Tim Miller

Those Immortals

Ryan Jennings didn’t know a thing about the Persian Empire.  The Persian Empire never knew a Ryan Jennings.

Xerxes Cunningham did know a little about the Persian Empire, and Persia had known several men named Xerxes and maybe even a Cunningham or two.  Maybe.

Despite the vast differences in the amount of knowledge about ancient Persia both men possessed, they generally got along just fine.

And so it was that one day they were in the process of getting along just fine at work.  Now for these two, work consisted of either knowing or not knowing about Persia.

And so it was that Xerxes had just finished lecturing about Persian culture in the Persian wing of a museum that wasn't Persian (though the very presence of said Persian wing was enough to make it considerably more Persian than most museums with an immanent lack of Persian affectations).


And so it was that Ryan had not just finished lecturing about Persian culture, nor had he even begun to do so.  He was, however, in the Persian wing talking to Xerxes.


They weren't talking about Persia, mostly because Ryan didn't care a whole lot about Persia, but also because there was a more interesting thing to discuss.


It was vaguely green but other than that, it was pretty much just vague.  It was also alive, or at least it claimed to be.  It was probably something of an alien, but Ryan and Xerxes both initially thought that the term "alien" had some unwanted connotations.  They didn't want to call it anything at all until it later told them that it was an Immortal.  (They didn't really want to call it an Immortal, either.)


<How are you?> it had first said.  (Ryan and Xerxes quickly agreed that it was saying things, even though a listener might have discovered that it wasn't actually making any sounds.


"Well… er… Well, I guess I'm well," Ryan managed.


<I don't really care.  I was just trying to strike up conversation between fellow sentient beings.  Just making idle chit-chat.>


"How did you get here?" asked Xerxes, too shocked to even question the alienness of the alien visitor.  It was a very convincing alien, and it had made an equally convincing entrance.  A vague sort of greenish thing had simply appeared, and it had turned out to be a vague sort of greenish thing that (sort of) talked.  It had gone on to knock a few exhibits over with a vague greenish appendage.


Ryan decided that either the thing really was an alien, or the trick was so elaborate that he would be cruel not to play along.  So not to be outdone by Xerxes's immediate question, he added, "Yeah, and why did you come here?"


<How did I get here, you ask?> it replied, ignoring Ryan.  <That seems like an absurd topic of conversation.  How did you get here?>


"I'm sorry; you must misunderstand something about our language or our way of thinking," Xerxes said, searching for something more appropriate to say.  "How can we explain what we're asking?" he continued, addressing the human race in general more than he was addressing Ryan.


Ryan didn't seem too eager or able to help, so Xerxes tried again himself.  "How did you come to be present at this place, this location, this point in space?  How did you come, arrive, travel, voyage, journey here?"


<What?>


"Look, you move, don't you?" Ryan snapped, with more venom than Xerxes thought appropriate for their benign (if confused) visitor from the stars.  "You do get from one place to another, don't you?  How did you move here?"


<Move?  I fail to understand the concept applied to a sentient being!  Water moves.  Rocks move.  Planets move.  Animals move.  Sentient beings most certainly do not.>


"Humans move," Ryan retorted smugly.


"That's us," Xerxes added helpfully.  "We move."


<Hmm… That's odd.  Maybe you aren't sentient after all.  In that case, we'll have to exterminate you as soon as possible.>


"Um," said Ryan.


"Er," Xerxes said sagely.  He was beginning to think that one of them had made some sort of terrible inter-species faux pas.  And the consequences looked a bit too severe for his liking.  However, he quickly began to entertain the idea that perhaps the alien had a sense of humor.  The sense of humor must be universal, right?  Transcending the boundaries of species?  Maybe the guy was just making a joke in very bad taste.  Maybe it was just completely ignorant of humanity's xenophobic culture and its age-old fear of alien invaders.


The Immortal (the two men didn't know to call it an Immortal yet; it hadn't even started to brag about its race's capabilities) seemed to be waiting for a specific reaction, and when it didn't, it continued (not) talking.


<Well, you're not sentient, you see.  That means we have to get rid of you; just think of the problems with infection alone!  But perhaps I am being too hasty.  Are you absolutely certain that humans move?  We wouldn't want to be so hasty and eradicate an entire sentient species over simple semantics.>


Xerxes relaxed somewhat.  Only somewhat.  Ryan was about to quit playing along with whoever had perpetrated the clever prank, but Xerxes had regained his composure well enough to speak.  "Well, thank you."


<Let us discuss motion.  Motion, in the classic sense, does not actually exist.  It is duly noted that only one human has even been intelligent enough to point this out to others.  Remember Xeno's great paradox?  Motion is but an illusion.  He explained it quite simplistically, arguing that it is impossible to move from point A to point B. After one has “moved” half of the distance towards point B, one must again move to another point midway between the two, and another one in the middle of the new point and B, and then another, and then another; one must cross an infinite number of halfway points in order to reach B, which is clearly impossible.  Motion is but an illusion.  Xeno, great Greek that he was, was wise enough to understand that.>

Ryan didn’t know a whole lot about Persia, but he did know a little about Greece and even some basic mathematics and philosophy.  Therefore, he was desperately trying to remember ho this paradox was resolved and refuted.  After all, the fate of humanity could be at stake.  


He couldn’t remember.  Unfortunately, Xerxes had never known any sort of answer at all.  He communicated this to Ryan with an urgent nudge followed by a look of utter hopelessness.


“Well,” said Ryan eventually, “even if motion is an illusion, then how do you, well, get around?  You can’t possibly tell me that you were always right there in that same spot.”

<Oh, no.  I surely was not always in the same location.  I “get around” how all sentient beings do it.  I am wherever I want to go.>


“You are wherever you want to go,” Ryan echoed dully.


<Correct.  I am.  I want to go somewhere, and then I am there.  No false and unnecessary locomotion.  No points to cross.  No paradoxes to overcome.  I simply am.>


Ryan began to notice that the thing’s movements were jerky and somewhat unnatural.  Xerxes had always noticed the way it appeared to move, or rather not more.  It was making him uncomfortable.  Ryan, however, was slowly allowing himself to believe that the thing was in fact an alien.  And if he believed that part of the story, did he believe the rest?  What if it was really “willing” itself to appear and reappear somewhere else?  What did that mean?

No.  Ridiculous.  Impossible.  Existence of other life in the universe: unproven but probable.  Development of other intelligent life: less probable but not improbable.  Contact: improbable but possible.  Contact in a random history museum with two random men: even more improbable but not impossible.  But this… this could not be possible.  He knew he moved.  He knew natural laws existed.  He knew.  He was about to say so, but then he came up with a better argument.


“Wait, I’ve got him!” Ryan proclaimed triumphantly, but Xerxes was far from reassured.


To the Immortal, he said, “I thought you said that animals moved?  But then you also said that motion is an illusion?  How can that be?  You contradict yourself!”

Just then the thing burst out laughing, and soon it was giggling uncontrollably.   Xerxes supposed that it did have a sense of humor.  <Xeno’s Paradox!>  It laughed uproariously in between sentences.  <I really had you two going for a while!  Motion is an illusion?  Give a prize to the homo sapiens sapiens!>


“It does have a sense of humor,” Xerxes finally said.  “Quite the sense of humor.”


“Not a very good one,” Ryan said, not amused.


The two humans waited impatiently and listlessly as it continued to laugh.

Suddenly it stopped.  <It’s a shame we have to kill you all.>


Ryan and Xerxes both laughed nervously.  The Immortal did not laugh.  Xerxes waited hopefully for it to say that it had really had them going again, but it never did.  With a sinking feeling, he realized that the thing was serious. 


Dead serious.


<It will be quite simple, you know.>  Receiving no reaction from its audience, the Immortal continued nonchalantly.  <Efficient, too.  The army of the Immortals is known for its efficiency.>


That was the first time Ryan and Xerxes had heard the thing call itself an Immortal, if indeed it had done so by including itself in that army.  They were hesitant to make any assumptions about an alien race, even one that seemed strangely human.


But Ryan couldn’t resist questioning it.  “Immortals?  You’re immortal?  You live forever?”


The thing laughed.  <I am an Immortal,> it corrected.  <And yes, we do live forever.  Individually, each one of us might die.  In fact, I am very aware of my own mortality.  But don’t even think that either of you would be able to harm me; I could destroy you puny life forms instantly, and Immortals do not make threats.>


“Then what do you mean by immortality if you all must die?” Ryan persisted.  Xerxes, who knew something about Persia, was not so eager to press the matter.


<Let me create an analogy.  Humans seem to like them.  It helps your simple minds understand things so much better, even though all analogies must break down at some point.  So here is my analogy.  Look at where you are.  A frozen piece of Persia all around you.  We Immortals are what Persia should have been.>


Ryan looked at Xerxes quizzically.


Taking a deep breath, Xerxes prepared to deliver a portion of his seemingly preprogrammed speech about the Persian army.


“The infantrymen of the Persian guard were most often called ‘Immortals.’  At its height, the Persian military machine was the most formidable in its sphere of the ancient world.  There were 10,000 Immortals in the army.  They earned their name from the practice of replacing any fallen soldier with a fresh one in order to keep the number of warriors always 10,000 strong.  The Persians themselves were not immortal, but the idea is that collectively, their army was.  And always 10,000 strong.”


<Very good, sapient sapiens!  We are the true Immortals.  Whenever any one of us is killed, anywhere, any time, any way, another springs up in its place.  The death of one of the links in the Great Web not only allows another to form, but also directly causes it to do so.  Instantly causes it.  And our army is a military force considerably more powerful than Persia had in its time.  And we are many more than 10,000 strong.  Like Persia, though, we are unstoppable.  We are the Immortals, and you are nothing.>

“But why?” Xerxes cried out.  He seemed surprised at his own outburst, but he continued, “Why must you destroy us if you are so superior?”


<That’s a silly question.  Why do humans go to war?  We need more space.  We need to expand.  If you want an alternative answer, consider why you eat the flesh of other “inferior” living beings.  You don’t feel bad about killing cows or wolves, do you?  You see, we’re just higher on the galactic food chain.  This is competition, and you are the inevitable losers.  We’re really not so different from you on the most basic levels, you know.  We just happen to be Immortals.  I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we are simply far better at being “human” than you walking apes.  You’re inferior, a pest.  We know how to deal with pests.  We are the Immortals.>


“I don’t buy this,” Ryan muttered, shaking his head.  “What did you mean by more space?  Why do you need more space is your population never grows?”


<Oh, but we do grow.  We grow and grow and never shrink at all.>


“But I thought you only reproduced when one of you died?  You said something about allowing links on a web to form…”


<Oh, no.  It’s true that brand new infant links never form, but when one of us dies, a more mature link is formed.  We spring full grown from our own dead fathers’ heads.  We evolve as a species with each death.  We become new, reborn.  Our race becomes more powerful individually and collectively.  We die to live.  We grow stronger every day, and as we grow, we need more space, more energy.  We must expand.  We must consume.  Though not in numbers, we do grow.>


“So… let me see,” Ryan began, “You get more ‘powerful’ each time one of you dies.  So why don’t you all just make a daily habit of mass suicide?”

The Immortal paused.  Before it had never waited even second before answering a question

“How do you know they don’t?”  Xerxes asked, breaking the lengthening silence.


<We don’t.>  Its voice (or not voice) sounded strange.  It returned to normal after another short pause.  <But you wise wise men might want to consider trying out that very thing.  It would save us a little time if you all just killed yourselves for us.  Your deaths are already inevitable.>


Ryan noticed that it was changing the subject.  So suicide was touchy for this Immortal.  He filed that bit of information away.  He didn’t know what good it would do, but at least it was something.  Maybe if it let them go, he could share this knowledge with others, perhaps to figure out a way to compel the invaders to all commit suicide and then… regress?  Or die for good?  He shook his head.  This was crazy.


<But look, you guys, I didn’t come here to give you Immortal culture lesson or chat philosophy.  The decision has already been made.  There is no way to change our minds.  I came to visit, make acquaintances, and then conquer the world by extinguishing all life.  That’s what we do.>


By this point, Xerxes had paled considerably, and his voice was shaky and uncertain.  “Excuse me, but Persia isn’t around anymore.  Its empire crumbled and its army of Immortals is no more.  Those Immortals are all dead, along with the spirit and idea that drove them.  All empires fall, and all armies can be defeated.”


<What can I say?  The analogy breaks down.>
