Meridian IV
The Anvil of Fate
By
John Schettler
Book IV in the Award Winning Meridian Series
Awards and Recognition For Meridian
ForeWord Magazine’s
S I L V E R M E D A L W I N N E R
For Science Fiction
“Book of the Year”
2002
&
“Honorable Mention”
Writer’s Digest
Genre Fiction
“Book of the Year”
2002
THE MERIDIAN SERIES
Book I: Meridian, A Novel In Time
Book II: Nexus Point
Book III: Touchstone
Book IV: Anvil Of Fate
Book V: Golem 7
Meridian IV
The Anvil of Fate
By
John Schettler
A publication of:
The Writing Shop Press
Smashwords Edition
Meridian IV, Copyright 2011, John A. Schettler
ISBN: 978-1-4659-4240-1
Discover other titles by John Schettler at Smashwords.com
Meridian - Meridian Series - Volume II
Nexus Point - Meridian Series - Volume II
Touchstone - Meridian Series - Volume III
Anvil Of Fate - Meridian Series - Volume IV
Golem 7 - Meridian Series - Volume V
Wild Zone - Dharman Series - Volume I
Mother Heart - Dharman Series - Volume II
Taklamakan - Silk Road Series - Volume I
Khan Tengri - Silk Road Series - Volume I
Steamboat Slough - Mythic Mystery
Mailto: john@writingshop.ws
http://www.writingshop.ws
http://www.dharma6.com
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Dedication
With gracious thanks to Richard, Mark, and Candace
For being the friends they are to me and
For inspiring my Kelly, Robert, and Maeve.
Meridian IV:
The Anvil of Fate
”I am all that hath been, and is, and shall be; and my veil no mortal has hitherto raised.”
— Inscribed on the shine to Athena, Sais, Egypt
“Stirrings of unrest…heed them not, or the mighty host flees before the enemy, and many will die… plunder taken…the road becomes the path of martyrs. For he who would be slain must live…the weave undone…a loose twine…where horses were brought to gather by the water….hold them fast…those who drink the wind…lest they trample thy endeavor and the host is made to flee…for the unseen one that comes in the dusk shall unseat all....”
~ Translated from the stela unearthed at Rosetta ~
by R. H. Nordhausen
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Part I
The Dawn
“I seek refuge, with the Lord of the Dawn,
From the mischief of created things;
From the mischief of darkness as it overspreads;
From the mischief of those who practice
Secret Arts…”
Sura CXIII – Koran
Chapter 1
The Archive, Somewhere East of the Nile, 10,500 B.C.
Kelly awoke, the sweat and torment of his nightmare still shaking him. It was the same dream again, echoing in his mind and dogging his sleep for three nights now. He had been working late at the USF Harney Science Center Arion system to finalize the numbers for their planned Time jump. They were going to see a Shakespeare play, the Tempest, but the news he heard on the radio as he drove back across the Bay Bridge changed all that.
Then he stopped near that 7-11 store when he got to the East Bay. Unable to find his cell phone, he was going to make a call to warn the project team. At that moment he thought he saw an old man in a gray trench coat stepping boldly in front of his car, but he blinked and no one was there. Kelly got out and, an instant later, a car came cascading around the street corner, skidding on the rain slick pavement. He was hit, and thrown against the metal pole of a nearby street sign, falling in a daze to the ground.
He could still remember the sound of music playing from the open door of his car…“Never stop the car on a drive in the dark.” Porcupine Tree: Arriving somewhere, but not here. He knew the music well, and it echoed now in his mind at the edge of that fading dream. An odd sensation of déjà vu came upon him, woven amid the guitars of the band. The lyric seemed to mock him: “Ever had the feeling you've been here before?”
He shook himself awake, chasing the dream from his mind. The pre-dawn light had awakened him, as always, and he was suddenly driven with great urgency. He had to get up and greet the dawn for morning prayers!
He gathered his robes around him, warding off the morning chill and stood up on unsteady legs. A moment later he was out of his quarters, and shuffling down the long stone passage towards a doorway. His guardian and minder, Assam, smiled with a yawn and made a respectful bow.
“Falaq, the dawn is come,” said Kelly, nodding back. The man made no effort to impede him, but followed quietly behind as Kelly hurried on down the corridor, out the door, and into the courtyard beyond. He breathed in the clean, cool morning air, amazed at the clarity of the lightening sky as he emerged from the rightmost front paw of the Sphinx shrine. Just ahead of him, starkly silhouetted against the sky, was the telltale shape of a Pyramid. He hastened to its edge, quickly climbing the stairs to the top.
In the distance he could hear the call of the Muezzin, beckoning the faithful to their first morning prayer. He was late, and had forgotten to wash and bring his prayer mat, but no matter. He would reach the top of the pyramid in time, breathless after his climb, but safely there and with minutes to spare. He took a moment to compose himself, then walked slowly to the center of the Pyramid and knelt to make his first bow in respectful prayer.
“Falaq – The Dawn is come,” he began. “In the name of God the most gracious, the most merciful. I seek refuge with the Lord of the Dawn.”
“From the mischief of created things,” came a voice from behind him. He looked back, expecting to see his minder, but instead it was Hamza, the scribe and curator of this complex.
“From the mischief of darkness as it overspreads,” said Kelly, “and from the mischief of those who practice secret arts.”
“And from the mischief of the envious one, as he practices envy.” Hamza bowed low, joining Kelly, close by his side now.
“Then let us rise in the protection of Allah, and greet the day,” Kelly finished just as the blazoning sun cleared the horizon, illuminating the vast, empty desert around them with tawny yellow light.
The two men watched in silence for a while, then bowed low before Hamza spoke again. “Ra comes in his endless round, to rise into the sky and take his place in the firmament. Such is the way our distant ancestors understand things. They knew nothing of Allah, praise his name, and the true creed delivered by Mohammed, peace be upon him, will not come to the world for millennia. Yet come it will, and I am here to make certain it stays.”
Kelly smiled. “It is a beautiful day,” he said. “Will you be working the wall again today, Hamza?”
“As I must,” said the scribe. “You may join me if you wish, and we can have another of our discussions concerning the record of days.”
“You’ve finished your carving of the age of the Prophet, yes? It’s amazing the progress you have made in recent months. What is the story today then?”
Hamza smiled. “I recount the time of the Banu Umayyah, the Sons of Umayyah to say this in your words. Some of my people call this Caliphate the Great Red Dragon, having seven heads and ten horns—seven provinces and ten mighty rulers. The Prophet himself can trace his blood line through the sire of the sons of Umayyah. It was truly a great Caliphate, one of the largest empires the world has ever seen, and it might have been so much greater were it not for a misstep by the Emir Abdul Rahman.”
“You’re talking about the Umayyads? You mean when Abdul Rahman ran afoul of Charles Martel? Yes, I’d call that a misstep. Charles made short work of him at Tours.”
“Ah, you are willful again!” Hamza smiled. “We do not see the history quite that way,” he explained. “It is described as a great victory for the forces of Christendom by your scribes. In accounts of my people, however, the matter was not so threaded with gold. The legend of your Frankish lord is overblown. As it is written in our time, the faithful pierced the mountains, trampled over rough and level ground, plundered far and wide in the country of the Franks, smiting all with the sword, insomuch that when Odo came to battle with them at the River Garonne, he fled before the wrath of Islam. So it begins.”
“Yes, but it didn’t end that way,” Kelly challenged, and Hamza held up a hand, nodding his head in a slight concession.
“The great Emir Abdul Rahman was careless, to be sure,” he said, “and his men too worrisome over the fruits of their plunder. I have had many deliveries in recent days, and must complete this work in due course. And I will inscribe it diligently and faithfully, so that this misstep may be corrected. Come. Will you join me? Undoubtedly you will have much to say about the period.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Kelly.
He lingered a moment as he watched Hamza walk back toward the stairway, half way expecting to feel that lightness of being and the frosty chill that made the cool morning air seem balmy by comparison. But nothing happened. He had been many long months here now. The last time he felt that intense cold of infinity was the moment just after he met the scribe and walked out with him to face the place where Mecca would rise up in ages hence. He remembered how Hamza thought to prepare him for the fate that awaited him.
“Your friends will try to call you home soon, though you may not feel the place to be a home in your heart when you return. They will make an error, a very small one of course, but then little things have great consequences—”
It was obviously more than a small error, thought Kelly. He felt the retraction shift beginning, that heady lightness, tinged with a wave of nausea. For the briefest moment he thought he was back in his dream again, the same dream he awoke with this very morning, at the Harney Science Center Arion complex. Then he could feel his blood thicken and solidity returning to his body. He fell on the cold wet stone, unaware until he awakened. Was it hours later? Minutes? Seconds? He could not recall it now. They tried to pull me out and failed, he thought. Or perhaps it was that Time had no place for me in the world where my friends live now, and it tried to hijack the retraction shift and send me back to the beginning, back to a moment where I could walk gently forward to the death that was rightfully mine.
That thought darkened his mind every time he considered it. He had tried to ask Hamza what he knew of the events of his day, but the man was reluctant to divulge too much about it.
“The days yet to come are not my concern,” he would say. “I will contemplate them when the time comes to inscribe them here in the wall. You should not trouble yourself with idle speculation, my friend. Time has left you safely in our care. It is the will of Allah that you remain here with us, and share in the counting of days.”
So the moment when Time could best decide his fate was this moment, thought Kelly. Hamza was right. Time left me here, abandoned, a lost orphan. It took the easy way out. Hamza had told him just enough to know that the world had changed yet again, and was restored to the true Prime Meridian.
They had worked a mighty transformation, or so he explained it. A stumble and a kick had foiled them for a brief interval, but they worked it, with all determination, and found another way to restore the Time line to what it had been that Memorial Day when Palma exploded and wreaked its havoc on the world. How could Time account for my presence in that altered Meridian if I had shifted forward to the project lab again? He was well aware of the dilemma, and the grave danger of Paradox.
Time would have to balance her books, he thought, and my presence would force her to the difficult choice of either annihilating me, a Prime Mover and Agent of First Cause, or somehow finding a way to alter everything else to serve the need of my life. So she made the quick and easy choice, he thought, and just left me where I was, with a nice fat buffer, ten millennia wide, between me and any potential problem my life might cause.
Still, he had hope that one day he might return home to the world he knew. He wasn’t sure what had actually happened, given his failure to flood and destroy the shrine and record of days here. That uncertainty made friends with hope, and together they gave birth to a determination on his part to try and find his way home, whether that choice was wise or not. There was little he could do here on his own. His only chance would be to somehow alert his companions to the fact that he was alive and well, and prompt them to act. He soon realized he had the perfect means of communicating with Paul and the others right here!
The hieroglyphics, he thought. They’ll survive for thousands of years intact, and Nordhausen can read them! All he had to do was get chummy enough with Hamza and the others here to avoid arousing suspicion. So he joined Hamza where he worked at the wall each day, engaging him in lively conversation and discussion on the history, an advocate for his own Western perspective on the course of events, though Hamza might define him as a devil’s advocate with such opinions.
He would also join the others at prayer each time they would answer the call of the Muezzin, and he would sit with Hamza each evening and hear reading of the holy suras of the Koran as well. In time they came to see him as a new initiate to the faith, and eagerly engaged him with the teachings of the Prophet. And he found the discourse very uplifting and enlightening, however narrow the mindset behind it was at times. On occasion he would tussle with Hamza intellectually, trying to elucidate a viewpoint that could embrace the freedoms of the West, but it was largely a fruitless endeavor. If it was written in the Koran, then Hamza would give ear. But things like the Magna Carta, the Declaration of Independence, and the personal freedoms they gave rise too were often at odds with mainstream Islamic teaching.
“Tomorrow will be a special day,” said Hamza. “I will carve the rendering of new meaning for the concept of Jihad, as the Prophet related it in his ministry at Mecca and Medina. More than a simple admonishment to actively recount the words of the Koran and initiate the unfaithful, jihad now comes to be understood as a more active resistance to the ways of the Infidel.”
“Ah, yes,” said Kelly. The concept of holy war is not unknown to the West. I suppose the Crusaders proved that in no uncertain terms. Yet a time must come where men of different views and faiths can be at ease with one another, and find peace together. Is that not to be wished for?”
“Such contentment can arise only when the world acknowledges the true teachings of the Prophet,” said Hamza. “For there is no God but God, and Allah is his name, and Muhammad is his Prophet.”
“Peace be upon him,” Kelly finished with a sigh.
“Yes, I will come to the wall again today, Hamza, and you may teach me more. Perhaps you will even let me help you, as I did once before, and ease your burden.”
Hamza had showed him his craft, explaining how the tools were to be used, and dyes applied to the hieroglyphics to preserve them through the long ages. Each day when he would come to the wall he could now see many others at work there, under Hamza’s watchful eye. They were carving the record of days, year by year, on the long, smooth stone walls of the chamber at the heart of the Sphinx. As big as it was, Kelly thought that they must eventually run out of space here. He could see that they were already nearing the end of this wall, and asked Hamza what he would do when every space was covered.
“What we cannot fit here will be carved in new slabs of stone and stored for safekeeping.”
They were carving these even now, and small groups of men were apparently assigned to different periods of the history, while Hamza inscribed the main narrative on the wall. “This character here,” he pointed, “will instruct the reader that what follows is to be found in detail on a stela, and indicate its location.”
“Here? But given the progress of the work so far, you’ll need more room than you have in this chamber, no matter how many more stones you bring in. There’s only so much room here.”
“Do not trouble yourself. The stones can be stored in any location. This one, for example, will be moved to the ancient temple site at Zau. See here how we inscribe its name?” He pointed to the base of the stela and Kelly saw how it matched the symbol Hamza had carved into his narrative on the wall.
“A nifty little card catalog system,” he said. “Etched in stone. Then you can move these anywhere you wish? We thought this had to remain a central library for the whole record of days.”
“That would be foolish,” said Hamza. “Your presence here has taught us that much. So we will take care to see that certain records of important times are duplicated and dispersed to other locations.”
Kelly thought for a moment about Paul and Robert, and how they secured his place in the Meridian by essentially doing the same thing with that memorial DVD and publishing duplicate copies in a thousand other locations.
He could see that people were arriving, and leaving, with armfuls of parchment. They used these to make rubbings from the engraved stone characters, carefully rolling them up and placing them into sturdy round tubes for easy transport. So the record of days was being duplicated and carried away from this place—to who knows where, he thought. Were there other locations where they were carving?
So it came to pass that he often joined Hamza in the main chamber, and assisted with the work. A quick study, Kelly easily learned many of the hieroglyphic symbols, and was one day surprised to learn his own name could be spelled out by using two simple characters, Ra for the sun, and Mer for pyramid. At times he practiced carving, as Hamza had shown him, and here and there he affixed his signature to things in a characteristic cartouche. One day he had been working a relatively small stone from the quarry when two men came looking for something to complete a stela they had been carving. They had miscalculated the length, and need another foot or two extend their narrative.
“Take this,” he gestured at the stone he had been carving, turning it over to show them the smooth, uncarved back side would meet their needs. “I was just writing of my morning prayer.” And take it they did. The message he had been writing was that ‘Ra-Mer greets the dawn, eternally, at the appointed place.’
Slowly, over days and weeks, he carved his name in many other places, but it was that one single stone that would survive intact, its characters perfectly preserved where it was mounted on a temple wall with the reverse side carved by Hamza’s men facing outward to endure the weathering and erosion of years, and his own script neatly preserved intact against the inner wall.
He remembered watching the two men carry the stone away, whispering to himself and making a promise that he must pray, each and every morning, there on the apex of the Pyramid of the Sun, without fail.
“Find it, Paul,” he whispered as the men left. And through the long ages his friend was engaged in exactly that endeavor.
Chapter 2
Sun Sun Restaurant: Chinatown, San Francisco – 8:15 PM
“What’s done is done, Paul. He’s gone and we’ll just have to accept it.” Nordhausen leaned forward on the dining table, his heart as heavy as his body felt at that moment. Paul had just finished his meal, but was still picking aimlessly at a few leftovers with his chopsticks.
The city was humming with energy tonight, especially here on Stockton Street, San Francisco, which was the real heart of Chinatown where all the locals did their grocery shopping daily at the open air markets and food stands while the tourists browsed the Asian nick-knack gift stores a block away on Grant. There were not many tourists tonight, but the trucks still came in from the many central valley growers, making late deliveries for a throng of customers who were haggling at the curb side produce stands, mostly Chinese.
The women would press their way into the crowded stores, squeezing and sorting and sometimes tasting fruits and vegetables. They would stoop over crates of lychee fruit, dragon’s eyes, jujubes, sorting and sifting to find the very best. They would dig into cartons of fresh shelled peanuts with gnarled hands, scooping them up into plastic bags, an old favorite. They would poke and prod tomatoes, inspect fresh cabbage, hold up bundles of bok choy squinting at the pale green leafage. Here and there, the windows of small cookeries were strung with freshly smoked hanging ducks, plump roasted chickens, and barbecued ribs.
The old Amahs, gray haired grandmothers with bowed backs would brave the crowds, dragging small rolling tote carts for their bags and leaning heavily on canes as they threaded their way through the crowds. Store clerks chanted up fresh produce, and some harangued customers who seemed overanxious to sample the merchandise. Meanwhile, men stood outside on the street, laden with red plastic bags full of produce. Some smoked, some talked, others simply stood there waiting to be handed yet another burden.
Paul had shopped here many times himself, immersing himself in the culture and finding the Chinese a simple, friendly, and industrious people. Now there was an added edge to their movements, he noted. The haggling was more intense. The handfuls of string beans and dried nuts seemed more grasping and urgent as they filled the bags. Storekeepers seemed nervous and short tempered, waving and yammering at people trying to taste the ripening fruit, and the prices crept ever higher.
Normally it was almost impossible to find parking on Stockton, but arriving late they happened by just as a shop owner was leaving for the day, and grabbed his parking spot as he left. Hungry, tired, weary with the news and an equal measure of remorse, they found Sun Sun Restaurant was still open and slipped in for a meal.
Nordhausen knew there was nothing more they could do. Kelly was gone, lost, annihilated in Time. They had tried to pull him back from that last mission, but failed. He could not explain the theory, but the God shaped hole in his soul was enough to make it plain. They sent him off… to who knows where, a hidden base in the Egyptian desert, lost in the convoluted labyrinth of Time. What chance did he really have anyway? They were not even sure the location and temporal coordinates had been accurate. For all he knew Kelly could have just ended up in the middle of the Sahara, ten thousand years away from home.
“LeGrand’s numbers…” The professor tapped his plate with a chopstick, stirring through the arguments again like old fried rice. “There had to be something wrong with the numbers, right? And why no pre-programmed retraction scheme?”
Urged on by LeGrand, an agent from the future group they had come to call ‘the Order,’ they made that last, grasping attempt to end the Time War, as each opposing side sought out moments of seeming insignificance in the long continuum of events, hoping to lever the chain of causality to some clear advantage.
Kelly was the only team member available for the mission. Yet he failed. They would never know why or how. The one stubborn fact that remained after they struggled to recover him was Palma. It had happened! The volcano blew its top again, helped by a nuclear device buried deep in the unstable western flank. It was as if their first mission aimed at preventing the calamity had never even occurred.
“How did they do it, Paul? How could they restore Palma to the time line if we prevented Husan Al Din from being born?”
“I have no idea, but it happened.” Paul was listless, distracted and beset by the heavy burden of loss. A sudden memory returned to him. He was sitting in the parlor of a hair cutting studio, just two doors down here on Stockton, and staring at the full wall mirror that was placed to the left of, and perpendicular to, the open front door. It created an odd effect. People walking down the street were reflected in the mirror as they approached and could be seen from the front as they reached the salon. Then they would suddenly appear in the open doorway, and he would get a side view of them as they passed. As the eye followed, expecting to see them continue on into the mirrored area, they just vanished as they passed the open door! It was an optical illusion, because the mirror was so clean and reflective that it appeared to be reality. You thought they would just walk happily into the reflection and that you would catch a rear view of them as they continued down the street, but the alternate reality presented by the mirror was just playing a clever trick on him. He sat for twenty minutes, just watching people walk by and vanish. His mind knew what was happening but his eye remained stubbornly ignorant, surprised each time. At one point he was compelled to get up and go to the door to look outside, relieved to see that the real world was all still there and the person he had seen in the reflection was ambling quietly down the street.
Life played equally cruel tricks, it seemed. People would come into your life, bask in the reflection of your heart and soul, then walk on and sometimes disappear.
“We lost him,” Nordhausen said with resignation heavy in his voice. “Win, lose or draw, we lose Kelly in this mess. I’ll be damned if I know what happened this time. But we’re going to have to face it and let it go.”
“No, we’re not, going to simply let it go.” There was a hard edge of determination in Paul’s voice. He had been thinking deeply about the event for the last three days. The chaos sweeping the nation after Palma sent them all into near survival mode, but he had managed to keep his head focused on the problem and things were slowly falling into place in his mind.
The great destructive waves could not harm them here on the Pacific coast, but the tsunami caused by Palma sent ripples of panic clear across the country. It was a heavy blow. Boston was destroyed. New York City was still under ten feet of water in most low lying areas. The waves swept right over Manhattan, thirty to forty feet high in places, and only those well above the flood tides in the high buildings survived—too few, as the catastrophe struck early in the morning, at 4:11 Eastern Standard time. Most of New Jersey was inundated. The ocean surged up the Delaware Bay and delivered a death blow to Philadelphia and Newark. The Delaware Isthmus shielded Washington D.C. for a time, but the great tide surged up the Chesapeake Bay as well, eventually flooding the nation’s capital, with great loss of life. Every bridge on the Potomac was down and the capital was isolated, though news feeds from overflying helicopters showed that neither the White House nor anything else on Pennsylvania Avenue survived intact.
In Virginia, the navy base and city of Norfolk were utterly destroyed, and the waters reached as far inland as Richmond. In the Carolinas, Raleigh was spared, but Charleston destroyed, and every city in Florida was virtually wiped off the map when the awesome power of the ocean swept completely over the peninsula in places! The average elevation of Miami was just six feet, and no more than a ground level of 26 feet at its highest location. The initial wave approached a hundred feet in height there. Some of the sturdier concrete buildings remained in the larger cities, but millions died in that state alone.
It was just too much for the nation to take. Panic spread across the continent as people in the heartland and Midwest instinctively went into survival mode and began stripping the shelves bare in markets and stores. The entire national transportation system ground to a halt. Food and fuel were no longer being delivered through most of the central states. Communications were spotty, though Atlanta based CNN was still on the air chronicling the disaster.
The ocean surge even swept into the Gulf of Mexico, swamping hundreds of production platforms and flooding major portions of Houston and New Orleans. Pipelines were wrecked, and no oil was reaching the southern states at all. Within 48 hours people had drained every last drop at service stations and, though the waves of destruction did far less damage there, the entire Gulf coast was evacuating inland.
FEMA was overwhelmed and no aid was reaching survivors virtually anywhere in the damage zones. And after the food and fuel ran down, Paul knew that it would not be long before the power would go off. Rolling blackouts were already sweeping the nation, even in places far removed from the destruction, like Chicago. Husan Al Din, who’s name meant “The Sword of the Faith,” had struck a fearsome and near fatal blow—if indeed he was the man responsible for the catastrophe. His only assumption had been that the Assassin cult had found some way to restore the man to the continuum, and assure his birth. That failing they had managed to find another terrorist to do the job.
On the Pacific coast the infrastructure remained intact and the abundant natural resources allowed for a brief interval of near normalcy. There was a measure of panic buying, but the national guard had imposed a modicum of order, particularly in California. Some places fared worse than others. There was a day of shocked numbness as people watched their television screens, dumbstruck by the scale of the devastation back east. It seemed that almost every family had lost a relative or friend in the disaster. Maeve, god bless her, had lost her mother that morning, and she was now reeling from the double blow in loosing Kelly as well, not to mention the impending collapse of social governmental infrastructure throughout the nation.
Then, as stories of evacuation, shortages of essential supplies, and growing civil disorder crossed the airwaves, people came out of their homes to scavenge the stores for things they thought they would need. Food was at the top of most people’s list, and panic buying started to gain momentum a day ago. The situation in Los Angeles was deteriorating, with crime and looting slowly getting out of control, particularly in the poorer neighborhoods. The constitution was suspended there, and martial law declared by order of the new acting president, the Speaker of the House, who had been safe on vacation in Hawaii.
Here in San Francisco there was still civil order, and civil liberties, though people went about their business with an edge of fear. The roads were drivable, though busier and more jammed than ever, even with gasoline approaching twenty dollars a gallon and nearly impossible to find. Hotels remained open, drawing on emergency supplies stockpiled in the event of a major earthquake. People were weeping in the lobbies, and thousands of tourists from the east coast lamented the loss of relatives and real estate. The banks were still operating, trying to manage a mad rush by thousands trying to get cash when the credit and debit card processing systems collapsed. Most schools and businesses closed their doors in shock, but retail outlets were open, making a hefty profit in sales. The restaurants and markets were open as well, selling off the last of their food before it spoiled, with prices quickly doubling, then tripling overnight. The meal Paul and Robert were sharing tonight had cost them over a hundred dollars for a plate of fried rice, a noodle dish with vegetables, and two beers.
Nordhausen gave Paul a confused look. “What are you saying? Palma happened, Paul. The whole eastern seaboard is a flooded wreck—all the way from Miami to Portland Maine. Kelly couldn’t stop them and they must have figured out some way to run another intervention that would save their damnable terrorist. Husan Al Din was born, and the bloody radicals got their revenge for that Navy Seal Mission in Pakistan when they bagged Bin Ladin. Then this Paradox thing wipes the slate clean, Kelly and all.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Paul. “Because if Kelly failed in his intervention then there was no reason for him to be exposed to Paradox.”
“Well it damn well took him before,” said Nordhausen. “If they reversed our intervention and restored the Palma event to the Meridian, then Kelly was fated to die, right? Graves never has a reason to come back and save him, for God’s sake. You explained all this to me a hundred times.”
“Yes, I know I did, and that logic was good in accounting for Kelly’s jeopardy at this moment on the continuum. But think, Robert. He wasn’t on this side of Palma when all this happened. He was over ten thousand years in the past! In that instance Paradox may not judge him harshly, right? Yes, Kelly could not be explained alive here in our time after Palma, but Paradox doesn’t have to account for his presence in that segment of the continuum.”
Nordhausen gave him a blank stare. “Are you trying to tell me that you think—“
“Kelly’s alive,” said Paul. “He’s alive, damnit, and by God, I have an idea.”
Chapter 3
Sun Sun Restaurant: Chinatown, San Francisco – 8:30 PM
Nordhausen had an incredulous look on his face. “An idea? Don’t tell me you’re planning another time jump. How in the world are we going to get the Arch operating without Kelly? Look at it out there, listen to the city! There’s a quiet panic underway, and it’s only going to get worse. We’re lucky things haven’t completely fallen apart by now, but I assure you, they will fall apart. Look at the bill for this meal. It’s going to get very uncomfortable when people start going hungry.”
“Staying fed is the least of my worries now,” said Paul.
“That’s an understatement,” said Nordhausen. “I’ll be glad if we make it over the Bay Bridge and get back to Berkley in one piece. It was a crazy to come over here to the City. Damn expensive as well. How much fuel is left in the tank? We’ve barely got enough to get us out of the Bay Area. Let’s get out of here, Paul. Go somewhere safe while we still have some mobility and the roads are open.”
“Somewhere safe?”
“How about your place down in Carmel? It’s a perfect refuge, tucked away on a peninsula with only a few roads leading in or out, all easily blocked and defended. There’s a lot of agriculture close by and lots of local growers in the area.”
“Forget it, Robert. You think we can just retire with the old folks in Pacific Grove and just ride this thing out? Hell, we have to do something. We’ve still got the Arch complex intact at Lawrence Labs in Berkeley. And I didn’t come into the City here for a hundred dollar meal in Chinatown, we’re heading over to the University of San Francisco. They’ve got an Arion system at the Harney Science Center there, and I still have 5 hours booked. I doubt anyone’s using it now.”
“Five hours? The University is closed, Paul.” What are you going to do, break into the building?”
“I have a key,” Paul said firmly. “We’ll just let ourselves in.”
“Oh yes, excuse us sir, we’re time travelers and we need as few hours on your machine here…” Nordhausen was trying to be sarcastic but Paul just fixed him with a determined stare and he relented. “You mean to say you have a mission planned? Is that why you’ve been carrying Kelly’s laptop around the last three days? You’ve got research? You think you can send us off to some desert again and reverse all this—prevent the Palma event from happening? In this mess?“ He jabbed a thumb at the open door where the City noise seemed louder, more cacophonous, with a tinge of uncertain anxiety in the normal backwash of cars and people. There were more horns, people shouting, car alarms going off, emergency service sirens, all adding a sense of urgency to the moment.
“I have an idea about that too,” Paul said again, “but we’ll need Kelly, so getting him back is the first order of business. He’s the only one who can handle the programming for a new mission.”
Nordhausen blinked. He started to say something then stopped and took a last swig of his now warm Tsing Tao beer, setting the bottle down on the table with a hard thud.
“Alright,” he said. “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. You think Kelly’s alive, god only knows why, but you do. And I know you’re stubborn enough to hold to that, his obvious absence aside. But it’s just denial, Paul. You’ll have to admit it eventually. You’re just making it harder on yourself with this.”
Paul said nothing, folding his arms defensively and pursing his lips. The professor gave in and gestured to him with an open hand. “OK, OK, I’ll go along with this for the moment. But what makes you think he’s alive? At least tell me that.”
“Why should he be dead?” Paul started. “It’s not denial, Robert, just positive thinking. Why should I assume he’s dead just because we couldn’t hold the quantum fuel together for a safe retraction? My bet is that he is still safe at his mission location.”
“What, having tea with the Assassins, like you were in Masyaf when you fell through the Well of Souls? That’s a stretch, Paul, not to mention that his mission location is over ten thousand years in the past. You explained it all to me yourself—he’s likely to have wandered off his initial manifestation point, and he could be anywhere in the area now. He could be kidnapped and hustled away to some stronghold like you were. Hell, these people are smart. They managed to stop Kelly, foil our intervention and reverse Palma all in one throw of the dice. They obviously know who Kelly is, and how important he is to the success of our endeavor here. Don’t you think they’d make damn sure he was well away from his manifestation point so we’d be unable to pull him out? Better yet, they could end the whole affair by simply cutting off his head!”
“They didn’t cut off my head,” said Paul.
“Well they should have.”
“When you were captured by Rasid and his men at Wadi Rumm they didn’t cut off your head.”
“Well they should have,” Nordhausen remained adamant.
Paul smiled, reaching for Kelly’s laptop where it sat on the unused chair at one corner of the table. “I need to show you something,” he said quietly. “I’ve been doing some digging around in the history.”
Nordhausen tapped his fingernail on the table top impatiently. He watched as Paul opened the laptop and poked at the touchpad to call up a file.
“OK,” said Paul. “You did your thing with the Rosetta stone and you claim you can read hieroglyphics, right?” The professor gave him a suspicious look. “Then read this…” Paul swiveled the laptop around so Nordhausen could get a look at the screen. The professor leaned in, squinting at the image there, suddenly curious. There were two symbols in a characteristic oval cartouche. One was a circle with a dot or another smaller circle in the center. The second looked a bit like a styled letter A, three strokes, with the left vertical side extended and curved below the horizontal stroke.
“That’s Ra,” the professor said at once as he pointed to the circular character. “It’s the symbol for the sun.”
“Right,” said Paul. “And the other one?”
Nordhausen thought for a moment. “That would be the symbol used to indicate a pyramid, a burial chamber, as they were all basically tombs.”
“What could it mean?” Paul urged him on. “What do those two symbols in tandem spell out? Sunset? The sun dying and going to its tomb in the underworld?”
“No, no, no,” Nordhausen pointed at the circular cartouche surrounding the two symbols, and noted that they were stacked one above another. “The cartouche was used to isolate characters and indicate a name. It’s someone’s name, probably an important figure that the rest of the glyphs are talking about. Where did you find this? I’ll need to see it in context to tell you what it means.”
“Exactly!” Paul clasped his palms together as he spoke. “Now…You said that first symbol was Ra, Atum-Ra, the Egyptian god of the sun. What’s the second symbol called, the one describing a pyramid?”
“Well the ancient Egyptian name for pyramid is Mer in some translations. It means tomb: pa mer. Others think the Greeks got involved in the etymology, by describing the pointed tops of ancient wheat cakes with the word ‘pyramis.’ But remember, the Greeks weren’t even around when the Egyptians started with all of this. So the prevailing wisdom is that the word has other origins. It’s all related to the sun cult one way or another—to Ra. Some even interpret the word to mean ‘fire in the middle’ and claim the notion of a pyramid arose from ancient volcanoes, the fire in the middle being obvious in that image.”
“Right!” said Paul. “You really do know this Egyptian business, don’t you.” He smiled. “So what do we have here, my friend. Sound out this name phonetically. Ra-Mer. You have to pronounce that first syllable with a long a, but does it sound familiar?”
Nordhausen frowned. “You aren’t serious.”
“Of course I am! Look at it. Two characters in a cartouche indicating a name, and they spell out Ra-Mer. That’s Kelly’s last name, Kelly Ramer!”
Nordhausen rolled his eyes. “Your whole theory is based on this? You’re telling me you think Kelly is alive just because this cartouche appears to sound out his last name? That’s pretty damn farfetched, Paul.”
“But there’s more!” Paul rotated the laptop and called up another file. “Can you read these?”
Nordhausen saw that there were many more hieroglyphics now, and he noted that they began and ended with the Ra-Mer cartouche. He spent some time looking the symbols over. “Ra-Mer comes…at the moment of the rising sun…make that dawn. It says Ra-Mer greets the dawn…forever and ever…make that eternally…at the appointed place.”
Paul gave him a satisfied look.
“It’s pretty damn thin, Paul,” Nordhausen protested again.
“Think for a minute,” said Paul. “If you were Kelly, lost in Egypt over ten thousand years ago, what would you do to try and signal your friends in the future? You would have only one reliable means of communication—the hieroglyphics! You would find a way to give your friends the one vital bit of information they would need in order to pull you out—your physical location at a specific point in time. We need both the temporal and spatial coordinates, to program a retraction scheme!”
Nordhausen was shaking his head. “Look, assuming he is alive somehow, do you think he’s just free to do whatever he pleases? He must have been discovered and captured before he could act. You think his captors are going to let him chip merrily away at stone walls, writing things they can easily read, and signal you his location? You’re daft!”
“No, just optimistic. You assume these messages were carved just at the time of his capture. They could have been written days, weeks, months or years after, when Kelly’s relationship with his captors may have mellowed considerably. My guess is that they would treat Kelly with the same respect and dignity he deserves as one of the Founders, a Prime Mover and First Cause Initiator. Their whole effort at changing the continuum through Time intervention depends, for a large part, on Kelly. And what was it your captor said—that they would not kill another Time traveler as a matter of policy?”
“To use his own words, he said it is not seemly for a Walker to strike down another. No doubt there are major consequences when you mess with Free Radicals—all Time travelers become Free Radicals on a mission, correct?”
“That’s about the size of it,” Paul agreed. “And in our case we’re more than Free Radicals. We’re Prime Movers and First Cause Initiators. It would have been a simple matter for them to assassinate us all once they discovered we were operating against them. But they can’t. The Outcomes and Consequences are too severe. So my bet is that they treat Kelly with the utmost respect, and that he finds a way to communicate through these hieroglyphic messages. “
Nordhausen thought deeply, then decided to accept Paul’s reasoning. After all, if there was anything they could do to save Kelly and reverse this horrible catastrophe again, then it was incumbent upon them to act, decisively, and with all courage and speed. Though it still seemed flimsy evidence to work with, he decided to let Paul have a run at his idea.
“So where did you get this image,” he pointed at laptop screen.
“A recent discovery,” said Paul. “I used Kelly’s Golem program to have the little buggers search for anything I could feed them that would identify Kelly.”
The Golems were a name Kelly had given to a program he disseminated over the Internet that could, at his command, use the power of every computer they were installed on to conduct data searches. It was a super Google, as it were, collecting Internet data from every search engine and web source it could find and comparing it with a live RAM Bank that was constantly infused with real time energy to preserve a record of the history. The Golems would then note any anomaly or variation. In effect, the RAM Bank was their touchstone, their hold on the Meridian as a baseline of reliable data. It was a permanent record of the way history was written before Palma. The team could then use the Golems to do real time searches of the Internet and report any variance from the data they had stored in the RAM Bank. Any point of conflict in the data would indicate a possible meddling point by the adversaries at war with one another on the Meridians of Time.
The variations would be reported to the project team members via special cell phone alert, allowing them to spin up the Arch and actually create an artificial Nexus Point through engineering, where they could safely analyze what was happening and plot an intervention mission if one should become necessary. The team had made a pledge to defend the Time line they knew as history before the Palma event occurred. As any intervention affecting Palma would have to occur in that history, they could act to prevent tampering, by either side.
“Never mind how I found it,” said Paul gesturing to the image on the screen. “The Golems put me on to it and I followed up with a raft of discrete search algorithms. Suffice it to say that this Ra-Mer figure has no representation in the original RAM Bank. He’s an anomaly, and a very, very ancient one at that. These carvings were found behind a false door in the Tomb of Mehu. No one paid them much heed, and scholars were not able to discover who he was—at least that’s what the Golems find now.”
“The Tomb of Mehu?” The Name was familiar to Nordhausen. “That’s nowhere near old enough to hold an artifact from the milieu where we sent Kelly.”
“Yes, that threw me off at first as well,” said Paul. “Then I discovered that this tomb site once belonged to someone else. It seems Mehu was a bit of a hermit crab. He was remodeling the tomb of Pepi the first king of the 6th dynasty.”
“Still not anywhere close to our target time for Kelly.”
“Right and good,” said Paul. “But Mehu had come upon an old, old carving, and he thought it especially sacred, the writing of Amun-Ra himself, or so the research goes now. It was so precious to him that he built a new door in the tomb with an inscription dedicating the chamber beyond to his son, but there was no chamber beyond—just six feet of solid granite. So the door was false, and no one gave it another thought for centuries. Millennia in fact.”
“This was all in the Golem report?” Nordhausen was amazed.
“This and more,” said Paul. “Mehu cleverly used this false door to hide a very ancient artifact away from curious eyes. There was no chamber dedicated to his son there, but there was a small enclosure, at a lower level of the tomb, and it held something quite unusual—a very ancient carving of old hieroglyphics. More than a hermit crab, Mehu was a bit of a plagiarist as well. Because he copied some of the figures and characters he had seen on the artifact onto his own tomb carvings. Oh, it made no impression outside academic circles, very small circles at that, but the Golems turned it up when I told them to search for any permutation of Kelly’s name. Bingo! The entire sequence from Mehu’s tomb was later found to be attributed to the original carvings of this Ra-Mer figure!”
“How old,” asked Nordhausen. “This has to be well before the 6th Dynasty to have any relevance.”
“Well, researchers are now saying this artifact appears to be one of the oldest instances of hieroglyphics ever found. They’re saying it is over 6,000 years old, their best guess I suppose, but I think they’re wrong. I say it’s well over ten thousand years old, written by Kelly Ramer himself as a message to us that would survive through the ages and broadcast one thing—his exact physical location at dawn each morning in the milieu where he resides at this very moment, alive and well.”
Part II
Retraction
“This world . . . ever was, and is, and shall be, ever-living Fire, in measures being kindled and in measure going out.”
— Heraclitus, Fragment 20
Chapter 4
California Street, En Route to USF, San Francisco – 8:45 PM
Paul was driving his Civic as fast as he could but, in spite of the growing state of emergency, traffic on California Street was still as bothersome as ever.
“Where are all these people going at this hour?” he complained.
“More than likely trying to ferret out food and fuel, which is what we should be doing tonight as well. How much gas do we have?” Nordhausen leaned over and squinted at the gauge, comforted somewhat when he saw the tank was still over three-quarters full.
“Don’t worry,” said Paul. “There’s plenty of gas to get us where we have to go and back again. Many times over.”
“Yeah? And what if they do something crazy and shut down all the bridges? You’ll have to go all the way down through San Jose and back up the 880.”
“Focus your mind on the mission, Robert. It’s not the gasoline I’m worried about, but the power situation. The Arch sucks a lot of juice to run up at 100% on a Time shift. Rolling blackouts have already started in a number of cities. We may need to have all three backup generators up on standby—and that’s where the fuel becomes an issue. We had only about two hours worth left after Kelly’s mission. Well, we’ll still have plenty in this car by the time we get back to the lab. If I have to siphon it off to keep one of the generators running, I will.”
Nordhausen didn’t look happy about that, but he said nothing more for a while, his eyes shifting nervously from traffic lights to passing pedestrians hurrying about the in the late evening rush. They were clutching shopping bags, scurrying across the busy street between cars as they slowed for stop lights, and darting into open businesses. The liquor stores, he noted, seemed to be doing a brisk trade. He remembered reading a blog entry that listed the hundred items that would disappear first in any major crisis situation. Generators were at the top of the list, along with things most people simply took for granted and never gave a second thought: matches, water and water filters, candles, propane and lamp oil, soap and detergent, toilet paper, charcoal, firewood, all sorts of storable food, batteries, flashlights, bleach, coffee, aluminum foil, rope, clothespins and that all American favorite, guns with lots of ammo. He could clearly see people out buying these very things. A man hurried around a corner with a couple gallons of bottled water gripped under each arm. The professor felt that uneasy feeling of anxiety rising in his gut.
“Look what we’ve become,” he shrugged. “We have to buy our potable water in plastic bottles from a store.” Then he spied another liquor store. “That’s what we should be worried about,” he said. ”Beer and wine will make for some good bartering items when we aren’t enjoying them ourselves.”
Paul gave him a disparaging look. “I’ll open a bottle of Hahn ’06 when we finish the mission. We can celebrate with a good Pinot and a cheese fondue with toasted French Bread.“
Paul made a left onto Presidio and then quickly veered right onto Masonic Avenue, speeding up a gentle hill and bearing left to make the green light on Euclid and continue on. There was much less traffic here at this hour, though he got held up at the light on Geary. He continued down Masonic until he reached Turk Blvd, another east- west street that originated in the seedy Tenderloin district of downtown San Francisco and ran all the way out here to the University. He sped past the row houses in their characteristic flat pink, taupe, blue and yellow, leaning forward and squinting to see the street signs as he drove. A green sward of palm studded grass bordered with a long row of manicured hedges came up on his right, and he knew he had reached the university Lone Mountain Campus facilities.
When he saw the main pedestrian entrance, with two wrought iron lanterns on high squared columns lighting up the stairs and terraced gardens, he made a quick left and was lucky enough to find a parking spot at the end of the block. The Gleeson Library and Harney Science Center were directly ahead of them. Normally the place would be busy with student traffic, but it was largely deserted now. It was half an hour after sunset, but there was still a residual glow in the evening sky, with city lights coming up more prominently in all directions.
“Let’s go professor,” he breathed. “We’ve got some numbers to crunch.”
“The place is all locked up. What if the computers are shut down too, Paul?”
“They never shut down an Arion system,” Paul reassured him. “The damn things are running some application or another all the time. I’m just hoping five hours is enough time for me to verify this data set.”
“Data set? You mean to say you’ve got a retraction point in mind already? You know where Kelly’s supposed to be?”
They ran up the concrete steps to the building entrance and Paul fumbled for his pass key. “Being a physicist at Lawrence Berkeley Labs does come with just a few perks,” he said with a smile. “You get free 24-hour access to most area science facilities, and ten hours a month on the Arion Network. I’ve got five hours left this month, but who’s counting tonight, eh?”
He went through the door, the gleam of the hunt in his eye as he looked over his shoulder. “I have an idea,” he said again in answer to Nordhausen’s question.
“Yes, and may I remind you that it was you and your ideas that started this whole mess in the first place.”
“Correct,” said Paul, walking briskly ahead, determined.
“And it was you and your ideas that started this damn Time war—“
“Correct again,” Paul came to a lab door and jostled with his keys. “And it’s me and my crazy ideas that will have to clean it all up.”
“What about Maeve?” Nordhausen said, an edge of caution in his tone.
“What about her?”
“Does she know about this?”
“Not exactly.”
“Well she damn near ran me through with an umbrella the last time we started a mission without her approval.”
“The last time you started a mission,” Paul corrected him.
“Well don’t think you’ll get any more latitude than I did. When she finds out you’re planning to spin up the Arch again, she’ll go ballistic!”
“No one has to know about this but you and me,” Paul said flatly. “Look…It’s simple. We either beat this thing and win, or we lose and we can start using the last of our fuel to round up supplies like everyone else out there, and it’s going to be a long, cold ride into a near Medieval existence in about a month, as I read it. So no time for quibbling with Outcomes and Consequences. What could be worse than the situation we find ourselves in now—Kelly gone and the whole country coming apart at the seams? And that’s just the beginning of it. This was planned, Robert. Tell me I’m paranoid, but I think reversing our intervention and restoring the Palma catastrophe was just their opening in this latest chess game. I‘ve got a bad feeling about all of this.”
“You and me both,” said Robert.
They reached the Arion terminal and Paul pulled out a chair to settle in for what might become a long evening. The professor gave him a frustrated look, but watched in silence as Paul connected Kelly’s Laptop and established a link to the system. A minute later the main Arion system screen came up and Paul entered his password in the interface.
“One thing I can’t figure out Paul…” The professor stepped gingerly into his thought, not yet certain what he was asking. “You tried explaining it on the way over here, but I was just thinking of that first mission again. If we were the first people to ever travel in Time, how come we received a visit from the future that evening—well before we initiated our first operation?”
“Absolute Certainty,” said Paul, extracting a new term he was adding to his lexicon on Time travel. We were dead set on operating, one way or another. At that moment, we had come to that choice with absolute certainty. It was inevitable that we would do what we decided. So the outcome of that choice was inevitable as well. Time travel was possible the instant we resolved to make it so.”
Nordhausen frowned.
“Think of it this way,” Paul explained. “You’re driving on a road and come to a tunnel. When you enter it you haven’t emerged from the other side, yet there is a strong likelihood that you will. Once in the tunnel you can’t go left or right, or reverse direction or even back out, as the traffic behind will not allow it. You have to go through. There are places on the Meridian like that, but since the course of the continuum is defined by choices and events, when we make a firm choice, a kind of tunnel forms in the stream of causality that restricts variation. The strength of our will and determination actually exerts an effect on causality! Let’s face it. We were going to travel in Time that night, to one place or another. It was the first ever attempt to shift in Time, a grand event and First Cause. We spent years and all our personal wealth on the project, and I was determined to get a result that night. It was therefore subject to the principle of Absolute Certainty.”
“But that’s not what the visitor told us.” Nordhausen reminded him. “He said we were so despondent over Kelly that we never made the shift. We just shut the whole thing down. That’s why they had to come back and prevent Kelly’s death.”
“He was wrong,” said Paul. “And understandably so. In spite of their vantage point in the future, they cannot know everything. You said yourself that we really know only 95% or less of everything that has happened. So they did not know, for example, that I had the Arch rigged to operate automatically that night, and send through a small robotic rover with a camera—just a quick in and out. It was all set up to run at midnight, come hell or high water. Time travel was going to become a proven reality. So the principle of Absolute Certainty took effect, at least as far as Time was concerned.
“We were in the tunnel from the moment we started the final briefing session. The volcano on Palma was exploding at that very moment as well. That was also a grand event because it was going to work a radical transformation on the Meridians. So let’s just say Time was gracious and forgiving that night in allowing our visitor to get through the chaos of Palma and carry out his mission, even though Mr. Graves arrived seven years early. His patience saved Kelly, and we went through the Arch instead of my robot. Time travel became possible that night, and the rest, if I may say, is history.”
“They they must have found a way to reverse our intervention on Palma even before we sent Kelly off to the sphinx!”
“Correct,” said Paul. “If Kelly had managed to succeed he would have eliminated their primary touchstone on the history. Yet Kelly failed. Time was just waiting for the outcome of his mission. After that the Paradox sweep calcified the changes made by the Heisenberg Wave, and we get this—“
He gestured to the city outside the building, where they could hear the distant rumble of cars, people shouting, emergency sirens, and even an occasional gun shot. “Our Nexus dissipated when we shut down the Arch the other night. We stepped outside into this nightmare, and it’s only going to get worse. But speaking of time, we’re wasting it here with all this talk. Let’s get to work!”
Nordhausen watched him keying in a few commands to call up his data set for the Arion analysis.
“Those are Kelly’s numbers?” The professor was curious.
“For the most part,” said Paul. “I’ve entered in a new spatial coordinate and programmed a series of potential breaching points for a retraction scheme, like a series of snapshots from a camera.”
“New spatial coordinates? Where?”
“The Sun Pyramid.”
That threw Nordhausen off kilter for a moment. “What? But there weren’t any pyramids at that point in the history. They didn’t appear for thousands of years!”
“Wrong again,” said Paul. “I’m using some new research a colleague of mine was just getting ready to publish. You remember those satellite infrared scans that discovered seventeen new pyramids? It was the work pioneered by Dr. Sarah Parcak. They found all these new pyramid sites buried under the desert sands, and thousands of new tombs and other ancient settlements. Well, this colleague was able to get time on a satellite and ran another series of deep penetrating scans. He hasn’t had time to review all the images yet, but last night I was able to get him to let me have a look at some of his raw data.”
“That’s what you were doing until two in the morning last night?”
“Right. He did a fairly broad scan series, and one of the satellite sweeps passed directly over the section of Cairo where our hidden sphinx was supposed to be—the very place we sent Kelly.”
“On infrared? The heat and ground clutter of the city would make it impossible to read anything buried there.”
“He was using ground penetrating radar as well. The sequence wasn’t supposed to kick in for another two minutes, when the satellite was scanning west of the Nile, where all the existing pyramids are sited, but for some reason it did. Consider it a Pushpoint, if you will. One of those little loose quirks that end up having dramatic repercussions. Well, it scanned the east bank of the Nile as well, and I took a close look at that data last night. Have a look at this!”
He pointed to the Arion system screen and Nordhausen saw a satellite image of modern day Cairo. Paul zoomed in on a position east of the Nile and, in the midst of the maze like streets and alleyways, there was a prominent clearing that resolved to a greenbelt park area as Paul zoomed in. In the middle of the park was a circular walkway, bisected on the vertical and horizontal by two more paths, which intersected at a concrete structure, a perfect circle with yet another object in its exact center.
“How’s that for a bull’s eye,” said Paul. “Now what does that look like there,” he pointed. “It’s the spitting image of the hieroglyphic symbol for Ra, the sun. That, in itself would not be remarkable, but the deep penetrating radar found this, directly beneath the center point of that circle.” He tapped the keyboard and the next image came up. Nordhausen could clearly see the outline of what appeared to be a ancient ruin there, roughly square, but with an obvious center point. He had seen enough satellite imagery to recognize it as a possible burial site.
“Well, I’ll be…” he breathed.
“That’s a pyramid—or at least it once was a pyramid,” said Paul. “And this is the position of the Sphinx where we shifted Kelly, right smack in the middle of the Maadi district.” He pointed to a location slightly west of the greenbelt area. Paul zoomed out for a moment, his finger tracing a line due west across the Nile until it reached the site of the Great Pyramid and Sphinx at Giza. The two locations were on the exact same latitude.
“Damn,” said Nordhausen. “At first I thought there couldn’t be a pyramid here on the east bank. They’re all on the west bank, the place of the setting sun, Ra’s journey to the underworld. That was the whole point of the tomb itself—the pharaoh was to follow Ra to the underworld.”
“But there it is,” said Paul, re-focusing on the greenbelt area and superimposing the satellite image of the pyramid ruins. That object in the center of the circle is positioned dead center in the ruins that define this lost pyramid. And together, with our lost sphinx, we have what looks like an exact mirror image of the site at Giza!”
“They come in pairs,” breathed Nordhausen. “That’s what Maeve said when LeGrand first revealed the existence of the second Sphinx.”
“Right,” said Paul. “So I’m calling this the Sun Pyramid, situated at a point to greet the rising sun, the emergence and return of Ra on his journey into the heavens each day. And I’m betting our esteemed Mr. Ra-Mer is a nice dutiful Muslim as he goes out to greet the morning sun each day for prayer—right there, at those exact spatial coordinates, ten thousand five hundred years ago…”
Chapter 5
Harney Science Center, USF Saturday, 1:00 A.M.
Four hours after they arrived at the Harney Science Center, the Arion system signaled that it had completed its analysis of the data and sent the resulting algorithms to Kelly’s notebook.
Paul had been sleeping in his chair, leaning forward on the desk, his head resting on his folded arms. Nordhausen was slouched in a more comfortable chair nearby. The computer played a series of gentle tones, and Paul awoke, rubbing his eyes and reaching for his glasses where they lay on the desk.
Suddenly a strange feeling came over him, and he thought he saw light and movement in the dark. A pulse of alarm stirred him awake and he turned, shocked to see someone walking briskly through the glass doors to the computer lab—literally! It was more like the image of a man, a wavering hologram that was edged with a luminescent blue sheen. As the image came through the glass Paul knew the man immediately, yet just as he was about to speak the image wavered and vanished. It was Kelly! He was there, for the briefest moment, and then gone, like a luminescent spirit haunting the darkened halls of the Harney Science Center. What had just happened?
He shook himself awake, rubbing his eyes. Was he dreaming? Was he so intent on recovering his lifelong friend that he had conjured him up from the last fragments of his fitful sleep? No, he thought, that was real, and his logical mind immediately set about to grasp an explanation. Was the ghost like apparition an attempted Time shift? They called their own recon shifts “spook jobs” for a reason, he thought. That was exactly how one would appear to a casual observer. Kelly was there, for the briefest moment, then gone again, but there was something about his movement and gait that led him to dismiss the idea of a spook job. He was walking, intent on something, not merely standing on fixed coordinates as one might do in a spook job.
It suddenly struck him that this was the very place that Kelly had been running the numbers for their first time shift! He had come here to the City because the Arion system at U.C. Berkeley was booked solid. Good Lord, he thought. Could I have seen an echo of that moment? How was it possible? That was a physical phenomena. The light from that image struck the retina of my eye…
There was a long final tone from his system console signaling the data run was complete. The Arion had verified his information as sound and downloaded it all right onto his laptop. He turned to his friend.
“Wake up, Robert!” he called. “Kelly is waiting for us, and we have little time to spare.”
Nordhausen struggled to rouse himself, and Paul was going to tell him what he had just seen, then thought on it and decided to keep the matter to himself for the moment. There was too much work ahead of them and too little time. He wanted to think about it before he shared it with anyone else. So he urged the professor along and they gathered their things and hurried away, stumbling a bit in the dark and quiet. The cold air outside shocked them both awake as the rushed up the street to Paul’s Honda.
“What time is it?”
“Just after one in the morning.”
“Four hours? Why did it take so damn long?”
“Never mind.”
He put the key in the ignition and was dismayed when the engine did not immediately turn over. “Oh no,” he said. “Another Pushpoint! It’s been doing that from time to time. Come on baby, you can’t do this now!”
The thought that his whole operation would be foiled by a faulty starter in his Honda would have been fitting justice given his theory that the really great events are all triggered, or prevented, by small and insignificant moments, happenstance, trivial occurrences all hiding in polarity with the momentous turning points of history.
He turned the key again, and this time the engine fired up and started normally. Nordhausen breathed a heavy sigh of relief but, even as he did so, they perceived a slight jolt. He looked at Paul.
“Is that the car?”
“You felt it too? I thought it was an earth tremor or something. Well, it’s no more than a three pointer. Let’s get moving!”
He put the Civic in gear and was pulling away when they both heard a cell phone ringing, muffled, yet near enough. Paul looked at Nordhausen.
“That yours?”
“I didn’t bring my cell phone with me,” the professor confessed. “Must be yours.”
“Damnit,” said Paul. “It’s in my briefcase in the trunk! Who’d be calling at this hour anyway? In any case, we’ve got to get this data to the lab as quickly as possible. That’s all we have to worry about now.”
The ringing stopped he pulled away making a quick left onto Golden Gate Avenue. A moment later they heard the phone ring again.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Robert. “Just get us to the lab in one piece.”
Nordhausen was worried about considerably more. They both were, though Paul hid his anxiety with constant energy and determination. But the professor had an odd sense of foreboding, and his stomach felt very unsettled as they raced back across the city to the Bay Bridge. An hour later they were safely back at the Arch complex at Lawrence Berkeley Labs. The system was up and running and Paul was riveted on the monitors, trying to watch everything at one time. The Golem module was winking out a red warning light, but he had no time to deal with it for the moment. They were going after Kelly and the retraction scheme was almost ready for full operation.
The main problem had been power. The first thing Paul did when they got back to the lab was fire up the quantum fuel matrix and feed in the energy required to create the singularity and the strange quantum threads that would spin off from it to fuel the Time shifts. That alone took enormous power resources, and it wasn’t long before the power company was on the phone about it.
Paul fended them off, saying he had a vital experiment underway for the next hour, and arguing that he had waited until this late hour to conduct his test, when the burden on the grid was minimal.
“Are you aware what this is going to cost?” Nordhausen had asked him. “They’ll probably jack up the rates a hundred fold with this emergency underway. I’m surprised they even gave you a permit tonight.”
“They didn’t give me a permit,” said Paul. “And they can bill me.” His focus was on the retraction scheme, and he had Kelly’s laptop feeding the numbers into the system, hopeful they would find someone at the other end. He had been able to get the exact spatial locus by calculating the height of the pyramid from the base signature it left in the ruins. There had been some discussion about the possibility that Kelly would be inside the pyramid, thus throwing off their calculations.
“How do you greet the rising sun if you’re inside a pyramid?” Paul argued. “There were signs of an obvious staircase in the image of the ruin. Nope. My bet is that he’s on top. I’ll set the first retraction sweep there and we can hope for the best.”
As to the time, it was a matter of calculating the exact time of sunrise at that location, and narrowing down the day of the year was the great variable. Paul decided to start with the exact date when they had inserted Kelly into that milieu, and then work forward. He was taking a look at each sunrise, day by day, in a series of snapshots that were analyzing mass densities at the programmed coordinates. Day one gave him a baseline, because he knew Kelly would not be there on the day he arrived. If the mass density varied on subsequent days, it could indicate the presence of a person at that location.
After a five minute sweep he had a steady baseline with no variation until about five weeks after insertion date. Then, to his surprise and delight, he got density variations day by day, like a string of pearls, and the mass was always the same, or nearly so, and more, it closely matched the data from Kelly’s last pattern sweep.
“He’s there, he whispered,” hoping he was correct.
He was.
Paul had his eyes closed, as if he was afraid to look at the screen when he engaged the system to open the continuum again. The professor leaned in over his shoulder to get a look at the monitor. There was a lot of green on the screen, which he took for a good omen, but he could not make any sense of the numbers otherwise. Paul opened his eyes, smiled, and gave him a thumbs up.
“It’s looking good, professor. We’ve got hold of someone. The pattern match was spot on. Get down there and see what’s up!”
Nordhausen rushed to the elevator, heading down to the lower level to see if their retraction scheme had worked. The professor approached the thick, yellow event horizon line with some trepidation, and a healthy dose of respect, yet could see nothing in the blue-gray mist. The Arch was thrumming and spinning, and he looked over his shoulder for support, but Paul was still up in the lab working the consoles as best he could.
Nordhausen stared in awe as Kelly came walking out of the frigid fog, his eyes closed, arms extended, feeling his way like a blind beggar in shepherd’s robes. He walked right in to the professor’s outstretched arms.
“Got you, my man. Rest easy, Kelly. You’re home, brother. You’re home, by God!”
Kelly opened his eyes, a bit bleary from the enormous Time shift, but obviously elated that his long shot gamble had paid off. “It’s about time!” he said, ironically.
Moments later they had him up in the lab wrapped in a warm blanket with a mug of fresh Peet’s coffee—Uzuri blend.
“Nordhausen,” he was saying, “you’re a genius! I knew you’d find those messages I carved.”
“Actually it was Paul,” the professor admitted.
“It was the Golems,” said Paul humbly. “I just gave them a nudge in the right direction and told them to look for any permutation of your name, among other things.”
“Yes,” said Robert, bowing low. “All homage to the great and powerful Ra-Mer, lord of the sun pyramid!”
They bantered back and forth a while, and Kelly shared the tale of his mission with them. “Can you believe that?” he finished. “There was a messenger scheduled to leave the archive with a rubbing just as I met Hamza. The bastard shifted out and blew the whistle on my mission, giving the Assassins time to program a counter operation. It didn’t take much—a bit like discovering Achilles and his myrmidons inside the Trojan horse I suppose. A few torches at that moment would have saved Troy. But in this case all they had to do was shift the next messenger in a day early with the news and be sure that they restored their flood gate after I sabotaged it. I suppose they could have just met me as I materialized and said sorry, Mr. Ramer but your mission is bunk and you are now our captive, but they didn’t. They let, me worm my way into the damn sphinx and do my thing. I wonder why?”
“They were just being careful,” said Paul. “There may have been another Pushpoint somewhere along the way, and they wanted to be sure of your intent. Once you did what you came to do, without mishap or any irregularities, our cards were on the proverbial table and they could then be certain that the floodgate was the Pushpoint, protect it, and brief this Hamza figure.”
“Yes,” said Kelly. “In about an hour now he’ll be wondering why I haven’t come to the second morning prayer. Things became so routine there that my minder was getting lazy. He didn’t follow me to the Sun Pyramid this morning like he often does. But in time they’ll realize I’m missing…” His mood suddenly darkened, almost as if he could perceive Paul’s subtle disquiet. His friend was looking at the wall clock, a bit distracted.
“Speaking of time,” Paul said quietly. “You probably should know what’s happened here… on this Meridian.”
“I know,” said Kelly. “Palma happened again. I trust you have the Arch spinning?”
“Don’t worry, my friend,” Paul reassured him. “We’re safe in a Nexus Point. But we’ve given the slip to more than Hamza and his merry band of scribes. We’ve pulled a fast one on Time itself by pulling you out, and we’ve got to figure out something here, and fast. Otherwise…”
“Right,” said Kelly. “I’m the odd man out. Time has no place for me in this Meridian any longer. If Palma happened, as you say, then I’m supposed to be dead and buried. I’ve had nightmares about it for weeks.”
“Thankfully I’ve worked up a whole set of queries the last few days,” said Paul, “and the Golems have been busy, but we’ve got a few problems. First off, the Internet is still up and running but, as you might expect, there are a lot of servers down on the east coast, all the major hubs there are off line and probably will remain so. The system was originally designed to withstand a nuclear attack, so the redundancy is saving us for the moment. But you know the old saying: ‘Things fall apart…”
“The center cannot hold,” Nordhausen finished.
“So the community of Golems has taken a hit as well,” Paul continued. “I reckon you’ve lost 18 to 20 percent of the installed user base.”
“That still leaves enough for what we have to do,” said Kelly.
“Good… Now the second problem. Electricity. It’s been holding fairly steady, but the power company was already complaining about the load when I spun up the Arch for the retraction. We’re at 50% power now, just enough to safely maintain the Nexus, but power is going to be an issue if we have to operate again tonight.”
“Tonight?” Nordhausen had a sheepish look on his face. “But we’ll need research time on an Arion system. You mean to say—“
“Exactly Robert. Tonight. How long do you think I can keep the Arch spinning at this power level? If anything happens, and we lose power here, I’ve got three backup generators all on emergency standby. The first will kick in the instant we dip below 40% power. It has two hours fuel. The remaining two will sit in the bull pen and I’ll bring them on line when that first one runs out of gas. But I won’t get more than an inning or two out of either one, as the fuel situation is pretty bad. I told Robert that we can siphon the fuel from our cars if we must, and that’s our last reserve. We parked them in the underground garage, well within the sphere of influence of the Arch.”
“Right,” said Kelly. “It’s a real bitch closing out a game when your starter fails you in the third or fourth inning.”
“Which is why we have to get busy. I know this is going to be hard on all of us, particularly you Kelly. But we’ve got a lot to do here, and… well, we’ll need Maeve. I’d like to give you both a little time together but I’m afraid we don’t have much to spare.”
“I’ll call her,” said Kelly. “It’s going to be a bit of a shock to her when she finds I’m alive. I hope this wasn’t too hard on her—on any of you. But thank you for believing in me...in my life.”
Paul just smiled, and they sat there, quiet for a moment. Then Kelly was up off his chair, suddenly energized. “Get the Golem reports up on the history module! Let’s see what’s wrong. I’ll call Maeve. And Nordhausen—make some more coffee. It’s going to be a long morning.”
Paul smiled and flipped a console switch to activate the history module. The Golems had been trawling the Internet for hours now, searching for anomalies and comparing them to the preserved record of the original history in the active RAM Bank. He settled into a chair and turned on the reporting application. The instant the module activated an alarm went off again.
“Christ almighty!” Paul rushed over to the monitor with Nordhausen on his heels. “We’ve got a major alert. Why didn’t we get a call on the cell net?”
“The damn phone is in your briefcase, Paul. Remember?” And it did ring, twice, just as we were leaving the Harney Science Center.”
“Right,” said Paul, but their attention was immediately riveted on the screen. The lines of amber and red on the data chart were a bad sign. Something was terribly amiss, and the Meridians were showing stress fractures all over the screen.
“Good God,” said Nordhausen. “We’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest when we pulled Kelly out! They must be running some kind of counter-operation, and with a vengeance.“
Paul thought for a moment. “No, if those cell phone calls were coming from the Golem alert system, then the variations were detected well before we pulled Kelly out. I saw the red warning light on the Golem Module, but there was no time to deal with it until now. Kelly was my only priority. But you may be right that someone’s running an operation.”
The system was set to display a series of horizontal bars, each one coded by subject: Politics, Sciences, Arts, Religion. The list ran down the left margin of the screen. The top of the chart displayed dates in 100 year increments, the rightmost being set to the early years of the 21st Century, their time. They could know nothing of the centuries beyond this moment, but had a good look at the past. Green lines indicated very little variation in the Meridian for the given subject area, the darker the color the better. Amber indicated minor variations, which would grow progressively darker through the orange spectrum until they turned red, a major variation.
And the screen was blood red.
Paul stared at it, aghast. He clicked on the line for religion and a popup box appeared to indicate the percentage of variation. The number was alarmingly high, 87.9% deviation from the RAM Bank data! And even as he watch the figure was ticking deeper into the red. 87.93%...87.95%... He selected a button that would display key missing elements and was stunned by the first few entries. Judaism, Holy Catholic Church, Church Of England, Quakers, Coptic Orthodox, Methodist Church, Reformation, Lutheran Church, Presbyterian Church, Pentecostals, Anabaptists, Baptists, Mormons, Hasidism, Bahai’ism…The list ran on.
“What does this mean?” Nordhausen was shocked. “It’s listing the Holy Catholic Church in deep red. Does that mean—“
“It’s gone,” said Paul, equally dismayed. “Along with all the other branches of the religion. Christendom has been literally wiped off the Meridian!”
Chapter 6
Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 2:10 A.M.
“That’s impossible!” The professor could not believe what he was seeing. “You can’t just eradicate an entire religious paradigm like that. What could they have done?”
“Oh? How many offerings have you burned to Zeus lately?” said Paul. “The religions of the Mayans, Romans, and Greeks, were basically wiped out a thousand years ago. I’m sure there are residual elements of Christianity in the world this data comes from, but the organized religions of the Christian West appear to have met their end. Judaism too…but when?” He began to scroll backwards in time, following the line and noting the color lightening to ochre, orange, and amber as he scrolled back through the centuries. He overlaid the political spectrum in another screen layer, seeing the same basic pattern.
“Looks like Columbus never discovered America either,” he said flatly. He continued to scroll back along the Time Meridians until he saw the lines lightening and color shifting to green around the beginning of the 8th century.
“There!” Nordhausen pointed to the demarcation of green and yellow. “Zoom in on that century.” A click of the mouse displayed the whole of the 8th century on the screen now. It wasn’t long before the solid green began to fade and resolve to amber.
“What was going on, Robert? You’re the historian.”
The professor looked up at the ceiling, digging for facts in his memory now. “Well, Europe was still divided, east and west, with the Byzantine empire still intact and the remnant of the barbarian tribes, Visigoths, Lombards, Franks, Bulgars all in the mix in central Europe, and Nordic influences pressuring England.”
“What about Islamic history?”
“The Umayyad Dynasty was building up a fairly significant empire, when they could stop quarreling amongst themselves. They had crossed into Spain and Italy, and were also waging war with the Byzantines… Just a moment,” he had a sudden thought. “What was the date now?” Instead he pointed. Zoom in there, Paul, just where the green resolves to that lime color, then avocado yellow.”
“What is it?” Paul could not suppress his curiosity.”
“It has to be that period, make it 730, or there abouts.”
Paul selected the decade 730-740 and the screen refreshed to display those years. The color coding was much more detailed now.
“Yes,” said Nordhausen as he stroked his chin. “It was a fairly significant time. The Venerable Bede had written of the signs in the heavens, a comet that appeared in 729 that indicated mankind was threatened with calamities by day and night. But the real threat to Europe was right there,” he pointed. “I did a unit on this for the university. I was basically teaching the history as defined by significant military conflict of the given era. You would have loved it. But, in any case, Odo of Aquitaine had been fending off the Islamic incursions across the Pyrenees into France. He stopped them at Toulouse in the early 720s when he caught them by surprise, but ten years later they were back and he suffered a crushing defeat at the Battle of the River Garonne. It was a massacre. The scribes wrote that God alone knows the number that were slain there. Odo had been a bit of a loose cannon, stubbornly independent in Aquitaine, unwilling to ally himself with the Franks to the north, but this setback chastened him severely. He was forced to seek help from Charles, the Frankish Mayor of the Palace, and had to pledge his fealty to secure his support. Together they raised another army and marched south…Can you give me a map?”
Paul was able to get a Google map up on an adjacent screen, zooming in on central France. “Where?” he asked.
“Poitiers,” said Nordhausen definitively. “Poitiers! Sometimes called the Battle of Tours as well. It was actually fought about here,” he pointed, “at the confluence of these two rivers between the two cities. Closer to Poitiers, I suppose. Charles and Odo prevailed, and it put a stop to these incursions once and for all, at least in this region.”
“Which Charles are we talking about?” asked Paul.
“Why, Charles Martel, of course. The Hammer! He earned that name right here in this battle. Good, old Charles. He established the fiefdom system, trading land for loyalty and pledge of arms, raised a fairly professional army, and he had been squeezing the wealthy church lands and monasteries for money and resources as well. In fact, that’s what brought the Moors north. This was just a raid at first, possibly to avenge their losses of against Odo earlier, and to punish him for allying himself with a rival Islamic warlord, a local Berber called Manuza. Odo had married away his daughter to him seeking to mend fences. As Manuza had a stronghold in the Pyrenees, he served as a breakwater against the Umayyad Caliph, so Odo could settle that front and turn his attention to Charles in the north.”
“Who was the Caliph?” asked Paul.
“Zoom in on the time line… There,” the professor pointed. “Abdul Rahman. Yes, it’s all coming back now. Manuza is eliminated, probably assassinated, and Abdul’s invasion across the Pyrenees followed right after that. I guess he was out for a little payback against Odo, but also to fatten up on plunder as well.”
“He was settling all the family business.” Paul put things in terms the Godfather might best understand.
“Quite so,” said Nordhausen. “The Moors overran Navarre, then stormed up through Aquitaine to Bordeaux, taking that city as well. Odo tried to stop them and was soundly defeated. But Charles Martel was a man of considerable military skill—one of the great strategists of his day I suppose. You know the military history.”
“Right,” said Paul. “I tend to think he had more will power than military prowess, but the end result was the same. I don’t really know much that happened before, but I remember this battle now. The Moors had the finest heavy cavalry in the world at the time. It was their premier weapon in the attack, the forerunner of the European knights. But the use of the stirrup was not widely adapted in Europe yet, a nifty invention that allowed horsemen to wield heavy weapons and still maintain some control over their mounts. So at this time most European armies were mainly composed of infantry forces, with a few light horsemen in support.”
“Well, this is it then,” said Nordhausen. “Is there anything amiss prior to this time on the Meridian?”
Paul quickly zoomed back out and they saw that the lines on the chart remained solid, deep green. He checked politics, sciences, arts, all good.“The battle of Tours,” Paul said softly. “I think we found our crisis point. They’re targeting this event. Probably trying to change the outcome of this battle.”
Kelly was back, a distressed look on his face. Paul thought to ask him how the call to Maeve went, then decided to let that be still for the moment. Kelly had been through a lot tonight, and things were likely to get very stressful as the morning progressed.
“You OK?” he asked.
Kelly nodded. “What have we got?” He composed himself and gestured at the screen, eager to get a look at the Golem report.
“You’re not going to believe this,” Paul started.
They told him what they had found and Kelly’s eyes lit up with sudden recognition. “Hamza and I just had a conversation about this period a few days ago! In fact, that was the segment of the history he had his men working on all week.”
He told them how he would come to the chamber of records and play devil’s advocate as Hamza supervised the carving. “They were real busy,” he said. “Messengers were coming and going all the time. I know they must have had the history on computers in their day, but they were making damn sure this permanent record was being carved and preserved. These people are serious about this shit, Paul. In fact…” He held up a finger, remembering something Hamza had said.
“Hamza and I disagreed on the recounting of this very battle. He seemed to think the Moors lost because of some other reason, not the military prowess of Charles. Paul, do you know anything more about it?”
Paul had been a student of military history for over twenty-five years, and often passed the time designing conflict simulations of famous historical battles. “Richard Berg put out a design on this battle and I played that a few times,” said Paul. “Charles stole a march on old Abdul, who was advancing rather heedlessly after his crushing victory over Odo earlier that year. His men had split into several raiding columns and were plundering the countryside. His supply trains were also well behind him. Warned by Odo, Charles quickly assembled his army and marched south, avoiding the main roads so as to remain undiscovered. Then he chose the ground, there between those two rivers, I remember it now. He had a slight elevation advantage, and cover of a nearby woodland area. He drew his men up in a square, a tight Phalanx to defend against the enemy heavy cavalry, behind their shieldwall, and he stolidly blocked the road to Tours, and the Abbey of St. Martin.
“When Abdul Rahman arrived he was surprised on two counts. First, he did not expect to meet any further organized resistance after defeating Odo, and second, his enemy had chosen the ground, and the time of battle, both obvious advantages. Abdul may have been brash, but he wasn’t stupid. He wisely decided to wait, refusing to attack while he bought time to gather his raiding columns and bring up the main body of his army. Attack too soon in this battle as the Moors and you really get hammered by the Franks.”
“But he got hammered anyway,” said Kelly.
“Well,” Paul thought deeply about it. “The professor here is going to have to do some digging on this in the RAM Bank but, if I’m not mistaken, it was a near run thing. No European infantry had ever really stood up to this kind of heavy cavalry when it was properly mobilized on attack. Odo prevailed ten years earlier because the cavalry was not used effectively and never got a chance to concentrate against him.”
He ran his hand through his thick brown hair, recalling the history as best he could. “This time Abdul Rahman waited to assemble his scattered units, a full six days, and then sent his heavy horsemen against the Franks on the seventh day. Charles won the waiting game. He had prompted his enemy to attack him on ground of his own choosing, but that cavalry was a formidable force. At one point they broke through the ranks of the shieldwall, aiming to kill Charles, but his most loyal troops fought fanatically to save him, barely stopping the charge. The accounts of the battle are sketchy at this point, but in my simulations the Moors regroup and reassemble for another charge. They eventually best the Frankish infantry, putting them to route late on the first day of the battle. But that’s not what happened in the history we know.”
“Right,” said Kelly, reading from the RAM Bank now. “All hell breaks loose. Abdul Rahman gets embroiled in the fighting and he is killed by the Franks. The Moors retreat in dismay and pull out under cover of darkness that night. Charles, the Hammer, has his victory and a new name.”
Nordhausen was quick to a terminal, calling up references on the battle. ‘Then was he first called “Martel,” for as a hammer of iron, of steel, and of every other metal, even so he dashed; and smote in the battle all his enemies.’—That’s from the Chronicle of St. Denis.”
The professor leaned back, thinking. “So this marks the high water mark of Islamic incursions into Europe,” he said. “A few dissent, though most historians agree that if Charles had been defeated decisively here, as Paul seems to think is possible, then there would have been no significant military opposition to the Muslim incursion into France. Some scholars argue that Abdul Rahman was never intending to push any farther, only to pillage the riches of the Abbey of Saint Martin of Tours, and state that this was merely a raid for plunder. The abbey was one of the most significant cultural and religious centers in Europe at this time. Its loss would have been broadly symbolic of what would likely have happened to the rest of Gaul. And this raid was already a thousand miles north of Gibraltar! A victory here would have probably seen the invaders winter in Tours or Poitiers and renew their advances in the spring, possibly reinforced from Spain. Unopposed, it’s my belief that they would have just kept on coming. And look at the damn screen, gentlemen.” He finished, folding his arms.
“My God!” Kelly was scrolling forward, seeing the rapid color change from yellow to orange and then red. “Apparently they did keep on coming.” He moved to a nearby terminal to query the information retrieved by the Golems. “The name Charles Martel produces no search results after this. He was at the battle, but in the altered history he is killed in the fighting, so he never gets that moniker ‘Martel, the Hammer’ attached to his name….”
“There you are,” said Nordhausen. “No Pippin II. No Charlemagne.”
Kelly continued: “The Saracens sack the abbey, get a taste of central France, and then eventually sweep north, heavily reinforced by additional armies coming over the Pyrenees the following spring. Damn-it! Hamza was talking about this very battle. What was it he said? He was going to carve it faithfully so that the errors of Abdul Rahman might be corrected.”
“That’s it, then,” said Nordhausen. “This is where they’re running an operation, and they’ve found one hell of a Pushpoint somewhere in the history.”
“Right,” said Kelly. “Charles gets his ass kicked here, and the invaders sweep all Christendom before them, essentially doing a right hook into the Balkans and outflanking the Byzantines as well. Isolated and besieged from two sides, the Byzantine empire falls twenty years later. The Umayyad Dynasty is now the preeminent power on earth, unchallenged.”
“What about China and India?” asked Paul.
“There are already Islamic campaigns underway in India by this time,” said Nordhausen. “As for China, the Tang Dynasty was nearing its end. In another twenty years it takes a death blow from a dissident general, An Lu Shan, who marches into the capitol at Chang’an, and ushers in a period of great confusion in China. Their old regional enemy, Tibet, comes over the mountain passes into the Tarim basin and chokes off the Silk Road trade routes. China is in no condition to resist anyone at this stage. If the Islamic armies push into Central Asia, and I’ll bet they do in those Golem reports, then Tibet may have held out, but the population of China was reduced by nearly 80% during this period. There’s nothing they could have done to effectively oppose the growing Muslim dominance.”
“So this makes the battle here at Tours an even more significant event,” said Paul, “coming as it does on the eve of the fall of the Tang Dynasty. What about the Mongols? Genghis Khan?”
“Much later,” said Nordhausen, “That’s in the thirteenth century, and we haven’t time to read that period now. We’ve found our crisis point. It’s here! They lose it all! There’s no Enlightenment, no Reformation, no Renaissance. The Assassins, or whoever they are, have found a way to win the Battle of Tours, and the results make the damage caused by Palma look pale by comparison. In fact, they probably have no reason to initiate an operation against Palma after this. Didn’t you say Columbus never discovers America a moment ago?”
“Let me check it,” said Kelly. “Here…It’s discovered by Shams ad-Din, the great Moroccan Berber explorer, and he finds it nearly a century before Columbus does in the history we know. The Americas…well, they wouldn’t be called that in this altered time line. But the new world gets colonized by the Muslims, not the Europeans, who are completely assimilated into Muslim-Islamic culture by that time.”
“So there’s no Washington, or Jefferson, or Adams, and no Declaration of Independence, and no United States of America?” Paul was really shocked now.
“Kaput,” said Kelly, still typing very fast and reading Golem search links. “No references to those keywords at all in this altered historical data stream.”
“Now we know what we were perceiving on the observation deck just after we pulled Robert and Maeve back from the Rosetta Stone mission,” said Paul. “You’re right, Robert. Palma means nothing now, because if this happens they have no reason to try and strike at American power with an operation like that. They already control the whole continent! So they’ve run an even bigger intervention and found something really terrible in the events surrounding this battle. It changes everything, a truly Grand Transformation. This is the most significant alteration of the continuum we have ever seen. It’s utterly catastrophic, at least insofar as Western culture is concerned.”
“Then we’d bloody well better get a handle on what happened at that battle,” said Nordhausen, pointing at the screen. “Forget the Golem reports, Kelly. It’s the RAM Bank we need now. That’s our only record of the history as we know it. We’ve got to find out how Charles gets his hammer and prevails at Tours.”
“I can tell you that right now,” came a voice, and they all spun around to see Maeve standing behind them. Her eyes were red with recent tears and she looked this way and that as she walked slowly into the room, treading lightly, with a soft, halting gait. The look on Kelly’s face was one of agony and deep love as he watched her coming slowly towards them, talking as she came.
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