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Centurion Caius Flavius of the Twentieth Legion wakes up to find himself 

expelling black water from his lungs onto the polished floor of an unfamiliar 

villa. He has a vague but horrifying memory of he and several of his legionaries 

fleeing Damnonii barbarians after a botched prisoner exchange. Of trying to 

take a shortcut back to the Antonine Wall but getting sucked into the mud of a 

bog, struggling desperately, but weighed down by their armour, of everything 

going black and cold, then nothing. It seems only a few moments ago. 
 

 He sees that he is lying on the floor of a bright white room in a pool of 

dirt and shattered fragments of glass. He associates glass with potters and the 

making of fine vessels, but the materials in the room seem inconsistent with this 

or with any craft or trade he is familiar with. Then he realises with a jolt that his 

horse Rhamus is still underneath him, but strangely shrivelled, turned black as a 

prune, its eyes like dull stones. The animal was alive and neighing in panic only 

a few breaths ago, but now is just a desiccated corpse. What kind of witchcraft 

have the savages performed on him? Perhaps the druid priest that guarded their 

stone altar cast a spell. His secret fear of the Brythonic Gods grips him for a 

moment, -that he is not wanted in this land, their impenetrable domain of rain-

soaked forests. Then he disciplines himself as he would one of his own men. A 

soldier of the world’s greatest civilisation, he must uphold the honour of Rome 

and rejoin his legion. But where is he? Which side of the Wall? 
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 At this point a man in very strange clothing enters the room, re-enters it, 

Caius senses, as if he was here before Caius woke up, was somehow part of the 

event that triggered his release. The man’s eyes widen in horror and he shouts 

wildly in a language Caius has never heard before until a companion, similarly 

attired, enters the room to join him. One of them then advances towards him, 

and Caius finds his sword and unsheathes it, with more difficulty than he 

expects, too slowly in fact to pull it free before this stranger has got close 

enough to touch him. The feeling of the hand on his shoulder shocks him and he 

thrusts his sword in one rapid movement into the barbarian’s stomach. The man 

falls to his knees and Caius struggles to his feet, leaning momentarily on the 

falling man and the wall to his left, which he finds is made of another unfamiliar 

material, like an incredibly smooth plaster. He advances shakily towards the 

other stranger now, commanding him in Latin to surrender, but finds his 

progress momentarily impeded by various obscure wires that have been 

connected through tiny holes in his helmet to his neck and scalp, which he 

breaks free from with a single swipe of his hand, releasing a small spray of his 

own blood. Now the other savage is screaming hysterically like a child, and 

Caius pursues him around a doorway to see the man climbing down a ladder 

through a hatch in the floor then vanishing. 
 

 Caius’s body aches all over, his head throbs, so he takes his time now. 

Kneeling to check all is clear first, he then follows the route of the fugitive 

down the ladder and finds he is standing in a green field, a little water-logged, 

and that the building he has been inside was somehow hovering above the field 

like a ship. This puzzles then astounds him. He walks out and paces around the 

craft then checks underneath it again. A ship at anchor, that somehow floats on 

air. The men did not seem to understand Latin, and yet they or their fellows 

possess such craftsmanship and skill to build this marvel. Their language was 

not Damnonii, nor Pictish akin to Scythian, he knows the sound of both. Were 

they Greek? The Greeks built marvels, talking statues and metal astrolabes. 

He’s heard Greek spoken, but nor was that the sound of their tongue. Egyptian, 

Persian? No way to know. And it would probably make no sense for them to be 

here without the knowledge of Rome. He puts his hand to his head, takes his 

helmet off and runs his fingers through his hair. Just how long has he been 

asleep? 
 

 Checking the angle of the sun and the bark of a nearby birch tree, Caius 

confirms what he thinks is north and south. He sees there is what looks like a 

whitewashed residential villa, which should not be there, about two hundred 

paces north, surrounded by hedging. To the south he thinks he recognises the 

ridge that holds the Wall of Antoninus Pius, but the topography seems altered, 

the pattern of land use and vegetation all different from his recollection. Most 

disturbingly: the line of defensive timber stockade along its crest is no longer 
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visible as it should be at this elevation. Thus he surmises he is more or less in 

the same location as the marsh in which he sank. But the land has somehow 

changed in the blink of an eye, as if he has slept for a very long time.  
 

Caius resolves not to go near the house, since it may contain more of the 

tribe whose members he has just routed. The fugitive will probably be gathering 

reinforcements from his fellows, so Caius needs to leave soon. Then in the 

distance he thinks he sees something familiar. His heart lifts in hope. A horse, 

horses, two, three, at rest, tethered in a field. He squints his eyes, sees they have 

no saddles. And where there’s horses there must be drinking water. He aches 

with thirst. Normally he would listen for the sound of a stream, but he realises 

now that there is sound everywhere in this landscape, unfamiliar quiet rumbles 

and swishings in the distance from every direction. He rubs his cheek, feels the 

knuckles of his fingers, tries to check that he is not caught inside some weird 

dream. 
 

Back inside the hovering white chamber, he retrieves the saddle from his 

dead horse, using his knife where necessary, puzzled and disgusted by the black 

slime that Rhamus seems to be dissolving into. Passing the dead barbarian, he 

notices with confusion how pale his skin is and how little muscle there is on the 

man’s body. He appeared middle-aged and in good health and yet his limbs are 

spindly as a child’s or an old man’s. Whom has he killed? Somebody’s 

apothecary or witch doctor? Druids perhaps. It makes little sense. Outside again 

this time he notices another detail that disturbs him. Underneath the white ship 

there is a dark rectangle in the ground with ragged grass around its edges. It’s 

like a grave, about the size and location of he and Rhamus, and there are a few 

others scattered around, cordoned off with some kind of red ribbons. The other 

locations are approximately where he remembers two of his legionaries 

struggling in the bog with him. He shivers suddenly from head to toe, and sets 

off at a pace, hunched slightly, keeping low to the ground, clinging to lines of 

hedging where he finds them forming boundaries across the fields. 
 

When he reaches the stream he lies face down and pushes his face out 

across the water to drink it deep, then fills his leather canteen with more. There 

are brambles on the hedgerows and he feeds on these greedily, now suddenly 

realising how hungry he is. He makes his way up towards where the Wall 

should be by scrambling through thick tangles of bushes and trees, a pocket of 

vegetation more like what he is familiar with, what he recalls covering most of 

the landscape beyond this Roman frontier line. Looking out south from the 

copse, he finds no Wall of Antoninus Pius, but two other things instead, both 

amazing to him. A deep and wide canal has been dug approximately where the 

Wall should be, and it has clearly been there for a long time since it is 

overgrown with water lilies and mature trees whose leaves hang low over the 
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water. He assumes this impressive piece of engineering is Roman in authorship 

and feels a small flood of pride to calm his confusion. Over to the east beyond it 

however, perhaps four hundred paces way, there is some other communication 

route running perpendicular to it, on which large shining metal objects are 

running to and fro, glinting in the sun, emitting some of the strange sounds that 

he has been noticing since he first found himself awake again. 
 

When he reaches the horses, he feels another pang of relief and 

familiarity. Caius knows about horses. These are beautiful and healthy animals, 

varying in appearance, one with slightly exotic markings, cross-bred perhaps 

with studs from lands unfamiliar to him. They are beautiful to look at, slim like 

naked young women, but then again, similar to the pale white men he met; in 

that he notes how underdeveloped their muscle tone is. And why are they here, 

anyway? Not being rode by soldiers or traders, or pulling carts? Were those 

carts he saw on that road-like route bridging over the canal? But those had no 

horses pulling them. Caius whispers to the best horse, calms it, saddles up then 

lead it up onto the path beside the canal then mounts it and begins to ride it west 

towards Litana. He feels almost content, at peace, for the first time today, with 

clear purpose and the familiar motion of a good horse under him, hooves 

clattering firmly on what he believes is still Roman territory, despite the strange 

changes it has apparently undergone. Looking to the north, the familiar ridge 

line of the Campsie hills confirms to him that he must be nearly back at his fort, 

that all may yet be well, that he may be able to report back to his commander 

before nightfall. Peace seems to reign here. Perhaps unknown to him another 

wall has been built further north into Caledonia, hence this one has been put to 

other use. 
 

Then something comes towards him along the canal path that startles and 

confuses him, but not his horse; who seems used to the apparition. It is a man, 

pale-skinned again, but moving as fast as if on a horse, but using instead a pair 

of fragile wheels balanced inside a frame of thin metal bars. Caius stops to let 

his horse rest, then looks back at the spectacle. Then another one comes and 

passes from the other direction, then another. One of them even shouts 

something at him, which sounds friendly, although again in an unfamiliar 

tongue. Next comes somebody running. A Roman citizen, Caius presumes, so 

advanced does this canal seem. This citizen appears to be an unaccompanied 

woman, although dressed as a man in leggings and tunic, and actually raises her 

hand in salutation to Caius and smiles and speaks the same unknown words of 

greeting, followed by some others, as she passes. She seems appreciative and 

respectful of his military attire. Salve! -Caius finds himself calling back to her, 

and the woman half-turns as she runs on, seemingly puzzled by Caius’ words, 

but laughing anyway. He wonders why she is running, since everything seems 

calm and she was not being pursued by a wild animal or a barbarian. She is 
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likely the wife or concubine of a wealthy patrician, otherwise he might even be 

tempted to pursue her himself! 
 

From time to time Caius has been noticing slow-moving glinting objects 

crossing the sky high above him, and now one of them comes into closer view, 

emitting a heavy drone like war trumpets. He flinches, but notices that his horse 

again seems unconcerned. How strange to find himself consoled by a mute 

animal in the face of danger. But he has always loved them, such noble animals, 

no language barrier there. The object in the sky is like some huge metal war 

engine, with stiff wings like a toy bird. It seems to be gliding down to land 

somewhere to the south-west, well within Roman territory south of the Clyde 

estuary. He is impressed again by what he assumes is Roman engineering and 

designed to be an intimidating display of Imperial power. 
 

The birds are singing, the bees and insects buzzing in the undergrowth. 

Caius is in good spirits until he begins to notice to his surprise that the canal is 

gradually curving southwards, and thus will soon apparently part ways 

completely with the route of the once great Wall of Antoninus Pius. Standing up 

in the saddle he thinks he can dimly make out the route of the Wall as a faded 

green scar across the fields, leading to Litana. He will have to leave the 

canalside therefore, and make his way over open ground now. Litana looks a 

good deal more developed a settlement than he remembers it, but that is not in 

itself bad news at all. Before Caius leaves the canal, he comes upon a citizen 

fishing in it and notices various ducks in the water and remembers his hunger 

again. Dismounting and tying his horse, he is surprised to see the fisherman flee 

in terror as Caius dives into the water to catch a duck for his repast. This is good 

luck as it turns out however, since the careless man leaves a fresh trout in his 

abandoned knapsack, which Caius is also able to cook over the small fire that 

he lights himself by the waterside. 
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Upon reaching what he had thought was Litana, Caius becomes confused and 

unhappy again, fearful even. There is another carriageway of shining metal 

wagons hurtling by at speed there, crossing perpendicular to where he 

remembers the Wall being, and this time he sees that he will have no choice but 

to cross it. The horse seems to like it as little up-close as he does, so he ties the 

creature next to a stream, making sure it has plenty of fodder, then sets off on 

foot. He takes his helmet off and carries it under his arm, as is his custom in the 

presence of civilians and when not marching in ceremonial parade, and tries his 

best to appear relaxed and confident in an environment which so teems with 

weird and uncanny things. The roadway and footways are almost bouncy 

underfoot, made in what appears to be a black amalgam of stones and mortar or 

resin. He kneels to examine and smell it, impressed with its ingenuity. A little 

trumpet sound comes from a metal post at the roadside and the river of wagons 

comes to a halt. He sees citizens crossing so follows suit. The carriages are 

astounding up close with no visible construction-seams and glass surfaces 

through which he can make out drivers and passengers some of whom seem to 

look back at him as if he is the marvel rather than they. 
 

Fences are everywhere, in timber and metal and carefully clipped hedge. 

It is almost as if his beloved Antonine Wall which he and his legionaries 

laboured for twelve long years to build, has not vanished but migrated into a 

thousand smaller walls and palisades. As if Litana is now the meeting place of 

many tiny personal empires, each jealously guarded by aspirant emperors. He 

passes some of these townsfolk on the pavements as he tries to make his way 

uphill to where he remembers his barracks being, trying to keep his chin held 

high as befits a soldier of Rome. They wear a surprising range of styles and 

colours of clothes, lacking any coherent order. He is unsure of the class of each 

of these people. All appear well fed and dressed, thus probably wealthy. 

Disturbingly, they remind him again of the first two men he saw this morning, 

one of whom he slew in fright, and he wonders if he might have inadvertently 

broken a law and killed a notable Roman citizen in error. 
 

 Nearing the top of the hill, Caius finds no barracks where he knows there 

ought to be one, but instead a whole array of strange civic buildings whose 

purposes are opaque to him, some as much as three storeys tall and well-built in 

good sandstone. Again he manages to smile amid his homesickness and 

confusion, pleased and impressed by the arches and classical pediments some of 

them boast, the careful craftsmanship of their architecture. He hopes to meet the 

masons and find out what corner of the empire they have brought their skills 

from. Then an open door catches his eye, and he ventures off the street and up a 

path into a building that looks different from the others. Something about it 

attracts him. Is there a smell, or an echo, or a quality of light within it? Or an 

essence more subtle, a silence, a sense of the sacred? Although it has something 
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like a sharp pyramid of stone above it, rather than a portico and columns, he 

immediately feels sure this is a temple. His hopes are confirmed when he enters 

and approaches an altar inside and finds the familiar word ‘PAX’ inscribed 

there on pennons and coloured glass. He looks around for a priestess but can see 

no one for the moment. He lights a candle and adds it to the others, comforted 

by this small act of solidarity and fraternity with the other citizenry here, which 

since he sees so greatly outnumber him; he hopes will accept him and soon help 

him on his way.  
 

 Caius is looking up at the colourful glass window-frieze and puzzling 

over the depictions of crucifixion there, when a voice speaks at his side. A 

priestess has indeed come to attend him, and although her attire is strange it 

does not seem wholly unfamiliar to him. Beautiful white silk vestments, full-

length cloak and mantle, with two decorated gold bands that come from her 

shoulders to join into a kind of central scarf that runs down to her feet. A silver 

chain around her neck carries a symbol almost obscure to him, but which 

awakes a vague memory which he can’t quite place. She speaks to him in the 

same strange language he has been hearing all day, and he responds respectfully 

in the only language he knows with confidence: Latin. She cocks her head as if 

puzzled by him, especially by his clothing, to which she keeps gesturing as if 

asking him a question. It occurs to him that he does not know what god or 

goddess this temple is dedicated to, that perhaps he has caused offence by 

entering it in military uniform. Unable to understand each other effectively, she 

emphasises a word that sounds like ‘Vestry’ and gestures for him to follow her 

through a door to a small room attached to the temple, and there she holds out to 

him a book filled with words that to his delight he can read. She nods her head 

too, and begins to speak to him in very slow and stilted Latin. She asks him: 

Quo Vadis? Where are you going? Quid est teum nōmen? What is your name? 

Unde venistis? Where have you come from?  
 

The priestess presses a white button on the wall and a yellow light like a 

tiny sun begins to glow on the ceiling above them. She notices he is shivering 

and leans down to press another button and a red glow of heat begins to 

emanate from a white metal brazier at their feet, and yet the fire within it is not 

made of flames but some strange divine light that she seems able to control. He 

tries to tell her that he needs to return to his barracks, his garrison and report to 

his commander Sextus Calpurnius. She asks him if he is a traveller, a leisure 

traveller from another country like Gaul or Germania. He gestures to his 

uniform, taken aback. Again they are misunderstanding each other.  
 

She presses another button and a square of light appears on a table in 

front of them, like a magical mirror, a window that shows a changing view of 

other territories and peoples and worlds. He is truly in awe of her powers now. 
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Her fingers tap at the little font in front of the magic window and words appear 

in the window in Latin. She takes down another book from her shelves and 

folds out a map of the whole empire in front of him, except that there are 

kingdoms on it that he has never seen depicted before. He points to where he 

was born, and where they are now, in Caledonia, although she calls it by 

another name. He points to Rome, and she shows him something in the window 

that he struggles to understand. When he does understand after a few minutes it 

overwhelms him completely. A great city that she calls Roma, but which is full 

of strange new buildings and hurtling metal carriages. He sees the Pantheon still 

there intact, but the Flavian Colosseum in ruins, the Forum reduced to broken 

fragments. He watches images of citizens of both genders, dressed in coloured 

short trousers and sleeveless and buttonless tunics wandering freely through 

sacred sites and temples without reverence, and the priestess points to them and 

repeats a word unfamiliar to him, that sounds like Too-Rist. Then she turns and 

taps him on his metal breastplate and repeats the word as if suggesting or asking 

that it applies to him. He shakes his head, confused and downcast by what she 

has shown him. 
 

Quid est hoc anno? What year is this? -He finally thinks to ask. She 

makes a number appear on the glowing mirror that is more than a thousand 

years ahead of the one in which he last left his barracks. He shakes his head, 

and repeats the name of the emperor Antoninus Pius, until he thinks perhaps she 

understands. She tells him in Latin that the calendar has changed since then. 

She writes the numerals for 146, points to the Antonine Wall on the map, then 

asks him back what year it is. He is amazed that she doesn’t know. It is 1120 of 

course. Her numerals are not like his own. She needs to translate them so makes 

him write the number on a white sheet of parchment. The perfection of that 

sheet and the glass quill she hands him to write with are also a source of wonder 

to him. She takes a few moments to translate his numerals then adds to them the 

sum of 910 to create a new number that is two thousand years further ahead. He 

doesn’t understand. 
 

The priestess is kind. She leads him out of the temple, takes his hand to 

guide him carefully across the noisy river of metal carriages then beckons him 

to follow her further across some open ground covered in the black road-resin 

until they stand amid a strange set of broken and blackened stones, almost none 

of which protrude more than a foot or two out of the ground. The centurion and 

the priestess stand together in the middle of this formation, and she turns him 

around, indicating that he should take in the overall shape that the stones make 

on the ground. They seem like ruins, the foundation of something. She leads 

him to a plaque at the edge of the formation with a drawing on them, an 

architectural plan, and he stares at it for a long time. When he finally 

understands, she has to support him to stop him from collapsing, and then they 
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sit down together on the stones themselves and he begins to sob like a child, 

until after a while she places her arm around his shoulder.  
 

They sit together, as he and his friend Lucius did, only yesterday morning 

it seems, in this bathhouse, their bodies warm and exhilarated, exchanging 

stories and news, about to progress laughing, as they always did, into the cold 

pool after the steam room. He had looked up and seen the stone vaults curving 

overhead above the plaster frescoes, not quite the grandeur of Rome, but the 

best the men themselves had been able to muster from the varied skills among 

the legions, and a matter of modest pride. He sees now, even now, that the 

stones show the sign of burning, of intentional destruction. Qui ad ignem? 

Aliquem ad hoc? Who burned this down? -He asks her. 
 

You did, she answers, struggling with her basic Latin, The Romans, as 

you retreated. 
 

Retreated, withdrew…Recedere, Recetum… he repeats her words slowly, 

in disbelief. Then we lost. 
 

She shakes her head, and he is surprised to see that there are tears in her 

eyes also, perhaps in involuntary empathy with him. She tries to think of a 

word, but can find only one, holding up the cross around her neck as she says it, 

her eyes imploring him to understand: Resurrectio. 
 

He stands up, remembering that symbol now. Some crazy cult from Judea 

that had been spreading underground, even in Rome itself they said. It seemed 

to be about weakness to him, from what scraps he’d heard, giving in to your 

enemies. He couldn’t understand the attraction. They said of the man, their 

prophet, the most ridiculous thing: that he had risen from the dead. Then Caius 

remembers with a shiver the black rectangle in the grass this morning. He is 

standing up now, wavering, looking at the priestess in uncertainty, when he 

notices in the distance behind her that two white metal carriages have stopped 

on the road and soldiers in sinister black uniforms are emerging from them, 

strange weapons drawn, amassing into a phalanx, preparing to march towards 

him. To capture him no doubt and subject him to justice.  
 

The priestess stands up and shouts at him as he backs away: Recedere! 

Fuge! 
 

He turns and runs.  
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Caius leaps over fences, scrambles over walls, cuts his way through hedging as 

he takes the shortest route he can foresee back to where he left his horse. In a 

few of the gardens he runs past startled citizens sitting sunning themselves or 

bent over pruning their shrubs. The adults recoil in fear. But in one case some 

charming young children run towards him waving toy swords over their heads, 

one even sporting a little red cloak and plumed helmet. Incredibly, this makes 

him smile. When he reaches the busy carriageway again, he has no time to 

pause so dares to weave his way out between the fast-moving objects, some of 

them blaring angry trumpets at him, a few even skidding to a screeching halt. 

He rolls athletically down the unkempt grass embankment and un-tethers his 

horse where he left it under the bridge. Then sets off at a gallop heading east to 

get back out into open country. 
 

 The peculiarly flat and closely-clipped field of green grass that he crossed 

earlier now has some curiously-dressed citizens on it, some walking, others in 

little lightweight chariots carrying an array of oddly specialised weapons. Their 

trousers bear a kind of colourful pattern of intertwined horizontal and vertical 

lines that he recalls the Damnonii wearing. Could they be barbarians, tolerated 

so close to the frontier? Some of them shout at him now, waving their fists in 

the air, seemingly enraged at the damage his horse’s hooves might do to their 

carefully groomed field. He notices small white projectiles on the ground and 

one of them even has the audacity to swing his hammer and fire these white 

balls towards him at considerable speed, whizzing just by his left ear. Reluctant 

to be waylaid but unable to suppress his affront at his, he charges towards the 

man and his companion, who turn and flee in panic. Remembering his Pilum 

strapped to his saddle, he takes it out, balances it up with his right hand, 

expertly poised high above his shoulder and launches it at the back of his 

assailant as he overtakes him at the gallop. Slowing his horse and turning 

around and coming back, he knows he ought to finish the wretch off where he 
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now lies face down twitching in the turf, but simply retrieves the spear and 

resumes his course southwards and uphill back towards the canal. 
 

Back on the tow-path he find himself less welcome this time, as the 

increased speed he is driving his horse at causes the walking and running 

citizens, and particularly those on the wheeled balancing frames, to run 

themselves out of his way and into the long grass verges in alarm. He takes this 

as a sign of respect rather than them doubting his formidable skills at 

horsemanship. His mare and he even leap right over a panicked elderly woman 

whose wheel frame collapses under her as she dithers in fright. He senses that 

the curving route of the canal must lead to something further south, a greater 

concentration of civilisation, some higher authority he can appeal to, who will 

properly recognise his Roman military credentials. 
 

Gradually he passes less people on the canalside as if they are being 

somehow forewarned up ahead to stay out of his way. And among the flying 

metal objects in the sky, a new kind appears, black with two sets of whirring 

wings like a bee, which seems to be taking an unhealthy interest in him. It 

follows his course closely and even begins to swoop lower over him, trying to 

frighten his horse perhaps, but he has calmed and guided such animals through 

worse tumults than this before, battles with bloodthirsty savages blowing their 

deafening war horns. He sees he is coming to a junction in the canal, a kind of 

triangular basin, with tunnels running under it. Thinking fast, he rides down 

under one tunnel where the metal bee cannot see them, then calms his horse and 

carefully stuffs its ears with a pulp of wet leaves and saliva, a trick he learned in 

Batavia. When he re-emerges this has also enabled him to cross to the other side 

of the water so he can gallop south again on the opposite tow-path, as he knows 

he needs to do in order to reach the thing he sees beginning to take shape ahead 

through the gaps in the trees. The height of the mature trees on this stretch 

seems to worry the mechanical bee, as it has to lift higher away above him, 

keeping its distance in the sky as if scared to snag its wings on branches. 
 

When he finally reaches the edge of the city, for this is what Caius now 

finds it truly is, he is filled with awe. As large in extent as any Rome, a vast 

conurbation stretches from east to west and up to the southerly horizon. He 

remembers a tiny Damnonii hamlet here on the river Clyde which the Romans 

absorbed into the empire a generation ago. Somehow trade and military 

conquests staged from here must have made it wealthy and prosperous beyond 

the dreams of any barbarian. But the metal bee has not left him. A booming 

metallic voice is sounding from it now, trying to order him to do something in a 

language he doesn’t understand. Latine Loqui! –He shouts back at it in vain 

anger, but knows it cannot hear him above the sound of its own wings. 
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But now Caius sees that he has reached an insurmountable problem The 

canal seems to end here, turning into a wide basin for barges to unload from, 

although now no trade or transport seems to take place here. To enter the city he 

must leave the waterway and head south and downhill into the midst of it. He 

sees blue lights flashing and hears screaming noises like mechanical witches, 

the white chariots that he saw in Litana arriving and the same black-uniformed 

soldiers emerging. He strokes his horse’s neck and trains its eyes on the very 

tall metal fence and sloping embankment beneath him, makes it take several 

steps backwards, braces for a few seconds then guides it into a rapidly 

accelerating gallop followed by daredevil leap into the air, then plunging and 

skidding down the grass slope until landing on firm black gravel below. The 

soldiers who had been ambling slowly towards him, thinking they had him 

trapped, are now trapped themselves at a higher level than he, all scrambling 

back to their carriages in order to take the long way around to pursue him. He 

laughs wildly, kissing the mare for its skill, then they resume their gallop 

southwards.  

 

Entering the dense citadel of tall buildings, the greatest hazard becomes 

the metal carriages of ordinary civilians, whose speed and chaos the mare 

recoils from in distress. But oddly the soldiers seem to offer assistance here, 

calling the river of wagons to a halt wherever they can, trying to clear any street 

that Caius and his horse venture into. Reaching the brow of a hill, Caius 

glimpses something so unexpectedly familiar that it makes his heart soar. Les 

than a quarter-mile downhill he sees a broad civic square with a very tall 

ceremonial Doric column at its centre with a statue of some classical hero on 

top of it. Not unlike Trajan’s column in Rome, surely this must be the 

legislative heart of this metropolis. But before he rides downhill towards it, he 

looks east along another street and sees at the end of it a black stone pyramid, 

tall and sharp like the one in Litana, which he takes to represent a major temple. 
 

In the civic square he finds many statues, of heroes and gods unfamiliar 

to him, as well as crowds of noisy citizens being cordoned away from him by 

the black-uniformed soldiers, who are now forming into large formations in 

order to try to block his escape into all the surrounding avenues. He now even 

sees some on horseback, and is delighted at the thought of competition with 

them, since they look stiff and poorly-trained to him judging by their postures. 

From the edge of this square he sees a large classical temple that pleases him 

greatly, with vast fluted Corinthian columns forming its portico of broad steps, 

clearly modelled on the Pantheon in Rome, although he recalls no plans to 

construct such a thing here during his lifetime. The equestrian statue on a 

pedestal in front of it makes him laugh, as he sees the citizenry have mocked the 

military general it commemorates with a colourful cone on its head. Caius had 
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secretly hoped that he might be promoted to the rank of a general himself one 

day, and now sees the folly of that and all other earthly hopes. 
 

Now the soldiers obviously think they have him hemmed in, so he turns 

and delights in charging them and leaping right over their heads, twice, over 

two different phalanx, before galloping out of their clutches, north-east and 

uphill, to find the temple he saw earlier. He knows now that he cannot hold out 

forever, that they will capture him soon, but wishes to find their greatest 

spiritual edifice, to surrender himself at a fine temple where he can seek the 

clemency of whatever gods now rule this land. But when he gets there he finds 

its door is almost blocked, by a male priest rather than a priestess, who wears a 

black uniform disturbingly similar to the pursuing soldiers. Nonetheless, he 

dismounts and kneels before this holy man, whose frightened and frightening 

facial expression and demeanour then melts into an odd kind of recognition and 

acceptance. The priest steps aside and allows Caius to view the temple’s 

beautiful interior, just for a few minutes but it is enough to soothe and restock 

his soul. 
 

Anxious to do right by this horse that has served him so well, and 

conscious of the wall of black uniforms that now swarm the temple precinct 

behind him, he leads the mare downhill and across a handsome stone bridge 

into a magical realm that he recognises immediately as a graveyard, a carefully 

landscaped conical hill full of the stone tombs of this city’s greatest citizens, 

many decorated with Roman and Grecian artistic forms which make him feel at 

home. He sets the mare free, bidding it farewell at the entrance, leaving it all the 

hill to graze on, then proceeds on foot up the winding paths towards the top of 

the mound, looking over his shoulder, wondering why the soldiers, although 

they outnumber him so greatly, seem so slow to follow him and reluctant to 

actually engage him in close combat. 
 

On his way up the meandering paths he encounters three beggars in 

ragged clothes, staggering drunk from a bottle of wine that one of them carries, 

and this is a scene familiar to Caius as one that has doubtless scarcely changed 

across the ages in the neglected districts of any number of forgotten cities of the 

world. The cackling old men seem to mock his uniform, laughing and falling 

around, trying to mimic his movements and appearance. One of them looms in 

close and even tries to take his helmet off, while another paws at his chest. In a 

single fluid movement he draws his sword and swipes his assailant’s head off, 

so that it flies into the air and falls in one long arc downwards to the slopes 

below, as the body it leaves behind collapses in the darkest of comedy. One of 

the remaining beggars flees in strange silence, while the other whimpers, faints 

and vomits on the spot, almost simultaneously. Caius marches on. 
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At the top of the hill, this necropolis, city of the dead as he now sees it is 

after having passed so many tombs some of whose inscriptions he can read, 

Caius sits down on the steps of one particularly fine mausoleum, miserable but 

strangely content in his sadness, to have found at last the perfect place to end 

his strange odyssey. He forces himself to confront again the memory of the open 

grave he saw this morning on the marsh, and to accept that somehow it must 

have been his own. This must be the afterlife. Not the Elysian Fields as he had 

always hoped, but something worse perhaps, some kind of eternal punishment. 
 

As if to magically answer this thought however, he now hears a voice 

speaking softly next to him, and speaking almost fluent Latin. Caius looks up 

and is sure he must be dead now or truly in a dream. The man sits only ten feet 

away from him, on the steps of another tomb. Facing outwards as he is, towards 

the huge city spread out below, but at an angle perpendicular to him, as if 

addressing him only diffidently and obliquely. He looks old with longish locks 

of white hair, his face craggy, his blue eyes locked on the horizon where the 

colours of sunset are now beginning to appear. That bridge you crossed… -the 

man says in Latin, the locals call it The Bridge Of Sighs. There used to be a 

river that ran under it, called the Molendinar Burn, but now it is just a roadway 

that runs far beneath it in the gully. 
 

Like the River Styx… Caius answers him. 
 

The man laughs, clearly relishing his reference. Yes, so you have crossed 

to the afterlife here then, the Fields of Elysium where the good in life were 

granted the ultimate reward: that of forgetfulness when they drank the waters of 

Lethe. 
 

Are you a god? He asks the man, realising as he speaks that he now feels 

an enormous physical weariness creeping over him. 
 

Again the man laughs, as perhaps only a god would do. No, not at all. I 

am a scholar of Latin and of Roman history. I know all about you and the world 

you have come from.  
 

The light is dimming now, but Caius sees that the man is wearing a white 

blanket as a kind of cloak, and that now he is standing up and handing a similar 

robe to Caius. He takes it gratefully, and wraps it around himself to stave off the 

growing chill of evening. Who woke me up? Why have I been brought back to 

life? 
 

By accident. Can you believe that? And not by me or my colleagues, but 

by would-be grave-robbers. You would have had such things too in your time, 

yes? The Egyptians certainly had, tomb robbers I mean. They thought you were 

some exotic ancient mummified corpse that they could steal this morning and 
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sell in secret to some immoral trade magnate. Are you understanding me, 

Caius? My accent may sound strange to you. Latin has been a dead language 

here for centuries. You’ve been showing us how it was actually pronounced. 
 

 Yes, Caius answers. I understand your words but not how you can have 

so much knowledge unless you are one of the gods. You even know my name. 

Why was I not a corpse? I noticed that my horse Rhamus had become one. 
 

 At this point a second figure appears between them, and the old man 

stands and hands her a white blanket too. She sits on the steps of another tomb 

opposite him, so that the three of them form a composition whose symmetry is 

mystical and beautiful to Caius. He too has momentarily risen to his feet to greet 

the new arrival, and now he kneels when he recognises her. She is the priestess 

he met this morning in Litana, who showed him such kindness and urged him to 

flee in order to preserve his liberty and life. She is dressed differently now, in 

demure black, but comes close to him and makes an unfamiliar gesture with her 

hands in front of his face and chest, which he understands represents some kind 

of blessing or absolution. 
 

 The old scholar resumes his dialogue. We asked her along because we 

thought she might help calm you, Caius. You are the rarest thing on Earth right 

now, the first man who has ever been brought back to life. 
 

 The priestess coughs at this, and the scholar looks up and laughs. Oh, 

excuse me, apart from Lazarus and Jesus of Nazareth, allegedly. But even they 

were not under the ground for two thousand years. Caius, do you know what an 

elephant is? 
 

 Caius searches his memory. Yes, I’ve seen paintings of them. A 

Carthaginian enemy of Rome, general Hannibal son of Hamilcar, marched his 

army over the Alps with some, but reputedly they died in the months afterwards 

from shock. 
 

 Good, well, there was another much more ancient kind of elephant in the 

world once, called a Mammoth, which was covered in long hair, had long tusks 

and lived in the ice-cold regions of the world. The last of them died out about 

six thousand years ago. 
 

 Then how can you know such things existed? Caius asks, drowsily. 
 

 Sometimes because of fossils, traces in ancient rock, but that doesn’t 

matter very much now. The point is that in some very cold northerly regions far 

beyond the known frontiers of your Roman empire, we have been finding 

mammoths for the last hundred years, and been digging them up from where 

they fell into the ice and have been preserved there ever since, in some cases 
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almost perfectly. Myself and many other scholars, or what you might call 

engineers, engineers of the living body, they have been trying to find a way to 

access the brains of those dead animals and find out what they experienced in 

life, what they saw, what their memories were. Last year they succeeded for the 

first time. They found a way to replay and record what the mind of the 

mammoth had seen when it was alive. You are the first human being we have 

tried the same technique on. We didn’t expect to succeed so spectacularly. 
 

 Caius’s brow furrows, he flexes his arms and legs, looks at his fingers as 

he waggles them. But my body is alive, not just my head. 
 

 To get blood to your brain we had to engineer a kind of man-made blood 

that we could regulate the temperature and purity of. We only did this, I should 

be ashamed to admit, in order to access your brain. We never thought the rest 

of you would come back to life. We might never have known we’d succeeded if 

those two bungling tomb-robbers hadn’t smashed their way through all our 

equipment at a critical moment. 
 

 I killed one of them… Caius sighed gloomily. 
 

 We know. And in a way he was your god, if you want one. The person 

who truly brought you back to life. 
 

 Then I am an accident. 
 

 So, what of it? Perhaps we all are. There is a very strong argument that 

all of life, on this world and every other one, is just an accident. 
 

 Then the gods are mad. They play with us. 
 

 Here the priestess intervenes again: No, Caius. They, he or she, tests us. 

To make us better. To try harder to rise up towards the stars. To make us 

understand the need to choose good over evil. 
 

 Caius, we can see you’re getting sleepy now. Will you let our good Sister 

and myself remove two things from your person? Your sword and your spear. 

After that we can be certain of helping you down the hill without the city guards 

shooting you. 
 

 Shoot, arrows? 
 

 No, something else, much worse, that would kill you instantly. We need to 

disarm you, then we can take you to that hospital just across the road, where we 

will check your blood and make sure you stay alive now for as long as possible. 

We have so many questions to ask you. 
 

 Not as many… as mine. He mumbles before nodding off to sleep. 
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 And So it is that the assembled police stand down as a strange trio of 

figures emerge from the city’s necropolis at nightfall, crossing together over the 

Bridge Of Sighs from the land of the dead and back into the living. The figures 

to either side, one male and one female, one carrying a sword and the other a 

spear, support the limp body of a Roman Centurion between them, his arms 

outspread and draped over their shoulders, his feet dragging where they cross 

over each other in the dust. To the most cultured commentators among the 

media the next morning, something in the scene will recall some old religious 

oil painting from some altarpiece or fresco from the annals of medieval 

European history. But no one will be able to define exactly which one. Perhaps 

it is a distillation of all of them. 

 

 

 
 


