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The  prophet-analyst  had  never  thought  a
lesser man would make him quiver like so. He hid
his  sweaty hands behind his  gold-threaded robe,
filling  up  his  chest  with  pretence.  “I  think  you
should  leave,”  he  told  the  small,  wretched  man
before him. “Take your son with you.”

Khalif’s  father  didn’t  as  much  as  blink.  His
eyes were blood-feverish, his beard wet with tears.
With  a  voice  too  clear  for  such  an  insignificant
man, he said: “But he is our saviour.”

“My good man, Al-Gerar is… A cautious man.”
The prophet-analyst  licked the salt  from his  lips
and  looked  at  his  apprentices.  Timid  youth,
cornered against the wall in dumb silence. “Do not
fill your son’s head with wanton dreams.”

“They are not dreams!” Khalif’s father yelled.
The echo seemed to hang over the sterile  room,
humming even after  it  was gone.  “My Visionary
Holiness,  you have verified it yourself!  So you’ve
told me!”

Again, the prophet-analyst forced himself not
to look. Behind him, the Lifethread showed a line
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of zero to eighty, blasphemous in its linearity. Old
age,  it said, stating the cause of death. A hundred
percent  chance.  A  certainty.  Nothing  else  would
ever  kill  Khalif.  Water  and  certainties  were  the
most  precious  of  things,  Al-Gerar  himself  would
say, in the compulsory speeches projected on the
colour-screens  around  the  world  that  was  his.
Every night until the end of his line.

“Indeed  I  did,”  the  prophet-analyst  said,
swallowing  against  his  unbecoming  hesitation.
“Several  times.  Until  my  eyes  burned  by
candlelight.  Khalif  will  live  for  eighty  years.  No
more, no less.” He faltered, turning to stare in awe
at  the  Lifethread.  “There’s  no  branching,  no
detour.  No  twists  or  turns.  Just  pure  linearity.
Certainty. It is the straightest line I’ve ever seen in
my entire life. The straightest line anyone has ever
seen.”

“Your  holiness,  please!”  Khalif’s  father  said,
clutching  his  son  close  against  the  filth  of  his
tunic. “He is the saviour! The true saviour!”

The junior prophet-analysts whispered behind
the senior, who turned back and spat: “Still  your
tongues, before I tear them out!”
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“The Lifethread knows not how to lie,” one of
the younger prophets dared, his sand-dried cheeks
trembling  with  fear  and  devotion.  “Our  lines
divide like  the branches of a dead tree.  Only Al-
Gerar’s branches twice, that is the closest thing to
a certainty we’ve ever seen until now. Perhaps-“

“Ninety-nine-point nine,” the senior prophet
cut  him  short.  “Our Ever-Father’s  line  ends  at  a
hundred  and  twenty  years,  with  a  ninety-nine-
point nine percent certainty.”

“And such is  not a  certainty!”  cried Khalif’s
father. “No longer! Here we have my Khalif, here
we have the saviour! Why would his line be this
straight and true, if not to upset the order of the
world? Why shouldn’t we free the women, let the
rivers  run, let  the desert  exiles  taste water once
more? All of this and more my son will make true!”

The prophet-analyst  wanted to counter that.
To wrench out the black doubts corroding his soul,
but  his  mouth  grew  dry  when  he  noticed  the
petrified hope in the eyes of his followers.

“Go… Leave,”  he said,  through the cracks in
his  faith.  “Leave,  take  your  son  with  you.  Go
someplace  where  souls  abound,  that  the  Ever-
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Father’s gaze might flow over you. Hide your son.
His  destiny  will  avail  you of  nothing  if  Al-Gerar
finds  you.  Your  line  branches  into  indescribable
pain, Khaleed, father of Khalif. Take care to walk
straight.”

“Thank  you,  thank  you…”  Khaleed  said,
blinking  away  his  tears,  smudging  the  paint
around his eyes. Such a pathetic man, holding the
weight of a new world on emaciated shoulders.

The prophet-analyst waited until the man had
left the temple, until he could no longer hear the
irritating  slapping  of  his  sandals  on  the
immaculate  stone.  Then  he  turned  to  the  other
prophets, who stared at him with anxious, sombre
faces.

“Al-Gerar,  our  everything,  will  extract
answers from us during the next  veneration.”  It
was a useless thing to say. They all knew what they
had done. “The only way to let this transgression
go unheeded is to hold our silence.”

“And  of  the  living  he  always  gets  what  he
seeks…” one of the other prophets murmured.

The  prophet-analyst  nodded.  “Here  end  our
lines.”
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He waited for the others to exhale. Then, like
one,  they  joined  in  pairs  and  unsheathed  their
daggers, slitting each other’s wrists open.

Twenty-five  years,  and  every  night  Khalif
would hold his father’s hand and connect the wires
to his cranial implants, so that Al-Gerar knew they
were  complying  with  the  mandatory  viewing  of
the  evening  speech.  When  it  was  over,  Khalif’s
father  would  unmake  every  apparent  certainty
spouted by the Ever-Father. “It is you who are the
saviour,” Khaleed would say. “The only certainty
in  the  world.  Nothing  can  kill  you  before  your
time.”  Sometimes,  with  the  anise  strong  in  his
breath,  he  would  say:  “Save  us,  Khalif.  Save  us,
please.”

The night before had the been the first he had
not  done  so.  Because  the  Truth-Keepers  had
entered  their  home and knocked  down the  mud
walls  with  hammers  and  speared  Khalif’s  father
against his armchair.

Khalif  hadn’t  been  home when it  happened.
His Lifethread had invented a pretext from him to
linger in the streets after his work at the pottery.
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A malaise that had him bent over behind an alley,
spilling his burning guts out.

And then the illness  had  passed,  and  Khalif
had  came  back  to  Khaleed  skewered  and  limp,
seeming  smaller  in  death.  Khalif  had  kissed  the
bloodless  hand  of  his  father,  gathered  his
belongings in a bag, put on Khaleed’s sandals, and
turned his back on the rubble.

He travelled the world Al-Gerar had sculpted
in his image, this world of bent and broken people,
croaking for water and for a voice with which to
speak aloud words the wind would carry. No-one
knew who Khalif was. No-one would shelter him.
But  certainty  had  him  sleep  in  the  abandoned
shops of the ancient world,  back when machines
couldn’t read blood and trace lives. He stole scraps
to survive, peeled off his sun-burnt skin during the
day  and  wrapped  himself  with  naught  but  his
hands during the frozen nights.

He arrived in the capital on the Day-We-All-
Listen.  Multitudes  had  gathered  before  the
wheeled  vehicle  on  top  of  which  Al-Gerar
proclaimed his  supposed truths.  No-one knew of
the  lying  in  the  Ever-Father’s  breath.  Of  the
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banality  of  his  pale  skin  and  blue  of  his  eyes.
Insidiousness  perforated  the  people’s  eyes  and
skulls,  night  after  hungry  night,  made  them  see
divinity  where  there  was  no  such  thing.  Where
there was no certainty.

Khalif would have shared in their false faith,
were not for his father.

Gripping the dagger hidden in his torn shirt,
he advanced through the poor,  huddled mass of
weak bodies until he finally reached the ranks of
the Truth-Keepers.

“Let me through,” he said to the first guard,
wondering if the salt of his sweat would make his
blade any less sharp.

The guard fidgeted, looking at Khalif from top
to bottom with palpable boredom behind his visor.
“What is it you want, boy?”

“To kill the Ever-Father.”
The guard threw a sideways glance at one of

his companions,  who shrugged. Then, with smug
ease, had twirled his spear into the air, and with
the haft he shattered Khalif’s neck.
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“Who is that?” Al-Gerar asked the man who
washed his  feet  in the basin.  A deserved luxury,
needed after each gruelling lecture.

Tentatively,  the  man  followed  the  Ever-
Father’s  gaze,  to  a  pair  of  Truth-Keepers  who
carried someone in a stretched. A young man, with
arms twisted against his chest and tongue sticking
out.

“A dissident, Your Certainty.”
“Ah. Have they killed him?”
The man shook his head. “The boy survived,

Ever-Father. His spine is broken, and he will never
move again, but he breathes.”

“Sad are the uncertainties of men,” Al-Gerar
said,  with  practiced  piety.  “Would  you  do
something for me, my child?”

“A…Always.”
“Go after the guards. Tell them not to kill the

poor boy. My forgiveness requires only the motion
of  the  soul,  not  of  the  body.  Keep  him  in  the
infirmary until he is taken from us, be it tomorrow
or in a hundred years. Keep food in his belly and
air in his lungs. He must surely be someone’s son.”
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The man stammered an agreement and set off
after the guards.

Al-Gerar splashed water with his feet, content.
These occasional saviours were very useful. Much
more interesting than the many peoples Al-Gerar
ruled  out  of  boredom,  healthy  forever.  He  still
retained fond memories of some. Of others he had
a kidney. Sometimes a liver.

-//-
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