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      This novel is dedicated to those Medievalist friends and teachers and colleagues who tolerate my tendency to write fiction and to make bad jokes at inappropriate moments.
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      “‘If everything continues to run smoothly, we should have four people in Medieval Languedoc by this time tomorrow night.’”

      It seems incongruous to use the word ‘authentic’ in regard to most works of speculative fiction, thanks to their flights of fancy, and it may seem problematic to apply it to a novel that hinges on the sentence quoted above — but it’s the stylish no-nonsense authenticity of Langue[dot]doc 1305 that makes it such a memorable and outstanding work.

      Part of this novel’s authenticity derives from its author’s background. Gillian Polack worked in the Australian public service for ten years, and that period of extended experience (and close observation) pays off in this novel. Her scientists and academics are thoroughly credible, weighed down by the all-too-crucial side-issues of funding and contracts, longing to get back to their core function of research and inquiry . . . and simultaneously self-conscious about the naïveté and outmodedness of such an attitude. Longing to be at the cutting edge — and, ironically, right on the cusp of success — they must nevertheless be reinventing themselves and their true function. It’s all about money and opportunity; Gillian Polack gets it.

      I knew of Gillian’s writing long before I ever met her. When she first broached the matter of a time-travel novel as a possible PhD project, she mentioned that the setting would be Medieval France — and that set my sensors beeping. You see, Dr Polack (to use her rightful designation) held a PhD in Medieval History — as well as being the shortlisted and award-winning author of two published novels and two anthologies — and she was now proposing to deploy her skills in a novel drawing upon her specialist field. Such a prospect was really exciting and, not surprisingly, Gillian’s historical expertise makes a major contribution to the novel’s authenticity — as does her sheer passion for the medieval.

      Above all, this book’s authenticity lies in its grasp of what human nature and human existence is all about. It achieves this, naturally, through its characterisation: the researchers are made to be interestingly complicated, but without the need to resort to the sensationalist hype of extreme psychopathologies; these are credibly ‘real’ people — albeit drawn from a certain demographic and exhibiting all the symptoms of certain work-cultures. I really came to like the protagonist, Artemisia, and to care about what might happen to her, and even if some characters look like letting the side down a little — that’s not a spoiler — you still understand their perspective and, I think, care about their fate.

      And that’s the thing that Gillian Polack really gets as a writer. She understands drama and story and what they derive from. The fate of The Whole Universe is never once threatened in this novel and you won’t be a-tremble that time-travel may Rip Apart the Fabric of Existence. Gillian Polack grasps that story is about people and their human fates, and that drama turns often on simple humdrum choices and the expression or suppression of mundane wants and needs. Great deeds and great research achievements rest upon the shoulders of plain human beings. It’s altogether too rare to be able to talk about speculative fiction in relation to nuanced characterisation and plausible character-motivation — but it’s certainly possible in relation to this quietly unpretentious, thoroughly engrossing novel.

      If everything continues to run smoothly, you’ll soon have embarked upon a memorable reading experience!

      
        
        — Van Ikin

        Perth, 2018

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        This is the year when human horizons will grow again. We’ve looked outward. We’ve looked inward. Now, for the first time, we’re about to look at our past with new eyes and new technology. For the first time, we will understand who we are and how we came here.

        THEODORE LUCAS MANN
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      “You have to say something.” Harvey had said this to Luke six times before and he would say it six times more if he had to. He relaxed back in his ostentatious black chair and explained patiently, “We need a ceremony to mark the moment. We also require words for the great unwashed. If you don’t want the floor, just say so: I’ll cobble something together.” Behind him, the Melbourne skyline stretched towards the bay.

      Luke grunted and fidgeted. He wanted to leave the ceremony behind and get on with changing the world.

      “Something that we can translate into a press statement,” Harvey continued, gently and implacably. “That Timebot is new. That Timebot is part exotic matter, part mechanical and part computer. That Timebot will set up a platform so we can travel into the Middle Ages. That there are many questions that Timebot will answer, but one is very dangerous: is Timebot reliable?”

      “Oh God, that’ll make everyone happy, won’t it?” Luke interrupted, his voice gruff with frustration. “More doom and gloom. I’ll do the talking. You can stay behind the scenes. Pay the bills, or flutter some paper.”

      “I’ll be glad when you’re gone, you know,” Harvey said, leaning forward and posing his elbows on his oak desk, confidentially. His posture reminded Luke that every time Harvey won Luke ended up doing something he hated.
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      “No chance of another contract?”

      “None,” the Chair was polite but firm. “You’re good, but we simply don’t have the money. It’s not just the Department of History — the whole university has been hit by these budget cuts. No three-year teaching contracts. Not even a one-year one.” Artemisia found her eyes had crept over the Chair’s shoulder, to the bridge beyond. The coathanger shape of the bridge dragged her mind ahead of her body.

      “Back to Australia, then.” Artemisia stood up, ready to leave at once.

      “There’s no hurry. Your visa gives you a bit of time.”

      “I have that research booked in France.” Artemisia was almost apologetic. “If I’m to go back to Melbourne straight from there, I’ll need to rearrange.” She moved towards the door, determinedly dragging leaden feet.

      “We could fix something . . . help you get research contracts, see if the London group are taking editors . . . it will only take a few weeks.”

      “I wish I could take you up on that,” Artemisia turned fully back and smiled, her face brittle.

      “Damn it, woman, sit down!” Artemisia’s obedient feet lost their lead, and she returned and sat. “Now tell me what’s changed. Two weeks ago you would have turned this into a career opportunity.”

      “It’s my sister.”

      The Chair nodded. “She needs you?”

      “She needs money. Her cancer’s returned and all that the experts can promise is that they’ll spend a great deal of money.”

      “And?”

      “Lucia says she’ll cope. She says she’ll never forgive me if I don’t finish my research project. I’m so nearly done, and I’ve a grant to cover it.”

      “But if you stay past that last bit of research, then you’re not earning any money to send her.”

      “Right. If I go back sooner, I can get a job as a check-out chick or something. I can help.”

      “That email address you use for friends, it’s still active?” Artemisia nodded. Every microsecond her face became tighter with tears. She just wanted to hide in the toilets until they passed. “Check it every day. Every single day. And if anything comes up, I’ll send it.”

      “There’s not much of a chance.”

      “Not much,” the Chair was fierce. “But whatever there is, whatever I can find, I’ll send it your way.”

      “Thank you,” Artemisia said, her voice still under pressure from tears, but her face was able to open up just enough to give a minute smile. She was so near the edge that talking to even the most well-intentioned person was a strain.

      She didn’t stop at her office. She didn’t stop for milk. She went straight home and locked herself in the bathroom.
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      Luke walked into the tiered lecture hall, a sheaf of papers fluttering. The pages were more for decoration than anything else, like his speckled beard and the slight narrowing of his eyes and the use of his full name. It was what he would say that was important. The tremor of the papers showed how he felt deep inside — to the world he was magnificently confident.

      Only half the seats were full. The doors were closed. Security guards slumped outside, bored.

      Luke had a flair for the dramatic. He stood and looked out and up, those slightly narrowed eyes roaming the hall, making it seem as if he were noting everyone there. It was the smile that caused the room to go quiet. It was a big smile. An intensely happy smile; a smile that suggested great things.

      “We’ve done it,” he said. “Timebot is no longer with us in our present. It’s somewhere near the end of the Medieval Warm Period, in Languedoc. It triggered the beacon exactly on schedule. The time, ladies and gentleman, is right.”

      There was a silence. The news was expected, but somehow beyond comprehension.

      “Do we know the date?” A lone voice in the wilderness. It didn’t break the silence: it confirmed its intensity.

      “All we know is that Timebot arrived safely, unpacked, and set up the beacon. We can go to that place, that time whenever we want. We have a platform. The exotic matter at the far end is stable and we can trigger wormholes. We can maintain a wormhole for almost half an hour.

      “Now,” he continued, “we’re ready for humans to travel. We want to go soon. Very soon. The set-up party and all the equipment will follow immediately; we have the power for a second trip. We’re stripping the State of Victoria and half of New South Wales of their energy. If everything continues to run smoothly, we should have four people in Medieval Languedoc by this time tomorrow night.”

      He was grandstanding. Everyone present was part of the project and knew all the details. Except that it had worked: a machine had travelled backwards in time and space. Across the world and into the past. It had unpacked itself into a platform that accepted teleportation data and had reconstructed itself perfectly, almost every time. Now anyone could travel.

      A moment later, Luke regretted having given into his desire to make that extra flourish, to present that swirl of information. It had broken the intensity of the moment. Worse, it had created a space for The Ancient Mariner. The old man was about to speak. From the front row. Luke could see it. He couldn’t stop it. The hushed silence changed from awe to the verge of laughter. The Ancient Mariner was an institution: brilliantly gifted and there, him and his long white beard, forever, at the precise moment when he should not be.

      “And then?” Everyone looked at the Ancient Mariner. He was an older man with a riveting gaze. He was the unwelcome guest at the wedding. The one that was there because the university had insisted. His voice, as ever, was querulous. He was demonstrating to the whole room that he felt, as ever, neglected. “And then?” he repeated.

      “Sir,” Luke’s voice was respectful but the way his right shoulder jutted forward just a little showed he still owned the universe. He intentionally echoed his voice, like a boombox through his ribcage. That should make it clear. This is my day. My year. My journey. “I can go through the process again, if you want.”

      “Not the process. I understand the damn process. I helped with the maths, if you’ll remember. I just want to know the order of things.”

      “If everyone else will bear with me?” A murmur of agreement from the floor.

      “All right, then. Timebot has gone back to the end of the Medieval Warm Period. We send the set-up team in two days. Four people and all the equipment. The first humans to travel backwards in time. A triumph for humanity. They will have three months to prepare. Three of them will come on home. Cormac Smith will remain with the rest of the team. He’ll be back-up. The handyman, if you will. The first team is almost ready, in fact, just got to sign a few more forms. The specialists also have to sign a few more forms, but they have a bit of time up their sleeve for briefing and so forth. The second team is full of knowledgemakers. Let’s see, we have an astronomer, a biologist, an atmospheric scientist, two agricultural experts, two historians, and, of course, myself. Once we get together, seven hundred years ago, we’ll have serious science.”

      “Travelling seven hundred years into the past isn’t serious science?”

      “Trust me,” Luke said, his eyes shining, “Travelling seven hundred years is just the beginning. Our research program will change the world.”
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      The Montpellier archive had closed early, so Artemisia had taken a bus to see an abbey and its town. Artemisia looked up at the twelfth century castle, her tatty twentieth century handbag ironically hiding her natty twenty-first century mobile phone. The ruins were from her kind of period, but not of her kind of place. Jagged edges at the top of the pile of rocks were all that were left giving the craggy peak a crown. Those edges loomed over the old town in its valley. Cast its old shadow. Spiked. Wary. River below, castle above and abbey dominating it all, gently, from within the town. Greens and creams and the sound of wind and water and the streets lined with the Middle Ages. She recognised the shape of some doorways and the curve of the road. Even though it wasn’t the region she knew, the buildings still had the right feel to them.

      It was a bit like coming home. Home was faded and exhausted and crumbly, but nevertheless comforting.
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      As Artemisia walked into the abbey of Gellone to pay her respects to the bones of Saint William, her path crossed with someone else’s. They didn’t see each other, for they were removed in time. Guilhem left as Artemisia arrived, however. He had already paid his respects to dead kin and was ready to make for home on the slopes of the town and do his duty to his family and to give up his dreams of Jerusalem. He wasn’t ready to let go of his anger. Not yet. It showed in the size of his stride and in the way his gaze disrespectfully refused to lower itself before his seniors.

      Timebot’s presence in Guilhem’s 1305 had created a synchrony between the two people.
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      “We can’t do everything,” Sylvia said. “These contractors simply won’t be able to deliver on time.”

      Luke frowned. “Harvey warned us about this. If it’s money —” His office was big and full of sunshine. Whiteboards everywhere. Formulae everywhere. Papers everywhere, even on the stands of the fake tree ferns. The scent was plastic and paper, old dust and faint ammonia. It smelled as if Luke had lived in it forever, put down institutional roots. He had not. Luke had moved to Melbourne three years before, specifically for this project.

      “Not money.” Dr Sylvia Smith’s voice was firm, despite its softness. “There were problems with the orders, with follow-through when personnel dropped out. And the contractors, as I said. The ones dealing with the scientific databases. All of them. Every single library supplier was waiting for confirmation from us about one element or another. Our history people walked out. Some of our scientists walked out. Follow-up never happened. This means that the library suppliers are running late. We can prioritise and get more than we have, but not everything. Not in time. There’s no way around it. We can’t change the launch date: our expedition will be short.”

      “Not of supplies.”

      “No, the Director was wrong. Supplies are mostly local and are all clear. It’s the databanks. Everything electronic. Mostly for research and reference.”

      “How bad is it?”

      The two sat down and spent an unhappy hour trying to work out what was most important. What could be improvised. Which project relied on what sort of electronic material. How the whole thing could be made to work.

      “That’s most of it, then. Not so bad after all.” Sylvia was cheerful; her own research program was completely covered. Sylvia’s voice communicated her confidence. “If we hire a couple of students, get them to download publicly available material for the next four days, not even the library will suffer.”

      “I wish you’d brought this to my attention earlier, Dr Smith.” Luke turned formal when he was unhappy.

      Sylvia just let it flow over her. “We’ll manage.”
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      Artemisia found a café that had wifi. She set up her Skype account. She ordered a drink and waited for the call from Australia. It didn’t take long for Harvey to appear on her computer screen.

      “Sorry to bother you. I was looking for you. I was given your email by your Department Chair,” he had explained. “It’s been a long time. I wanted to talk.”

      That was why, here in Nîmes, Artemisia was nattering on the net. The Chair had already let her know all this, by email. Not a job, she had commented, but it might lead to something. Artemisia couldn’t take anything seriously today, not this chat and not France. Her mind was in a hospital in Australia, recovering from the last round of chemotherapy. She had perfected polite babble, however, and it helped her cover her hurt.

      “My research was half an excuse. I came here on a kind of pilgrimage,” Artemisia explained, “Then I discovered this is the country of heroes. I came to see Saint William and Saint Gilles and found that William was a lot more than that. It was wonderful. This whole region has been special for a thousand years. More.”

      “You’re going to stay and explore, now you’ve finished your research?”

      “Can’t,” Artemisia almost sounded regretful. “I’m in between jobs, as you know, and my sister needs medical care. I’m going back to Melbourne to lose my academic career as quickly as I can. Sorry — that sounded flippant. It’s just that losing a career is such a strange thing to do.”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Go back to Melbourne? Of course. It’s where my sister is. Where I have contacts and can find a job. In a whacking great hurry.”

      “To dump your career? I might be able to help you avoid that. I need a medievalist. Right away.”

      Artemisia looked across at the stranger on her screen. Until this moment he hadn’t been a stranger. He’d been a friendly voice in a foreign land. He’d been an old flame she’d almost forgotten whose email had popped up in her in-box the day before.

      His face was serious. He didn’t look as if he was asking questions that would undress her soul.

      Artemisia took a sip of her citron pressé and the tartness of it and the golden light undid the floodgates. She told Harvey everything. About her sister fighting cancer, about there being no permanent jobs in her field anywhere and none at all in Australia and not even a contract job around for months. “Who needs an expert on Anglo-Norman and Norman hagiography?” she asked, denying the obscurity of her knowledge with her face and hands even as she claimed it with her tongue, paying no attention to Harvey’s reassurance that he had a job for her. He was a scientist — there was no job. Besides, he wasn’t the sort of person to race into employing anyone without due planning and calculation.

      Melbourne would give her some sort of job, any sort of job, and those experimental medicines would be paid for and her sister might survive.

      She suddenly realised that Harvey was now a stranger. Three dates ten years ago. Several friends in common. She felt raw.

      “I must go,” Artemisia said. “It was lovely to talk to you again. Sorry about the confession.”

      “You needed it,” Harvey still had his sunshine-laden, sympathetic voice. It had, perhaps, grown warmer with age. She would date him again, if life were different. “When do you arrive? What flight?” She told him and they left it at that. Normally Artemisia would have reflected on Harvey’s words, but she really didn’t care.

      After she left that odd conversation, she went to the Roman temple. Its perfect proportions would soothe her, as they had last time she passed this way. There was nowhere to pray. The temple was denuded and full of tourists. She knew this. She also knew that the shape of stone would be gentle on her, make life easier. Telling Harvey had been a release, in a way, but not the one she needed.

      After the temple and its perfect proportions, she collected her baggage and made her way to Montpellier, where she left her hire car at their bright little airport and took the first part of the wearisome journey back to home and her sister.
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      Two tired days later and she emerged from Immigration. Home, she thought. I’m home.

      A taxi, was her next thought, when she took in the white brightness of Tullamarine and the damp chill of Melbourne in winter. Get home fast. Damn the cost.

      “Can I offer you a ride to Carlton? It’s still Carlton, isn’t it?” asked Harvey. Artemisia was too tired to be astonished. She merely accepted. She accepted everything he said and everything he suggested. That was how she agreed to go to Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert twice in a subjective two-month period. She hadn’t quite processed, even once she accepted, that the second visit was for nine months, and that it started sometime in the early fourteenth century, and that she couldn’t quit if it didn’t work out. All she knew was that Harvey had promised her work as an historian.

      Artemisia was mainly concerned about her sister. The initial sum she’d be paid would more than cover the experimental treatment Lucia’s doctor recommended, and would still leave enough to outfit Artemisia herself for her little expedition. Her main feeling was relief.

      As soon as Lucia was up to receiving calls, Artemisia paid her a visit. Lucia was at home, in bed, looking determinedly cheerful.

      “You know,” Artemisia said, “you don’t fool me.”

      “I don’t?” Lucia was amused.

      Artemisia took a long look at her sister, slender beyond sanity, pale as a vampire, hair sharply short. She didn’t look too bad, but this was between treatments. Resting up so that her cure didn’t kill her. “I know what you get up to in your spare time.”

      “What spare time?” Lucia challenged her sister.

      “The time when you’re not colouring your hair that unnatural brown. The time when you’re masquerading as . . . as . . .”

      “Your imagination is failing you, my life.”

      “Jetlag,” Artemisia claimed. It had to be jetlag. It couldn’t be because she had just noticed that Lucia’s infamous eloquent hands had been silenced by exhaustion. “Which reminds me, I need to give you your presents now.”

      “Afraid I might die on you,” Lucia mocked, her voice gentle.

      “I got a job. Nine months incommunicado. So you get your presents now.”

      “What sort of job is that?” Lucia’s voice was full of wonder.

      “A completely bizarre one. But it pays a lot.”

      “No,” said her sister.

      “Yes. It will make me happy.”

      “But your career . . .”

      “Would you believe that I’m participating in a scientific project as a bloody medievalist? And it’s only nine months. The worst it will do is give me a break from undergraduates. If you won’t let me pay for that damn treatment, I’ll say ‘no’ and get a job as a . . .”

      “Check-out chick,” Lucia supplied. “You always say ‘check-out chick.’”

      “Well, I will.”

      “You’ll write to me in the nine months.”

      “Can’t.”

      “Then I need my presents, now!” They smiled at each other, remembering the same demand over many years of birthdays. At Easter, she always ate her eggs first. At Christmas she always opened the first package. Nine months would be hard on her, but Artemisia saw her sister lean her head back as if her neck was no longer strong enough to hold it and she wished that she could know that Lucia would get through. This is why she was going to the past. Not because of the excitement, but because she wanted her sister to be able to hold up her head, walk down the street, tear into wrapping paper, talk with her hands.
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      After she had seen Lucia, Artemisia went to see her new boss. She was blanketed in jetlag. What Professor Mann had to say was hardly reassuring, but whenever she thought she might back down, she remembered Lucia’s head, resting against the back of the couch. Mann talked about the great science and the progress for humankind. He extolled the physics and the crack team of scientists at both ends and the government support.

      “And the history?” Artemisia prompted.

      “It’s all history,” Mann said, expansively.

      “And what if we change the people in the region? What if we change history?”

      “It’s all covered. We’re living in a cave system,” he said, carefully, as if to a first year student. “Self-sufficient. No impact. Troglodytes. Our protocols cover everything outside those caves. History will be fine.”

      Artemisia accepted, but not because of Mann’s reassurances. She accepted because she wanted Lucia to live.
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      “So,” Luke ran his hand through his hair for the fifty-first time. “We can’t get anyone else?”

      “Lucky to get the people we have,” Konig said, picked up his briefcase and left Luke’s office. Not a word of farewell. Ben Konig assumed that they knew each other well enough. That he could take liberties. “Don’t know how we even have a historian, to be honest.” Konig threw this into the room from the doorway, as a parting volley.

      We, Luke mouthed after him, his mental powers so exhausted that he couldn’t even think the word across the desk — Konig’s French Government support had nearly cost them the expedition. Ben Konig didn’t deserve to be ‘we’ — he was the evil other.

      Luke blamed the evil other — in its amorphous mass — for the formidable clauses that had scared half the expedition away after training, so close to departure. Everyone had known the risks: those clauses had created confusion.

      Then Professor Theodore Lucas Mann realised something. He prided himself on not being petty; he was a big man with a vast soul. Sometimes, however, he allowed a smallness into his munificent existence. Professor Theodore Lucas Mann leaned back in his big chair and smiled.

      Not everyone had signed the waivers and forms. Not everyone had been able to get to the briefings. One of the team members was going into the past gloriously unprepared by the bureaucrats. If it weren’t the night before the most momentous day in human history, Luke would be thinking about the expedition and the need for preparation, and would snap his fingers and call Dr Artemisia Wormwood in and have her working the whole night long, making up lost ground. He was so annoyed with Konig, and so longed for the last sleep in his own bed, that he merely copied the briefing to his data file for transmission back.

      Wormwood could be briefed in situ. And Konig could be blamed for not having ensured that she had signed his stupid French forms. Luke went home for one last night with his partner.
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      Artemisia lay in bed, thinking about her situation. Living underground, in a cave. And the local saint is, of course, Benedict. Patron saint of speleologists. This was the first thing she’d checked. Straight after she’d transferred almost all of her advance to her sister’s bank account. Before she’d bought the things the expedition shopping list had suggested.

      The saint. His patronage. Not enough time to check out the state of his hagiography, but there was a library waiting for her in the Middle Ages. It was promised.

      She had a sudden urge to check Benedict’s saint day. Something was niggling. Something that Professor Theodore Lucas Mann had said about them knowing the locals and timing the start to fit local customs. He thought he knew everything, this man in charge.

      He knew something, she soon discovered. It’s the vigil of Benedict, thought Artemisia. Tonight is my last night in the world I know and tomorrow the first day in the world I’ve studied and which I don’t really know, not at all. The only thing I know about it, for certain, is that Lucia won’t be there.
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      With the exception of Professor Mann, the group was assembled along with the possessions they would carry. It was the first time the group had been together, and even now it lacked Cormac Smith and Luke Mann. It was in a conference room at Melbourne University. A nothing-room that could have been anywhere on the planet, furnished with nothing-chairs devoid of all specific nature.

      Smith had been on the far side for three months, living ancient time while the others lived modern. They were still living modern, but were dressed in clothes that were suitable for nine months underground, their backpacks leaning ready by the door. Poised.

      “We only have twenty-five minutes, and that includes provisioning,” a harried young man explained. His hair was white and rumpled and he looked thirteen, but the nametag he wore suggested he had a doctorate. “Wait here. Don’t leave. Be ready to move quickly.”

      The group of strangers looked around at each other. Artemisia knew what she saw. Aliens. Scientists. People she would live in a hole underground with for long enough to drive them all mad. Her late night thoughts had been along these lines and the crowd she was looking at was not reassuring. Artemisia hated meeting new people. It took her a while to relax and to get to know anyone. It will pass, she told herself. It’s just nerves.

      She’d met Mann the day before. “Call me Luke,” he’d said, jovially. He’d called her Artemisia once and Wormwood twice, not bothering to ask which she preferred. It almost made her regret the name change eight years ago. But without the name change, she would still have family and Lucia was the only family she was willing to own.

      The harassed young man passed around a sheet of paper with names on it. Suddenly each of them was looking up and down and across, trying to work out who was whom.

      “This’ll keep us busy ’til the time comes,” joked a tall lanky bloke with the most shaven scalp and the most soulful brown eyes Artemisia had ever seen. “I’m Geoff.” Geoff Murray, meteorologist and atmospheric scientist. Artemisia knew this for Murray was pointing at his name, on the list. . Must be my age, Artemisia realised. Or a couple of years older. Like the harassed young man, he didn’t look it. He lounged lazily. She envied him his temperament. She was wound to almost breaking point.

      “Artemisia,” she added, quickly, then just as quickly looked down at her paper, hiding behind her hair, like a teenager. Life in fast-forward was not comfortable.

      “Pauline,” an older voice added. “But call me Doc.” Cook, it said on the sheet, Pauline Adamson. Artemisia looked up at the woman, in her sixties with shoulder length hair, beautifully kept, and wondered where the nickname came from.

      “Tony,” said an Asian Australian, short and deep-voiced. He was a plant genome expert. His hair was almost as non-existent as Geoff’s. He had the most alert gaze Artemisia had ever seen — his eyes soaked everything in. It was almost uncomfortable.

      “I’m Ben,” and a rather gorgeous man in his mid-thirties gave a small bow. Dark hair and pale grey eyes. Germanic cheekbones. A bit Prince Valiant. He obviously knew he was gorgeous, too. Ben Konig, the sheet said, biologist and zoologist. Whatever did they need a zoologist for?

      “Dr Sylvia Smith,” the last woman said, abruptly. She was so very small. Compact and pretty and even winsome, with a soft voice and sweetly waving short hair. The sort of woman who mostly got what she wanted, Artemisia guessed, noticing how her soft and gentle manner had switched on when Smith realised she was under observation. She was Mann’s offsider, apparently, also a planetary astronomer and a geologist. More power to her. Though why she needed a title when everyone else was happy with first names or nicknames . . . maybe it was something to do with the manner. I have to try to stop disliking her. Disliking someone at first sight will make it difficult to work in a closed environment. I have to stop disliking her.

      Artemisia sighed. Apart from that, silence prevailed.

      “Hell,” said Ben Konig, when the silence went on for too long, “Just because most of us haven’t met before, doesn’t mean —”

      At that moment the door opened. “It’s time,” said the young man, harassment transformed into a jubilant grin. “Time for Botty to beam you down into the Middle Ages!”
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      “Sir,” said Guilhem, formally, and gave the proper bow. “My respects.” He didn’t remove his hat. Not quite polite, but sufficient. Not a hint of homage, for homage he would not give. Enough courtesy to show how reluctant those respects were, and how he hated being made to travel from the back of beyond to report to a commander whose knowing look showed that he was going to exploit the politics of it all.

      The Templar commander was a shade more polite. Only a shade. The big man was obviously not yet certain that he wanted to have Guilhem reporting to him, much less to recruit him.

      Guilhem smiled. The recruitment was his idea, to push away some other notions his aunt had. He was playing on the concept his aunt possessed about his profound spirituality, based largely on the emotions he had brought back from that pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

      Guilhem was not above using his own foibles to save his skin. A year or so in a hermit hole in the middle of nowhere was better than marrying a foul-mouthed turd or entering a monastery. If it redeemed his honour in the eyes of the family, then he would be satisfied. If he chose to join the Templars, then his uncle would be satisfied. Someone was going to come out of this happy.

      There was no report to give this time. Just a wary game to be played, setting things up for the rest of the year. Guilhem intended to delay all the encounters with his new Templar friend and to give him as little information as possible.

      His new Templar friend wasn’t stupid. This year of considering joining the Templars and licking his wounds was going to be lonely and fraught with politics. Guilhem could tell that from the way Bernat kept an eye on him even as he turned away to talk to a servant. They both had to be careful not to make enemies of the other. Guilhem didn’t need more enemies at this moment. And Bernat? No-one wanted to make an enemy of someone from Guilhem’s family.

      For the whole meeting, neither was humble and neither offended the other. It was a very courteous and cold dance.

      Guilhem set out with his packhorse and his poor-man’s palfrey. He wanted to leave Pézenas — which was a misery of a place, despite the nice, plump partridge he had recently devoured — and be well clear of its Templar Commanderie, because he wasn’t sure about what had happened and he needed distance to think. Also, he wanted to travel. Ever since his pilgrimage, travel had become easier than finding solutions. Nevertheless, he didn’t really want to return to that hermit hole his aunt had consigned him to. It was inglorious and unmanly and, frankly, dull.

      Guilhem was an experienced traveller. If a brigand had encountered him and overcome his sword and dagger, Guilhem might not have been able to rip the hind leg off a pack animal as his namesake had done and defend himself with that, but he would have coins as long as he had even a single item of clothing. He’d learned the hard way to secrete coins everywhere. Also inglorious, but practical. It had been easier when he’d been a man with an army or a man with his peers.

      He spent much of the long path from Pézenas to Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert hating his aunt.

      Sometimes he rode his horse and sometimes he led both horse and packhorse. I look like a dealer with a string of animals on long leads. When he reached Saint-Guilhem and passed through the boundaries, the turns into his street made the packhorse all but invisible. All the townsfolk will see, Guilhem thought, is a man and his paltry animal, walking together across the narrow path at the end of the road, with the shadow of a half-castle behind him and the powerful menace of the abbey in the valley.

      The abbey would swallow him if he let it, just as the Commanderie could see him eaten up in service to the Templars. But what were his options? He’d burnt many bridges when he had spoken out three years ago. He’d done worse since. This was reparation and penance and a possible future. It felt like disaster.

      He reached his home. His own house. He was welcomed by his people. His own people, no matter what his aunt said. He smiled at the three of them and gave them small gifts he’d bought in Pézenas. They were his, even if all they did was clean his house and feed him and take care of his equipment and, at this moment in time, bring him water for a bath. Not everything in life has to be noble.

      After he’d bathed and after he’d eaten, he collected his coins and his own trinkets. He’d bought an astrolabe, even though he had no idea how to use it. It was beautiful and graceful and inscribed with incomprehensible flowing words and he enjoyed holding it and peering round it at the sky. It had cost rather more than he should spend.

      Money might bear thinking upon soon, since along with the loss of glory in war came the loss of spoils in war and his aunt was parsimonious in sending him income from his northern holdings. There were other possibilities. Not yet. Nothing yet. Guilhem hated the long path, the slow wait.

      He added the astrolabe to his Saint-Jacques shell and his blessed oil from Jerusalem and the bone that the seller swore was from a virgin martyr. He kissed the bone, even though he was positive the seller was a liar. One must be careful, walking this earth. Careful and courteous and calm.
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      “I’m here.” Artemisia was surprised. One moment stepping onto a glowing platform in a big, empty room and the next moment standing on another glowing platform in a very crowded storeroom. She’d never seen so many boxes and whitegoods in her life.

      “Not bad,” said a male voice from behind her. “I’m writing down what everyone says for posterity, and ‘I’m here’ is certainly better than ‘What a dump’ and ‘It’s full of stuff.’ Not as good, but, as ‘Oh, God, why did I do this?’”

      “I should get down,” Artemisia said uncertainly, turning to look at the gentleman who spoke. He was big and muscular and full of smiles. His voice ought to have been baritone. Instead it was a wispy tenor. His hair was messy and his clothes looked lived-in.

      “Cormac,” he said, holding out his free hand. Artemisia shook it, because that was what he seemed to want. Once Cormac had shaken her hand, he put down his notepad and he helped her off the platform.

      “Artemisia Wormwood,” she said, feeling the name was redundant.

      “That really is your name?” This man was like an inquisitive puppy.

      “I chose it myself,” she smiled up at him. “And I’m the last, aren’t I?”

      “Watch,” Cormac said. He turned them both around and they looked at the platform blinking out. “I wanted to see it properly this time. Last time was too rushed,” he confided. “They told me the light isn’t intrinsic, but it helps us know if we have a live wormhole. Or whatever it is that got us here.”

      “We have everything, by the looks of it. Except people.”

      “The rest of the crew’s unpacking. I assigned rooms on the Prof’s orders, by discipline, to prevent squabbles. We’ll meet in the dining room once you’re all done.”

      “I guess I’d better take my stuff.” Artemisia looked around.

      “Some of it came three months ago,” Cormac began. “You’ll find —”

      “I wasn’t on the project three months ago.”

      “Oh,” said Cormac. “That’s why I didn’t recognise your name.” He nodded. “I’ll rustle you out the basics, then. We have spares and spares of the spares, so you’ll be fine.” While he led her around boxes and crates and storage containers until they came to a second room, he kept up a constant dribble of chat. “D’you know why you’re here? I mean —”

      “Why not the person on your list?” Artemisia helped out to cover the awkwardness. “There were last minute losses. No-one’s told me why the others resigned, but I’m replacing one of them.”

      “You’re double the value, heh?”

      Artemisia didn’t know what to say. She looked down, to break eye contact. Underneath the floor was wire mesh — below it was pale stone.

      “We’re standing on solid rock!” Artemisia couldn’t help sounding pleased.

      “I know. Isn’t it great! Sacred ground, you know. Borrowed time. Winds of change. All of that. Don’t drop anything through the mesh but — it’s a bugger getting stuff out.”

      Cormac methodically collected bedding, towels and a little bag of toiletries. Also a mirror. “I’ll find you other stuff later. This’ll set you up.” He led the way down cold corridors, curved limestone on one side, a pool of darkness above, light partition wall on the other. “Don’t go down that way.” Artemisia couldn’t tell how serious he was, as he jerked his head towards an unlit tunnel.

      “Why not?” asked Artemisia, half-expecting cave bears.

      “It’s mud, mud all the way,” said Smith. “Once you go down just a little. And by go down, I mean down. It gets really sticky.”

      “So we’re living in the dry section.”

      “Above the big wet.”

      “We should call it Darwin down there, then,” Artemisia joked.

      “Not a bad idea,” nodded Smith. “Be careful down there, but. Don’t drown. Gotta preserve the ecosystem — also can’t leave your bones behind.” They started moving again. Small lights at regular intervals made the whole area surprisingly pleasant. The temperature was a little chilly, but not bad, either.

      Fluffy slippers and warm socks, Artemisia thought, thankful she’d packed both. “You’re one of the historians, right? This must be yours.”

      “I thought I was the only historian.”

      “Ah,” said Cormac. “More changes.” He nodded, amused. Then he opened a door and gestured, “Your home for the next nine months, ma’am. Be grateful you’re the only historian — you get an empty room between yourself and the evil scientists.” Artemisia laughed. Cormac looked thoughtful. “Let me give you a hand setting up. Theo expects us to do things instantly. Like the army.”

      “Theo?”

      “The Prof.”

      “Oh. Luke.”

      “Theo,” Cormac was insistent.

      “Why Theo?” While they were talking, Cormac made the bed and Artemisia unloaded the contents of her two packs into the single chest of drawers. A hook for the mirror above the chest of drawers. It was a spartan room. Limestone on one side, with a single bed hard against it. A canopied single bed. Iron. Cormac had draped a cotton spread over the canopy — for warmth, presumably, since there was no heating in sight.

      Everything else was white partition or soft cream tile underfoot. Not mesh, thank goodness. Artemisia hung the mirror and pulled out her little bowl and put her earrings in it. Now it felt like home.

      “He calls me McGyver. Until he stops calling me that, his name’s Theo.”

      “I bet McGyver takes. You’re the guy who can do everything, and you have ‘Mac’ in your name.”

      “Smith?”

      “Cormac.”

      The others were in the dining room. It was a very odd space. The kitchen was on one side, slotted into the limestone like a child’s toy. When Artemisia looked up, she saw frayed rock and half-formed stalactites and a symphony of light and curve. When she looked across, she saw metal and fake veneer. At the table, it felt like a real dining room, except that the air reflected its passage through the stone. Tomblike. The scent of calcite was tempered by the smell of bad coffee.

      Luke was drawing directly on the table. He half-noticed Artemisia and Cormac and he gestured them to sit down.

      “Welcome all,” said Sylvia brightly, the perfect second-in-command. “We’re getting right into it. Luke’s already working on data the transit spawned. That’s the big project, of course. The rest of you are with the global warming and environmental science mob. And I’m refining delta T, of course.” Most of the team nodded sagely. Artemisia had no idea what delta T was, but this was not the time to ask. Besides, she found herself the surprised recipient of a cup of instant coffee. Foul stuff, sweetened beyond belief, but she nodded thanks to Pauline, who had deposited it in front of her. “God,” Sylvia said, her right hand dragging her pretty hair out of shape. “I’m so nervous. This is so big. Can we just skip the introduction and set up our computers?”

      “Fine with me,” said Geoff Murray, obviously amused.

      “Go for it,” said Luke, waving his hand again. He hadn’t once stopped drawing on the white tabletop. Artemisia caught a glimpse of impossible mathematical formulae as she edged past.

      She wondered if she’d ever feel less lost in the Middle Ages. She thought she was coming to her intellectual home, but there was nothing homely about this arrival. In fact, the only saving grace so far was Cormac Smith and his sense of humour.

      “Can we talk about schedules first?” Ben Konig’s voice was persuasive and his manner apologetic. Luke waved his hand in vague agreement and those who had begun to stand up, sat down again, their faces denying that movement.

      It was different when Konig stood before them, explaining how their work fitted together and how the seasons would impact the schedule. It confirmed that they were in the Middle Ages.
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      The next morning was when the project really began. After breakfast, the whole team assembled in the big room that served as the main office space. Artemisia blinked twice as she entered. By daylight it looked much larger. So much stone. And golden light pouring through the massive triangular opening. Light and warmth and an open plan office. Hardly troglodytic.

      “This is Day One,” announced Luke, stroking his beard and leaning forward into the light. “St Benedict’s Day. March 21, 1305. We’re in the hills near Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert.”

      Artemisia noticed that the gorgeous Dr Konig winced a little when Luke pronounced ‘Désert’ in pure Strine.

      “We have a calendar that we’ll fill with our projects,” and Luke handed it to the now straight-faced Ben Konig, who stuck it on one of the big office dividers that passed for internal walls. “Dr Wormwood will supply us with current history on the computer system, for easy reference. The history is important because those people outside are the past us. We won’t interfere with them and we won’t touch their lives. Dr Wormwood is our resource for enabling this. Lots happening in town. Lots happening here. Let’s keep them separate.

      “Remember your contracts and your ethics briefings. Always keep in mind that we are guests in this foreign time. We do our work and when we’re not working, we’re here,” he gestured back to the rest of the cave, “underhill. Like hobbits. We’re neutral observers and we never, ever touch people’s lives.” He gave them a moment to appreciate the importance of this statement, then moved on.

      “All the rest of you will update your data files regularly and we’ll send data back monthly. Konig’ll put the dates for transmission on the calendar: these dates are crucial. There will be actual transfers of goods a third through the project and again at two-thirds. We’ll be reprovisioned then. You’ll note that we’re down one historian, one scientist and one general staff member. Sylvia will handle day-to-day administration, with help from Ben, who is the French Government amongst us,” Konig smiled wryly. “Go to McGyver for general needs, and to Doc for medical problems. She can cure everything short of plague. This isn’t 1320, or even 1348, so there should be no plague.” My God, Artemisia thought, He made a Connie Willis joke. “When she’s not saving you from imminent death, she’s our live-in gourmet chef. Sylvia, have I missed anything?”

      Sylvia then said what Artemisia thought was a lot of positive nothings about everything. She didn’t learn much from it. But then, she didn’t have the background and she didn’t like Sylvia. This really wasn’t fair on Sylvia.

      Ben Konig was also ambivalent about Dr Smith, Artemisia suspected, as he spent the whole of her pep talk watching, face inexpressive, arms crossed, leaning against the cold wall of polished limestone. Geoff Murray’s feet were tapping and his eyes looking towards his computer terminal.

      Tony Dargenteuil was in his own world, somewhere deep. His own world; that was funny. Here they were in the past and their agricultural scientist was on another planet entirely.
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      Guilhem was fascinated by this land. It was his mother’s. He knew it from her stories, but he had never been here. He knew the stories of his namesake as well as he knew the earth underneath his feet, with its dry, crumbly ground and its olives and its twisted pines. Rich in the way his northern kin never understood. Rich in legends and in the farming of the desert, where man didn’t live on top of man and the sun was always ripening the olives and grapes to rich harvest. That wine and the olive oil were the wealth of the Languedoc. The sunshine on his skin was its gold.

      He walked towards the caves, intending to explore. His mother had told him the usual childhood stories. She had said those caves were forbidden and dangerous. She told him stories of the humanlike creatures that lived in the dark under the hill, about lights at night. The uncanny excited him. His feet wanted to carry him to that excitement and search out monsters and secrets, but he firmly turned back. It was too close to Sext.
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      Cormac issued torches and led the company on a stumbling tour of the caverns. “Watch your toes and knees,” he would say, after someone hit the wall with their knee or a partition with a big toe. “We couldn’t make this bit work. It’s got a slope and a bump and a step.” He led them up and down and round about, showing them every human-size space in the complex of caves and tunnels. “Our water supply,” he’d say, proudly, as they stood over a fissure filled with clear liquid. “Look, it goes on forever. I need a snorkel, but, to find out where forever ends.”

      “You need to be an intrepid cave explorer,” Geoff Murray suggested. Cormac’s eyes brightened and the tour continued.

      When the team was bewildered by the maze of limestone walls and caverns, Cormac led them to the stores. Artemisia realised that the system wasn’t nearly as big as it felt. It’s because it’s unfamiliar, and that mesh leads our eyes down to the rock underneath. We feel every footstep. When we’ve been here a few weeks, the same big space will probably be claustrophobically tiny.

      Cormac handed each of them a pack with the equipment they would need for their specific work.

      “This is it?” asked Tony Dargenteuil.

      “This is what you need when you go outside. Standard stuff. The computers are set up in your workspace, which you already know and me telling you is stupid but Theo said I had to. So I might as well tell you that your workspace is next to the big opening. The workspace you’ve already sat down in and worked in,” Cormac replied. “Come back for outside clothes separately,” he added, as an afterthought. “Some of you were prefitted and some not, so it’s easier not to do it all at once.”

      “Pity,” said Pauline, “No displays of naked manhood.”

      Ben laughed. Every single woman looked at him, with Pauline’s comment in mind. He’ll look good in Medieval clothes, Artemisia thought. He really is rather splendid. I wonder what he’s thinking, though. That laugh was not a conformist laugh.

      From stores they went to the living area. There was one big chair “’Specially brought in for Prof. Mann,” Smith said, his tone disrespectful. “Be nice to it. It’s the only chair like it in the whole world.” The others would sit on less sumptuous furniture. Ikea in cane.

      “We set this up so you’re all facing outwards.” Outwards was a small opening that looked onto a twisted tangle of bushes. “The TV screen is solar-powered and this was the best set-up for it. Also, you can pretend there’s a view. And you don’t have to look at your workspace all the time.” The office area was directly behind them, past a rather spectacular stalagmite formation.

      “Why is the furniture all cane?” asked Artemisia.

      “I hate cane,” Tony said, firmly. “Not comfortable.”

      “Cane burns quickly,” Cormac was apologetic. “Less to take back in nine months. Our bums’ll get used to it.” Cormac led them back again, through to the dormitory, which was really a wide straight tunnel divided into a narrow corridor and slightly wider rooms. Spartan, but private, was Artemisia’s thought the night before, and it was her thought again today.

      He was taking them in circles when he could. She laughed to herself. Someone was going to get confused. Possibly the good Dr Sylvia Smith, if the gods were good.

      “You already know this,” Mac said. “Kitchen and medical area and bathrooms. And toilets. Very Japanese. Also development of waste products for the garden.” Cormac was enjoying himself.

      “Good,” said Tony.

      “I really didn’t want to know about that,” said Sylvia.

      “Me neither,” agreed Artemisia. Her feet wanted to dance jigs of excitement. They, her feet, knew where she was, even if the rest of her was repressing the understanding.

      “You’re both wusses. It’s very cool and we leave nothing behind us except a fertilised garden bed,” Cormac Smith was irrepressible.

      Bathrooms were each side of the kitchen. The kitchen/dining area — with a little room off the side for medical procedures — was Pauline’s domain. The caverns weren’t the right shape for the use being made of them, unlike the wide tunnel that had been transformed into the dormitory. If she looked at the whole, Artemisia saw a sad case of Gaudi gone wrong: graceful rockflows and astonishingly gentle colour schemes interrupted by mesh walkways and inserts and dividers.

      The others were looking at the walls.

      “It’s melted,” Ben Konig commented.

      “Very artistic,” Geoff Murray agreed.

      Artemisia tried to discover which of them was serious. She suspected that they were joking and that the jokes were their way of hiding their fizzle of excitement. She took a look at Sylvia Smith’s body language and shut herself up small — there was something about that woman that just did that to her. Made her not belong. Like when she visited Lucia, and Mum was there.

      The main office had that giant triangular opening. Outside was warmer and brighter. Outside was where the Middle Ages began.

      “In our time this was partly bricked up — someone lived here in the nineteenth century.”

      “So we’re not the first.”

      “We’re the first, not the only.”

      It was the work area and the office area and the area with natural light. “Don’t move the tables — we need to be stingy with energy. We want to supplement light in this area, not depend on the artificial stuff.”

      “Unlike that bank of fridges in the storeroom.”

      “They’re different. They’ve got our frozen comestibles now and will go back with our samples. And they’re low energy. Deep cold in the bottom section. They can maintain their temperature for a very long time if the power fails.”

      Artemisia suddenly realised how much money had gone into this expedition. It made her feel very small, to be the tail end, the afterthought, in something so very big.

      They had seen the little indoor waterfall and the twisty tunnels that were too small for habitation. They had seen holes and dips and the never-ending well that was their source of water. The only thing the group hadn’t seen was Cormac’s toolroom.

      “Mine,” he said, proprietarily. “Keep out.”

      Then they returned to the common room yet again for still more briefing, while Pauline got their first main meal together. Every now and then she would pop into the lounge area and ask Cormac for something; apart from that, she seemed already settled.

      Artemisia felt even smaller.
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