Scientists and Scholars

Our Fearless Leader made one of his rare visits to The Castle. He took all of us Green Badges out for drinks, for camaraderie. We had our laughs and the night wore on. The man can drink, but so can I. After a time, it was just the two of us. 

When he’s not recounting his own exploits, he talks explorers. Any period, any region. Name a place and he’ll tell you who got there first, what they were sailing, what they ate for breakfast. I saw a sad nostalgia in him. Living in a conquered world. No place left to go. No more firsts. 

Our Fearless Leader is a man born in the wrong era.

He could talk forever about the Europeans. We talked at length about Columbus, all the controversy. He said put yourself in his boots. Would you have behaved differently, better? I said I didn’t know. 

And then he leaned in and lowered his voice.

You want to talk about a real controversy?

An Italian.

Once he’d said the name, he’d said enough. Seems like he thought better of it. He told me to forget he’d said anything, and not to mention The Italian around The Castle. Ever. He said I’d end up like The Swede, whoever that is.

I tried to find out what I could about The Italian. Hard to say he even existed.

Years pass. 

Walking through The Castle, I stop for conversation with a Yellow Badge. Under his arm a large book, and very old. A title and a name on the spine, Italian. A bell rings faintly in some corner of my mind. 

What have you got there? 

Oh nothing, just some old thing from the archive. 

Might I have a look? 

Oh, I’d really better get it back to the archive. 

Just a look, I’ve got such an interest in antique texts. 

Well... can you read Italian? 

No. 

All right, I suppose a quick look can’t hurt.

Improvising my newly acquired hobby, I comment on the amateur typesetting, the poor binding. Better to appear critical, I think. And he agrees. A cheaply produced book, miraculously preserved by The Scientists. He is proud of himself and his Yellow Badge. 

Flipping through the pages slowly, stalling, tying to invent comments on the craft as I scan the text hungrily. Able, after all, to read Italian.

A few lines stick.

...una civilizzazione più avanzata della nostra, vivendo isolata in fondo al mondo.

Or something to that effect.

Those lines. 

They lead me to The Scholars. 

Devoted to progressing their cause. 

Regal Founder.

Recent legal troubles with The Scientists. 

I feel the irresistible lure of the forbidden.

Lover Green Badge leaves.

Looking for information.

Attempting to contact a Scholar.

Courting the enemy. 

No looking back.

Despite my honesty about being one of The Scientists (or perhaps because of my honesty), The Scholar’s skepticism quickly subsides. He sees in me an opportunity. So begins our uneasy alliance. 

Thus The Scholar becomes My Friend.

What manner of trouble are we bringing upon ourselves, My Friend and I?

The information comes thick and fast. 

Enough to drown in. 

Some on The Italian, but mostly the work of a Great Scholar. 

So willing to share.

It makes me wonder what My Friend is looking for in return. 

At present, I have very little to offer. 

But I am inside The Castle.

So much to see, but I think they’re looking at it all wrong. 

And there are pieces missing. 

Resemblances to science, but before the proper vocabulary was established. 

So it all comes off as inconceivable. But we’re catching up now. 

This is the mission of The Scientists. 

This is what my colleagues and I have been working on, unknowingly. 

We have developed the language, it just needs to be applied.

Red, Yellow, Blue, Green, Purple

Each Badge contributes something, some piece of the puzzle, some step forward.

All feeding one impossibly complex endeavor, centuries in the making.

But the Orange Badge is rarely seen.

What, then, is their mission?

I begin to understand the conflict. 

In The Scholars’ version of history, Our Namesake takes abuse. Is accused of deceit, negligence, murder. But most offensively, most egregiously, is accused of being A Scholar. In the eyes of The Scientists, an insult that cannot stand.

The Great Scholar’s death was ruled a suicide. 

But My Friend sees it differently. He sees a murder. 

He sees a plot to silence her, and he seeks proof. 

Secretly, for not all of The Scholars agree. 

And I begin to wonder who the crazy ones are...

The Great Scholar’s notes went missing stolen taken someplace safe 

someplace remote the first time My Friend has hinted at what he 

might want from me the first time I realized how valuable I am

I tried the archives. 

Young kid Yellow Badge working the desk, not more than 25. I requested admittance.

No, Sir. You are not and will never be admitted.

Our Fearless Leader visits the station again, and I ask him to join me for a drink. I drink slowly. Letting him get ahead of me, hoping to get some more information. When he gets going there’s no stopping him. I steer the conversation to explorers again. After a while I mention The Italian, as though I hadn’t thought of it since our last drunken conversation. He goes white, whipsers, tells me not bring that up. I ask about The Swede, what had happened. He tells me he was ruined by The Scientists. Fired, blacklisted. Left with nothing. Eventually committed suicide. It’s a good job with The Scientists, but they’re a serious bunch, he says. Don’t get on their bad side. 

Wouldn’t think of it.

For the rest of the night he speaks of baseball.

A realization:

The Castle will be deserted this winter, or nearly so. Drained of Scientists, every Badge. A chance to work unobserved. The only such chance I will get. There is only one way to stay behind. Our work will go unfinished. Apologies to The Freshman Green Badge.

Isolation is key to an Orange Badge. They’re nomadic. Roaming around the large restricted sector. Each month, supplies are left at a designated depot, and each month they disappear. The only way The Scientists know the Orange Badges are still alive. They use a transmitter to report their present location, in case The Scientists have cause reach them. The receiver resides at the Purple Tower, in the dark sector. That receiver hasn’t been turned on in eleven years. What work has been undertaken in that time? What has become of their minds? I mean to find out. By snow horse, the Purple Tower can be reached in a matter of hours.

6 days I’ve been gone.

Feels like a lifetime.

I had set out to find the Orange Badges and find them I did.

Said they’d been waiting for a Green Badge to show up.

In eleven years they have drifted far from their original mission.

Mnemonics remind them,

and so much more.

In the archive I saw The Italian, The Great Scholar, glimpses of Our Namesake. 

Hints at the awful truth of him. 

And of The Scientists. Us. 

They kept it from our eyes with good reason.

Made me feel small. Made me feel manipulated. Made me wish I could forget their names. 

But only burned them deeper.

I’ve looked and there’s no such thing as unlooking.

My Friend tells me The Regal Scholar cannot be reasoned with

the best of intentions an incomplete understanding

his tribute to a lost love will initiate a quiet and costly war

unless we can stop him
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The Regal Scholar doesn’t know about me. My Friend means to keep it that way. 

But I will offer a warning. Perhaps The Regal Scholar will listen to me.

i must leave now and for good or risk bringing trouble upon the inoccents around me no person with even a sliver of an idea of what i know is safe the only option is to run no goodbyes now an Orange Badge

The Swede, Red Badge.

Died October 12, 1992, Stockholm 

Going to seek the truth of how this man met his end. My Friend will join me. 

Going to show him what I’ve done, what I’ve created. 

Lives taken:

The Swede.

And The Great Scholar, too. I believe it now.

If not already, I’ll be in their crosshairs soon. 

And My Friend.

And The Regal Scholar.

We know The Great Scholar kept a record. 

But where did she hide it? Our goal is to find it. 

My Friend says others will do the work for us.

Her secrets cannot be set free. Not yet. 

They would only be misused, misunderstood. 

My Friend understands.

That chapter needs to be erased for now. 

Besides, sometimes you say more with what is missing. 

My Friend will carry it out somehow. It’s in his hands now.

she knew

they have known

we now know

the descendants are out there

the search the race begins

Introductions to be made

My Friend,

meet the Orange Badges.

Call me Cooper.

Call us Scholars.

Ever seen a White Badge?

The Swede did. 

The Great Scholar did. 

Pray you never do.

Ever seen a Black Badge?

No one has.

Pray you never do.

