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CHAPTER 1
Colonel John Moore’s newest obsession: watching the thin trickle of blood from Brian K. Yorke’s lip. Seconds ago Moore had kicked him in the face, having observed Yorke’s vulnerability. Vulnerability appealed to Moore. It was such a useful gauge for so many things.
Yorke, despite being the stronger, younger man, held no advantage over John Moore’s powers of observation. Moore knew when to plant his foot on Yorke’s sternum and when to put his thumb in Yorke’s eye. Recognizing vulnerability was sometimes secondary to causing it.
Moore thought of his rival as “Brian K. Yorke,” always by his full name, perhaps because that was how Yorke introduced himself to people, and was meticulous about putting his rank of Colonel first. Moore cared nothing for rank.
Yorke reared in pain like an animal from the thumb in his eye, and angrily flailed at Moore, pushing him against the wall of the cell, thrusting Moore’s head against it. Moore, despite his near-concussion, knew he had him then. Yorke had thrown his whole powerfully built body against Moore, allowing Moore to plant his knee in Yorke’s groin, his hands on Yorke’s neck, and his celebrity in Yorke’s face.
The personnel standing on the mezzanine above them watched, businesslike in their lack of emotion. Moore’s and Yorke’s demonstration appeared to them to be done in silence, due to the soundproofing of the cell in which they fought, separated by the clear resin ceiling from the arena-like observation deck. Dr. Eleanor Roberts watched, along with her colleagues Dr. C.C. Ford, and General Andrew English. There were others present at this demonstration who Dr. Roberts did not know, from the Committee most probably, she guessed, though they had not yet been introduced to her. The other figure she knew only by reputation and from the photo on her press kit bio.
Her first glimpse of Dr. Cheyenne L’Esperance surprised Eleanor. More than the woman’s tall, graceful, rather muscular and athletic figure, Eleanor was taken by the unexpected reactions of this newcomer. While all others watched the fight below with quiet, detached interest, and Eleanor herself felt not a little boredom over it; after all, it would not affect the ultimate decision of the Committee because that had already been made, she was assured—Dr. L’Esperance openly wept.
The others noticed her crying as well, exchanging uncertain, embarrassed glances. They politely looked away out of what could only have been respect for Dr. L’Esperance’s reputation and abilities. Surely even a genius was capable of some faults, and this must account for such a formidable scientist making a complete ass of herself in public.
Eleanor could not help but feel secretly pleased at the discovery of her rival’s weakness. She was certainly a rival. Of that much Eleanor was sure, though nobody said anything to her about it, not yet. There had been no surprise interoffice memos or grave meetings with the Committee to officially notify her that she would be monitored by this newcomer, perhaps even be expected to share authority with her. Still, Eleanor owned up, because she liked to face facts, that Dr. L’Esperance was nothing if not a rival.
From the confines of his cage, John Moore glanced up from his opponent’s long-hoped for collapse and let his gaze wander on all the faces above, beyond the clear resin, sound-proofed ceiling. He felt momentarily like an insect that has been caught by a child and placed in a glass jar for inspection. Like a firefly that he used to catch on his father’s front lawn on summer nights as a boy. Or as if he and Brian K. Yorke crickets, where one always eats the other if left alone overnight in the child’s jar, and the child inevitably wonders the next day why there is only one bug left in the jar when he distinctly remembers putting two in there.
Moore searched instinctively for Eleanor’s face. He spotted her, but she was not looking at him. He noticed her expression of incredulity approaching sarcasm, and followed her gaze over to the tall dark-skinned woman with her hand wiping tears from her eyes. Moore, like Eleanor, was also struck by the unknown woman’s evident distress, so out of place in this environment. Their eyes met, and she seemed to nod to him with something like sympathy and understanding, an action also out of place here. He put his hands on his hips, grinned and nodded back.
Soon the observation mezzanine cleared as the audience drifted away, and Moore brought his attention back down to Yorke, who sat up now, his breathing heavy, rhythmic, his face glistening with sweat and soiled with his own blood. The orbital areas around his eyes began to swell slightly. Moore extended his hand to Yorke.
“Want to go for a beer?” He was being only slightly sarcastic.
Yorke pulled himself up, using the wall as a support. He licked the blood off his lip.
“Let’s not make friends, Moore,” he said, not disguising his weariness. “One of us is going to die.”
Moore understood that Brian K. Yorke was not necessarily referring to which of them chosen for the mission. The man left behind in the safety of this complex was hardly safe from death, either. His career certainly would be over, at least.
“I’ve misjudged you. You have more on the ball than I thought.”
“Thank you.” Yorke, after a confused moment, found the door out.
***
“D-Day minus one,” General English said as he approached Dr. Eleanor Roberts, clapping his hands together. He beamed from Eleanor to Dr. Ford and gestured with his glance over to the unknown man talking with members of the Committee, who had stood by his side at the observation deck.
“So far, so good,” General English said.
“General, who is that gentleman?” Eleanor asked. Ford’s eyes darted from Eleanor to General English. General English sized Eleanor up before speaking, something he inevitably did before speaking to anyone and she had long since stopped taking it personally.
“My guest. Possibly my eventual superior,” he said, sounding ominous. “That is all I am at liberty to say. You’re aware there is a bit of shuffling going on? Well, consider his presence among us as evidence that we are attracting notice, people, important notice.” He said this with a note of pride, and brightened, and Ford smiled courteously. Eleanor did not smile. She did not like mysteries.
“As soon as Accommodations is finished with Dr. L’Esperance, I’ll introduce you.” General English continued, “It’s about time you met, Eleanor. You’ll be working closely. You have a lot in common.”
“Do we?”
“Well,” he said, in awkward effort to be jovial, “you’re both women for a start.” Dr. Ford smiled with his customary unrelenting courtesy at General English again. Eleanor wondered what beyond breasts and ovaries General English thought she and Dr. L’Esperance possibly had in common. He would not elaborate, but perhaps he could not. His thinking really was rather limited and always had been. Why he had been chosen to head this fledging department she could only guess. His relative ignorance and lack of imagination for her work had thus far proven fortunate; it kept him largely out of her way. Lately, though, he was taking far too close an interest for her to be comfortable. She liked her independence.
Dr. Ford finally spoke up pleasantly, as he always did everything pleasantly, “Dr. L’Esperance will be staying on site, then?”
“Yes,” General English replied, “although down the road she may have other plans. At least right now she prefers to arrange for quarters in the compound. It will certainly keep her close to things.”
“I hope she did not find the exhibition between Colonel Moore and Colonel Yorke too distressing?” Eleanor’s pointed inflection was obvious even to General English.
The general’s expression clouded over and he cleared his throat.
“One of course forgets the sensibilities of outsiders. She will lose some of her…sensitivity in time and become a very valued member, I’m sure.”
“I’m sure,” said Dr. Ford.
“I’m sure,” said Eleanor. “By the way, General, I’m not too clear myself on the purpose of the demonstration. Surely this close to mission time the candidates should not have risked injury. This didn’t have anything to do with the ultimate decision of who would be in the field? Surely, the Committee has already made that judgment based on criteria, not some silly staged fight.”
The avuncular persona reappeared. “Let me tell you something about criteria sometime, Eleanor. It carries the day only to a point. When the chips are down, you need a man who can think fast and fight like hell. Mathematics and what all don’t count.”
“Then if Colonel Moore was the winner of the fight, are you seriously going to place him first above Colonel Yorke, whose profile is far superior? Based on what?”
“Criteria, Eleanor, criteria,” General English whispered like a conspirator, winked and stepped briskly away, spotting Dr. L’Esperance down the hall in the act of being about to get lost in the maze of corridors.
“What do you think, seriously?” Eleanor said in sotto voice to Dr. Ford as General English strode over to shepherd Dr. L’Esperance.
“Well, I can’t help but think her living here is a big mistake. The apartments here are dismal. Just being on site is like being in jail. I’m glad when I can pass through the gates every evening and get the hell out of here.”
“Not about her living here,” Eleanor said, not bothering to disguise her irritation. “I mean about what part she plays in all this.”
“She’s only here to observe.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“What do you think?”
“I don’t know. I wondered if you knew anything more than I did.”
“That’s not very likely.” Dr. Ford’s face lit up with his practiced pleased expression when General English escorted Dr. L’Esperance toward them.
General English stopped short in front of them, nearly with a hint of a soldierly clicking of his heels, and nodded to Dr. L’Esperance, who had evidently washed her tear-stained face in the interim, and appeared composed and cordial.
“Dr. Eleanor Roberts, Dr. C.C. Ford, may I present Dr. Cheyenne L’Esperance?” He said, “Dr. L’Esperance, Dr. Ford is the chief coordinator of ancient studies, and Dr. Roberts is our top physicist, directing this mission.”
Dr. L’Esperance beamed at the two of them, though seemed not to notice their extended hands awaiting the inevitably required handshake. Instead, she cupped her hands on either side of Dr. Ford’s face and drew him to her, warmly kissing him on both cheeks, and then enveloping him in a gentle hug, holding him closely against her body.
“Dr. C.C. Ford,” she said, “I am pleased to meet you.” Her voice low, soft and sounding vaguely musical.
Eleanor’s surprise at the sight kept her from realizing she was momentarily to receive a similar reception, which she woodenly withstood when Dr. L’Esperance kissed her and embraced her, fairly cooing, “Dr. Eleanor Ford, I am happy to meet you.”
General English glowered at the floor again, evidently not surprised at Dr. L’Esperance’s style of greeting, but clearly disapproving. Perhaps he, too, had previously received such a greeting from her.
“Perhaps you could show her the lab, Eleanor,” he said, “and then Dr. Ford can explain the mission parameters in more detail.”
“I read your synopsis, Dr. Ford,” Dr. L’Esperance said, “and was very much intrigued.”
“Thank you.” Dr. Ford beamed. He was the only one who seemed quite pleased with her.
“Should we introduce Dr. L’Esperance to the two candidates, General?” Eleanor asked the question with what all save Dr. L’Esperance perceived were wicked intentions.
“I can ascertain if they are fit to receive visitors after their fight.”
Dr. L’Esperance lowered her eyes with an expression of pain.
“No. You may familiarize her with their histories, if Dr. L’Esperance feels she might gain from that information. Otherwise there is no need to expose her to the operatives. Thank you.” General English strode off in a hurry, perhaps, Eleanor wondered, to avoid any emotional goodbye ritual Dr. L’Esperance might practice.
The three stood, expectant and awkward for a moment, then Eleanor took the lead and proceeded down the hall to her laboratory. They passed the department administrative office where a small, tight unit of secretaries, librarians and transcriptionists, and her own administrative assistant, Milly, eyed them as if they were celebrities. Eleanor always enjoyed that, and knew that in his quietly egocentric way, Dr. Ford did, too. Dr. L’Esperance smiled and nodded at them all, not seeming to understand that taking notice of them should have been beneath her. Eleanor hustled her along lest she pause to make new friends with her unique way of saying hello. They waited in the anteroom to swipe their ID cards, and receive verification through retina and fingerprint analysis before the doors would open to this sector.
“Briefly then,” Eleanor began, wanting to crush the leaden silence between them as they were being processed, “Colonel Brian K. Yorke is the far superior of the two in terms of testing and personal service record, as well as physical fitness. However, it would be his first mission. Colonel Moore has been with us since the inception of this project, though despite his experience, has a tendency to become an anomaly at times.”
“He is quite resourceful and creative in his own way,” Dr. Ford said to defend him, “but one almost senses that he loses his detachment too easily.”
“Yes.” Eleanor said, glad they agreed on something.
Dr. L’Esperance asked, “Do you mean to say he becomes involved with the story line?”
“The problem is,” Eleanor responded as the doors opened for them, “Colonel Moore always thinks the story is about him.”
CHAPTER 2
Colonel John Moore’s narrative:
I sneaked a peek at the report on my emotional instability. It was written in the typically terse and sterile verbiage of Dr. Eleanor Roberts, dictated into a hand-held recorder and transcribed the next day by her administrative assistant, Milly. It didn’t make for very good reading, but then Eleanor was not good with a yarn. She was, I sensed, almost intentionally boring. All animals have their modes of protection.
Milly slapped the folder shut in my face and frowned at me for invading her turf. Still, she was on my side. Milly did not like Dr. Roberts. Milly told me so on several occasions, by her body language, which included some vulgar hand gestures when Dr. Roberts’ back was turned, and also by some indirect, tearful threats to either quit, complain to somebody higher up, or just plain kill her some night in the parking lot. It seemed comical to me that such a tall, rugged-looking young woman like Milly could be so bullied by such a tight-assed little shrimp like Eleanor. Eleanor had that presence, I guess. A personality like the strong scent of musk, and she marked her territory with directives. Milly was physically strong but emotionally weak, and Eleanor was just the opposite.
I laughed, patted Milly’s hand with her strong typist’s fingers, and told her to just punch Eleanor in the face the next time she wanted a week’s worth of work in three hours. Milly smirked, exhaled in relief that somebody understood her, and that was all she really wanted. She giggled and waved me away. She never realized I meant it.
My own run-ins with Dr. Roberts were more even-handed. Eleanor needed me. I was her pet project, the time-traveling astronaut on whom so much faith, energy, planning, and trillions of dollars were invested. I reminded her of this fact when she most disgusted me, which was happening a lot lately.
Dr. Ford walked into the lab in an expensive pair of very shiny shoes and set down his constant companion, a cup of coffee. He sat on the metal stool by the lab table and rubbed his eyes. Dr. Roberts turned from her notes and gave him a prolonged glance of concern. Concern? Anxiousness? Tenderness? Desire? I could never tell. I always wondered, but I could never really tell.
“It’s Colonel Moore, or nothing,” he said at last, looking up at her with his habitual rueful smile. She probably found that smile boyish and charming. She was that unimaginative.
“That’s what they said?” Dr. Roberts looked close to a pout.
“That’s what they just released to the press.”
“Even before confirming it with us?”
“General English made the move.”
Dr. Roberts turned back to her digital note pad, refusing to share her disappointment with us just as she shut us out of her thoughts. I could sense, rather than see, the sharp frown working on her delicate features, a kind of benign budgerigar ferocity in her pale blue eyes, eyes so pale as to give the impression of having faded from some more brilliant former color.
Brian K. Yorke sat opposite me in the same coarse trousers, tunic and neck torque of the ancient Celtic warrior as me, our hair now grown to shoulder length. We gave up haircuts when we were assigned to prepare for this mission. During months of physical training and education on the ancient Celts, Gauls and Romans our hair grew freely, which was the easiest part of the assignment. His hair was jet black, thick and curly, and mine was still partly brown where it had not already turned gray. Even with the bruises from the fight, he looked like Hercules at twenty-eight. I looked like a vagrant, and much older than thirty-eight. They chose me.
Brian K. Yorke bit his lip, jerked his head down into his lap for a split second of wounded pride, the picture of an athlete in defeat as he might have been captured in a Michelangelo sculpture, then looked up, flexing his neck muscles in brave resignation at his fate. He looked at Dr. Roberts with rigid, square-jawed respect, as if he was pledging allegiance to the flag, but she looked away. She was as uncomfortable with his display of dignity as she was with expressions of her own disappointment that he had not been chosen.
Then Yorke stood, stepped smartly over to me and shook my hand.
“Congratulations, Colonel Moore.” I think he would have added “happy hunting” or “happy landing” or some such lucky charm, but there was none for time travel. Not yet. After a few experiments in the lab, the only successful mission of note in time travel was last year when I was catapulted back to the Hundred Years War, rode shotgun for Joan of Arc, hung out at her immolation, and was pulled back through the tenacious, greedy fingers of gravity back here, back to the late Twenty-First Century with a smoldering banner in my hand and a case of emotional ecstasy and terror that drove me into the psych ward for a few weeks while Dr. Roberts and Dr. Ford debriefed me, Eleanor muttering her thoughts into her voice recorder. Milly, faithful transcriptionist, knew all about my supposed newfound if still tenuous religious faith after having seen a saint in action. It was all the talk of the agency commissary, but she took that in stride, as she did the whole crazy business of the time travel study. Her previous position was transcribing for an orthopedist with a lisp. It was all the same to her.
Which is more than I can say for the rest of us. Dr. Roberts and Dr. Ford took it all too seriously, and General English, who figure-headed the mission and ran end-runs around the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was playing like a codger in his dotage. Not a man of science but a survivor of deep cuts in military spending, the General enjoyed the press junkets more than anybody. Oddly enough, he courted the press in a way which would have made him blanch earlier in his career, when all a military man had to do was participate in strategic exercises, mistrust and revile the press, and wait out his hitch
On the last point, our long peace and the absence of the old Cold War of the previous century, not to mention the era of terrorism that had finally faded away in its repeated failure to achieve anything—all this gave way ironically to more pressing environmental problems mankind suddenly discovered we all suddenly shared. The lack of conflict made us warriors atrophy a bit. It was partly why I left Navy flying and joined the space program. I never had any idealism to speak of, which made enduring three years in a capsule alone, and a press circus when I got back a lot easier. As far as I was concerned, there was little left to care about my work or my life or this earth.
These Time Dimension studies were getting to me. I had lost a great deal of my skepticism, and that scared me. As I said, all animals have their modes of protection.
They blasted me alone to the era of choice, to witness mankind’s previous mistakes in the flesh, like having a repeating nightmare. A sickening little game, really. I was a little afraid of going back in time again. It played hell on you in a thousand perverse ways. I couldn’t make them understand that. Maybe I didn’t try. I can be a smart-ass sometimes.
Brian K. Yorke, poster boy for sincerity, turned at the door, saluted everybody, turned on his heel and left, probably to get a haircut. I wondered what his place in history would be. It wouldn’t be mine. Not today.
Eleanor had not even bothered to acknowledge his stiff upper lip. Like a little boy waiting to be noticed by the teacher on whom he has a crush, I think he was waiting for that. She couldn’t even give him her notice, or say, “I’m sorry.”
I started to feel worse for Yorke than when I beat him up.
Dr. Roberts stood, turned around to face us again now that Yorke had gone. She dragged two fingers through her thin, blonde hair, and stuffed her thin, cold white hands into her lab coat. She looked at me without speaking for a moment, like someone deciding on the merit of a consolation prize.
“Welcome aboard again, Colonel Moore,” she said in a soft voice, devoid of sincerity. She was no Brian K. Yorke. Everything was so tiresome to her. Sometimes, the thought I ever wanted her sickened me.
“Sorry Eleanor. I know you wanted the boy.”
“I wanted the best man for the mission.”
“I guess you got stuck with me. You know, I think that’s a real shame. You two ought to go.”
Dr. Ford smiled and Eleanor tried to interrupt, but I wouldn’t let her.
“Isn’t it odd that I’m the only one of us who can be shot through the cannon? All I have is a few space missions under my belt, some G-force tremors left from long ago, and the ability to fight with a knife. Ford, you know more about history and the lives of everyday people back then, but you can’t blend in as easily where I’m going because you’re not white-skinned. Also, you’re probably squeamish at the sight of blood. Eleanor can’t go to prove her own theories because she is a woman, a woman who is unprepared to risk rape, and I think she thinks that’s all she could possibly have waiting for her back there.”
“Colonel Moore….”
“You should try it and go sometime, Eleanor. I think time travel would open your eyes. I think you need to get out of this lab more and take a walk in the past. It’s not a theory. It’s a real place. It’s a fascinating, sickening, dangerous place.”
“I’m glad to know you take some part of these missions seriously, Colonel Moore.”
“Cut the crap and talk to me, Eleanor.”
“If the council and General English are confident that you are the person for the assignment, I am confident as well.” She said, shooting a look to Dr. Ford, who clasped his hands over his knee. I don’t think he cared who went; astronauts were all loose cannons as far as he was concerned. He had little use for adventurers. He would have rather had a sedate and responsible historian be shot through time, somebody who knew how to analyze, ask questions, and take notes, but somebody other than him.
“When do we meet the press?” I asked.
Dr. Roberts smirked and gave me her disapproving expression again.
“We do not. General English is handling the press conference alone this time. He believes the process will be carried out in a more expedient fashion than having us all put on display.”
“Still upset about the last press conference, aren’t you?”
“You insulted the media, broke a reporter’s finger simply because he pointed it at you, and started a riot. Let’s just say it was a tough day.”
“I did apologize at some point. It was in the press kit.”
Dr. Ford smiled for the first time.
“Colonel Moore,” he said, “I’d like to offer my congratulations, too. And a hope for the best possible outcome.”
“What would that be?”
“Just getting you home alive.”
“There’s a bit more to it than that, Dr. Ford.” Dr. Roberts interjected, but Ford continued.
“Don’t worry so much about fact gathering. You’re not a detective, you’re an official observer. Just use your skills to observe….”
“Without getting involved…” I echoed the mantra they practically embroidered across my underwear.
“Oh you’ll be involved, whether you like it or not. These people may kill you. They’ll try.”
“Then you can bring back my molecules and put them in a jar for study.”
“I’m not sure what we’ll be able to do, and I don’t think Dr. Roberts is either. And when I say skills, I don’t mean as a scientist or technician, I mean as a survivor. Just survive. That’s all you have to do. We’ll take care of the analysis when you get back.”
I shook his hand. He clapped me on the shoulder. He nodded to Eleanor with absolutely no meaning that I could discover, and then he left us alone.
Dr. Roberts turned her back to me again and re-checked her instruments.
“Do I sense contention in the utopian lab?” I asked, sliding off my stool.
“What do you mean?” she answered with perfunctory timing, her back still turned to me for effect. Eleanor was cool, calm, disciplined. She was her own creation, but then so was I.
“Dissension and discord.”
“You’ll encounter dissension and discord in a few moments, Colonel Moore. Then maybe you’ll know the difference.”
“Can I count on you to bring me back, Eleanor?”
“I just hope you’re really up for this.”
“I feel swell. Give us a kiss.”
“If you’re not acting like an idiot, you’re raving like a fanatic. Like last time.”
“I brought back a profound experience last time, Eleanor, and you turned it into a white paper dissertation. I brought back tales of a saint, and you wrote about molecules and gravitational pull, and the theory of time in relation to spatial elements.”
“That’s right, Colonel Moore.” She faced me.
“I wrote about the dispassionate facts of the mission, as I was supposed to do. I analyzed its meaning and outcome. Did you want a comic book? Did you want a weekly action series?”
“What was its outcome? That was never explained to me. Did we do good? Did you find what you were looking for?”
“What do you think I’m looking for?”
“A way out.”
“It’s not that simple, Colonel….”
“Will you give up the tea party and just call me John? You are the most tight-assed….”
“I’m a scientist. I probe theory until it becomes fact, and if it doesn’t, I have to find out why. That’s all I am, John. There’s nothing mysterious or indomitable about it. There is no need for you to resent me. I’m not your keeper.”
“You took the burning banner from my hands that said Jesus Maria and put it in a plastic specimen bag. You probed my body with sterile gloves. God, Eleanor, everything about you is sterile.”
“You’re rude.”
“You’re pathetic. Do you even believe in what you’re doing? Or are you people just stringing the public and Congress along to get the funding to keep yourselves in jobs?”
“I wonder what General English would say if he could hear you, after picking you over Colonel Yorke as his choice?”
“He’d give me a straight answer. He may be an officious old fart, but he’s plain spoken and direct. You are twisted and tight.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t make a proper fuss over your souvenir from the Fifteenth Century. I look at it as scientific evidence, of some historical merit, though Dr. Ford would know more about that than me.”
“It came from the hands of a saint.”
“Who made her a saint? People sat down and decided she was a saint some five hundred years after she died. They decided she had some divine purpose.”
“And God’s hand wasn’t in it at all?” I liked baiting her, I admit it.
“I am not prepared to argue theology with you, Colonel Moore, that is not my specialty, neither is it yours.”
“Do you believe in God?”
“Do not jeopardize this mission with your emotions, Colonel Moore! I am ordering you to stop this, now. We have a new mission before us. We can begin any time you’re ready. Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
Strands of her thin, blonde hair fell in front of her pale, faded eyes, and she angrily pushed them back with a ballpoint pen, because for some reason nothing better had been invented in the last one hundred years.
“I am. But, I’m afraid you’re hopeless.” I walked across the lab and lay down in the module. It was like an old CT scan of the previous century. It would send me back in time. Like my TV and my microchip player, I accepted that it would work, but I still didn’t really understand how.
Anymore than I understood the Fourth Dimension, and yet these days it was my bread and butter.
The Fourth Dimension, according to Einstein, was time. As present in our everyday lives and viable as the other three dimensions, which most of us did not “get” without those old time cardboard glasses from the movies, the Fourth Dimension was our past, and for we here in the desperate late Twenty-First Century, our future.
According to classical physics, as Eleanor liked to quote, if particles in a simple system are instantaneously reversed in their velocities, the system will proceed to retrace its entire history. Dr. Roberts’ specialty was the study of decay. It suited her. She was Dr. Doom. More properly, her specialty was Thermodynamics and the process of entropy. As heat is created, energy is spent, just as death is a natural part of life. It’s the by-product. Everything that lives must result in death. Including the death of Earth, though it hadn’t hit the newsstands yet. We all lie on the grass as children and watch the brilliant stars above us, not knowing that they are long, long gone. They are burnt out, and only their light is still traveling to us.
The Earth, and even the Universe, if there was such a thing, which I was beginning to doubt, would burn itself out. Disorder of the particles too small for us to see, reaches its creative limit, and the natural energy of sun, air, and water would give out in a tired Earth, no longer able to support life. Dr. Roberts’ doctoral dissertation was titled “The Heat Death of the Universe.” I never read it. I preferred to wait for it to come to the Cineplex. When hell froze over.
However, Eleanor, clever witch, sought a loophole with the help of Einstein’s dusty, very shaky old theory. The death of the Earth was our eventuality only if time moved forward, and his Fourth Dimension held clues to another kind of motion, another kind of energy. Reverse the electromagnetic energy and gravitational mass, and you reverse the decay. Reverse the energy by which time itself is measured, and you reverse time. And something else about wormholes in space. I have a short attention span.
So, NASA’s formerly secret Time Dimension Study was an attempt at making the figures work.
Dr. Roberts stayed where she was for a moment, on the far side of the lab, watching me, her thin, white hands gripping the steel counter until there was no blood left in them. She released her grip, and wrung her hands briefly before stuffing them back into her lab coat pockets.
“Well?” I asked.
She set the alarm on the lab door that would prevent anyone from coming in for the next few moments, much as a film sound stage is barred to visitors during a scene. She came over to the module and re-checked her specifications on her laptop, briefly glancing into my eyes as she did.
“So, listen, who was the wailing woman?” I asked.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Up in the mezzanine when Yorke and I were beating the crap out of each other. Did you like how I nearly yanked his palate out?”
“I’ll ignore your second question in favor of your first,” Eleanor replied, “That was Dr. Cheyenne L’Esperance.”
“What a name. What’s she doing here? Is she on the Committee?”
“How should I know?”
“You mean you don’t?”
“I know she’s here to observe the mission. She has a reputation as an accomplished theorist. More than that I wouldn’t know.”
“Hmm. Stunning woman. Beautiful features.”
“I wouldn’t know. She was sobbing too much.”
“Yes,” I said, noting her irritation. The woman was evidently Somebody, if she had made Eleanor irritated.
“Rather sweet.” I smiled just short of sneer, but it was wasted because Eleanor refused to look at me, just as if she knew I was doing it. “You just don’t expect somebody in a lab coat to have a heart. The old boys were probably beside themselves over it. Certainly made her stand out, even more than those beautiful green eyes.”
“You certainly seemed to have noticed a lot about her.”
“I’m a professional observer, like Dr. Ford said.”
She turned, a sharp movement, like a bullfighter, but with less panache. “Yes, you are. All right then, you’re off.”
“No countdown this time?”
“You know there’s no point to that. We’ve no press to play up to, this time, Colonel Moore. Are you set?”
“Well, no frills this time. I seem to be flying coach.”
She glared at me.
The funny thing is, I don’t think it ever occurred to anyone that the past, any dot we chose on the timeline, would be a comfortable place to live, and that any contact with our past would change it, irreparably. But, we were still in the experimental stage, that comforting, “don’t worry about it” attitude we feed the press. Like Dr. Frankenstein, or Dr. Oppenheimer, we only begin to sweat when we realize we just created something really messy and we can’t take it back.
“Go ahead,” I said. The guinea pig might as well be me as Brian K. Yorke or anyone else. Immodestly speaking, I am indeed a hell of guy.
“See you at the debriefing.”
“Eleanor?”
“Yes, John?” she said, almost as if waiting for me to give her a reason not to close the lid.
I blew her a kiss. She ignored me, closed the pressure chamber, and did her thing.
Her thing was to make me go away. She did not seem satisfied in it this time. That gave me an uneasy feeling. Did she sense something was wrong, or imperfect in her calculations? Would she stop the mission if she doubted its outcome? I didn’t know. After all this time, I still didn’t know enough about Eleanor to know if she had integrity. She was brilliant. She was controlled. She was professional. I could not tell if she had a conscience. I think not.
She sent me away. I could feel it.
Instantaneous, and silent, there were no lights flashing or whirring sounds like the evil scientist labs of the movies of my childhood. Only a feeling of pressure against my face, my neck, my thighs, and the hideous unbearable company of my own thoughts accompanied me. Next, the sensation of growing cold, stroking my skin, the deep force gripping me that made me slightly nauseous and disoriented, and then the pale, fierce light that I could see through closed eyelids.
It took a moment in time. A moment, that most unmeasured of units, which could be a second, many seconds, many minutes. The intense activity of an hour could seem to us like a moment. Or, the trauma of a second could make one’s whole life flash by. It was a meaningful and meaningless form of measure.
Time, according to Einstein, was meaningful only in relation to space.
Goodbye twenty-first century. You took a long, bloody time to get here, and yet you vanish before me into nothing, not even a dream of the future.
I leave behind my fame, and my personal past, such as it was. I leave the reporters in the pressroom awaiting the outcome of my mission. I leave Eleanor to monitor my being in the vacuum of time, and to make any explanations that were necessary should I fail my fellow man, science, and the future of the planet by croaking or getting forever lost.
They were interested in the danger, the reporters. People liked to know about things like that. The public liked success, but they loved disaster. I know. I was never so hot as I was when coping with a bad boy image. I had done press conferences, and there were plenty that did not break out in riots. I did the talk shows, and authorized an action figure in my likeness. They did not make a doll of Eleanor, or Dr. Ford, or even General English. Just me. The golden boy. The man who travels back in time. Before that, the first man to walk on Mars. What a piece of work that was. Three years of my life for nothing. Well now I’m going to get it back in spades, aren’t I? Or maybe become the first man to die before he was ever born.
What kind of award would they give me for that? A posthumous medal? A prenatal one? God, just get me out of here. Sick to death of my hurried, harried earth with shallow minds and weak hearts, I was glad to get away. I hated it all.
Where I traveled might be no better, probably would be far worse, but it would be a different set of circumstances. Right now, I was in the mood for a different set of circumstances.
The chosen time and place for this mission was Britannia, in the year AD 60. I don’t know whose choice it was, except that it was perfectly outrageous and purposely vague. How could I prove that I’d been there? It’s not as if I could bring back a newspaper.
Of course, those Celtic tribes building huts, fighting with each other, and making love in AD 60 didn’t know it was AD 60. The Roman legionnaires garrisoned in this far-flung outpost of their mighty empire didn’t know it was AD 60. They thought it was the 7th year of the reign of Emperor Nero, over 800 years since the founding of Rome, if you believe that story about Romulus and Remus being suckled by a she-wolf on the banks of the Tiber. We called it anno Domini 60, or the Common Era. The Year 60. That is what would be written on their desktop calendars, if they had them. What they did have was the sun, the moon and stars, (just as long burnt out then as in my day, but they didn’t know that), learned men to explain them or rather make up suitable answers that would not get them beheaded, and emperors to decree what was what. Time, like I always said, is what you make it. When Christianity spread across Europe in the later years of the Roman Empire, its strength was such that believers became calendar makers, and began to date the world and all time as before Christ or before the Common Era, and anno Domini.
In this year, the year 60, a terrifying and vicious rebellion against the Roman Empire would happen in Britannia. It would be led by the queen of a Celtic tribe, who was herself, another kind of she-wolf. Her name was Boudicca. I was going to watch, if I could find her, if I landed in the right place at the right time. There were never any guarantees that I might not end up in the murky mists of time in Gondwanaland, or in 1950s Paris, or last Thursday in the janitor’s closet down the hall. Maybe I would land on the seventh day when God rested.
My thoughts stuck in my throat as the force that made all this possible sickened me, and sifted through my body like water through a screen. Did it touch my soul as well, my spirit, the thing that made me who I was? I did not know. I was afraid to ask. Eleanor could not answer such a question; she did not like such questions. Such questions made her uncomfortable.
My body went for a ride, and my soul, I suppose, had nowhere else to go except to come along.
CHAPTER 3
Dr. Eleanor Roberts, after rechecking her data panels with almost lazy contentment, watching the digital scrawl an extra moment or two, eventually took a confirmatory glance at the module and at what was not there beneath the clear shield. Colonel Moore was not there anymore, and that was just fine. She took another deep breath in celebratory self-congratulations for making him go away so efficiently. The lab felt peaceful again.
She caught another involuntary, but not unpleasant glance at herself in the reflection off the metal cabinet above the workstation. She quickly looked away, flicking her head sharply, not merely casting down her glance but ignoring with purpose what she already knew was there. An old habit, a gesture rarely noticed by others, but of which she had been quite aware and had even analyzed its meaning. Dr. Eleanor Roberts liked the absolute truth, about all things, and demanded it from herself as well as others.
In mind-scrubbing sessions with herself, usually while in the bathtub, for she found outside professional psychiatric help superfluous, she had come to realize that her difficulty over looking at her own reflection had to do with her perfectionist overbearing mother and an older sister whose quick wit and iron resentfulness over Eleanor’s early accomplishments turned every moment of pride or satisfaction into an obstacle course of clever ridicule. Though these childhood episodes had always left a much younger Eleanor temporarily stung and mute, eventually she became strong because of them, determined, willing to take anything she had to take on to prove her own strength. She wondered for a moment what kind of woman she would have grown up to be if she could have sent her mother and sister away in the literal flash of an instant, as she had with Colonel Moore. However, unintentionally and ironically, her childhood experiences also left her with the inability to look at her own face for more than the moment it took to apply her very red lipstick. Her philosophy was discipline, and she knew everything came with side effects.
She briefly reapplied her very red lipstick now. Her chic sense of fashion, elegant in its very simplicity, had evolved from her keen sense analytical judgment. She knew what was best for her. She clipped the cap back on the lipstick with a snap, dropped it into the pocket of her lab coat, her vanity assuaged. Though she disdained looking at herself, she did not mind being looked at by others. She was pretty and she knew it. Her mother and sister were in a trailer park on the other side of the country, so it was okay to show a little pride.
Dr. Roberts looked at the digital countdown clock. It told the time here, now, in the lab, and knew nothing about what time it was where Colonel Moore had landed. She did not know, either. On paper, it would work out, of course.
On paper. She almost smiled. Nobody did anything on paper anymore.
The lab gleamed clean and white under pure, bleached lighting. Ordinarily, there would have been no sound.
Then Dr. Roberts heard the click of the door behind her opening, but did not turn around. She had pressed the button to release the door lock of the lab moments after Colonel Moore’s body had vanished from beneath the transporter shield. Anybody could come in now, but she knew it would not be just anybody.
She briefly glanced towards the shiny metal cabinet in front of her, which told her all she needed to know. A slight smile played on her very red lips. Dr. Ford closed the door with enough force to let her know he was there. He hated surprises of all kinds, and supposed that others did too. He did not know Eleanor had already identified him by his reflection in the cabinet door. After a moment of looking busy at her work, she turned and gave him the gift of her full attention. He hurried to her side of the lab.
Without a word, he kissed her.
He snaked his arms under her lab coat. She left visible traces of herself on him in lipstick, as if marking her territory with each kiss, on his lips, his cheek, his neck.
A sharp rap on the door preceded its brisk opening, and Milly, Eleanor’s administrative assistant, stepped smartly inside leading Dr. L’Esperance as if they were a subject and predicate of a sentence.
Dr. Ford pulled away with a sharp twitch that seemed to indicate revulsion, as if discovering Eleanor was diseased. Dr. L’Esperance beamed at Milly with affable innocence, and Milly wordlessly excused herself, rolling her eyes to the ceiling lights, less innocently.
“Is there something you want, Dr. L’Esperance?” Eleanor barely concealed her irritation. Concealing irritation was something she always found difficult to do though she had seen it done before by others. Dr. L’Esperance seemed either unmoved or unaware of her curtness. Dr. L’Esperance smiled affectionately, like her best chum, with a slight and charming tilt to her head, and with unaccountable cheerfulness, pulled her flat monitor out from under her arm and flipped it open on the painfully clean, reflective steel counter. She perched on one of the stools and began to enter data on the small device. “Now is a good time to demonstrate for you some relative patterns I think you will be interested to see,” Dr. L’Esperance said, slapping in a micro disk from her pocket.
Dr. Ford warily caught Eleanor’s eye for a brief moment, then smiled with his trademark pleasantness at Dr. L’Esperance.
She returned his affable demeanor. “I can see Dr. Roberts has been kissing you,” Dr. L’Esperance acknowledged the obvious traces of lipstick on his face, but without an ounce of coyness; rather sounding as childishly delighted as if she had discovered presents under a Christmas tree with her name on them.
Dr. Roberts colored, as someone with such clear, pale skin will do in moments of excitement, and glared at her, appalled, while Dr. Ford quickly rubbed his cheek with a lint-free cloth swiped from the counter and meant for swiping dust off the monitors.
“We can discuss that report another time, Dr. Roberts.” Dr. Ford would have bowed a quick and neat goodbye to Dr. L’Esperance, but she would not dismiss him. She grasped his forearm and pulled him closer to her.
“You must stay, Dr. Ford, for this concerns cyclical patterns which are missing from Dr. Roberts’ master profile. Her errors will have grave consequences for this mission, and your opinion….”
“My what?!” Dr. Roberts interjected, with a shrillness that startled both Dr. Ford and Dr. L’Esperance. “There are no errors, I didn’t make any errors!”
“Let me show you….”
“Let me show you the door.”
“Eleanor…” Dr. Ford muttered in a tepid attempt to intervene.
Dr. L’Esperance was unruffled. “I sense your discomfort.…”
Dr. Roberts slapped her hand on the counter. “Cassius, get this nutcase out of here.”
“Eleanor!” Dr. Ford raised his voice, as unusual for him as it was for Eleanor. In spite of his attempt at blocking a verbal altercation, he found himself stepping cautiously backwards, away from the two women and toward the door.
“Dr. Roberts, perhaps if I spoke instead of how great a danger Colonel Moore is in. Perhaps in light of that, you would be interested to hear of my conclusions.”
“Your arrogance matches your audacity, Dr. L’Esperance, and if I may say, even exceeds your weirdness.”
Dr. Ford quickly slipped out the door, without any kind of goodbye. They both heard the decided click of the door and turned their heads to it, and realized they were alone.
Dr. L’Esperance’s brow furrowed. “Why has Dr. Ford left? Was he unable to stay?”
“Dr. L’Esperance, I…” Eleanor stopped short and shook her head. Emotional attitudes were clearly going to get her nowhere. She had worked long and hard to hammer them from her thinking and her actions, but felt inevitably betrayed each time her blood rose to the surface. Emotion, she reminded herself again, made her vulnerable to losing her dignity, losing the argument, or just made her vulnerable. She took a deep breath and braved eye contact with Dr. L’Esperance again. There was no trace of victory or mocking in her warm, hazel-green eyes, or any disingenuous indication of clever ruse.
It was like looking into Bambi’s eyes. When Eleanor noticed this, it triggered an even deeper suspicion. Nobody ever got to the level of academia, authority or power that Dr. L’Esperance had by being naïve or kind. She was no Bambi. Clearly, Dr. L’Esperance was in a league of her own when it came to power plays, head games, and deception.
“Forgive me for being suspicious,” Eleanor said in a tone that implied cordiality but nothing of asking for forgiveness, “this current mission has required a great deal of my time and concentration. Obviously, I have taken a great deal of care in my projections and I am quite confident they are accurate. However,” Eleanor continued, intending to make Dr. L’Esperance force her hand, “if you have doubts about this mission, perhaps you should take them right to General English.”
“I would much rather speak to you.”
“I’m sure you would,” she said. Eleanor, to her dismay, could not now comfortably switch to her smile of superiority, because it suddenly drew an oddly affectionate grin in return from Dr. L’Esperance.
“Then you understand this mission is in peril?”
Eleanor’s wrath rose to her pulsating eardrums again, but she held herself in check this time and between deep breaths of filtered laboratory air, she only stated the facts with none of the emotion.
“No, I do not. Now, if you will leave me to my work, please.”
Dr. L’Esperance looked bewildered, but Eleanor dared not smile again.
“You must change your master profile, Dr. Roberts. I will help you. But, you must change it.”
“Go see General English if you have a problem.”
Dr. L’Esperance replied, just short of a whine. “I anticipated some resistance, but not like this. You are implacable.”
“I have work to do. Take your accusations and...just take them out of here.” Once again, Eleanor mentally congratulated herself on the newfound power in self-discipline.
“I will think about my next approach, yes.” Dr. L’Esperance’s troubled expression deepend, “In the meantime, can you tell me how much hope can be placed in Colonel Moore’s abilities and his resolve?”
“Why, what are you talking about?”
“Is he likely to manage for a certain length of time when he realizes the window of opportunity has passed for you to retrieve him? Or will he panic or despair? What is his expected percentage rate for survival skills?”
“Dr. L’Esperance, I am growing tired of your sarcasm and your insults. We both know Colonel Moore will return and that the mission will be a success. I realize I can’t prevent whatever back-stabbing you’ve done or intend to do regarding my work and my mission, but I promise you, if I catch you scuttling my project, I will rip your heart out with my bare hands.”
CHAPTER 4
Colonel John Moore’s narrative:
I could feel the cooling sensation lessen on my tingling skin. The invisible fist that was clenching my stomach into a hard knot released its grip and let me go. Still, I did not open my eyes until I was sure of the sun on my face, and the dampness of the grass around my legs, and shoulders, and neck. I felt ground beneath me. I felt the embrace of the Earth on my body. I felt a rock in my ribs.
I opened my eyes to a broad blue sky, heard the echo of sea waves and smelled the cool salt air on a buffeting breeze. I was not on Mars, thank heaven, nor in the janitor’s closet back at the agency.
I sat up. High on a bluff overlooking an ocean, I shakily stood on momentarily weak legs and looked around. The clear horizon stretched to infinity over the sea, and the land was a rumpled green blanket of rolling hills. It smelled fresh and clean, and cool. I did not, frankly, know where I was. I could be anywhere, but this wasn’t bad. It was pleasant. It was okay with me.
Difficulties in time travel were manifold, though Dr. Roberts liked to call them challenges. She was positive to the point of being unreal, like one of those annoying can-do people who will not see obviously apparent obstacles, or admit the existence of hunger and poverty in the world because it would ruin their day at the mall, or like an aunt of mine who refused to acknowledge the crudely obvious alcoholism of her husband, because such would be an acknowledgment of failure, hers and his. People like that need to be slapped, at least once.
I didn’t fear failure. Failure is an omnipresent fact of life, and an option that should never be discounted, a force on which we should never turn our backs. Possibly, even make offerings to it, as to ancient gods. However, I was in no position to slap Eleanor; I could not reach her from this distance. All I could do was shrug and smile, and shake my fist at the long burnt-out sun above me. One of the most basic problems, and therefore uninteresting to Eleanor Roberts, is that Rand McNally was not publishing atlases in the year 60. So, even if I had landed in the right year, I still had no idea where geographically I was, or when I would officially be where I was going, which was the kingdom of the Iceni.
The Iceni were a tribe of Celts living in the eastern haunches of Britannia. Their neighbors were the Trinovantes, Brigantes, Catuvellaunis and many other tribes whose Roman-bestowed Latin names are long lost to us, as were their own names for themselves. They knew each other intimately, fighting constantly with each other for dominance in a warrior’s world. If I met the Iceni, I would face the second of my problems. Communication.
The language of the ancient Celts was a patchwork of dialects, a Brythonic and Goidelic tapestry embroidered with illusions, hopes, dreams and epithets unfathomable to the modern man. Also, even in its many forms, the ancient Celtic language was lost a long time ago. My archeologist and anthropologist pals in the lab recreated an alphabet from every stone rune and marker that could be found, but since nobody ever heard the language spoken, we were doubtful as to how I would speak and what I would sound like to them. To be safe, I learned the fragments they threw at me, plus Latin. I was good with languages. I don’t know why. I doubt I ever learned more than the colors and how to count to ten in sophomore French class, and yet as an adult, I developed an amazing ear for them. To think the only places I ever traveled before the Time Dimension study were space, where I did not need a Fodor’s guidebook with glossary of the native lingo, and my old days in the Navy, when I learned only “You are beautiful,” and “I will always remember you” and various forms of sexual invitations in seven assorted languages. Now, as a time traveler, I suddenly had the gift of eloquence.
The story on this mission was that I was to be a former Celtic tribesman, back from nearly twenty years in slavery under the Romans, and therefore my lingo was naturally a little off from living among another culture all these years. Fine. So much for plot exposition.
The peculiar challenge Dr. Ford spoke of, survival, did not worry me. I did not care if I survived. I just did not like being talked about without being able to understand what my killers were saying. I was nosy.
There was one great luxury to time travel, though, it was a luxury I could never make all those reporters, scientists, and my former drinking buddies understand. This was the luxury of time itself. I couldn’t wear a watch here, which would have been meaningless anyway in a world that did not understand the concept of three o’clock or eight a.m., but knew only morning, noon, and night. Clocks are only useful if everyone else is going by them, too. I loved being free of those maniacal instruments of precision. I loved having morning, afternoon, the next dawn, all an unplanned non-schedule. In a twisted way I suppose, I could relax here as I was never able to in the sleep lab or the psychiatric ward or even my own bed in the apartment I called home but where I never spent much time.
I headed towards what appeared to be north, simply trusting that Eleanor’s projections were on the money. She was skilled with a laser beam, even if she did butcher people to bits with her voice.
By the end of the day, this perfect first day in my new world, I came to a crude fort above a river inlet to the sea. The log and plank bastion, surrounded by spiked barricades and hemmed by a curtain of wind combing through the long grass that grew around it, stood a lonely and ineffectual sentinel. The fort stood empty right now, but I would not say abandoned. Probably only one of the many temporary forts used by the Romans in Britannia, a land still too large and wild for them to have completely conquered. They had a strong foothold in the west country near future Wales, but this eastern part of the island, which would later be referred to as Anglia, was still considered by the legions to be uncivilized. They built a network of forts from which they could travel about in their efficient way, but did not have enough troops here in Britannia yet to man all of them fully. So, they left some vacant, to be used like way stations or motels when the cohorts were on the march. This apparently was one such fort. I considered entering for the night, calculating the odds of being discovered by an ugly and inhospitable centurion in the morning, not unlike of the some large, irritable hotel chambermaids with whom I’d had confrontations. Some of them were just as brutish and scary in their white uniforms and clattering utility carts. I wondered if the man following me right now would follow me into the fort.
I turned sharply but he dropped into the grass, and I only caught a glimpse. Now he knew that I knew he was there.
So, I ran right at him.
He had just enough time to pull the dagger from his belt. I hit him hard and we rolled a little down the slope. I could smell the wool of his robe, and some smoky scent on him, and his sweat. I swung him around by the hood of his robe and punched his face, he swung the knife with fading effort and I slid behind him, wrapping my legs around his, throwing him down on his chest and pinning his left arm underneath me. It helped that he landed on a rock.
Another man stood on the crest of the slope above, but he only watched. He made no move to help. When I grabbed the dagger and stood, kicking the robed man away from me, the other man on the hill nodded. He came down to us in a casual, unhurried way. The robed man came to his knees, matted his bleeding face with the sleeve of his white robe, leaving the blood marks there like an abstract design. Evidently, the fight was over.
The other man helped the robed one to stand, patted his back, and smiled at me in a friendly way. He produced his arm, which he meant for me to grasp at his muscular forearm, touching wrists. I did, and took a big chance by giving the robed guy his knife back. He took it, and nodded, catching his breath. He stuck it in its sheath and not in me.
“Cailte” the other man said. He was dressed not too differently from me, but I think my hair was greasier. I realized after a moment Cailte was his name. Along with his long sword, there hung a small stringed instrument from his belt, and something else that looked like a small, thin, flute.
“Sean,” I answered, and he spoke more but I only caught a bit of it. My heart sank. The language was going to be a real problem. His words were so thick, so guttural, so quick and so lost to me. The robed man was called Taliesin, a druid acolyte, as I had already assumed.
“Iceni?” I motioned helplessly to show I was lost. Iceni was not their word, but perhaps they knew what the Romans called them. They looked at each other with curiosity and suspicion for a moment, and Cailte gestured to my clothes. Cailte was obviously a bard, so I gave him a story. Bards love stories.
They followed my tale, with difficulty by the intensity of their expressions, but they were clearly fascinated that I had been abducted from my tribe by the Romans, and sold into slavery as a young man, and that I had escaped the Romans, traveling many months through Gaul to Britannia to find my people. I used my hands and standard supply of facial expressions, and would have used sock puppets if I had them. They got most of it. They marveled at my bravery and loyalty. The traditions of bravery and loyalty were the only things the Celts were ever to keep. Political power and the rule of empire were beyond them. They admired only the grand gesture.
This was why Cailte did not join the fight to help the druid. It would have ruined his friend’s victory, or his honorable death, whichever came first. Land disputes, even wars were settled for centuries among Celtic tribes by single hand-to-hand combat between two leaders. There were plenty of free-for-all battles too, but it was best to have at least someone left who could tell the story afterward. Somebody like Cailte.
We made a kind of camp behind the hill, where the wind from the sea would not cut us through and play havoc with our fire. Sparks from the fire kicked and flailed at the dark night while we ate what I think was rabbit. No, it couldn’t have been. There were no rabbits in these isles at this time. Whatever it was, it tasted like chicken. I had been busy working on the fire with Taliesin at the time Cailte came back with a small bloody football under his arm, and I did not know the words to ask him what he had killed.
As we finished the carcass, for I was always polite enough to eat what had been given me, no matter how I may retch in the night, Cailte had started a tale that picked up steam. Though his quiet droning would have put me to sleep in a moment, I realized two things. First, he was not telling me a tale; he was giving me a news report. He told me things I needed to know for this mission, and I had no idea what they were. Secondly, the Druid Taliesin had not taken his eyes off me.
The latter did not surprise me. I was a stranger with very greasy hair. I stared back at him to show I was unafraid. I tried to follow Cailte, straining at the fluid syllables from his lips like trying to grasp a slick, wet rope that had been tossed to me to save my life. It felt just as desperate. The current news of the day from the mouth of a Celtic warrior-bard was supposed to be the reason I was here. I think. His tongue flicked out the fluid words so quickly. I tried to listen.
His spoke a treatise of war, a litany of complaints against the Romans, the age-old resentment of one people whose home was inhabited by another. Such happenings did not begin with their century, and it would not die with it.
The Romans’ grand Mediterranean empire had spread through the centuries to the Middle East and through Western Europe. Julius Caesar, the mighty over-achiever whose name conjured up everything from the calendar, which he had a lot to do with, to salad and the surgical delivery of newborns, which he did not, led the first invasions of the wild island of Britannia, where the Celts had been pushed back from their former holdings across Gaul and across Europe. By AD 43 under the emperor Claudius, Britannia became a Roman province. But the Pax Romana was to have a harder time establishing itself here than on the rest of the map of the Known World. The Briton Celts were unruly guerrilla woodland fighters who had not yet given up the stubborn notion that the land hereabouts was not theirs to keep.
It had been a generation since the Romans conquered much of the island, and now the first bitter surprise of their invasion had simmered into poisonous resentment. The Romans did not help matters much. Despite the magnificent organization of their empire, diplomacy with savages was secondary to making them know who their masters were. You can flatter a Celt and take his horse, his land, his woman, but if you try to lord it over him with attitude, he gets miffed.
The retired legionnaires now posted to this outpost of the Empire as petty officials, militia, and tax assessors had not yet learned this. They took a heavy hand with the Celts. They taxed not only in the name of the Emperor, but for whatever graft they could get for themselves.
In an effort to subdue the Celts with their own cooperation, Rome made what for lack of a better word could be called alliances. Individual Celtic kings and queens were promised sovereignty and aid if they worked with the Romans. This meant accepting Roman authority, and some allied kings were unclear as to how this arrangement worked. They would find out when they disobeyed.
So, I knew certain information about life here without Cailte telling me. I had the Cliff Notes. Lately, a new temple to the dead emperor Claudius had been built, and the local Celtic tribes were being forced to pay for it. This was a bit much for them. They did not want to pay for their conquerors’ religion, and they did not understand the Roman’s habit of deifying their emperors.
They had a religion of their own.
This, for the Romans, was the real problem with the Celts. This was why a massing of Roman troops gathered near the island of Anglesey in the west, called Mona at this period. It was a Druid center. They wanted an end to that. Druidism was dangerous.
Taliesin watched me still. He looked like a mild fellow, not an enemy of the state. But he was an enemy, according to Emperor Nero. The druids’ religion has come down to us in fairy tales and theory. No one really knows all they stood for, what qualities of immortality they preached, or their purpose.
We know they believed in the magic of a chaotic natural world. We know that they, unlike most of the so-called barbaric tribes of the day, believed that people had souls and that their souls were immortal. They had a place of eternal paradise waiting for them.
The night lay down upon us with a warm, wet breeze. The stars in their patterns were immense and hauntingly close, hanging above us so closely as if to smother us. Long burnt out, I could not forget that, but immense in their design, and power, above us. I recognized constellations, not from having traveled among them, but from my boyhood vantage when I used to lie on the grass and look up on summer nights like this, grasping handfuls of my father’s neatly trimmed lawn to keep me from floating away into the dark sky. The stars, those stars, always threatened to take me away.
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