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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.
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