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1

Benedetta Then and Again





A Species of Afterlife


An angel told Benedetta she was in Purgatory. Benedetta knew she wasnt in Purgatory when she saw a scab on the angels knuckle. She didnt believe shed died, even though her body didnt hurt as it should have from the wound shed received. Benedetta was unsure what this afterlife was, but she was in her body and angels could be wounded. Perhaps this was a game of light and shadows, of things like puppets.


Confess what brought you to us, sister, said the angel with the scab.


You say youre the creature of the Lord? Benedetta said, edging around the walls and feeling for a secret door to the room. Camera obscuras did something to have people on the wall behind the tiny round window. Only Benedetta didnt see a tiny round window, just a mist at the top of the room. This was something like a camera obscura, Benedetta thought. Theyd drugged her with opium or that Arab drug the Old Man of the Mountain used, or something. She was not dead. Angels didnt have scabs on their knuckles. But perhaps she should play along if the angel had a good excuse for not knowing her history.


Im not the Lord God Almighty, Im just one of his servants who takes confessions in Purgatory from the unshrived.


Oh, thats a good one. Benedetta smiled. I was a young novice in a nunnery who was foully abducted by the French.


Thats not the entire story, the fake angel said. You had been sexually active long enough to have had a child, and you were raped recently. And the man who died with you wasnt your most recent lover.


Why do you doubt me? Benedetta asked, genuinely curious.


Because the Lord tells me you are lying.


Oh, bullshit.


Thats more how you sounded like when your soul was being brought to Purgatory. As you lay dying.


How do I get out of here? So, I was kidnapped a couple of months earlier and ran away from those cruel French to the Lombardians.


And I dont believe the couple of months. Child, confess and save your eternal soul.


Benedetta wondered what the fake angel got out of lying to her. Prove this is Purgatory and not Hell, she said.


It would be better if you started telling us about life in the camps, the fake angel said. Benedetta hadnt felt any doors in her complete circling of the room. Maybe the fake angel got down on a rope from the area in the ceiling she couldnt see for the smoke or mist or whatever. Mirrors, perhaps they obscured the openings with mirrors.


Dont panic. Benedetta didnt want to tell the truth, because thats what this creature wanted, and being trapped in a closed room with no windows and being told she was dead and in Purgatory made her angry. The anger warred with the panic and left her momentarily confused. I went with the soldiers rather than be bored.


I believe you, my child.


So you want to jerk off while I tell you about the fucking I did?


Im an angel. Im sexless.


Let me kiss the fucking ring. Benedetta grabbed his hand and bit down hard. If she hadnt had her mouth occupied while he shrieked, shed have told him that angels dont feel pain, much less have scabs.



Other people in weird clothes rushed through the walls, through the doors Benedetta hadnt felt and couldnt find, and grabbed her mouth at the jaw hinge. She spat out blood.


Why did you bite me? the fake angel asked.


You have a scab on your knuckle. You cant be an angel. Your lingua, your Lombardian, sucks. So, what the fuck is this place? She expected she would die now, but the people holding her simply grabbed her legs and arms and held on. Something hissed against her arm and she thought snake before passing out.


Not a snake, she thought when she woke up.


The angel and a woman in strange clothes sat beside her bed. The woman said, I know youre not going to believe this either, but youre in an archival facility in the future. Think of it as a library for people. Im here to explain your legal standing in our culture.


Benedetta wondered how many layers of lies theyd try on her.


The fake angel said, Were trying to learn about the past and wed like you to help us.


The woman said, We saved your life and brought you into the future. A lot of people are more comfortable if they think they died and are in an afterlife they can understand.


Maybe they arent lying? Benedetta thought this was all too crazy for anyone to try as a lie. Should she pretend to believe it until she could learn more, or just stay confused?


Were sorry, but I dont understand why you bit me, the angel said. Why so hard?


You were lying to me. Well, thank you for saving me from dying. I cant believe those French. I want out of here.


Wed like to spare you the culture shock, the woman said. Benedetta didnt know how culture could cause shock.


Weve saved your life, the man said. Not that we expect you to be immediately grateful, or to believe us. Yet. But can you begin to tell us honestly about your life. We really want to know what you saw, how you lived, what your customs were.


I want to see the future first, Benedetta said. Her heart was beating very fast.


You have the right to be treated as reasonably as possible. But I think you should wait, the man said. Your heart is beating very rapidly.


Ive been trapped by magicians, Benedetta thought. I couldnt believe in Purgatory.


Most people from the period of Christianity that had a concept of Purgatory as well as Heaven and Hell would find Purgatory believable. Nobody believes they are good enough for heavenor at least they dont argue about it. And people are relieved to find theyre not in Hell, the man said. Im Joseph. You can call me Joe.


But she isnt sure where she is now, are you? the woman said.


In a camera obscura, Benedetta answered.


Well, sort of, Joe said. You probably want to get some rest and think about things for a while. All your friends are dead, in the past. If you believe us, this has to be a shock.


What is the year? Benedetta asked.


By the Christian calendar, 2308, the woman said.


Eight hundred and fucking nine years from 1499, Benedetta said. Benedetta realized she didnt know how to get out of their archival room. What was the difference, 1499 or 2308? They were men and women, like other men and women. She would have to get to know them, then figure out who would bend the rules for her. Until then, shed tell them as many stories as theyd believe.


Joe asked, You can do subtraction in your head? He sounded genuinely amazed.



Yeah, I can do subtraction in my head. You think Im stupid because Im a peasant girl?


We would never have thought that, Joe said. Its that we didnt know women were taught to figure in your time.


Oh, Benedetta said. She decided not to tell them she could read, too.


Raped, kicked, and left dying, shed been brought to some fake purgatory run by creeps whod out-clevered the Florentines with their toys of light. Purgatory wouldnt have been a good fit. Hell was where Benedetta had expected to find herself on the days when she bothered to believe in an afterlife. Most of the time, she figured dead was dead, so up in the future could be better yet. Living in the future, if she could escape the forgeries of times past in these little rooms, would be another adventure.


I want to see this future.


Your immune system cant handle current diseases. Even immunizations to prevent the diseases might kill you. We cant let you out that easily, Joe said.


Explain that in words I know.


Eight hundred years years isnt genetically that large a spread, the woman said, then spoke further in a strange language.


Look, Im not stupid. Explain what an immune system is. Benedetta spoke the words as well as she could remember them. The future people seemed surprised for some reason.


I cant explain without you knowing more of our language. We have medicines to prevent diseases, for most of the deadly modern diseases. These are not without risks and while you can ask for them, you need to understand what the risks are. And its hard to explain any of this in archaic Italian.


Im in prison, with better food, with people to talk to, and without beatings, but its still prison. So teach me your language if that will help me understand better.


What was it like being with the army? Joe asked. You were a camp follower, right?


No, I wasnt a common camp woman; I was on the artillery team with my husband. Shed never married Emelio in the church, but theyd been together long enough.


The people whod saved and imprisoned her had another hasty conversation in their language, then Joe said, Okay, weve suspected that the future could send people into the past just as we can move them out, so that is a possibility here, but there are accounts of women working on gun crews in Burgundy.


Benedetta shrugged. These people saved her life, but they werent interested in setting her free. She wondered what theyd do if she lied and said she was from the future. No, shed tell them the truth until she had a better idea of what sort of mess she was in.


Joe asked, Where in Italy did you travel? What did you see? Were interested in learning things about how people lived that didnt get mentioned in the written records.


We lived in Milan when we werent on jobs.


They talked among themselves. Really. Can you show us on a map? They brought in a map of the streets of Milan, some different than what shed remembered, and it didnt look like the map Leonardo drew. She found the old Sforza castle where Leonardo had lived, and found the little house near it, and said, Some years, we lived there. And we visited one of the dukes engineers there a lot. She pointed to the old castle.


The future people went nuts for a while in that strange language they were speaking.


Are you talking about meeting Leonardo di Vinci?



Yeah, Im really from the past; I was really on an artillery crew; Leonardo really tried to seduce Emelio but thought I looked nice in mountain-girl clothes. Benedetta finally said, Milan didnt have that many first-class artillery crews, and Emelio was cute as well as bright. We spent a lot of time at Leonardos place. He even borrowed my kid for one of his experiments.


I know someone whod have so many questions for you, Joe said. Normally, the people we get didnt know anyone historically significant in the old sense of historically significant.


I will tell you what I know if I can get out of here.


Joe said, Did you use forks for eating at the table and for what and what did they look like? Yeah, the information on Leonardo will excite some people, but what Im most interested in is the daily life of the past, what wasnt in books.


Benedetta remembered how weird forks has seemed when she first saw them at the table. Saved on water, having your own fork to hold meat. And on fingers eating sticky things. She wouldnt tell them how embarrassed shed been not knowing how to use a fork when she first saw one.


But they were excited that shed met Leonardo. Um, something to work with there. Mans reputation lasted more than eight hundred years; Leonardo wouldnt have been surprised, though.


If you see the future, it may corrupt what you remember of the past, the woman said.


Did Leonardos drawing books get passed up to the future? Benedetta asked.


They chattered between themselves again, then said, Yes, some of them.


What is this culture shock you mentioned?


Most people from the past would have mental difficulties if they tried to understand our times. Most of the more modern ones, and some of the most archaic ones, finally learn where and when theyre living now, Joe said. Theyre happiest living in places that most resemble their own times. We try to keep them comfortable.


But they dont live long was generally the rest of that statement in Benedettas natural lifetime. She wondered if people that had lived by the priests rules died of shock to find themselves neither in Heaven, Purgatory, or Hell, but in another life, sometime else. But people from the past dont live long? Benedetta asked.


The woman said, You didnt choose to come here, everyone you know is dead. Grief damages people.


Joe said, She doesnt even have a model for infection in the same way we know it.


How we deal with transtemporals, people from other times, was invented by scholars of humankind for dealing with an American native survivor, Issi, at the beginning of the twentieth century. We provide shelter and give you appropriate technology, tools youll understand, and an afterlife thats familiar to you.


Do I belong to you people? Benedetta asked.


The Philadelphia Archives has permission to bring noncitizens from the past and house them as long as they live, the woman said.


So I belong to the Archives? What government is this?


You dont really belong to the Archives like a slave, if thats what youre worried about, Joe said. We just have permission to bring you uptime and are responsible for you.


Things are very different beyond these rooms, the woman said. But you legally do have a right to ask us to let you out. I dont advise it right away. Were still responsible for your welfare. Our time will probably kill you. Youre in a biocontainment area now, you understand quarantine? Vaccinations might help or you could have a bad reaction to them.


How do cows figure into this? How did you get me from Lombardy then to wherever I am now, in your time?


We dont know precisely how the engine works, Joe said. It appears to have come to us from the future, maybe as a jump start toward improving human genetic diversity, maybe for some amusement of the futures. Weve got people working on it. But Im a history researcher, not a temporal physicist. What languages do you know?


A number. I learn languages fast, Benedetta said, seeing a way to make herself useful and to get out of the room theyd trapped her in. If Joe wasnt lying, everyone Benedetta knew was dead now, over eight hundred years dead. And she didnt want to be like a body to dissect, to these people.


Joe and the woman talked their language at each other, then Joe said, Youre probably not going to catch anything lethal from anyone brought here from before the plague era.


We had plague. If you keep clean


Different plagues, the woman said. Not carried by rat fleas. And they killed more than people.


In the next couple of days, they worked out that the present dialect was a distant variant of the English Benedetta knew from a couple of mercenaries in her day.


Pinholes in Time


The more the Time Team let Benedetta help them with other people from the past, the more Benedetta wanted to move into the future, but the Archives people kept refusing to let her out.


However, this week, Joe, who seemed seducible but embarrassed to find himself male, headed the Time Team. He was probably in his early twenties, though age was harder to figure with these future people who didnt dry themselves out with the sun or overwork themselves chasing armies. Joe said, Not all people from all eras are as flexible as you are. Beyond that, I dont know how your body would cope with the diseases we have now.


I didnt get the plague in my day.


Best not to remind him that I bit him the first day I saw him. Benedetta went to take a shower. One of the best things about the future was instant hot water. If she could find some people from the past who werent just idiots, she could


bring in more idiots from the past. That shouldnt be the plan, though. Not to bring in idiots, but to find people who needed a refuge from their own times, who would find the future a kinder place. She thought in the tongue her father spoke, German of some kind, then in the future English she was learning, then in the language shed learned in the Lombardian hill village, the past and future wheeling around in images she saw with her minds eye: Leonardos drawings turned into real metal and fake wood, the past turned into drawings, and the maps changed, just as the maps changed for Benedettas father and mother.


Hey, its all projections. The past is just another projection. You think we knew what was going on then, even the brightest of us. So I knew Leonardo da Vinci who thought I looked cute in my mountain-girl clothes.


Benedetta had fallen forward in time eight hundred years to live where Leonardos drawings were real things, surrounded by things that Leonardo himself might not have imagined. And the Time Team tried to protect her from the future theyd saved her for.


The future was scary and marvelous, but Benedettas past had also been scary and marvelous. If shed been afraid of novelties and change, shed never have run away with the Duke of Milans army in the first place.



The Time Team tried to protect the rescued from the future, both from its diseases and its ideas. Benedetta saw through the attempt to persuade her she was in Purgatory, so the Time Team had adopted her as their special past person with all sorts of archaic languages. Now, she played supernatural interrogators from a range of strange religions. Today, shed been a cup bearer in a Norse afterlife to some barely bearded kid whod been thrown in the sea by Irish people hed tried to enslave. The little shit was still trying to play tough.


The Norse boy might be perfectly okay if they just told him that he was now in the future more than a thousand years from his time.


Or perhaps not. Benedetta had tried the truth once and the old woman declared her to be a demon and kept on believing. Then the old woman died anyway.


Pre-European, post-Roman, and a number of wars away


Benedettas father and grandfather spoke different languages than her mother, but they all seemed to understand each other. Benedetta learned both languages so she could hear her grandfathers stories, which were much more interesting than her mothers. He talked about Trento, and the Venetians seizing Bergamo and the people beyond Venice who spoke yet another language whose words for milk, snow, and yes her grandfather remembered. He told her of walking through high mountain snow even in the summer.


When her grandfather died, Benedettas mother began to insist that Benedetta spend more time spinning and weaving.


Benedetta found a boy who spoke like her father and grandfather and wondered if she could learn more languages. A family from the Aosta Valley came through the area speaking something that sounded like baby babbling crossed with Lombardian. French, the boy who spoke like her father said.



Her mother had another baby, which lived after two earlier babies who died almost as soon as they were born. As her brother thrived and grew, her mother began leaving Benedetta to shift for herself.


More than eight hundred years later, Benedetta couldnt remember the boys name, though shed learned from the Time Team that hed spoken German, as had her father and grandfather.


Most women who spoke two languages before they bled could learn languages easily, and a mercenary army in Lombardy was a good place to have learned the ancestral and descendant languages of most of Europe. Benedetta found a new way to make herself useful to the strangers.


In Benedettas opinion, the Time Team tended to more think about past languages than actually use them. Computers generated the scripts used to build more vocabulary to get more information. Benedetta was dismayed to find most people couldnt tell a script from a real person. Joe spoke a kind of Lombardian and wanted to practice it on her, so he was there, pretending to be an angel, when she woke up in the future.


Breaking out from There Then


When Benedetta was thirteen, soldiers camped out in a fava bean field under the mountains. Benedetta and the German-speaking boy snuck up by the sentries and lay flat under the beans the soldiers hadnt cut for horse fodder. Men played tabors and pipes while women danced barefoot, with naked breasts, around the camp fires. Children ran around, shrieking and giggling, stuffing food in their mouths as they ran.


Benedetta wanted to be part of that. When one of the women of the camp came into the village to haggle over grain, Benedetta asked her what camp life was like.



The woman smiled, then looked at Benedetta again and smiled even more. Benedetta had had enough of spinning and weaving. It was now time for adventure. Can I just go with you?


I havent even told you what the army is like, the woman said. And you dont even know whose army we are.


You smiled, Benedetta answered. And Ive seen the camp at night.


If people want you back, well give you up. The Sforza family believes in being nice to peasantsafter all their grandfather was one. War helps the poor who are clever. Thats why my brother and I are with the war contractors. Ludovico is great to work for. My brother believes in keeping his money in the family, so thats why I swab cannons.


Benedetta said, Sounds great. If anyone wants me back, Ill go back, but nobody will give a shit.


The woman asked, My brother might need a girl. Hows your cooking and weaving? And we have to check with your family.


If I have to, I can spin, weave, and cook, Benedetta said. She could stand a little womans work in exchange for adventure. Men who werent the usual plowboys sounded good, too.


I can teach you about dressing wounds, too, the woman said. Its always a good skill to have. Im Julia. My brother, Emelio, is a cannoneer. Cannoneers are fussy and temperamental and like things just so, only Emelios not as bad as most. My own sweetie is a crossbow man. He kills knights, bolts through the steel. Lets talk to your people and bring a spindle and distaff if you have them.


Benedetta carried half the wheat Julia had bought from the village. She stopped by her fathers house. Her mother was warping the loom. Benedetta said, Ive got a place to go to. Julia put down her sack of wheat and began helping Benedettas mother with the warp. Benedetta looked at both of them, feeling anxious to get moving.


Her mother said, We dont have a dowry for you. We were going to send you off in ser vice.


Julia said, My brother and I are with Ludovicos military contractors. Shes willing to come with us, but theres no money for the camp women.


Bennas such an idiot for a smart girl. If she stays here, the youth are likely to rape her for being so forward. Im surprised it hasnt happened already, but shes not quite a woman yet. If they rape her, shed have to go to the brothel, if her father doesnt kill her first.


This is better, Benedetta said. I can translate for them if they invade Fathers country.


Does she knit? Julia asked her mother, who shook her head. You can knit while walking, a bit more tricky than spinning while walking, but a clever girl can manage.


I dont think Benedetta wants to be a woman, her mother said. Benedetta, dont come back here if you go with the soldiers.


Her father wont mind? Julia asked.


Shes bound to embarrass him whatever she does. If he has a problem with it, I suppose we can ask her to come home.


The three women nodded then. I can be a different kind of woman.


After the loom was warped and tied to the front beam, Benedetta and Julia walked back to the camp. Youll need a pair of boots, Julia said. Walking barefoot all day with packs isnt good.


What about dressing like a boy? Benedetta said.


My brother would not be impressed, Julia said.


Benedetta wondered why this brother got dragged into the deal, but wasnt going to argue right now. She was getting away from that stupid village, and traveling with an army.


Julia gave the password to the sentries and they walked up to a campfire where dinner was cooking. Julia dumped the wheat sacks by the fire. A stocky man with big arms came out of the crowd and hugged her. Benedetta, Carlo, my sweetie, Julia said. Carlo, wheres Emelio? I found him a girl.


Tiny tits. She ripe yet?


Benedetta said, I should bleed soon enough.


The Southern girls get ripe sooner, Carlo said. Cold in the mountains.


Just then, Emelio came up and smiled at Benedetta. He was a blond skinny guy with black fingertips, from gunpowder charcoal, Benedetta learned later. He said, You like big cannons?


I would like to learn about big cannons, Benedetta said, sure he was referring both to his cock and the guns he fired.


Emelio took Benedettas chin in his fingers and looked at her. His eyes were more gray than blue, with black rims at the outside of the irises. Well see if I should keep you.


I cant go back, Benedetta said. Id be raped and forced into a brothel if I went back.


It might be a kinder life, Emelio said. Most whores make good marriages after ser vice.


But without adventure, Benedetta said.


War is mostly mathematics now. He saw that Benedetta was puzzled and said, Numbers, the angle of the gun, the weight of the shot and powder, can be used to predict where the shots will land.


Ah, Benedetta said. She knew angles from the slant fibers made in yarnhow they lay determined what the thread was good for. But learning that would be an adventure, too.


Emelio said, Youre the beginnings of a beauty. Go back to your parents.


No, Benedetta said. She decided they were teasing her; otherwise, shed be desperate. She couldnt go back.



Emelio said, Julia, I can see you found a sister for yourself.


One never knows what one will pick up in these mountain villages.


Emelio said, Ill be kind, but I do need things taken care of. Julia can teach you about making corned powder and slow matches. Walking rope is not that different than spinning, Julia says.


Benedetta missed her mother that first night in Emelios tent more than shed expected. But if she went back, nobody would believe that she wasnt a virgin. It wasnt just the taking by force that was a problemit was the ritual humiliation of the raped girl that made the rape so nasty. Servant girls were fair game.


But Emelio didnt touch her.


In the morning, Benedetta said, Emelio, I can give you pleasure.


He blushed, then said, No force, touching her cheek with the knuckles of his hand. Its a sin if we both arent enjoying the act.


Benedetta didnt want to beg, so she would have to learn to be alluring.


The threeJulia, Emelio, and Carlofended the camps young men off, Benedetta noticed. There were women who were wives and there were women who were common to all. Benedetta realized she really didnt want to be common to all, and getting raped by the unattached youth had the same consequences in camp that it had in any town or village. Girls who were raped became common.


The contract soldiers were in the mountains because of plague in Milan and to keep an eye on the Venetian Republic. It was 1486. Dates hadnt mattered to Benedetta before.


Three times a week, Emelio fired a cannon with carefully weighted gunpowder and shot. He didnt let anyone else set up the guns, but Julia taught Benedetta to boil rope in lye and gunpowder for the slow matches and to swab out the cannon after the shots were fired.



After the gun was fired, Benedetta ran into the field with a rod to show where the shot landed. Emelio measured how high the rod looked in the distance to figure how far the shot had gone. When the shot were traveling more than a mile, she asked for a horse to ride, rather than run. They let her ride one of the horses that pulled the cannon wagons.


When winter came, the military contractors brought them back to Milan. War is becoming a science, Emelio told her. One of the dukes engineers is designing new equipment for us, very fantastic. We need more artillery.


When Benedetta stopped bleeding the first time, Emelio and she worked together to break her maidenhead. There wasnt much to it. Its because of riding the horses, Emelio said, checking first with his fingers. Benedetta was glad she had something there or Emelio might have thought she wasnt a virgin when she came to him. She and Emelio seemed more like children playing with their bodies, but the sensations fed on themselves.


Emelio fell asleep after it was over, but kissed her when he woke up and said, Youre such a clever girl.


The camp children heard the love noise through the tent and for the next two months followed giggling when Emelio and Benedetta looked like they were going to slip away for a private moment.


The next fourteen years were golden, but Benedetta didnt want to think about what shed lost now. Shed think about Leonardo, Emelio, the duke later, and she forced it out of her mind.


Falling forward


Then she remembered the hillside, smoke, gunpowder, and the French coming at her, riding her down with their horses. One of her mercenary soldier friends ran toward her as though he would tackle the first horse. The horseman hacked at him with his sword while a second horseman came up and grabbed at Benedettas hair. She stabbed his hand. The French rider swore. Benedettas friend lay kicking on the ground. His bowels rolled out.


The horsemen surrounded her. The man shed stabbed was angry, but the other four were laughing. Benedetta knew she should drop the knife and let them take her. She could survive a rape. But she got angry just thinking about that, and ran forward, stabbing a horse in the shoulder. His rider yelled at her and stabbed at her with his sword as one of the other riders hit her over the head with the pommel of his. Ruined a good piece, she heard them say in French as she came halfway around, bleeding. Theyd stepped on her hand and bruised it getting the knife away. The five French men looked at her, still probably thinking about raping her, but she was bloody. One pulled her skirts up and raped her anyway, but she didnt move even from the pain. He pulled her head around to look in her eyes. She didnt focus on him. He went limp and pulled out of her, stood up all red from her blood. Bitch, he said, kicking her. He went to her friend and came back to shove her friends cut-off cock in her mouth. Another one said, I dont want cold bloody cunt. They got back on their horses and trotted off. Benedetta could feel the hoofbeats through the ground.


Well, shed got her man with her, doesnt she? she heard one of them say.


No, she wanted to tell them, he was just a friend.


The world went black. And everything after she thought she died was wrong.


Time passed


Then Benedetta met a boy who thought hed drowned on the way to Iceland. The Time Team were tricking him as they had tried to trick her. Most people who were brought forward seemed to be happy to be fooled, and wanted to stay in their comfortable afterlives until their gods told them they were going to be reborn, and even then, some of them didnt want to be reborn. Maybe nearly dying left them brain-damaged?


The Norse boy believed he was in his pagan afterlife. Only he was suspicious of the god apparatus and decided hed gone into the afterlife of his trickster god, Loki.


Benedetta thought this was funny.













2

Live at the Archives





Ivar drowned off the coast of Iceland. The cold sucked his life as quickly as the water blocked his breath. The churls whod seized the boat kept laughing in his mind until blackness took him.


The black shivered. Blue light streaked through. He woke up on a feather bed spread with furs in a corner of a vast hall filled with warriors drinking and singing to harps. At the head of the table sat a man with one eye and two raven companions. He looked at Ivar and said, Welcome to the afterlife. Introduce yourself to us.


Odin? The tongue was not quite of Ivars people, but he could understand it.


Why dont you know my name, All-knowing? I was called Ivar. Ivar had been suspicious of the Gods. They seemed to work for their own ends against human happiness, just as men who would be king of all did.


You died on the way to Iceland when churls seized your boat. The story went on for generations of men. Odin spoke words that could be praise with a different tone to them.


Speaking down to me. The gods are bastards even in the afterlife. Ivar nodded and began walking around the hall. Odins raven flew up from Odins chair-back and began picking at a plate of stew set out near the bed where Ivar had been lying. The end of the hall where Odin sat seemed impossibly far away, never getting closer. Ivar stopped walking toward Odin.


Why would a man who drowned off Ingolfshofdi be in Valhalla? The Irish monks had fled when the first ships came into Reykjavik, so it was a raw country ready for settlement, not a battleground. Churls had drowned him. Ivar seethed at the humiliation. He went to a door in the center of the hall and opened it.


The door led to white, the cold spaces between places of the dead. Ivar wished he knew more about managing the gods. This was forever; the other warriors singing seemed like dreams. Ivar was tempted to touch them, but didnt want to risk rudeness.


Three big hounds, one Irish and hugely tall, the other two with curly tails over their backs, stalked around the tables, snapping at bones tossed to the floor. The people were ruder than Ivars people.


Odin was a distant figure sitting on a high platform, smiling from his mouth, the one good eye unblinkingly fixed on Ivar. In the center of the hall, a hearth burned without giving off smoke. The dogs moved out of his way, never letting him touch them. He wondered how his body had been pulled from the sea after he died. And remembered how cold it was as he drowned into the black. But then he remembered the flash of blue light. Here, the warriors constantly toasted Odin; the big hounds snapped the bones. Ivar wondered if his body had been found by people who didnt know him, and if a narwhal had ripped him and made the corpse look like a warriors body rolled to shore after a battle between boats. He wondered if hed been howed in a ship burial, if Thor had taken him as a warrior because the thralls hadnt been thralls that long and still could fight.


The afterlife. Ivar didnt question that he was dead. Hed seen the slit throats of the others and the bodies thrown overboard. And they would have cut his throat if he hadnt gone into the waves first to avoid death from a thralls knife.


Odins one eye gleamed while the two ravens flew around the roof beams, or landed by their master to take food from his fingers. Of all the creatures in the hallmen, Aesir, and beaststhe ravens alone seemed real. One landed by Ivar and stared at him. Ivar reached out slowly and touched the bird. The feathers bent slightly. The bird turned, then looked back over its wing at Ivar before jumping to flight. Thought or Memory? Ivar wondered which. Huginn or Muninn?


He sounded the names on his tongue. A Valkyrie he hadnt noticed before said, Muninn, but there are many forms of Memory. Her speech was as strange as Odins, but Ivar didnt expect his home speech in Valhalla.


Odin said, Tell us of your deeds.


Does someone who jumped into the sea to keep from having his throat slit by thralls end up in your hall, Lord? Ivar asked. He sound peeved to himself and wished hed not spoken.


Yes, Odin said.


One of the ravens said, Story. Tell story. Muninn. The birds speaking was no different from his Lords.


Ivar realized his body felt tender but not bruised. He felt down his tunic and found the scar hed gotten falling out of an apple tree. The afterlife body was the same as the life body. Ivar didnt remember whether this should be so.


I need to know your story, Odin said. Perhaps after this, youll be reborn again in another time and place.


Odin needs my story? Give me beer for voice. I am in awe to be here. Ivars mother spoke from his memory: Bold against the gods, oh, thats brave. Would you be bold against Loki? Ivar thought that he couldnt die twice but put and kept his back against the wall nevertheless, his eyes to the door. The Valkyrie brought him a horn of beer and sat beside him, her body warm in that cold place. One of the hounds brushed by Ivar. It had fur but no heat at all. He tried to remember if the raven had been warm.


Now, would Odin do him the courtesy of letting him drink before answering the questions?


The horn of beer felt real, warming to his hand. Ivar lowered it to look at the surface and saw a foam fringe like beach spume ringing the dark liquid. He looked up at the ceiling. It was murky, smoke without the smell of smoke. The foam jiggled slightly. Ivan tasted the beer, feeling as though he was in enemy hands. But he was dead. The beer tasted bitterhops, with an undertone of sweetnessbut the taste was slightly off.


The Valkyrie leaned against him and said, You might as well get drunk and stay drunk. She was a blond girl with high breasts who had thin eyebrows and a blue stain across the top of her eyelids. She smelled slightly sour. Her skin wasnt as perfect as hed expected a Valkyries to be, pouched under the eyes, but she was handsome otherwise. Ivar wondered if the Valkyries were the spirits of women whod gone in death with their lords. And if that had brought her to Valhalla, had she lost her courage by the roughness of the strangling and the knife to the ribs? Or had she heart enough to have borne the pain soundlessly?


Ivar leaned back against her, pushing her more than she had pressed against him, trying to turn and press against her breasts. I remember my uncle with a woman like you. Ivar remembered his uncle burning the chief and the chiefs dead slave in the grave ship, sailing in the smoke to forever. He realized he was talking the memories, how the dead mans slave volunteered to die for him. She was kept drunk and fucked for the week before the Old Death Woman killed her. Hes been too young to be among the men, but his uncle let him watch when the slave died.


The Valkyrie leaned away from him. He reached for her with a hand, but one of the hounds, a cold thing, pushed its teeth against his hand. Cold teeth. No growl. Ivar realized he was speaking what he thought and sat up straight. The hound lay down at his feet.


Odin hadnt blinked in either eye. Ivar looked over at the Valkyrie. She was staring at one of the ravens, tense. He remembered the Irish thralls squatting on a shingle beach while Ivar and one of the earls threw dice for them. He thought at the time that hed been lucky. Obviously not. How long does this afterlife go on? Is this hall the beginning and end of it for dead mortals?


The Valkyrie turned her head toward him. Oh, youll be bored with being dead before you know it. For you, its just this room. She held a bit of bread out to one of the ravens. I always associated ravens with eating dying and dead people on battlegrounds. I never knew they could be so much fun. The raven came up and pecked the food out of her hand. Ivar began talking about real and mythological ravens, his tongue going almost as though it was separate from his watching of the creatures in the room. The dogs seemed oblivious to both food and bird. The Valkyrie cocked her head as if hearing something Ivar couldnt hear, then said, Can you tell Odin why you were going to Iceland?


Odin repeated, Iceland, Iceland, and Ivar wondered why hed said anything about ravens. Iceland had been Ivars craving for a future full of fish, gold, water that was warm without a boiling kettle, hills that built themselves from spews of soft, hot rocks.


Iceland, over the horizon, beyond Haraldr Fairhairs taxes. Wed heard so much good about Iceland, how warm some water was, how the winters were tempered by hot melted rocks, good for fishing, grazing cows and sheep. And empty. I went with kinsmen to Ireland to get workfolk and gold during the winter after the slaughter of the excess beasts. Fairhair was making the Northworld small. Iceland was an opening out.


Odin asked, What about Greenland, then. Beyond Iceland?


Ivar tried to think, but it was more important to say more about Iceland, about the Irish villages thatd given them tribute when the long ships came up the creeks. He almost drank more beer, but more would be dangerous. He had even spoken that out loud. He was talking every thought out loud, speech coming with each thought, not with a considered reflection of it. And he couldnt stop.


The Valkyrie nodded and said, Youre a bit more muscular for your size than average here, so the dose was a bit high. She flinched and pulled something, probably a flea, out of her ear.


Ivar understood that he was drugged, but trickery from the gods was something he expected. Odin can kiss my ass. The beer should be better.


What was wrong with the beer? Odin asked.


It should be mead in Valhalla. After Ivar talked his tongue and throat ragged, he tried to grab the Valkyries wrist. Before the cold hound could react, she twisted her hand like a slippery fish and stood back from him. He sat heavily back down on the bed. He noticed the warriors had fallen silent, just making the motions of eating and drinking, the harps and voices quiet. The hall had been silent for some time, Ivar realized. One of the ravens had found something shiny like a bit of silver leaf and was hiding it from the other raven under the rim of a platter.


Youre supposed to like me. Ivar couldnt remember if the Valkyries slept with the slain warriors. They should.


So your uncle helped murder slave women after fucking them and you thought that was exciting. Why am I supposed to like you?


Odin tells you to. He wanted to drink more but the beer had been drugged to loosen his tongue to the very root of speech. He decided to drink more yet and drank so quickly he fell asleep.


And woke up to his beard being tugged. The smaller raven was on his chest, pulling at his beard hairs. The Valkyrie was watching. Ivar was annoyed that she hadnt brushed the bird away when it was pulling his beard hairs. Beside her was a small trestle table holding a bowl of porridge and an earthenware plate with a piece of cheese and flat bread. The other raven flew in toward the table, but the girl brushed that one away from the food. Except for the girl and the two birds, the hall was empty. He touched his tongue and thought, Good, no hounds today. This time, his tongue didnt speak as he thought.


After breakfast, we have things we want you to identify, the Valkyrie said. Shed learned his tongue better overnight, now sounding like a woman from Bod in Norway.


Ivar sat up, wondering if she was still angry that he participated in a burial ceremony. He tried the porridge. It had rye, barley, and oats in it and he remembered the porridge fed to people who were going to be hanged to Odin. But he was already dead.


The hall was empty. Ivar wondered where all the others went to sleep, or if they simply disappeared when Odin stopped remembering them. Maybe he was Odins dream now.


Something was odd about being dead in a body that could be drugged, and which was now very hungry. He waved his left hand at the ravens who flew onto the table to see if they could steal his food.


After eating the bread and most of the cheese, Ivar said, I never made it to Iceland. I wanted to, you know. I thought Id have a second chance there. He regretted telling that to the hard woman beside him. His tone had been weaker than the words.


Iceland? Gee, there are a lot of places that are more fun than old chilly-with-hot-springs-and-smoking-mountains Iceland.


One raven tried to land on his knee. Ivar tossed a crust of cheese out into the hall. It landed on one of the tables. The ravens squabbled over the cheese for a second, then the smaller one came back to beg for more.


Ivar said, This place is not much fun. Whatever you call it.


The Valkyries body stiffened and her shoulders rose slightly. She looked hard at him for a moment, and then looked at him as though she pitied him, which annoyed Ivar. He wondered why she stiffened. Before he could ask, she said, We want you to identify some things. Time stretches between here and the world of the living, so things will look different than when you saw their like last. She stood up and led him to the end of the center table.


Horse bits, stirrups, saddletrees, and horse harness charms that had been bright and well wrought when Ivar last saw things like them lay rusted and worm-addled on the table. They looked as old as grave goods from huts made from stone and giant bones in the Orkney Islands. I am somewhere other than the land of the living. Some kinds had been old when he was a boy. Others he knew for what they were, but had never seen those particular designs. A few had been molds ready for castings when he was last in Norway, new in their day. He saw what had been a good saddletree with no leather surviving except for a shred near a nail. One gold piece gleamed from a heap of blackened silver horse charms.


And then the Valkyrie reached under the table and slid a box out full of swords, all so rusted and with the hilt leathers rotted down to corroded metal. Ivar found himself happy to see swords but dismayed to see the metal bitten with neglect.


Is this Lokis version of the afterlife? Ivar asked.


Certainly not what you expected is it?


I didnt expect anything.


I can neither admit nor deny that this afterlife could be run by Loki.


I want to put my cock in you.


No.


You wont have sex with me. Youre teasing me with swords too rusted to be useful, with hilts with the handles missing. This has to be an afterlife ruled by Loki.


Odin appeared at his table at the far end of the hall and said, If it would work better for me to be Loki for you, Ill reveal myself tomorrow.
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Life in Leonardos Notebooks





Soft-noise machines on steel wheels


Its Leonardos drawings come to life, Benedetta thought seeing the night lights and metal carriages rolling by on metal tracks, humming like a hive of bees, the wheels moving the carriages as fast as a horsetrotting fast could have carried them, without the clatter of hooves, the horses snorting. Those sounds were missing. The other sounds were like nothing Benedetta had heard before, really. Not so much like bees as her first impression. Powered by soft noise. The spectacle made her feel aggressive, not just intimidated, though she was fighting fear. The air was cold and the sky was reddish dark above the lights. Benedetta wondered for a moment if she really was dead, then decided, no, this wasnt bad enough to be Purgatory, much less Hell.


Its a big shock for people who never knew such things could exist, Joe said. That alone can affect your ability to fight off new diseases.


Explain things to me, she said. Fear tried to grab her again, and she became even more determined to understand this place. Men made this?


Yes, but remember its been over eight hundred years between your time and ours.


Are you so much smarter now? Benedetta didnt think so, really. The people now knew different things.



Thats possible, actually. Theres been a certain evolutionary pressure. He used two words Benedetta didnt understand, not Italian, then. People have been breeding themselves for more brains, I think. More of us know more things. And we know technology continues to improveweve got the time machine.


If men made it, I can understand it. Benedetta looked back at Joe to see if he was going to patronize her. Hed pay for any condescension.


Well, I can try to begin to explain, but I dont know the modern Italian for some of these things, much less the Lombardian Italian you speak.


Basically, what makes things move?


Electricity.


Benedetta didnt understand the word electricity, but didnt ask for an explanation. She would find out, though. Electricity.


A peculiar sort of fire, I would say.


Many people even among us just accept that it works without understanding why. You know about amber, sparks from silk? Lightning. These are all related.


Ah, like people were about gunpowder in my earlier life, Benedetta said. It just went boom.


Precisely, Joe said.


But someone knows how this all works, so its something like learning how to grain powder, how to make saltpeter from night soil. I can learn this, too.


A machine thing balanced on two wheels went by, a woman dressed in leather riding it. The machine made a tremendous racket compared to the cars on metal wheels. Its wheels looked like black leather. Benedetta wanted to be that woman in this time. She wore boots like a man. Whats that?


A motorcycle. Its a replica of an antique machine, runs on alcohol or hydrogen fuel cells.



I want one. Please. Or a horse. Im not used to not having
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