
  
    
      THE HAMMER OF GAUL

    

    
      
        JAY ROBISON

      

    

    
      UNTREED READS PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Pars Prima

      

    

    
      
        1. (56 Bce, Luca, Gallia Cisalpina)

      

      
        2. (Ten Years From Now, Central Atlantic Ocean)

      

      
        3. (Eastern Atlantic Ocean, June 2022)

      

      
        4. (Pagus Mardani, Northern Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        5. (Central Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        6. (Northern Gallic Coast, 53 Bce)

      

      
        7. (Pagus Mardani, Northern Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        8. (Pagus Mardani, Northern Gaul, 53 Bc)

      

      
        9. (Pagus Mardani, Central Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        10. (Carrhae, Southeastern Asia Minor, 53 Bce)

      

      
        11. (Pagus Mardani, Northern Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        12. (Morgennus, Northern Gaul, 53 Bce)

      

      
        13. (Torbay, Cornwall, England, 1688 Ce)

      

      
        Pars Secunda

      

      
        14. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        15. (Pagus Mardani, 52 Bce)

      

      
        16. (Seine River, Northern Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        17. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        18. (Rome, Province Of Italia, 52 Bce)

      

      
        19. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        20. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        21. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        22. (Alesia, Central Gaul, 52 Bce)

      

      
        Pars Tertia

      

      
        23. (Rome, Italia, 52 Bce)

      

      
        24. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, Late 52 Bce)

      

      
        25. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        26. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        27. (Aedui Territory, Eastern Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        28. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        29. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        30. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        31. (Bibracte, Central Gaul, 51 Bce)

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Character List

      

      
        Glossary

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Hammer of Gaul

      By Jay Robison

      

      Copyright 2023 by Jay Robison

      Cover Copyright 2023 by Top of the World Publishing

      Cover Design by _______

      

      The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

      

      Ebook ISBN: 979-8-88860-180-8

      Print ISBN: 979-8-88860-181-5

      

      Published by Top of the World Publishing, a Texas limited liability company, inclusive of its affiliates, subsidiaries, imprints, successors and assigns, including eLectio Publishing and Untreed Reads Publishing, with offices at 1008 S. Main St., Georgetown, TX 78626 (“Publisher”).

      www.untreedreads.com.

      

      Printed in the United States of America.

      

      Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

      Publisher’s Note

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PARS PRIMA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Omne initium novie ab alio principio

        —Lucius Annaeus Seneca

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            (56 BCE, LUCA, GALLIA CISALPINA)

          

        

      

    

    
      He watched as the three most powerful men in the world dined on course after course of the finest food in the world, chatting among themselves and occasionally deigning to notice the handful of people they’d allowed to come. The point of this meeting was for Gnaeus Pompey Magnus, Marcus Licinius Crassus and Gaius Julius Caesar to divvy up the Roman Republic among them, not to be flattered. But just a little flattery made them feel needed. They were the tripod upon which the Roman Republic rested, but tripods could be tricky things. Very stable…unless and until one leg was knocked out of alignment.

      The man watching this triumvirate hold court was not a slave, but he faded into the background as well as any slave born. In looks, in social station, in almost any sense, the man known as Arminius Comedentis was utterly average. A gray man. The one area where he was not average, where he was decidedly above average, was brains. He was smart, and he knew it. For many invisible but smart people, particularly men, unrecognized genius caused rage. While this Gray Man had had his moments of that when he was younger, he’d found that embracing his averageness to be the key to satisfaction. It was an advantage.

      Because he was so average, and could make himself so invisible, no one thought twice about speaking their most intimate secrets in his presence. And that suited Comedentis just fine. He collected secrets the way Crassus, it was said, collected gold. Working his way into Pompey’s inner circle and gaining his ear had taken years and patience. A patient man, this bothered Comedentis not at all.

      He felt someone brush his back. He didn’t have to look to know who it was. Delfina was one of Pompey’s household slaves, working mostly in the kitchen but adept enough to fill any role needed. Of late, she’d been filling the empty spot in Comedentis’s bed. For all his grayness, people found Comedentis rather charming one on one. Especially women. Delfina had been a little girl when Pompey and his men routed the pirate base where she’d grown up. She tried swimming away, much to the Romans’ amusement, and had been known as Delfina—the she-dolphin—ever since. Romans loved their clever nicknames. Comedentis’s own name meant “eater” in Latin. Which suited him just fine. He was an eater—of secrets, of rumor and gossip. It also allowed him not to have to explain his birth name. Delfina was an inch or two shorter than himself, with skin the color of finely aged leather and just as supple. More importantly, she was not shy about sharing all the gossip and secrets she herself learned or heard from Pompey’s other slaves. Comedentis kept promising to buy Delfina’s freedom. She’d been such a valuable little spy he might even keep that promise. Someday.

      “Who is the second-richest man in Rome?”

      “I don’t know,” Delfina said. “But I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

      “It’s not difficult, dear Delfina. It’s Crassus’s latrine cleaner of course,” said Comedentis, his face and tone completely serious.

      Delfina wasn’t stupid by any means, but Comedentis felt her intelligence was more of a base cunning than a strategic nature. Besides, deadpan humor was a yet to be discovered art. Turning to look at her, her face showed her effort to work out his logic. Her eyes widened and she grinned when she figured it out.

      “Of course!” she said, trying to keep quiet. “It’s because Crassus sh—”

      “Indeed.” Comedentis allowed himself a smirk.

      “How long?” asked Delfina.

      “How long till what?”

      “How long till they turn on each other?”

      Comedentis considered this. It was a remarkably shrewd question. He shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? As long as all three live, I believe things will stay as they are. Should one die…”

      “Then what?”

      “Then, my little dolphin, a Rome big enough for three will suddenly become too small for two. Which one goes first, only Fortuna can say. Any of a hundred small things can end a man’s life on any given day. We will need to do our best to ensure that Pompey ends up as the last man standing.”

      “Why?” Delfina all but spit on the floor. Obedient she may be, but Delfina had no love for her owner. “What’s he done for us?”

      “Why, nothing. Not really. But where I come from, there’s a saying you might appreciate: ‘The rising tide lifts all boats.’ Like it or not our fortunes are linked to Pompey’s. If he rises, so do we.”

      Delfina watched the triumvirs laughing over some no doubt inane joke. Catching a subtle signal from the head of the kitchens, Delfina sighed. “I will see you later,” she said and gave him a quick but sensual kiss.

      Comedentis edged a little closer, being careful to hear and observe. Who knew what valuable secrets would be his before the night was over?
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            (TEN YEARS FROM NOW, CENTRAL ATLANTIC OCEAN)

          

        

      

    

    
      Wyatt Carver stood, waiting. He did not like to wait. He was not used to having to do it. Being one of the richest and most influential men in the world meant that others had to wait on him. That was how it worked. Wyatt Carver regularly made lists of the world’s wealthiest people. The exact position depended on where the stock market was, and what the parameters the list-makers were using, but he was always in the top five, usually the top three.

      Behind people like Wyatt Carver and the other flamboyant billionaires who regularly made “world’s wealthiest” lists, there were others, families usually, whose wealth and influence were so great they were essentially invisible unless they chose not to be. The Schmitz family was one of those. Those few who’d heard about them whispered stories about how their wealth went back centuries, maybe millennia. One rather infamous conspiracy theorist claimed that the source of the Schmitz family fortune was the fabled lost treasure of the Knights Templar. Carver didn’t know if that was true, nor did he really care. All he knew was that the Schmitz family was paying him a lot of money to amuse one of the few members of their clan with any kind of a public profile.

      Taggart “Tagg” Schmitz was one of those people who fancied himself a deep thinker and great intellectual, though Carver hadn’t been impressed when they’d met in person a few times previously. The man’s mind was a mile wide and an inch deep. Apparently, the Schmitzes thought Tagg would be the perfect family candidate for a political career. Mile wide and inch deep Tagg’s intellect might be, but that width—combined with a certain charisma—made him a favorite on the cable news circuit. Rumor had him up for Secretary of Commerce when the current secretary left, and no doubt things would take off from there. Tagg Schmitz fancied himself a man’s man, in the mold of Teddy Roosevelt, so when word of Wyatt Carver’s latest breakthrough got to the Schmitz powers-that-be, Tagg saw an opportunity to one-up his idol.

      Carver tried, and failed, to keep his feet from tapping impatiently. Dr. Nicole Kapoor joined him, looking out at the vast and empty ocean.

      “I’ve just gotten word. He’s on his way. We should be getting a visual any time.”

      Carver sighed grumpily. “I don’t recall you being demoted to message carrier. Where’s Grayson?” Herman Grayson was Carver’s right hand, his organizer. Some even called him the neck that moved the head—Carver—around.

      “Grayson is making sure all the t’s are crossed and i's dotted. He knows how important this is. I was coming here anyway; if this little stunt works and ends up with the Schmitzes owing us a favor, I’m hoping it will end up helping my own research.”

      “He should have been here an hour ago.”

      “Stop being such a grouch, Wyatt. The rich are different from you and me.”

      Carver couldn’t help himself and barked with short, abrupt laughter. Kapoor’s ironic quoting of Fitzgerald had its intended effect. After more waiting, they could finally make out Tagg Schmitz’s superyacht on the horizon.

      Wyatt Carver had made his fortune in batteries. As the demand for electric cars and other green energy solutions grew, so too did the need for more efficient and cheaper energy storage. Carver had finally cracked that nut and it had made him rich beyond the dreams of avarice, allowing him to turn his engineering and design genius to other problems that piqued his interest. His ongoing pet project was boreholes. He hoped to be the first person to drill all the way through the Earth’s crust and into the mantle. He hadn’t managed it yet but was getting close, and the project had produced numerous profitable spinoff technologies in drilling. It also was acting as proof of concept for less ambitious boreholes that would tap Earth’s abundant geothermal energy, adding another arrow to the green energy quiver.

      There was one spinoff Carver had kept a close secret. The Mohole 2 project had uncovered a few shards of highly exotic matter, stuff that had been theoretical and was thought to exist only in equally theoretical strange matter stars. Even now, after all that Carver had seen in the experiments he’d been quietly carrying out, he couldn’t quite believe it. It was like being in a Doctor Who episode and he half expected a blue box to appear at any moment. Beyond a handful of physicists and Nicole Kapoor, who specialized in molecular genetics, no one knew. Not even the engineers working on the borehole. How the Schmitz clan had gotten word Carver didn’t know. They were hundreds of miles from anywhere, and communications were closely monitored. He couldn’t be too upset though, this little venture was burning through cash in amounts that even someone as wealthy as Carver found alarming. He was running out of funds he could spend without answering to his board of directors. If things worked maybe the bottomless well of money the Schmitzes controlled would solve that little problem. As Tagg Schmitz’s football field–sized yacht docked with the platform, Wyatt Carver straightened his tie.

      “Showtime.”
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        * * *

      

      Tagg Schmitz sipped appreciatively at his Scotch and looked around. “Nice setup you have here, Carver.”

      Wyatt put on his most sincere fake smile. “If I have to spend most of my time on this drilling rig, I might as well make it comfortable. Am I right?”

      Schmitz laughed. “I suppose you are.”

      Carver and Schmitz made small talk about business and politics as aides flitted about, making sure all needs were being anticipated and met. Finally, Tagg got around to the point.

      “I hear you can make my impossible dream come true,” Schmitz said. “TR—Teddy Roosevelt,” the man explained unnecessarily, “bagged himself some good trophies after he left the White House. But there was one animal even he could not possibly have gotten. Ever since I was a kid and watched Jurassic Park for the first time, I’ve wanted to hunt a tyrannosaurus. I hear tell you are the man to make it happen.” He wasn’t exaggerating when he talked of impossible dreams.

      “If everything goes to plan I can at least set you on your way.”

      “Good, good. What should I know?”

      Carver paused, then decided to be straightforward. “In some ways, your guess will be as good as mine. I’m assuming you’ve brought suitable equipment for your hunt?” Schmitz nodded. Carver continued. “We’re in uncharted territory here. We’re going to load you and your party up with wide-spectrum antibiotics and a new wide-spectrum antiviral that we developed, but beyond that, you’re going to be our eyes and ears.”

      “I’d like to know how you can pull this off. Not that I doubt you believe you can do it. Gramma is tighter than a nervous virgin when it comes to spending her own money and I know what she’s paid you. But I’ll be taking the actual risk.”

      “It’s complicated. Beyond the leading edge of theoretical physics. Essentially, we’ll be creating a wormhole to the Triassic era and send you and your team through it.”

      Schmitz frowned. “I won’t, like, change history, will I? What if I accidentally step on a bug or something and come back to find apes or birds or killer crabs ruling Earth?”

      Carver smiled, a little indulgently. “As I mentioned in the packet I sent to you and your grandmother, you will be going back in time. But not in our universe. Any changes you make won’t affect your personal past, or the past of anyone here.”

      “So…I’ll be going back in time, but to a parallel universe?”

      Carver was impressed. Maybe the man wasn’t as dumb as he looked.

      “Yes, that’s pretty much it. We’ve been able to investigate, even access, what most people would call parallel universes. We’ve even found one that’s virtually identical to our own and had success looking at different time periods. Effectively, we can send you back in time, just not in our own reality.”

      Tagg Schmitz nodded and looked like he truly understood what Carver was saying. Maybe he did. Looking shrewd, he asked Carver, “As our great President Reagan was fond of saying, ‘Trust but verify.’ I trust you, but can you verify?”

      Carver smiled. Verify? I’ll show you verify, he thought to himself. “Mr. Schmitz, if you’ll follow me, I’ll be happy to show you something you’ll never forget.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicole Kapoor looked up when Carver entered what she thought of as “the aviary,” a converted lab. The male bird not only noticed but was vocal in his displeasure that his peace had been disturbed. From the smug look on Wyatt’s face Tagg Schmitz’s reaction was exactly what he’d been hoping for.

      “Are those…” Schmitz was so slack jawed he could hardly speak.

      “They are,” Carver said. “The only living dodo birds seen in about 500 years. Proof that we can not only look at parallel universes but interact with them. We accidentally opened a passage, and this pair came through.”

      Schmitz tried to recover and look shrewd. He didn’t entirely succeed.

      “How do I know they aren’t clones? I’ve heard about that stuff. There’s a lab in China trying to clone mammoths.”

      “That’s a good question, Mr. Schmitz,” Nicole said.

      “Ah, Dr. Kapoor. I was hoping to get to see you again.” Schmitz smiled at her. Nicole was a little impressed he remembered her. No wonder his family had picked him for a career in politics.

      “Yes, I apologize. My presence was required here. As I said, you ask a good question. There have been attempts to clone dodo birds. I even worked briefly on one attempt. However, no complete preserved specimen exists and the little bit of soft tissue from the birds that are still available have DNA that’s too degraded to be viable for cloning. We’ve been able to tell dodos were members of the pigeon family and a few other things but that’s about it. I have some friends from that old cloning project, and I’d be happy to refer you to them if you wish to verify this.”

      Schmitz held up his hands in a gesture of mock surrender. “No, that will not be necessary. I believe you.” He took a couple of steps toward the dodos’ enclosure but stopped when the male started squawking and puffing himself up.

      “You’ll have to forgive Maurice here,” Carver said. “His mate is sitting on a clutch of eggs and he’s quite protective. Perhaps we should leave them in peace.”

      “Of course. Maybe when I come back from my hunt, we can talk price. Wouldn’t mind having one of these in my collection either.”

      “We can talk of course,” Carver said, before Nicole could voice any objection. “For now, we’ll get you and your people settled in and make sure everything’s in place for your…safari.”
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        * * *

      

      The preparations Wyatt Carver spoke of took a couple of weeks. Tagg Schmitz alternately fished and made a nuisance of himself, while his team—mostly burly South Africans along with a Vietnamese jungle guide—kept to themselves. At last, though, everything was in place. Schmitz and his team stepped into the room. Schmitz looked around. He seemed a little disappointed. It was a nondescript room with a clear area in front of two rows of long desks and a handful of computer terminals.

      “I thought it would be more…exciting,” he said.

      “I thought about adding some Van de Graaf generators to add atmosphere but was talked out of it,” said Carver with his most sincere fake laugh. “Seriously though, I know it always looks more thrilling in the movies but all we need are a few desks and workstations. The hardware that will open the wormhole is built into the structure of the room. Now, if you’ll just step this way…” Carver ushered the men to one side.

      “What do we do now?” Schmitz asked.

      “You wait,” Carver said.

      “Wait for what?”

      “You’ll know.”

      Two of his staff physicists were already at their stations. Carver sat down at his own terminal. He would be monitoring readings and energy levels and knew enough about how everything worked to be able to help if needed. Nicole sat next him, finger pressing on the earpiece she wore. It would be her job to alert them if anything outside the lab threatened the operation.

      For the first few minutes, nothing much happened. Nothing visible anyway. A hum, barely audible at first, began to fill the room. Then the air at the front of the lab, a few steps from where Schmitz and his team stood, began to shimmer. Except it wasn’t the air. The fabric of reality itself was shimmering. Warping. Unraveling, ever so slowly and ever so gently.

      Nicole pressed the earpiece into her ear harder, as if she was trying to hear something that wasn’t quite coming through. An image was beginning to form in the widening hole between universes, like an old-style scrambled cable TV channel.

      “Wyatt, I’m getting reports of a power surge. Should we abort?”

      “We’re almost there. Almost…”

      There was a soundless flash. The Mohole 2 platforms were engulfed by a purple-black cloud. The duty officer on a US Navy destroyer in the area described it as looking like a tumor. What they did not know, would not ever know, was that the power surge resulted in a hole being punched in space-time itself by excited fragments of exotic matter and setting off a storm—a time storm. The mysterious cloud lingered over the site for months. Several reconnaissance drones were sent in and were lost as soon as they crossed into the cloud bank. When the cloud finally dissipated there was no trace of Mohole 2 or any of its personnel. At least, no trace that any authorities on the planet would ever be able to find.

      This “time storm” was not limited to the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Space-time fractures opened throughout the continuum, much as a bullet hole in glass will cause a spiderweb of fractures away from the hole itself.

      In July 1937, aviator Amelia Earhart and her navigator Fred Noonan, on course for a refueling stop on tiny Howland Island in the South Pacific, encountered an unexplained front of purple-black clouds extending all the way down to the ocean’s surface. Low on fuel, they could not fly over or around it. Bracing herself, Earhart flew through it. Her last contact was a few garbled radio transmissions. The USS Itasca, on station at Howland to assist Earhart, wrongly assumed that she and Noonan had had to ditch their aircraft on a nearby atoll. No conclusive trace of Earhart, Noonan, or their Lockheed Electra airplane was ever found.

      In May 2024, an unexplained and highly localized weather event appeared over southeastern Turkey during a NATO military exercise code-named “Crimson Sword.” A US Marines FA-18 fighter-bomber narrowly avoided the phenomenon; two French aircraft—a reconnaissance plane and a Mirage 2000D fighter jet—were reported lost, as were a small number of personnel playing as part of the opposition force in the exercise.

      Nor were these fissures confined to Earth’s present or recent past. A test of an experimental unmanned vehicle in 2103 failed when the craft mysteriously disappeared. Unbeknownst to the operators, the craft crashed near Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947. In the fall of 1688, a country vicar near the Cornish port town of Torbay took a walk with his baby daughter, his mind troubled by rumors of a coming uprising against King James II as well as grief over the recent loss of his wife. An exhaustive search of the surrounding area the next day turned up no traces, and the disappearance of Rev. Steadfast Cooper became a local legend. Roughly a century before that, the pitiful survivors of the Roanoke Colony in North America left to hopefully find shelter with the nearby Croatoan natives. The English colonists never made it. Later accounts from a handful of Croatoans of a strange purple fog were dismissed as superstitious nonsense.

      And then, there was Dr. David Castellanos and his nephew Kevin Rhee-Castellanos. They were sailing from New York City to Cherbourg, France. The winds had been excellent and from what David could tell, they would arrive in Cherbourg ahead of schedule.

      When the Stork was reported three days late in Cherbourg, the Castellanos family and the group of doctor’s charities coordinating medical aid for the current refugee crisis used all their resources to start a massive search. It turned up nothing. Dr. David Castellanos and Kevin Rhee-Castellanos were declared missing, but their family adamantly refused to believe they were dead.
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            (EASTERN ATLANTIC OCEAN, JUNE 2022)

          

        

      

    

    
      The sailing ship Stork had had favorable winds and smooth seas for three weeks. Dr. David Castellanos finished his calculations, then checked them against his GPS. They were right on course. He glanced back at his nephew Kevin, hunched over some diagrams. He was trying to restore an old Victrola he’d picked up at a flea market before they left. The Atlantic had been calm so far, but it was still the Atlantic. It was probably never going to be smooth enough for him to put the old record player back together and get it working.

      David was a physician, an obstetrician-gynecologist. His plan was to sail to Cherbourg, France, where he would meet up with friends who would be donating their medical talents to aid refugees from the latest crisis. The European Union, with agreement from Britain, was setting up temporary camps on a few small islands just outside the Straits of Gibraltar. The islands themselves were little more than rocky outcroppings in the middle of the ocean. Airstrips were being set up but for now they were most accessible by sea. A flotilla was being organized that would sail from Cherbourg down the French and Spanish coasts that would deliver food, shelter, and medical supplies and staff. In addition to English, David was fluent in Spanish and Arabic—thanks to being the son of a Cuban chef and an Egyptian musician. He could get by in French as long as things didn’t get too technical. His language skills were almost as attractive as his medical credentials.

      David had always wanted to make a sailing trip like this, and a recent bad breakup had only increased that desire. David’s parents had instilled a strong sense of public service in him and his brother and sister. He did free clinic work but the pictures and news coverage of starving and battered men, women and children being pulled from the sea had pulled at him. He needed to get away, and this would allow him to do that while serving a worthy cause.

      David’s nephew Kevin Rhee-Castellanos was a late addition to the trip, but David was glad for the company. Kevin and his mother Anne were defectors, escaping North Korea and finding asylum in the United States. Kevin was only about six at the time. After being settled in the US, David’s father had given Anne a job as a line cook at his restaurant. Anne and David’s sister Samara had fallen in love and married, and Samara had adopted Kevin. David loved being a “cool uncle” and Kevin was a good kid, but he had a lack of focus that worried David. Kevin was almost 20, and a post-high school gap year was now gap years, plural. Kevin was good with computer systems and an inveterate tinkerer. He could make old things work like new. David hoped the experience would help Kevin find some direction. He heard a frustrated sigh.

      “You’ll get it working. Be grateful that the seas have been smooth enough to let you work on it as much as you have. That’s pretty unusual for the Atlantic,” David said.

      “I know,” Kevin said. “I’m so close I can taste it. There’s something wrong with the speed governor. Cab Calloway sounds like Alvin and the Chipmunks doing jazz.”

      “I’m surprised you’re this close, given the state it was in. What’d it set you back, 20 bucks?”

      “Thirty-five,” Kevin said. “And I only paid that much because the body and the horn were still in good shape. Found a tone arm in good condition and figured I could machine the guts. Which I did. But something’s off with the mechanism that governs how fast the turntable moves. And what do you mean, you’re surprised I’m this close? The car was a lot tougher, and I got it running better than new.”

      Kevin had saved up money for a car and settled on a ‘62 Studebaker GT Hawk. That had been his first big “fixer upper” project. Much like the Victrola, the body had been in great shape, the engine and transmission not so much, though the engine had been salvageable at least and Kevin had gotten a good deal on a rebuilt transmission. His classmates had teased him quite a bit over buying a 50-year-old car…until its V8 engine outclassed a brand-new Dodge Avenger in a drag race. David knew his nephew had gotten into some hot water over that little stunt, but he’d made his point.

      Kevin rolled up the Victrola diagrams and stared into the middle distance. “What’s that?”

      “What’s what?” David asked.

      “That.” Kevin pointed.

      David followed where his nephew pointed. It took him a moment, but then he could see it too. Strange wisps of what seemed to be fog, about one or two nautical miles straight ahead of them. It was hard to tell from this distance, but David could swear the fog had an almost lavender color to it.

      “What is it, you think?” Kevin asked.

      “Probably just regular fog—maybe there’s something on the water giving it that weird color. Still, it’s not the right time of day or conditions for fog.” If it was early morning, or if the temperature was rising or falling rapidly, that would be one thing. But none of those conditions applied just now. David said nothing to Kevin but there was something about this that just didn’t feel right. “Tell you what,” he said, “let me get on the horn and see if there’s anyone else in the area and what they think.”

      Selecting a band reserved for non-emergency but potentially urgent communications, David keyed his mic and spoke.

      “This is SV Stork enroute to Cherbourg,” David said, adding his current location. “I have eyes on a weather phenomenon I’m not familiar with. If there are other ships in the area that are seeing this and are familiar, please advise.”

      After a moment David got a response. “Stork this is the USNS Barton. We’re about 50 nautical miles south southeast of your reported position. Can you describe what you’re seeing?”

      The USNS Clara Barton was a United States Navy hospital ship, a new one. If he had to guess, the vessel was doing the same thing he was—assisting the burgeoning refugee crisis. David described the rapidly expanding fog bank, which had turned from lavender to purple black. David had had Kevin cut the sails and he was trying to run parallel, but the prevailing winds were pushing the water—and the Stork—right toward whatever this was.

      “Stork, Barton. We have no visual in your area, but our radar is showing fair skies and smooth sailing in your area. Suggest you try to avoid…-nomena…” Suddenly there was a lot of static on the line as the leading edge of the fog bank was almost to the Stork’s bow.

      “Barton, Stork. Please repeat. You’re breaking up.”

      Any response from the Barton was too garbled for David to understand. Kevin stood behind him, looking terrified as the fog began sweeping lengthwise across the sailboat. He saw his nephew grip the edge of the navigation station.

      What happened next would be forever hard for David to describe. The nearest thing he could compare it to would be the sensation he felt once watching a 3-D screening of an action movie when there was a scene showing the pilot’s view of a diving airplane. David’s stomach had lurched as if he too were diving. He felt something like that now. He looked up at his nephew. Kevin looked ghostly pale, as if he were going to be sick.

      And then…it was over. The fog lifted and once again the sky was clear and moderate steady winds out of the west picked back up. Kevin still looked unsettled, but he was getting his color back.

      “Uhhh…that was weird.”

      “Let’s furl the sails. I’ll try to raise the Barton or maybe the French Coast Guard and figure out what just happened.”

      Kevin nodded, looking calmer now that he had something else to focus on. The two of them furled the sails. The ship would still drift eastward, there was no help for it. The ocean was far too deep here for them to anchor. But until David knew what they’d just sailed through he was going to play it safe. “It’s probably nothing” were the last words of more boat skippers than anyone could count. David cycled through several bands used for general marine communication but got nothing but static. GPS was down as well, and the satellite phone was showing no signal.

      David grumbled. “What the actual hell?”

      “What?” Kevin asked.

      “I’m not getting anything. No radio, no GPS, no satphone. Bupkis. Thoughts?”

      Aside from tinkering on old machinery, Kevin had a great interest—if not an obsession—with internet rabbit holes. Nothing harmful like violent conspiracy theories. His current fixation was time slips as an explanation for a whole host of unsolved mysteries, disappearances mostly. Before that it had been doomsday scenarios.

      “Hmm. The communications and GPS going down suddenly might suggest an EMP,” Kevin said.

      “EMP?”

      “Eee em pee,” Kevin said. “Electromagnetic pulse? Geez, Unc, read some science besides medicine sometime. It’s a pulse that overloads and fries anything with electronics beyond vacuum tubes.”

      David thought for a moment. “Like that thing they used in Ocean’s Eleven?”

      “The original with the Rat Pack is better. But yes, more or less. Except we’re talking about something a lot stronger. Could come from a big solar flare, or God forbid, a big nuke in the upper atmosphere.”

      “Sounds grim. I’m sensing a ‘but.’”

      “Well…if it was an EMP our electronics would be dead. Like, scrap. They’re not though. They’re working, still drawing power from the solar cells. It’s just as if they’re not receiving anything. I’ll run a diagnostic, see if it’s some fault in the electronics or maybe a software bug or something.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll figure out our coordinates. The old-fashioned way.” Kevin wasn’t the only person in the family with a fascination for old technology and methods. David had a replica sextant and an antique British Navy marine chronometer his own uncle Daoud had given him before Daoud had traveled to Antarctica to climb Vinson Massif. He hadn’t returned from the trip.

      “I’ve never understood why you calculate position the old-fashioned way, Uncle David.”

      “Says the man who is resurrecting a century-old record player. Look, electronics can fail, but the sun and stars are forever. And that chronometer is even older than your victrola and will go another two hundred years as long as nothing happens to it.”

      David took the measurements and calculated the coordinates. While not as pinpoint accurate as GPS, the sextant and chronometer had been correct to within a mile or less of his GPS coordinates. David had made something of a game of deriving their position on their trip, so he was confident their latitude and longitude would be spot on now. From what he could tell, they hadn’t moved appreciably. Kevin reported that his diagnostic hadn’t found anything either. As far as their radio and satellite receivers were concerned, everything was working perfectly. David kept trying to raise the French Coast Guard, the Barton or any other nearby vessel but had no success.

      “What do we do, Uncle David?”

      “Unfurl the sails and keep heading for Cherbourg. Maybe even Brest; it’s closer. It’s the only thing we can do. We’re too far from New York to sail back there, assuming we could even make headway against the prevailing winds. Let’s get to a safe port. We’ll figure out what happened soon enough.” Kevin nodded his agreement. What other choice did they have?
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      It was a bright and pleasant early summer day. Livilla worked in companionable silence with Matwyn nearby. “Mother” Matwyn as most called her. She was the wise woman healer of their little village, so little it didn’t really have its own name. The Romans called it Pagus Mardani, literally “the hamlet of the Mardani.” Livilla’s own people just called it “home,” or “the village” in their own language. Of course, the Mardani themselves weren’t a numerous or powerful people. For most of Livilla’s life they’d been living a precarious existence on a small slice of territory near the sea between the far more powerful Veneti and Lexovii tribes. They had one fortified town, Mortorgenn, which the Romans called Morgennus and referred to as an oppidum. Livilla was wary of the Romans despite being half-Roman herself. Her father, Gaius Ferrarius, had fled during Cornelius Sulla’s dictatorship and the constant proscriptions of so-called enemies. Ferrarius himself was too minor a figure to merit attention from the powerful, but all it really took to be punished or killed as an enemy of the Roman Republic was a jealous rival. Ferrarius had plenty of those and had made armor and swords for the forces of Sulla’s opponent, Gaius Marius, making him a tempting target for someone with a grudge.

      So Ferrarius ran away and settled among the Mardani, who welcomed his skills. This little unnamed village had attracted numerous strays, including Livilla’s own mother Livia, and Livia’s father Sevel, the village mystic. According to stories Livilla heard growing up, Sevel and young Livia were found wandering the coast of Britannia by Mardani traders, out of his head and ranting in a strange language none of them could understand. Somewhat to the surprise of the trading party he could speak Latin after a fashion and Sevel was persuaded to return with the traders where he learned Mardani and adjusted to life among them. He became a spiritual guide, a seer of sorts. It had been Sevel who’d convinced their chief, Borodur, to ally with the Romans when their Veneti cousins rose against the expanding Republic. Livilla wasn’t naïve enough to believe their small body of slingers had tipped the war in the Romans’ favor, but Sevel had said that the Romans—especially their leader Gaius Julius Caesar—would have long memories as to who their friends were and who kept their word when they sued for peace. This Caesar person seemed inclined to be merciful, but only once. More than one story of a tribe that had broken a peace treaty with Caesar and his legions had circulated to their remote territory. Even if the rebel tribes won an initial victory, rebellion inevitably ended the same for them all: in slavery and execution. Usually on the crosses the Romans seemed to favor for executing traitors. Caesar may be willing to show mercy once, but twice? Never.

      Livilla looked up from the herbs she’d been busily grinding into a powder. She would make the mixture into a soothing, warming poultice for her father’s arms and shoulders. Ferrarius was one of the strongest men in Mardani territory and still vigorous in his middle age, but Livilla knew that years of beating iron into swords and tools for his adopted people was taking its toll. Though he rarely complained, Livilla knew her father was feeling aches in his muscles and bones much more these days.

      Matwyn showed her how to mix a poultice that sent heat into sore muscles, promoting healing and lessening the minor aches and pains of age. Matwyn would know all about the aches and pains of age. It was said that not only was Matwyn the oldest person of the Mardani, but that even the Veneti and Lexovii had no one older among them. Matwyn herself couldn’t count her years, only saying that when Ramira and Bennozha gave birth it would be her fifth generation. The wise woman was sure Ramira would deliver her child before the next full moon, though given the size of her belly Livilla wouldn’t be surprised if it was sooner than that. Bennozha still had a month or two before her time came. Bennozha was another adopted stray. She’d been found as a young girl in a strange boat with a woman presumed to be her mother. The woman was near death and never recovered, and the girl was too young to be able to say her name so when she was adopted into the tribe, she was given the name “Bennozha,” meaning gift. Bennozha’s raven-black hair and copper-colored skin made her stand out among the pale Mardani.

      “Grind those any finer and they’ll be dust, girl,” said Matwyn.

      Livilla smiled at the old woman. “You’re right. That’s what I get for being lost in my thoughts.”

      “Oh? Thinking of Kellax? He’s feasting with the gods, dearie, though I’m sure he’s pleased if you’re sending him fond thoughts.”

      Kellax was her husband, late-husband rather. He’d been a sweet young man, eager to please but lacking in ambition. When he did get a burst of motivation it was impulsive and not well thought out. His last such impulse was his decision to volunteer as an auxiliary for Caesar’s expedition to Britannia last year. He would, he promised, earn his fortune in spoils, and give Livilla the life he said she deserved. In the end he hadn’t even died in battle; a minor wound festered and Kellax had succumbed to the infection.

      “No, I wasn’t thinking of him, not really,” Livilla said. “I was thinking about Ramira and Bennozha. What it must be like for them, knowing they will soon be mothers.”

      “Ah,” said Matwyn. “A little jealous, perhaps?”

      Livilla smiled again, this time a little sadly. “A little. I’d hoped Kellax would leave me with a child before he left, but it seems his seed was as ambitious as he was.”

      Matwyn cackled like a mad hen, something she only did when she was truly amused. “There’s ways around that, daughter. I know how many invitations you’ve turned down since learning of Kellax’s death. Though if you could get pregnant from your own fingers, you’d have a whole brood.”

      Livilla blushed. She had not been entirely celibate in the last year but the encounters she’d chosen to have had been few and far between. It wasn’t from a lack of desire. Her body certainly wanted her to sleep with someone and finger work was only satisfying to a point. Something held her back that she could not quite define beyond a vague sense that there was something—someone—else for her, someone yet to come.

      “True, Mother Matwyn, true. It’s just never seemed quite right. It’s not even grief for Kellax. I did feel great affection for him, even convinced myself I loved him, but I don’t know. I miss him but I don’t feel as sad as I should.”

      “Hmm,” the old woman said, as if something she’d long suspected had been confirmed. “Livilla, you feel what you feel. There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong.’ I’d had my reservations about your match with Kellax, but he was a good man and treated you well, so I kept those reservations to myself. I will only say what I told you when you first came into your womanhood: You will know your husband when you meet him.”

      “But when will that be?”

      “The gods alone know. Perhaps at an auspicious time I’ll lead you in beseeching the Benevolent Mother for an answer. I only know what I feel—he will come to you, and you will know. Until then, I will continue to train you. I’ve trained a fair few people in healing arts and you’re one of the most promising students I’ve ever had. Come, let’s get this poultice mixed for your father. I’ve a feeling there’s some cold and damp weather coming, and it’ll make his aches worse.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin Rhee-Castellanos sat alone on the deck of the Stork in the twilight. He’d been trying to read but found he couldn’t concentrate. That was okay. It’s not like he hadn’t read the pamphlet in his hands a dozen times already. The weather had gone from pleasant to chilly and misty in the last day or so and Kevin breathed into his hands to warm them. He needed the fresh air. He pulled the wool cardigan Uncle David had knitted for him a little tighter and hoped that by the time the chill drove him back below deck his uncle would either be asleep or in a better mood. His Uncle David was one of the most mild-mannered, even-tempered people he knew. They still had heat and light thanks to the solar cells on the roof of the boat, but after a week of no functioning communications or electronic navigation aids, with only David’s sextant and chronometer to give them their latitude and longitude, they were both getting jumpy. For Uncle David, that meant getting unusually short-tempered and irritable.

      Kevin had his own theory of the case, as it were. Ever since he’d been old enough to start exploring the internet, not long after his mother’s marriage to Samara Castellanos and his adoption by her at age nine, he’d been fascinated by stories of unsolved mysteries and unexplained phenomena. He stayed away from the truly toxic and violent conspiracy theories, but anything that seemed to defy explanation was catnip to Kevin. The spookier the better. His latest obsession was time slips. He’d started exploring that particular rabbit hole after reading a slender book—pamphlet really—that his moms had brought back from a trip to England about a year ago. They’d tacked on a vacation in Cornwall to a restaurant business conference in London, staying in the seaside town of Torbay. They’d found the book, formidably titled “Thee Mysterious Dis-Appearance of One Reverend Steadfaste Cooper, Vicar” in a tiny used book shop housed in a cottage on the seaside near their bed and breakfast. The pamphlet dated from the late 19th century but was itself apparently a reproduction of a pamphlet that had been circulating in the area since the early 1700s. According to the pamphlet, a country vicar by the name of Steadfast Cooper had taken his young daughter Bess on an evening walk in the fall of 1688. Rev. Cooper was not only troubled by rumors that forces would land nearby with the object of overthrowing King James II and VII Stuart of England and Scotland but also the recent loss of his wife to a mysterious fever. According to locals at the time, it had been a misty evening but not so much so that someone familiar with the area—as Rev. Cooper was, according to everyone in the village—would have lost their way. An extensive search turned up no traces or remains. One of the local nobles had even offered a notorious poacher amnesty if he would assist the search; alas, even the man who “knew if a Ghoste had wiped his arse six months prior in the Woode” was unable to find any signs of the vicar anywhere.

      Kevin had been intrigued enough to start researching and see if there were any similar accounts anywhere. That’s when he found out about time slips. There were some that were obvious hoaxes or delusions, but one early discussion board he found on an obscure corner of the web asserted that the craft that crashed at Roswell in 1947 was neither an alien spacecraft nor the advanced weather balloon that the Army claimed it was in official stories of the day. No, this person, who went by the nom de net Aria51Baritone, asserted that the conflicting stories amounted to a double-fake on the part of the American government, to draw attention away from the fact that craft was human, but from the future. To bolster their case, Aria51Baritone pointed to some documents they’d obtained containing eyewitness accounts of the Roswell UFO tumbling out of a purplish cloud bank before crashing, and that upon investigation the strange script described by the first people on the scene were an odd dialect of English. One that had been simplified and had strong influence from Spanish and Mandarin Chinese. Kevin had his doubts as to the authenticity of Aria51Baritone’s documents but thought they made a compelling case.

      He’d investigated other supposed cases as well, especially the disappearance of Amelia Earhart and the famous Flight 19, lost in the Bermuda Triangle. He wasn’t sure about those. There’d been a few others, though, local legends mostly, that had the appearance of purple-black fog in common. As he reviewed his own circumstances, Kevin was convinced that he and his uncle had moved in time if not space. Uncle David was having none of it. Ever the man of science, David insisted there was a rational explanation for everything and that they’d figure it all out and have a good laugh over drinks at a wine bar in Cherbourg. Kevin had stuck to his guns, and they’d had a pretty serious argument over it. The breaking point was over the pole star. Uncle David was the astronomy nerd in the family. He often said that astronomy and sailing went hand in hand and even Kevin knew that Polaris, within a degree of the celestial north pole, would mark latitude between the Earth’s north pole and equator. Except that Polaris didn’t seem to be the pole star. According to Uncle David’s own observations a dimmer star in Ursa Major, called Kochab, appeared closer to the celestial north pole than Polaris. David had been irritated; sure he’d made some sort of mistake in his observations, and had lost his temper when Kevin argued that they’d been displaced in time. David had ended the fight by saying he didn’t want to hear the phrase “time slip” again and stomped off to his cabin. Kevin retreated to the deck to collect his thoughts and calm down in the cool night air.

      It was all so obvious, he thought. Here they were, anchored in a cove on what the sun, moon and stars all asserted was the northwest coast of France. But there was no evidence of civilization, no electric lights and all the radio bands had been dead silent. Kevin had thought he saw something that looked like a square-sailed longboat in the far distance. His uncle had dismissed that as a fata morgana, a mirage or reflection of something on the ocean beyond the visible horizon. A trick of the light essentially. Kevin wasn’t so sure. His uncle had been making noises about electromagnetic pulses, something Kevin had dismissed almost immediately. An EMP would have fried their electronics, all of which were still functioning. And they would have seen signs of civilization this close to the French coast, which they had not so far. Kevin thought of the famous dictum of Sherlock Holmes: When everything has been eliminated what remains, however improbable, is the truth.

      Eventually Kevin did go back below deck, but he didn’t feel sleepy, so he sat in a chair in the “living room” (he wasn’t sure what the correct nautical term was) and alternated between reading and quietly strumming on his guitar. He didn’t remember falling asleep during one of his reading stretches but awoke to his uncle gently shaking his shoulder. Kevin felt stiff and grimy.

      “Hey. Good morning,” David said. “Sorry about last night. I absolutely hate it when things don’t work for no reason. I hate things I can’t explain in general. When a doctor can’t explain something it’s usually bad for everyone. None of this is your fault and I shouldn’t be taking it out on you.”

      “That’s OK,” Kevin said.

      “No, it’s not, and I will try to do better. Now, let’s get some coffee and set our sails to run north.” Uncle David looked at the dreary weather outside. It seemed closer to early spring weather than early summer weather to Kevin, but for all that didn’t look especially threatening. Though with the radio not receiving anything they couldn’t get a weather forecast. That worried Kevin and Kevin knew it worried Uncle David even more. When Kevin had asked to come with him on this trip, David had been very clear to him, and to his mothers. While modern technology made this kind of voyage a lot safer than it would have been even just a few years ago, it wasn’t without risk. Even with radio, GPS and satellite phones, the unknown always lurked. The problem was that on this side of the mysterious fog bank the universe of unknowns seemed a hell of a lot bigger.

      The skies stayed sullen gray but otherwise the weather held. They made good speed and toward the end of the day reached the tip of the Cotenin Peninsula that jutted into the English Channel, where Cherbourg Harbor should be. Should be but wasn’t. David stared blankly; incomprehension clear on his face. What the hell were they going to do now?
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        * * *

      

      Mother Matwyn had been correct about the coming weather. That surprised Livilla not at all, for Mother Matwyn was correct about most things most of the time. Most of the Mardani and their non-Mardani near-neighbors attributed this to mystical powers. Matwyn didn’t exactly discourage these rumors, but to Livilla at least the old wise woman never claimed any special powers. She remembered something she’d told her early on when she was just starting to learn healing traditions.

      “As life goes on, you start to learn what clues and signs can mean—if you pay attention to what the world is telling you. It’s experience, that’s all. Now, if you’re going to say that my long life and ability to pay attention are gifts from the gods, I won’t argue. But all I can say is more people have those gifts than they realize. They just choose not to use them.”

      What Matwyn had said made a lot of sense to Livilla. It’s not that Livilla didn’t believe in the gods, but she’d long felt people were all too willing to ascribe events to divine judgement or action when they were too lazy to just think. Most phenomena had understandable explanations, if you just paid attention and used your brains, Livilla thought. Still, she’d seen a few things from the old woman—and her grandfather Sevel as well—that made her think they both had at least a touch of the divine. Not that Sevel had been giving anyone demonstrations of his divine power or anything else the last few days. He’d been refusing to leave his small hut. Livilla had been worried that her grandfather was sick, until Matwyn told her that he was physically healthy but just “in a mood.” Occasionally he got that way, usually when he sensed a big event was coming. She was sure Matwyn had things in hand and would ask for her help if needed.

      It was chilly, almost cold even, for early summer. Livilla had been able to see her breath when she’d woken up just before sunrise. Now that the sun was finally peeking over the horizon, the rest of the village was starting to stir.

      She was surprised to hear hoofbeats. Livilla turned to see Borodur, Mardani chief and war leader, riding toward her. “War leader” was a bit grandiose but it was one of the tribal leader’s traditional titles. The Mardani weren’t powerful enough to seek war; at most they engaged in raids that their neighbors more or less chose to ignore as long as there were no serious injuries or damage. Livilla never really understood the point of raiding. Her father said that men needed an outlet sometimes but that didn’t change her opinion that raids, even sanctioned ones, were risky and ridiculous and not worth it.

      “Ah, Livilla. You’re a welcome sight this morning. Everyone else are being lazy layabouts I see.” Borodur said this with a grin. He was serious when he had to be but was otherwise easygoing and good-humored. He ruled by charisma and persuasion rather than bullying and force, though it helped that Borodur was bigger than anyone else, even Ferrarius. He was still handsome too, though some gray was starting to show through his chestnut-colored hair and beard. Livilla supposed that if she were ten years older she’d be one of the women panting after the chief. Though his devotion to his wife was well known, Borodur had several concubines as befit a man of his stature. As it was, Livilla viewed the chief as a favorite uncle and not an object of attraction. She wondered why he was here so early. He must have left Mortorgenn when it was just light enough to ride safely. Not that the chief was a stranger to his people, but he’d been spending a lot more time in the oppidum of late. Between the Romans’ more aggressive expansion and the increasing restlessness of their more powerful neighbors, most of Borodur’s time was taken up with affairs of leadership.

      “Just because you’re up early doesn’t mean everyone else is lazy, Borodur. Besides, you can’t fool me, this is no social call. Nothing serious, I hope? Should I get Father or Matwyn?”

      “I will want to talk to them, but no it’s not serious. Not in the way you’re probably thinking anyway. A whale, a huge one, has beached itself and it will take all hands to butcher and process the meat once it dies. I’ve even sent out runners to some of the Veneti clans nearby. I’d invite the Romans’ area garrison but they’re at least a day away.”

      “What about the ones in Mortorgenn?” There was a tiny, token garrison of ten men staying in the hill fort, under the command of a very young junior quaestor, not even as old as Livilla herself. Her father taught her about Roman society to the extent he was able. A quaestor dealt with matters of money and financing and a certain number of them were elected yearly for the Republic. In the army, they would oversee a legion’s finances. Normally, such a junior officer would assist a legion’s paymaster, but Caesar had left a token force after subduing the Veneti and the general left in charge when the proconsul had departed on yet another campaign decided to parcel out his men in small packets throughout the region. Ferrarius had explained that the general assumed, probably correctly, that if the Veneti or anyone else in the area decided on another rebellion that less than a legion of Romans wouldn’t stand a real chance. This way, if things went badly, at least a small body could escape and bring more substantial reinforcements. If things went well, there would be a constant reminder that the Romans were watching. Given that the harvests were shaping up to be very poor this summer the scattered Roman legionaries would be easier to feed. The Romans staying at Mortorgenn seemed friendly at least. The assistant quaestor nominally in charge, Chlorus, had taken a very willing Bennozha as a lover and was the presumed father of her unborn child.

      Borodur shrugged his shoulders. “Chlorus is from a noble family, the Romans’ version of it anyway, so he probably considers such work beneath him and not worth trying to force his men into doing. I’m sure the only reason he’s in charge is to give him an easy accomplishment. It’s not like I plan to cause trouble.”

      “You could always tell him Bennozha will be there. If it helps, tell him she’ll be there naked.”

      Borodur snorted. “No, though it’s for the girl’s sake, sweet young thing. I’m surprised he got her pregnant. If it weren’t for the fact I knew Chlorus was Bennozha’s first and only I’d never believe it. The kid probably just got his first hairs the day before yesterday.”

      Livilla laughed, knowing exactly which hairs Borodur meant, then nodded toward Matwyn, hobbling out of her hut. “Matwyn’s up. I’ll go wake father and we’ll have everyone meet you.” After Borodur told her where the beached whale was, she went off to wake her father and then rouse the rest of the village. This was good news. Their village did little more than subsistence farming; they raised sheep for wool and meat and did some fishing. But it was clear the weather would be cool and damp and the harvest would be poor. The Mardani didn’t hunt whales, it was considered far too dangerous, but they took full advantage when one of the mighty beasts beached themselves. Just one of the creatures would feed them and keep them in oil for years. Hope the Romans liked whale meat, Livilla thought, because that was going to be their food supply from the Mardani.

      She went to her and her father’s hut and found him already awake and getting dressed. She told him about the whale, and he grunted in answer before going outside to use the latrine shared with their neighbors. Livilla knew that he usually had to get at least one cup of her morning tea in him before he started using actual words. The tea blend had been her first successful experiment after learning herb lore from Matwyn. That learning would be ongoing, but she’d come up with a blend that tasted good and was a mild stimulant. Perfect for those who weren’t morning people. People like Gaius Ferrarius.

      Ferrarius already had a pot of water heating over their brazier and Livilla was able to have a steaming cup of tea waiting when he came back from attending to business. He sniffed and sipped experimentally. Satisfied, he took a longer drink.

      “Ahhh. That’ll do. Thank you, as always,” Ferrarius told her daughter. “You were up early this morning.”

      Livilla shrugged. “I woke up not long before sunrise and couldn’t get back to sleep. I was enjoying the quiet. I was just about to wake you anyway when Borodur rode up.”

      “That whale will be good luck for us. I haven’t told you, but there’s rumblings of trouble, especially east and south. Caesar still expects all of Gaul to feed his troops but if the harvests go as badly as our farmers think it will there will be more uprisings. Nothing like being hungry to make you fight. You’re not to say anything about this, understand. Sevel and Matwyn know but Borodur wants this kept close.”

      Livilla nodded. Her father was a close advisor to the chief. She was used to keeping his secrets. She set about changing her clothes to something more suitable for the messy job ahead. Her father finished his tea and gathered up axes and other cutting tools and sharpened the ones that needed it. By the time Livilla and Ferrarius were ready most of the village was too. Even Sevel was coming with them; Matwyn, apparently, had persuaded him to come out of his hut. Livilla smiled to herself. She knew how persuasive Matwyn could be.

      The village set out for the beach. Livilla walked near the head of the procession. Her village didn’t have an official headman, but most deferred to Ferrarius. He set a pace that would have them at the beach by about mid-morning. Everyone was in high spirits; only a few of the elders had ever seen a whale but everyone had heard stories. Elephants were almost mythical creatures to most of them, but they’d all heard stories of Hannibal’s campaigns in the distant past and how he’d used elephants as beasts of war. No one quite believed the stories that whales were far bigger.

      As they crested a ridge of dunes above the beach, Livilla gasped. Below her was the biggest creature she had ever seen or would ever see. A few of the elders had said a whale was as big as a whole herd of elephants. Never having seen an elephant, Livilla had no frame of reference. It seemed that if the stories of a whale’s size were exaggerated, they weren’t exaggerated much. No wonder Borodur had summoned all the Mardani and some of their neighbors. Even divided up this beast would feed everyone in the area for a long time.

      A few people had arrived and stood near the whale, seeming tiny in comparison. There was no activity yet and Livilla was puzzled until she saw the animal exhale out of a hole on the top of its head. It was still alive.

      “We won’t kill it. We’ll wait till it breathes its last and then we’ll harvest. This is a gift from the sea gods and we must show the proper respect,” Matwyn said. “Until then, we will wait and give what comfort we can.”

    



