put it this way, that the
Hidden Nation was a matter of spiritual insight, and true citizens
had the intuitive ability to recognize each other as such, but no
one else could. But, people would wonder, if one isn’t sure whether
one is a true citizen or not, one’s idea as to who else is a true
citizen might vary widely from another’s idea, as well as from the
truth, if indeed there was a truth.

The Unknown King was a figure that
bordered in the public consciousness on myth, and many in the
government were confident that there was no such person, except as
a projection of the people’s frustration with authority. The
Unknown King was supposed to be known intimately only to a few most
trusted aides, whose natures were as well the stuff of legend: the
Human Computer, the Hulking Brute or Monster, and the Rat. These
three were supposed to be the supreme masters of The Game, better,
it was said, than everyone except the Unknown King. It was for that
reason that the Unknown King was
the Unknown King. In fact, rumors had it that the
Unknown King was that rarest of rarities – the odds against one
being born estimated at a trillion to one – a “Natural”.
Theoreticians opined that a Natural, if ever there were one, would
be able to play The Game without computers and screens to aid the
otherwise feeble and unprotected human mind, and could play it
indefinitely, not merely for jousts limited to one hour per day,
without running the risk of going Game-crazy. A Natural would be an
infallible strategist, able to find the best solution to any
dilemma. A Natural, should such one turn against the government,
would be unrecognizable and unstoppable as such, since there would
be no Game equipment for the government to confiscate. But to all
things there must be a balance; in this case, the balance was that
a Natural would be completely unpredictable, completely unreliable.
That is to say, in terms of Game strategy, a Natural would be the
only kind of human being who would be by nature, without Game
equipment, a ko.
Certainly such a prize, should it ever exist, would be very worthy
of the government’s ongoing search. Was the Unknown King, then, a
Natural? Should this be so, then the government would want the
Unknown King at least to avoid the danger of that
unpredictable ko out there somewhere beyond its ability to control, and at
most in order to take advantage of that Natural ability to
strategize.
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The third day and the time for the third joust of
his match with the stranger arrived all too quickly after a
virtually sleepless night. Arjuna was shocked, when he came to the
Orion, to find the bar crowded with people. He soon learned that
word had spread about a particularly interesting jousting match
between a local champion and a mysterious stranger in black, with a
high level of expertise being exhibited. He fought his way through
the crowd to the Game equipment; several times on the way he was
even offered chances to bet on or against himself. He nodded
familiarly at his opponent, feeling a bit of envy: inside that
armor the stranger would not be in the least distracted by this
noisy, jostling crowd.

They went through the preliminaries with ease, both
players raising their hands in unison. Arjuna inaudibly whispered
the quotation about the identicality of The Game and life, as was
his wont. Then he pushed the recall button, and the dimensionally
fluid constructs that had been on the terminal at the end of
yesterday’s joust reappeared. He had spent a good part of the
intervening hours working out his strategy for today’s joust. He
analyzed his mistake yesterday as being a too-strong defense. As
soon as the joust had begun he had been off and running at the very
peak of his abilities. He now realized that he had erred in
starting at that peak, thus
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