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About NEXUS
POINT

 


History was not the
province of the great. Fate hinged on the simplest of things: loose
knots, a casual stumble, a chance meeting, something inadvertently
dropped, or lost, or found.

 


In this
compelling sequel to the award winning novel Meridian, the project team members
slowly become aware of unseen adversaries at play in the Meridian
of Time.

 


The quest for an ancient
fossil leads to an amazing discovery hidden in the Jordanian
desert. A mysterious group of assassins plot to decide the future
course of history, just one battle in a devious campaign that will
become a Nexus Point of grave danger, where even the fates are
powerless to intervene.
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An Angel Falls on
Palestine

 


“Fare well, Do-Rahlan.
Wither you have gone I cannot say.

It is my hope that your
soul will be held fast in the hands of Allah, the Compassionate,
the Merciful.

 


I have taken that which you
left me—the mighty King, and marked the place where I was reading.
I will hide it well, my friend, and keep fast the memory of your
coming.

 


Remember me as one who
looked with shining eyes upon thy holy face, and, should Allah
smile with thee, live long in the Paradise that awaits
you.”

 


 


Author Unknown

Translated from the Arabic

1187 AD


Prologue

 


The Nordhausen Caper –
England – November, 1919

 


The train reached the station at
precisely 12:00 noon, and Nordhausen smiled at the legendary
British sense of punctuality. It was the daily run out of London to
Oxford, making its way there in a roundabout way by following the
meandering line of the Thames as it curled north of Windsor. It was
stopping at Reading now, near the confluence of the Kennet River
and the Thames. They would hold over here for half an hour, and
then turn north to cross the Berkshire Downs and come up upon
Oxford from the south.

The professor had been very careful in
his research this time, following every clue he could dig up on the
matter that was now afoot. He was very pleased that he had been
able to dress himself so well for the part he hoped to play here, a
stolid English gentlemen in dark wool and pinstripes topped off
with a typical derby of the period. His shoes were immaculately
polished, and this time they were very well fitted. The memory of
his trek across the desert in those tight leather boots still sent
a twinge to his toes when he thought of it. A gold chain adorned
his vest, linking smartly to the pocket watch his grandfather had
given him years ago. Even though Maeve had not had the chance to
subject him to her careful scrutiny before he left, he was well
satisfied that there was nothing about his appearance that would
arouse the slightest suspicion or undue interest. He seemed the
perfect English banker, out on business, which is exactly the image
he intended to project.

In spite of all his research and
careful preparations, however, Nordhausen was a bit worried. It
occurred to him that, behind all his rationalizations, he still
entertained a hint of misgiving about this trip. He had wrestled
with the matter internally for some time, and he knew it was risky
to go off on a time jaunt without authorization. That last mission
to the desert had been enough to convince him that Paul’s theory
was correct. Changes in time hinged on the simplest of things:
loose knots, a casual stumble, a chance meeting, something
inadvertently dropped, or lost, or found. All one had to do was
find these things in the research—a task that could take years,
depending on the complexity of the situation. The number of
potential variables was enormous! How could anyone ever hope to
uncover just the right pinprick of time? It was an intimidating
proposition.

The
research went something like this: once you determine the thing you
want to change you must then isolate all the key Meridians flowing
into that Nexus Point of time and determine which one offered the
best prospects for success. Any solution you devise might
cause some alteration in the stream of causality, yet the change may not
be the one needed to accomplish your purpose. Time had a way of
accounting for small errors and deviations, like a meandering
stream that eventually found its way back into the main
channel.

It all seemed an impossible game of
hit and miss to him, until Paul convinced him that somewhere, lost
on a single wayward thread of time, a moment existed that was mated
to every great event on the continuum, a whisper of inconsequential
absurdity that was forever paired to the great conquerors of
history, like the slaves who would ride with Ceasar in his triumph
to remind him that all glory was fleeting.

The trick was finding the correct
moment to alter, and the surprise was that it would never be
something big, something obvious. Try to stop an asteroid from
striking the earth on the day of the event and no amount of force
applied at that moment might be enough to do the job. But get to it
while it is far enough away, and it would only take the slightest
nudge to divert its course and save the world. Try swatting aside
the rifle of an assassin at the moment before he shoots, and time
would find a way to frustrate your every attempt. But let the air
out of the tire of his car three weeks before the day of the
shooting, and all history will change.

You had to feel your way along the
Meridians, groping for those little moments of insignificance that
would have the right effect. Who would have thought that a disaster
on the scale of Palma in 2010 could have been reversed by a train
wreck in the Jordanian desert of 1917? How could one make a
connection of cause and effect from such disjointed events? The
research could take years. He knew now that they could never have
finished that first mission without the timely help of their
visitor from the future, and the subtle clues he left
behind.

Yet, what a mission it
was! They had set out to save the Western World from Ra’id Husan al
Din, a man so bent on his war against the “Infidel” that he would
sacrifice the lives of tens of millions of innocent people in a
single moment of terror. It was not a symbolic stroke, as his
forerunner Osama Bin Ladin had made in his September attack against
the World Trade Center. No, Husan al’ Din came up with something
truly awesome in scope. By comparison, it made the 9/11 attack seem
like the barest foreshock to the real catastrophe that lay in store
for the West: on the night before Memorial Day of the year
2010.

Husan and his operatives had finally
acquired their weapon of mass destruction—a warhead of sufficient
power and yield to serve in the incredible plan they had spawned.
It was inevitable that someone would eventually get their hands on
a nuke, but the genius of the plan led to consequences far beyond
the destruction of a single city. The device was buried deep in the
unstable western flank of the volcano that made up the bulk of the
Island of Palma. When it went off, it super-heated huge pillars of
standing water that had percolated down into old lava tubes in the
side of the mountain. As the water expanded, driven by the fierce
explosive venting of an eruption triggered by the blast, the flank
of the volcano gave way and a massive landslide rumbled into the
ocean a little after midnight, GMT. The resulting tsunami was
unlike anything ever seen in modern history. It surged across the
Atlantic, promising to swell up in immense waves topping three
hundred feet by the time it struck the Eastern Seaboard. There was
no ground on Manhattan island that high, and the loss of life would
have been unthinkable in that city alone. The whole of the western
shoreline of the US was doomed to share the same fate, but it never
happened, and Nordhausen could still not figure out why.

The wave
sequence was supposed to take over eight hours to cross the
Atlantic and, in that brief interval of time, Paul Dorland’s theory
had been proven correct. Someone came back on that storm drenched night
and made it to the final briefing at the professor’s study. He
carried an urgent message and an appeal for help. It would all
work, he told them. Time travel was possible! Researchers from his
own time had been trying to forestall the terror of Husan al Din
for years, but they could not get back far enough on the
Meridian.

From their vantage point, in some far
distant future, they had discovered that the only way to save their
world was to prevent the birth of the master terrorist himself. It
was the key to preventing the Palma Event, a Radical Transformation
according to Paul’s lexicon. Yet, try as they might, the team of
future researchers who had built upon Paul’s unproven theory were
foiled by another of his maxims: that great events cast a penumbra
on the continuum, a time shadow that slowly calcified until it
became impossible to penetrate

The interference of the Time Penumbra
cast by the Palma Event had stopped every attempt the future
researchers made to prevent it. They could not get through to the
target year in the past but, somehow, they managed to send one man
into the eye of the storm—into that calm interval between the
eruption of Palma, and the arrival of the first towering wave sets
on the East Coast of the United States. It was not the eruption,
but the tsunami that caused the real damage. The eight hour
interval was a Nexus Point, a place where time was holding it’s
breath before it exhaled to some new certainty.

If
someone could get back to that null point in time, they could try
and help the team of researchers meeting in Nordhausen’s study find
a way to use their own technology and complete the mission. Even that effort had
been a chancy affair. Many died trying to penetrate the penumbra
but, finally, one got through. It was a rough ride, however, and
the visitor missed his mark by a full seven years. Nordhausen
empathized, for he had found himself lost in the Cretaceous because
of a single keystroke error that Kelly made with his
calculations.

Poor Mr. Graves. He had arrived before
the Arch project had even been initiated by Paul and the other team
members. All he could think of doing was to find a safe place,
sheltered from the mainstream of life, and wait out the days and
years until the Nexus Point formed where he could do some good. The
professor thought his decision to hide away in a monastery had been
quite novel. He could fit himself into a routine, say virtually
nothing, and minimize any chance of contamination. Nordhausen
wondered how he occupied his mind for those seven long years until
he could reach the hour when it would become possible to make his
intervention count.

In the
year 2010, Nordhausen’s time, there would be a fully functional
Arch available at Lawrence Berkeley Labs. The darkening shadow of
the Palma Event could not impede a traveler who left
before the great tsunami
had wreaked havoc on the Eastern Seaboard. That was the
plan.

It seemed simple enough but, like all
things that have simple beginnings, it quickly developed a momentum
of its own. The first thing to be accomplished was to prevent the
untimely death of one of the four central committee members, Kelly
Ramer. He had been destined to die in a simple accident as he
hurried to the meeting on the rain slick streets of the Bay area
that night. A moment’s delay, a few seconds when a man in a gray
coat stepped in front of his car, had been enough to prevent the
unfortunate rendezvous and accomplish the task. Kelly was that same
few seconds late to his intersection with death, and his life was
spared when the traffic accident that was to kill him never
happened.

That
first intervention was the lever that would move all the other
research team members: Paul Dorland, Chief Physicist and
Theoretician; Maeve Lindford, the head of Outcomes and
Consequences; Kelly Ramer, the Senior Computer Technician, and
Professor Nordhausen himself, Chief Historian. They would be
galvanized into action, flush with the knowledge that their
experiment would work after all. Their original plan, a modest
proposal to visit a performance of Shakespeare’s
The Tempest, in the year
1612 was soon shunted aside. The future of the whole Western World
was calling now, with an urgent appeal. They had to go back and
finish the mission, back to find a way to prevent the birth of the
terrorist Husan al Din—but how? Kelly’s life was spared, and the
clues that had been left on a note in a raincoat from the future,
had been enough to set their course.

Nordhausen took some small satisfaction in the fact that he
was the one who first deciphered the meaning of the visitor’s note.
It was just a series of numbers that he took to be a date.
11101917-K172 became November 10, 1917, and the alphanumeric after
the hyphen turned out to be an exact location on the Hejaz rail
line: Kilometer 172. They had a time and a place, but the real
problem was to find just what
they had to accomplish if they could reach that
crucial moment in time. As it turned out, that location was the
scene of an ambush staged by one Lawrence of Arabia on that very
day. He was planning to blow up a train to raise the fallen spirits
of his men after their primary mission, a plan to destroy a bridge,
had been foiled by a loose strap that sent a rifle clattering into
the stony gorge to alert the Turks.

That was
a perfect example of the theory. Tighten that gun strap and
Lawrence goes for the bridge. He never comes to Kilometer 172 on
November 10th, and a
man named Masaui, fated to die in the raid, lives on instead.
Somehow, that single life could change history and prevent Palma.
That loose gun strap was going to change everything, and Lawrence’s
ambush would end up destroying the entire Eastern Seaboard of North
America.

Lawrence of Arabia! Nordhausen smiled
to himself as he recalled the eerie glow he had seen about the man
that last morning of the mission. He had come within a few yards of
a Prime Mover, one of history’s most colorful and yet enigmatic
figures. There he was, silhouetted against the slate gray dawn on a
miserable wet morning, and all Nordhausen could do was gape
helplessly at the man in shivering silence.

It was
forbidden, of course, to have any interaction with a Prime Mover.
Maeve Lindford had beat that tenet into his head a hundred times
before the mission. She had been verbally fencing with Nordhausen
the night before they left, dead set on preventing him from doing
any real research
if the project worked…well it did
work. They went back alright, but Nordhausen
would be damned if he could think of a single thing he had
accomplished to change the history. Paul swore the same. Neither
man could put their finger on anything they did to unhinge the
ambush the Arabs had planned at Kilometer 172. Yet they clearly did
something, stumbling about in the cold and rain, confused, tired
and bewildered by the experience of traveling in time. Some tiny,
insignificant event was set in motion, or prevented, by one of
them. Yet they could not discern what the "Pushpoint," as Paul
called it, was.

Time
moved on the whisper of nothingness, on the careless whim of a
humdrum second or two that no one would give the scarcest notice.
He always thought it would be great men, Prime Movers all, who
would forge the shape of future days.
Instead it was poppycock, happenstance, odd
coincidence, chance moments in the stream
of time. These were the things that carried the seeds of
tomorrow.

They knew
they had to alter Lawrence’s mission, but how? Where was the
Pushpoint? Was it the wire leading to his igniter? Faulty charges
in the gelatine? Did the Turkish colonel happen upon something when
he searched the railroad tracks? Could he have crushed the
Pushpoint under foot as casually as he might step upon a fallen
cigarette butt, grinding it into the gravel of the rail bed?
Whatever it was, they had been successful. The moment they returned
Maeve read them the passage in Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom, and it had
changed. Nordhausen had used the book to
help them discover the crucial meeting point on the Hejaz rail line
where all of future time was waiting to be born. If it were not for
that wonderful book…

Thoughts
of the Seven Pillars, and the three separate drafts Lawrence had penned, shook
Nordhausen from his reverie. Lawrence’s detailed written account of
his exploits in the desert had proved a saving grace. It had served
as a road map for them on the first trip, and now it was the firm
object of Nordhausen’s desire on this second
trip.

Here he was, riding in coach number
seven as it rolled into Reading Station west of London on a crisp
November day in 1919. He would bide his time, watching carefully
from his window seat until his quarry left the train and made his
way over to the refreshment room for a mid-day tea and crumpet. The
man would be carrying a messenger’s bag, of the sort they used to
transport important papers, currency, or gold. Why his mark
selected such a bag was beyond him. Surely it would be hard to
overlook where he was going to leave it haphazardly under the table
in the refreshment room. Surely it would be a severe temptation to
anyone who found it.

Nordhausen planned to head for that
very room in just a minute or two. He waited patiently, counting
out the seconds, and then stood up with a clear resolve. He hefted
the stout walking cane he had brought along, as if to test its
strength for the odd use he had in mind. It was a solid piece of
lacquered hickory, with a burnished brass cap. It would serve him
quite well, he thought, as long as he kept a bit of guts behind
it.

He would
make his way into the station and take a seat in the Refreshment
Room, very close to Lawrence himself. Yes, it was Lawrence he had
come to see again. His presence on the train had been well
documented, and Nordhausen was sure he would be here. The professor
wondered whether he would still have that eerie glow about him now
that he had fled from the heroics of his desert to the relative
anonymity of the English countryside. Still, he would have his book
with him—the manuscript, the very first draft
of The Seven
Pillars of Wisdom. Lawrence claimed it was
stolen on this train trip, and Nordhausen would soon find out if
that was true.

The
version of the book the professor relied upon for their first
excursion to the desert was actually the third draft Lawrence made of the
story. The first he lost, on this very trip to Oxford. The second
he destroyed himself, perhaps out of grief for what he failed to
accomplish, or some hidden shame that would dog him the rest of his
brief life. The third would survive to become the classic that had
saved the Western World, but the first two copies of the manuscript
were never found. There was no point trying to get at the second
draft. The research was too hazy in that direction. But this first
draft was right here on the train, in the bank messenger’s bag, and
reputedly left under his table when Lawrence stopped here for a
brief refreshment. Someone was going to try and make off with it,
and that someone was going to feel the sharp crack of Nordhausen’s
cane before the hour was through—unless the professor could get to
the bag first.

Lawrence would reach Oxford, and
realize his bag was gone. He would place a call to the Reading
Station in the hopes that someone there would recover it. The
professor thought about that for a moment. Should he turn the bag
over to the Station Master? He would still be able to read it, as
it would undoubtedly be published at some time. The more he
considered the matter, however, the more he began to hear the snarl
and growl of Paradox on the fringes of his surreptitious
plan.

Would
Time punish him for this little transgression? No, he thought, this
time the threat of Paradox favored
his plan. If he turned the manuscript in, then
Lawrence would not have to re-write the book as he did later that
year. If the story was altered, ever so slightly, then the clues,
which led them all to their rendezvous in the desert, might never
be there. Everything could come unraveled in that event—
everything. Maeve was
really quite correct in the end. They would change things without
even knowing it, just as they did at Kilometer 172. He couldn’t
take the risk, so he decided to take the bag instead. After all, it
was lost and never recovered. It was probably taken by some
ignorant station worker who did not have the slightest appreciation
of what he was stealing, or even who his poor victim was. All he
had to do was make certain Lawrence was well away on his train
before he recovered it, and if someone got to it first he had his
cane.

Still,
the feeling of uncertainty redoubled. The manuscript had not been
recovered—not yet, but thousands of artifacts and art treasures of his day had
been lost for millennia before they were finally found. What if
someone was slated to find the manuscript in another hundred years?
What if the find was to prove a very significant event in the life
of that unborn person? Nordhausen realized that even this seemingly
innocuous trip may have unforeseen consequences for future
generations.

What might he do this time, and
without even knowing it? He could return and find everything
changed; everyone gone; lives askew and no one even realizing that
the present they embraced was not meant to be; that it was all the
heedless doings of a selfish man who refused to listen to the voice
of caution. The misgivings spawned by Maeve’s warnings were riding
him with each mile and dogging every step he took. What if he
botched the mission? What if he bumped into Lawrence again at
Reading Station? What if there was a struggle for the manuscript
with the original thief? The prospect that he might be involved in
a scuffle was not so palatable now, in spite of his sturdy cane.
The more he thought, the deeper his misgivings became, but there
was only one thing to do now that he was here. Get on with it! Get
the damn manuscript and head home, with as little fuss and bother
as possible. He would just have to suffer the consequences,
whatever they might be.

Nordhausen steadied himself as the train approached the
station and people began to jostle up from their seats. He was
still a bit bemused by the effects of his time shift. Yes, he knew
it was dangerous to open one’s eyes during transit time in the
Arch, but he could not resist. The spectacle was so completely
encompassing that it was worth the dizzying nausea that resulted.
What would one endure, he thought, to but glimpse the face of God?
Maeve did not know. She had stayed behind in the lab on the first
mission. She never saw it, and Nordhausen knew that she would never understand until
she stood there in the auroras and opened her eyes. There was no
explaining it. You just had to open your eyes and take it
in.

Perhaps he would not hear her chiding
voice so sharply if she came along, just one time, and felt the
exhilaration of that terrible moment in the stream of infinity. But
Nordhausen was alone in this now. Nobody knew he was here—not even
the simpleton of a graduate student he had press-ganged into a long
night shift in the main lab facility. All the lout had to do was
toggle a switch at precisely three AM; just a few hours of idle
time in the lab, but eight hours for Nordhausen on his trip to
England in the year 1919.

The train
whistle blew its shrill warning as it slowed to enter Reading
Station. The professor rubbed his hands in
anticipation. He would see to the matter once and for all. If
history could find no use for the precious draft, he would be quite
happy to take it under his loving wing, and fly
away.

And that is exactly what he
did.

He accomplished his mission, and was
greatly relieved to find that nothing seemed amiss when he finally
returned to the Lab. The dutiful grad student he had secreted into
the facility had done his job. He toggled the switch that set
Nordhausen’s retraction scheme running, and the professor was
pulled back through the open gateway in Time to reappear in the
Arch. In spite of the temptation to look, he made a point of
keeping his eyes clenched shut this time through, to minimize the
effects of the shift. As soon as his senses were clear he raced up
stairs to cover his tracks in the data module. A few deletions here
and there would do the job. He sent the grad student on his way
with a nice monetary treat so he could enjoy the rest of the
holiday weekend.

Three hours after his safe retraction
he was back in his study in Berkeley, gleefully paging through
Lawrence’s handwritten notes. He would celebrate Independence Day
by recounting Lawrence’s efforts to bring exactly that to his Arab
friends.

It had all been so easy, he thought.
So painless. All of his misgivings had been for naught—aside from
the hefty deposit he would have to make to cover the added
electricity usage that weekend. No matter. It would be well worth
it. He didn’t even have to bother with the original thief! The bag
was just sitting there unattended.

Nordhausen was very pleased with
himself, but he would have had a lot to think about if he had seen
what actually happened after he left Reading Station. If he had
seen the dusky stranger shuffle into the refreshment room, he might
have thought it odd how the man singled out one isolated table in
the corner and stooped to look beneath it, as though he expected to
find something there. He might have been surprised at the look on
the fellow’s face when the bag he expected to find was not sitting
there. He might have wondered at the curse the man uttered beneath
his breath, in a strange and unfamiliar tongue, and the odd way in
which he surveilled the room, his eyes laden with hostility and
suspicion. There was no one else there for him to blame. Nordhausen
was already ninety-one years away, with a glass of good Chianti in
his right hand and a self-indulgent gleam of satisfaction in his
eye.
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The Ammonite

 


 


 


“Who
controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present
controls the past.”


1984 - George
Orwell


Chapter 1

 


The helo
swooped low, its turbine engines whining
with the descent as it made its way along the crest of a jagged
ridge of weathered rock. All about them the desert was broken by
fantastic shelves of striated stone erupting from a barren plain.
The sun cast an amber hue on the red and black stone as they
circled, painting the landscape in dark shades of scarlet and
orange.

“How you got permission for this is
beyond me.” Paul Dorland was seated in the comfortable back seat of
the helo next to Professor Nordhausen, his long time friend and
associate.

“It wasn’t easy,” said the professor
over the noise of the engine. “The Jordanian government isn’t very
fond of Americans these days—not after the mess we created in the
region with that business in Iraq. It took some doing, Paul, but I
pulled on a few favors I was owed by associates in the Middle
Eastern Archeological Society. They have digs going on out here all
the time: the Buller excavations at Aliba, the resources project
out at Kerak, the Madaba Plains outfit near Tel Jalul—just to name
a few. I convinced them to slip one more permit through the system,
that’s all. If you want to get anything done in this world you
never make much fuss about it. Just be as inconspicuous as
possible. “

“And the helicopter?” Paul tightened
his grip on the arm rest as the chopper swirled about, low to the
ground now for its landing.

“Money talks, my friend.” Nordhausen
smiled at him. “Particularly out here in the middle of nowhere. I
rented this rig for one thousand dollars. It belongs to an
independent oil drilling concern about fifty klicks east of here in
the volcanic flats region.“

Paul nodded, as he ran a long fingered
hand through his medium brown hair. The professor had enlisted him
in this safari over a month ago, saying that it would be a good
excuse for him to get out of the office and see a bit of the world.
Paul had seen quite enough, but he was only too glad to join his
comrade. He secretly loved the desert climes, and had looked
forward to getting decked out in his khaki explorer clothing,
complete with a floppy canvas archeologist hat that sat on his lap
while he struggled to force some order on his hair.

Nordhausen smiled at him. “Why do you
bother to try and comb that mop?” he asked with a hint of a tease
in his voice. “You need a haircut.”

“Easy for you to say,” said Paul.
Nordhausen had lost his battle against a steadily receding hairline
long ago. Paul still rinsed out the emerging gray and tried to keep
some sense of order on the top of his head. In this instance, he
gave up, and put his canvas hat back on in disgust.

“You say you have people working out
here in this heat?”

“Three interns,” said Nordhausen.
“It’s a wonderful way to get some experience. Many students would
jump at the opportunity. “

“But how did you arrange the
passports, travel expenses and visas?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Paul. You act
as though no one ever does anything but sit at home and watch TV.
Jordan issues at least a thousand reciprocal student visas through
the university. You hire them, tell them where they’re going, buy
them a plane ticket and they do all the rest. It’s really quite
simple.”

Paul nodded, turning his gaze to the
rocky desert floor beneath them. They were hovering in a gentle
downward glide, and soon the downdraft of the chopper began to kick
up dust and debris.

“There!” Nordhausen leaned across Paul
to point out his window. “See the campsite?”

“I don’t remember it looking like
this,” said Paul.

“Of course not. There’s been plenty of
erosion in these landforms over the years. You won’t recognize
anything, but believe me, this is the place. I got the numbers from
Kelly’s data run on the first breaching point. This was the only
hill within walking distance, so I put my people in here with some
nifty ground penetrating radar, and they found it!” The professor
rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

The helicopter landed with a gentle
thump, its bright silver blades whipping up a cloud of reddish
dust. The pilot, an Arabic man, turned and flashed the two men a
toothy smile from under the headset of his flight helmet. “Wait for
us,” Nordhausen yelled over the deafening noise. “We won’t be
long.”

The pilot indicated thumbs up and the
professor unlatched his door. “Come on!” He yelled at Paul over the
swirling din.

The two men leapt out, hunching low to
evade the rotating blades as they gradually slowed. Once they were
away from the helo they saw three shadows emerge from the sheen of
dust. The interns were out to welcome them, two young men and a
woman, all of college age and decked out in khaki shorts and pith
helmets.

“Greetings, professor!” The woman was
the first to speak, brown ponytails tossing about under her helmet
as she ran up.

“Good day, Janice. How are things
going?”

“Everything is fine here, sir.
“

The two men came up and there were
introductions all around. “Paul Dorland,” said the professor as he
draped his arm over Paul’s shoulder. “He was with me when we found
the damn thing. Paul, this is Bill here with the good looks and
that’s Bob with all the muscle. Now then: we haven’t much time.
I’ve only got this bird for another six hours, and we have a long
way to go yet. Is everything ready?”

“We have it isolated and mounted on a
sturdy pallet,” said Janice.

“Was the extraction difficult? Is it
well protected?”

“Came out with no trouble at all,”
said Bill. “We used acetone to strengthen the tendril areas, and
got a good plaster on the main segment. The moorings and cables are
all in place. All we have to do is hitch everything up.”

Nordhausen clapped his hands together.
“Fantastic! Let’s get started. I’ll help you two with the cables.
Janice, why don’t you show Paul the dig site. I’m sure he’ll have a
few fond memories.”

They
started away from the helo, off through the subsiding dust until
they came to the low edge of a shelving ridge. The site was very
clean, well marked with stakes and string, and cleared of all the
broken desert stone that had been eroding from the shale and basalt
landforms for centuries. Paul saw the bundled pallet with thick
mooring cables attached to the corners as the other men began
dragging the lines toward the undercarriage of the helo. He was
only vaguely aware of the woman trailing in his wake. She was
saying something about the dig site and the weather, but Paul
wasn’t listening. An inner eye was replaying scenes in his head now
as he scanned the landforms about him, and he had a prickly
sensation of déjà vu.

It was here, he thought. I was
here…

The recollection of the swelling
billows of smoke and soot in the sky returned to him. He could
almost smell the sulfur in the air and hear the cold crunch of his
footfalls on the iridium laced ground gravel when they climbed the
ridge, sixty-five million years ago. They were the first men to
travel in time, but an error in the calculation had sent them
careening into the deeps of the later Cretaceous, millions of years
off their target date. In spite of that, the spatial numbers had
been dead on target. They were supposed to land in the desert of
old Palestine, now modern day Jordan, but when they arrived they
found themselves marooned on the volcanic debris of a recently
reclaimed seabed—right smack on the KT boundary, the line that
marked the end of the Cretaceous and the doom of the
Dinosaurs.

It was here.

They had struggled up the hill,
straining to find any clue to identify their location. Nordhausen
was stooping to collect odd fragments of glittering quartz and dead
fern fronds. It did not take them long to realize the error. The
discovery of a near perfect Ammonite fossil in the side of the hill
had been the last deciding clue. They were lost in time.

Paul stared at the gaping hole in the
ground neatly marked by string and small wooden stakes. Nordhausen
had been talking about this project for months after their mission.
He called it his consolation prize and urged Paul to come with him
to recover the fossil. How he planned to get it through customs was
a matter Paul never had a chance to discuss with him. When he first
raised the question the professor had waved him off with a typical
‘don’t worry, Paul, it’s all arranged.’

The strange feeling swept over him
again. Somewhere at the edge of this dig the two of them had sat on
the ridge and built a small fire—the first fire ever made by human
hands on earth. They had used the supplies Maeve had secreted away
in their travel garb to brew a cup of coffee. That thought prompted
him to turn to the young woman at his side.

“Find anything else in the
area?”

“Sir?” The girl had been watching him
closely, a bit confused by his initial silence.

“Anything on the perimeter of the dig
site?” He was thinking that they might have uncovered evidence of
the charred rocks they left in a small circle.

“There was one thing,” said the girl.
“Very odd, in fact. We found an old tin cup, just there, at the
lower perimeter of the dig site. It was extremely corroded and
barely recognizable. Probably was left by someone a few centuries
ago, because it was obviously not native to this strata on the rock
formation.”

“Of course,” said Paul with an inward smile.
That sealed it for him. The interns had found the very same tin cup
that they had used to brew their coffee. Somehow it had managed to
remain relatively intact in the dry desert climate, sleeping
quietly in the limes and shale of the hill for all of sixty-five
million years. He shuddered again, feeling as though he was walking
on his own grave site, a resurrected ghost returning to the place
where he had chatted idly with Nordhausen about the Alvarez Theory
and the demise of the Dinosaurs.

“Come on, Paul! We’ve got to get
moving!” The Professor was waving at him from the base of the
helicopter. He could see that the rotors were beginning to turn
again, and heard the whine of the engine.

“You joining us?” He smiled at the
pleasant girl at his side.

“Oh, no sir. We’re taking a rover into
Amman next week. The professor wants us to return the dig site to
its original condition.

“I see,” said Paul. “Covering his
tracks, is he? Well you’ve done a wonderful job here. This will
mean a great deal to Professor Nordhausen.” He offered a brief
handshake and then hurried off, listening to Robert’s animated
chatter as the professor waved him on.

“Come on, Paul, stop flirting with the
ladies and get in this thing before it raises a maelstrom in all
this dust.”

They clambered inside the small craft,
sealing out the billowing haze and quickly fastening their seat
harnesses. Nordhausen gave the pilot a reassuring pat on the
shoulder and the engine revved up to maximum for the
takeoff.

“How heavy is it?” Paul strained to
see the cables tightening to taut lines of woven steel as the
chopper lifted off.

“God only knows,” said Nordhausen over
the noise. “This fellow says he can haul a little over a ton, and I
don’t think we’re pulling that much. Besides, we’ll be at a
relatively low altitude, and the lift capability of the helo will
be at its maximum.“ He leaned forward and handed the pilot
something he had written on a scrap of paper. The man nodded and
began fiddling with controls on his dash panel.

“What was that?” Paul was
curious.

“Our heading,” said Nordhausen. “We’re
going to swing out into the open desert for about twenty minutes,
and then turn south by southwest at Wadi Safra. Another few hours
should do the trick.”

“Do the trick? What do you mean
another few hours? That will take us well beyond Amman.”

“Precisely.”

“Well, why waste the fuel? Are you
sight seeing? Our plane leaves from Amman tomorrow. How do you plan
to get this thing through customs?”

“You’ll see. Just leave everything to
me, Paul. As a matter of fact, we’re going to fly over some of the
most spectacular terrain on the globe in a few hours, so sit back
and enjoy the ride. Wait until we get to Wadi Rumm—The Valley of
the Moon! I hear there’s a series of natural rock formations the
locals call ‘The Seven Pillars of Wisdom.’ How’s that ring to you,
eh?” The professor flashed him a smile, clearly excited about his
recovery of the book.

“What?
Wadi Rumm is well south of Amman. Just east of Akaba.” Paul had
never been there before, but he had spent hours pouring over maps
of the region and he also remembered his history quite well.
Lawrence often used the spectacular gorges of Wadi Rumm as a hide
away during his raiding missions in 1917. He wrote about it all in
the Seven Pillars of
Wisdom, one of Paul’s favorite
reads—particularly after his mission to the Hejaz the previous
year.

“Yes, and we should be there in a
little under two hours.“ Nordhausen smiled but Paul pursed his
lips, suddenly suspicious.

“What are you up to, Robert?” He
wished he had Maeve at hand, as she said that so much better than
he could.

“Do you
realize what we have, Paul? I was here last month, just before they
started the extraction. The fossil is amazing! It may be one of the
very few complete Ammonite fossils found anywhere—if not the
only one. Why, you can
even see impressions in the eye socket. It’s
wonderful!”

“Yes, yes, it’s fabulous,” echoed
Paul. “But what about customs? Are you telling me the Jordanians
are just going to let you fly away with this thing, no questions
asked?”

“Exactly,” said Nordhausen. “Why
should they ask? I’m supposed to be working a wadi terrace site at
Baidar. Hell, they’ve got plenty of Ammonite fossils, lots of them
at Wala Mujib, not far from our dig. Why should they care about
this one?”

“Are you
kidding? You just said it was one of a kind. If this thing is in
the pristine condition you describe, then they will damn well care
about it. What’s going on here? Are you telling me you’re going to
try and steal the
damn thing?”

“No, not
at all. We’re going to steal the damn thing! The two of us. We found it,
didn’t we? Sixty five fucking million years ago, my friend! If that
isn’t an argument for first rights, then what
is?”

“Oh, God!” Paul put his hand on his
forehead, clearly upset. It was another classic Nordhausen caper.
Now, more than ever, he wished Maeve were here so the two of them
could nail the professor’s ears to his head. “Are you crazy?” He
burst out in frustration. “You mean to say this guy is some kind of
smuggler or something?” Paul thumbed at the pilot who was oblivious
of the argument heating up behind him in the passenger’s
compartment.

“Something like that.” Nordhausen had
a grin on his face in spite of Paul’s rising temper. “We’ll be over
Wadi Safra in a minute and then we make our turn to bypass Amman.
To answer your earlier question, yes. We are sight seeing—that is
if we get caught for any reason. But I don’t expect much trouble.
It’s just a nice little jaunt through Wadi Rumm. The place gets all
sort of tourist traffic like this and, once we’re in the gorge,
it’s almost impossible to track us on radar.”

“Oh,
crap!” Paul was really angry now. “This isn’t the U.S., Robert. We
have no civil rights in this country. If we get caught, we’ll end
up in a jail cell for twenty years! How could you
do this?”

“With three interns and a helicopter,
that’s how.” The professor was not phased by Paul’s argument. “And
a ship, of course.”

“A ship?”

“Certainly. We disappear at Wadi Rumm and stay as low to the
ground as we can after that while we make the run out to the
Arabesque on the Red
Sea.”

“The Arabesque?”

“Wonderful name, isn’t it? I had it
registered that way, but it’s officially a freighter out of
Yemen.”

“And you plan on landing this thing on
the deck?”

“No, I’ve got a heavy duty net all set
up in the main hold. All we have to do is get over the bay and ease
this baby in. Then we scramble down a rope and it’s off to Port
Sudan. The Crew will get the thing in a good packing crate on the
way. We’ll just tuck it away in the hold and nobody will be the
wiser.”

Paul was
dumbfounded. He just stared at his friend with a blank expression
on his face. “Just scramble down a rope? Damnit, Robert! Do you
realize the war on terror is still going on, even if we did manage
to prevent the disaster on Palma. There’s a US Navy task force in
the Red Sea and here we go trying to smuggle Jordanian national
property onto a ship bound for Sudan! You are crazy. Certifiably insane. I
think that last time jaunt was enough to scramble your brain. Maeve
was absolutely right about you.”

“Oh, please. This hasn’t got anything
to do with the Time Meridian. OK, I’ll admit that my trip to London
was a bit out of the ordinary—”

“That’s quite an understatement. It
was risky! Very dangerous—just like this little scheme. Only this
time you have implicated me.”

“Serves you right. Payback’s a bitch,
eh Paul?”

“Payback? What are you talking
about?”

“Aren’t you the one who dragged me off
to the late Cretaceous in the first place?”

“You still harping on that? Blame
Kelly, not me. I had no idea we were going to end up brewing coffee
on the KT boundary.”

“Yes? Well I’m holding you accountable in
any case. You were in on the discovery of this thing sixty-five
million years ago, and so you’re in on this now.” He folded his
arms, holding his ground even if he was beginning to feel a little
guilty. “Don’t worry, Paul,” he began again. “I’ve got this whole
thing planned. You’ll see.”

Paul was going to say
something else, but he lapsed into a sullen silence, resting his
chin on his fist and turning away to look out the window.
Nordhausen went on for a while, offering more assurances and
revealing a few more details of his plan: they were going to slip
off the freighter in Port Sudan and catch a plane that was waiting
on a small airstrip north of the city. The ship would make its
innocent way to Houston, and they would reclaim their prize a month
later at a warehouse on the wharf.

Paul wouldn’t say a word. He kept a
stony silence for some time, and that, more than anything, began to
wear down the professor’s arguments. Eventually Nordhausen lapsed
into silence as well, until he finally spied the tawny cathedral
spikes of Wadi Rumm in the distance. Tall pillars of ochre rock
thrust up from the gorge in a setting that rivaled the Four Corners
region of the US, or the Grand Canyon, for its natural
beauty.

“Awesome, isn’t it?” Nordhausen tried
to get Paul’s mind off the situation and interest him in the
towering rock formations as the chopper lowered its altitude to
slip into the gorge.

Paul said nothing. He remained frozen,
as flinty as the wind sculpted canyons about them until Nordhausen
swallowed his pride and apologized.

“OK, I’m sorry, Paul. I realize this
wasn’t fair. And I wasn’t serious with that bit about payback
earlier. Kelly botched the numbers on that first mission and it
wasn’t your fault. At least we found the Ammonite! Now we’ve got
the damn thing, and we’ll be over the Red Sea in half an hour. That
puts us in international waters and safely out of the country. With
any luck we’ll be in Port Sudan tomorrow night and I’ll treat you
to a wonderful dinner at this little dive near the harbor. They’ve
got some of the best seafood that I’ve ever—”

“Look there!” Paul had noticed
something in the distance.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” The professor
was gaping at the rock formations in the gorge, pleased that he had
managed to get Paul to say something after more than an hour of
silent treatment, but Paul was pointing at something
else.

“See that aircraft over there?” He
reached down under his seat to retrieve a small pair of binoculars.
He was focusing in on the sighting while Nordhausen began
explaining things away again.

“Probably just a tourist
flight.”

“I don’t think so…” Paul was turning
the knob to get a better focus. “Looks like another helo. That’s
the RJAF. Lord! Now we’re in for it!”

“What do you mean?” The professor was
reaching for the binoculars. “What’s the RJAF?”

“The
Royal Jordanian Air Force,” said Paul with a deflated look on his
face. “I knew something like this was going to happen. I
just knew it.”


Chapter 2

 


Paul
squinted through his binoculars again.
“Yup, that’s a Super-Puma, if I’m not mistaken. They fly search and
rescue ops for the RJAF, and probably make border patrol runs as
well, particularly in an area like this where the radar signatures
are blocked. Now, what do you think they'll do with us when they
catch up?”

“What makes you think they’re
interested in us?”

The professor was distracted by the
squawk of the gain control on the radio. The pilot was adjusting
his reception and speaking in Arabic, and the modulation of his
voice spoke clearly across the cultural barriers—he was nervous. A
moment later he leaned back and motioned to the two men in the
cabin.

“Bad news,” he said with a thick
Middle Eastern accent. “Very bad. Maybe we land soon.”

“What?
Land?” Nordhausen was aghast. “No we can’t land. We’ve got a precious
artifact hanging from the damn undercarriage.” He shook his head
and gestured to the west where they could just make out the dim
haze of Red Sea. “Go that way!”

“No, No…” The Arab pilot was clearly
upset. He pointed at the distant aircraft. “Air Force. We land for
inspection. Very sorry. Too bad, yes?”

“Too bad, NO!” Nordhausen was adamant.
He kept shaking his head. “Ship waiting!” Then he realized that it
was pointless to bandy half-grown English phrases with this man. He
reached forward, his fingers twitching as he gestured for the pilot
to hand him the radio microphone. “Let me have that thing and I’ll
sort this business out.”

The pilot was clearly annoyed, but
Nordhausen had hold of the mike and he thumbed it heavily as he
began to speak. “Hello there, may I be of service?” He looked at
the pilot. “Does this thing have a speaker? How will I hear them?”
His gestures indicated what he wanted and the pilot flipped a
switch to enable the cabin PA.

“You suppose they know any
English?” He looked at Paul as he squinted at the radio handset
mike.

Paul rolled his eyes. “You’re in luck.
A Chinese pilot can’t land in Peking without knowing English. It’s
the universal language of flight everywhere on earth. But what the
hell do you think you’re going to tell them? Excuse me, gentlemen,
but we’re making off with a national treasure.” He mocked the
professor to dig in his point.

There was a wash of static on the
speaker, an then they heard a voice, speaking English, but heavily
accented.

“This is the Royal
Jordanian Air Force Border Patrol. Who are you? What are you doing
out here? Over.”

Robert thumbed the mike switch.
“Archeology team,” he began. “We’re working a permitted dig out
near Bailar Ridge. It’s all been cleared through the University of
Amman.”

“I thought you said we were going to
be tourists,” Paul hissed, but Nordhausen shushed him.

“This is better. A good
lie always needs a hint of truth in it to be believed.”

There was a long silence before the
signal came back.

“You are a long way from
Bailar. Are you lost? Do you need assistance? Over.”

“Lost? No, we’re well on our way. No
problem at all.”

Again a silence.

“You’re
supposed to say over when you finish speaking,” Paul put in.

“Be quiet and let me handle this!”
Nordhausen gave him the wide eyed look he was famous for when
anyone dared challenge his assertions.

“What are you carrying?
Over.”

“Carrying? Oh…We’re moving
supplies to a dig party in Wadi Rumm. Returning borrowed
equipment.”

“You are landing soon?
Over.”

“Just long enough to off load this
equipment. Then we’ll be heading north to Bailar again.”

“I assume, you have filed
a valid flight plan. Please read us your number. Over.”

Robert instinctively cupped his hand
over the mike as if the men in the other aircraft could hear him.
He rasped out a question to Paul, who couldn’t help breaking into a
smile with the scene. “What does he mean by that?”

“Don’t worry, they can’t hear us until
you press the send button, Robert. And what he means is this: when
you fly somewhere in a small craft like this you file a flight
plan. They want your plan number so they can verify you. The jig is
up, my friend.”

“Shit!” Nordhausen’s charade was
beginning to unravel. The voice on the other aircraft came back
again, more impatient.

“I repeat: What is your
flight plan number, please. Over.”

Nordhausen had a desperate look on his
face. “We never filed one.” He made his confession to Paul, but was
still cupping the mike handset close to his chest. Paul just folded
his arms and waited, letting the professor boil in his own
stew.

Robert fiddled with the mike. “I say
oh …fiver… two…” he was clicking the send button on and off as he
spoke to deliberately break up his transmission.

“Say again, blue helo. You
are breaking up. Over.”

“Must be … damn hills … Over.”
Nordhausen was going to play his game for as long as he could.
“Think we can outrun that thing, Paul?”

“A Super-Puma? Not a chance.
Particularly with a ton of contraband dangling from the
undercarriage.”

“Speed this thing up!” Robert gave the
Arab pilot a rude gesture, but the man was very upset and kept
shaking his head in the negative.

“This very bad,” he said with a
pleading tone. “Maybe we land now, yes?”

“Absolutely not! I’m paying you a
thousand dollars for this run. So get this thing
moving!”

“Blue Helo, Blue Helo. We
do not copy. Say again. Over.”

The professor was very frustrated now.
All his careful planning was coming to naught on this single
mischance, and he knew Paul would never let him hear the end of it.
It was obvious to him that the men in the other aircraft were going
to crank the scenario up a notch in a moment. He needed time, but
what should he do?

“Radio bad…” he shouted at the mike.
“Landing soon…. Have a nice day. Over and out.”

“Landing soon?” The pilot understood
what he wanted to hear in any case, and began to lower his
altitude.

“See here,” Nordhausen complained.
“You pay no attention to that other helo and just get us out over
the Red Sea.”

“No, no, no…” The pilot was shaking
his head, sweat dampening his Arabic headdress.

“Yes, yes, yes. Go that way!”
Nordhausen pointed. “Fast!” He rolled his hand over and over to
illustrate his point, but the pilot wanted nothing more to do with
him. Robert could see the man needed other persuasion, and the
professor knew just what to do. He reached into a small haversack
in the side compartment and, to Paul’s amazement, produced a Glock
pistol!

“Allah u
akbar...” There was obvious fear in the
pilot’s eyes now as Nordhausen brandished the weapon. “You go to
the sea!” he pointed the way. “Hurry! Go fast! What the hell’s a
Super-Puma, Paul?”

Paul was
aghast. “You are crazy. What are you doing with a gun?”

“What does it look like I’m doing, for
God’s sake? I’m hijacking this man’s helicopter! Now what’s a
Super-Puma, and how do you make our odds of reaching the coast
before that thing catches up?”

Paul
clasped both hands on the sides of his head, unwilling to believe
this was happening. “What’s a Super-Puma? It’s a Eurocopter—One of
the Big Cats, at least that’s what they call the military version.
It’s big, but relatively fast, and has a mean bite. What’s a
Super-Puma? How about forward mounted search radar, torpedoes,
Exocet missiles on side mounted pylons—but don’t worry about those.
They’re for killing ships like the Arabesque. They’ll probably just
blast the hell out of us with those two nasty rocket pods…or
perhaps they’ll just fly along side and riddle us with
fifty-caliber machine gun rounds from the gun mount.
That’s what a Super-Puma
is, Robert! Now, what are you going to do with that sidearm? You
going to take pot shots at the damn thing when it realizes we
aren’t responding to military orders? We’re in some deep shit, my
friend. This is crazy!”

Nordhausen had a desperate look on his
face. He ran his forearm over his brow as he worked the situation
through. “Now what…” he breathed.

“Now what?” Paul was still firing his
salvo. “Let’s see: grand theft, piracy, smuggling, hijacking, armed
assault, failure to yield, and navigating without a valid flight
plan. This thing started off with an infraction and has mushroomed
into a life sentence for the both of us. Congratulations,
professor. You’ve got your Ammonite.” He folded his arms again,
sullen and angry at the fate that had overtaken them. It appeared
that the other aircraft had exactly that in mind. It was getting
closer, gaining on them with each passing moment.

Nordhausen was finally forced to admit his defeat.
“Alright, alright. Then land the damn thing.” He looked out
the window, secreting the Glock back into his satchel. To his
surprise, he caught sight of a small group of men on camels in the
wadi below. “There!” He shouted, grasping at this one last straw
before they sank. “Land there—near that little caravan! But be
careful. You have to hover and then move off to one side so we
don’t hit the cargo.”

“Yes, yes…” The pilot saw where he was
pointing and was only too glad to comply.

As they descended, the Jordanian Air
Force unit closed on their position, still high overhead.
Nordhausen tried one last trick, hoping to persuade them that their
delivery run was innocuous. He spoke into the radio mike again.
“All’s well, RJAF. We see our dig team below… making our delivery
now… Thanks for the escort. Over.” He crossed his fingers as the
pilot maneuvered to land, deftly sidestepping as he set the
precious cargo down first and then jogged off to the left in a
powered hover.

The wild plume of dust and haze threw a mask
over the whole scene below, but Nordhausen knew he had to play his
ruse out to the hilt. “OK, Paul. I’m going out to talk to those
buggers. You stay here and keep this pilot company.” Then to the
pilot he said: “And you wait here, yes? One thousand dollars!” he
reminded him of the hefty investment he had in this excursion.

The pilot gave him a nervous grin,
nodding his head in the affirmative. Nordhausen opened his door and
was out of the helo, bending low as he ran toward the small string
of camels. There were three men, and their animals were fitted with
light packs. Two wore traditional Arab robes and headdress, but the
third had a pith helmet on, and the professor thought the man
looked Western in appearance. They were staring at Nordhausen with
blank expressions as he approached.

Paul watched the scene
unfold, amazed at the mess they had gotten themselves into. He saw
how Robert played to the chopper overhead. First he strode boldly
up to the man with the pith helmet and extended his hand in
greeting. Then he looked up at the Jordanian Air Force chopper,
waving warmly as if wishing them a fond farewell. The Puma hovered
for a time, and, to Paul’s great surprise, it turned slowly away
and started back up the gorge.

“Well I’ll be…”

At that moment he heard the helo
engines revving up again and saw the Arab pilot pull hard on the
line release handle. The primary mooring cable snaked loose with a
dry metallic rattle and Paul felt the small bird begin to lift off.
It was immediately clear to him that this pilot had every intention
of abandoning Nordhausen and his illegal cargo, and making off
while he could.

“Wait!” Paul shouted over the rising
din, but the Arab pilot paid him no heed. Paul had the barest
moment to decide what to do. Should he fish out the professor’s
Glock pistol and become a party to the hijacking? The chopper began
to move gently upward.

“Damn it, Nordhausen!” Paul swore. “I
should leave you here with your Ammonite and –“ he moved on reflex,
doing exactly the opposite of what his words expressed. He lunged
to grab their supply satchels and squirmed out of his seat
harness.

“Hold on, will you? I’m getting off
too!”

The pilot was more worried
about the other helicopter, looking warily over his shoulder as he
began to apply more power to the engine. Paul had his door open in
a second and leapt to the hot sand in a whirlwind of blowing dust.
Then the small blue helo lifted up, with a final burst of power,
and began to edge away from the landing site. The thrumming of its
engine increased, and the craft angled quickly north. Paul hunched
on the ground until the downdraft subsided. He coughed, rubbing the
soot from his face and eyes as he started to struggle up onto his
feet. Nordhausen was at his side in an instant.

“You idiot!” he was yelling at Paul as
he pulled hard to get him on his feet. “I told you to keep an eye
on that bastard!”

“No, you’re the idiot here,” Paul shot back angrily. “Did you expect me
to threaten him with your pistol? The man is scared shitless. He’s
lucky that Puma crew is lazy today. Maybe they were low on fuel. I
just can’t imagine them leaving us without an inspection. Why, your
little ruse could have just as easily been interpreted as a drug
delivery or something. We should all be heading for a jail cell in
Amman by now.”

“Well we aren’t. My ploy worked. They
thought we were telling the truth!”

“You better hope your pilot keeps his
mouth shut or the RJAF will be back here in a heartbeat. Now, what
are we going to do, drag your Ammonite fossil another twenty miles
to the coast, build a raft with palm fronds and float the damn
thing out to your tramp steamer?”

Nordhausen was still caught between
his anger and the elation he felt at escaping the scrutiny of the
authorities. “That no good scorpion! I should have known
better.”

“Well, it serves you right,” said
Paul. “Stick a pistol in someone’s face and you generally get a bad
reaction.”

Nordhausen noticed the
satchels. “Good, at least you had the presence of mind to grab the
supplies.” The professor was quickly transitioning in his thinking
and wondering how to proceed. He had to secure the fossil first.
They could easily cover it with sand to keep it from prying eyes.
Then they could hitch a ride with these camelmen and—

When he turned to look for the small
caravan it was gone. While the professor hurried over to Paul to
drag him up from the swirling dust of the downdraft, the wayfarers
had spurred their camels and loped off around the rim of a tumbled
rock formation. They were gone. Nordhausen’s jaw dropped with the
discovery, and he immediately shouted at the top of his lungs. The
only sound that returned was the haranguing echo of his own voice
resounding from the canyon walls. It was worse than anything Paul
could have said. He had blown the mission completely now, and he
threw his canvas hat down in disgust, settling to rest on the
bundled shape of the Ammonite fossil.

The echo receded and there was nothing
but the dry, hot wind to comfort them now. They were alone in Wadi
Rumm, over twenty miles from the coast and obviously unwelcome
guests, from the reaction of the camelmen. The irony of the moment
finally struck Paul and he burst out laughing.

“What’s so damn funny?” Nordhausen was
in no mood for jest.

“Well it’s just that you look exactly
like you did the first time we were in this desert—sitting there on
the Ammonite with a bewildered, angry expression on your face. And
you’re probably wondering the same thing: how the hell are we going
to get back now? Am I right?”

Nordhausen glared at him and Paul relented. “OK, we got
ourselves into quite a mess here. I’ll let you off the hook. We had
better do something about concealing the fossil. Then we can find shelter from this damnable sun.
Thank god we have at least three days food and plenty of water in
the satchels. I’d run after those camels, but I don’t think they
have any intention of helping us. What a scene!” He laughed again,
until Nordhausen’s sullen demeanor began to melt and a wry smile
played over his features. The professor rubbed the stubble on his
chin and put his hat on to shield his bald head from the searing
sun.

“Let’s get started,” he said
halfheartedly. There’s a couple of dig shovels on the pallet. Damn
that Arab pilot! I should have stuck that pistol right up his
snout!”


Chapter 3

 


They were
some time, laboring to scrape the sand
away from the sides of the bundled fossil until it slowly subsided
into a depression in the dunes. By the time they had heaped enough
sand to conceal it, they were both tired and drenched with sweat.
The heat was merciless, and they were already drawing heavily on
the supply of water from the satchels.

“Thank God!” said Paul as he threw
down his shovel and collapsed on the sand. “I’m
exhausted.”

“No shit!” Nordhausen was breathing
heavily, his shirt and canvas hat well soaked with the effort of
their labors. “I think we’ve covered the damn thing well enough.
Give me some water, I’m dying in this heat!”

“Take it easy,” Paul cautioned. “We
only brought a few liters with us and who knows how long we’re
going to be out here.”

“Don’t worry,” said Nordhausen, intent
on swilling the water down. He ran a forearm over his brow and took
a last swallow of water from the canteen, his eyes clearly
betraying the fatigue and anxiety that had taken hold of them. The
water was going to be a problem, unless they found a spring or well
soon, and they had exhausted themselves with the digging. Now they
had to find shelter and get out of the sun, or they would soon join
their ammonite fossil for eternity, just another pair of bleached
skeletons swallowed by the desert. The Professor immediately
expressed his concern.

“This sun is killing me,” he
breathed.

“We better head for the canyon wall,” Paul
concurred. “With any luck we might find a cave or some other
protected area. Then we can decide just how four or five liters of
water is going to sustain us here.”

“God!” Nordhausen was finally
realizing the depth of their dilemma. “I know there was a Camel
Corps station built around an old fort somewhere in the area, and
there are occasional Bedouins leading small tour groups. Someone
will come along…but, on second thought, I don’t think we should
count on help from the locals. The police ride about on camels here
too, and we don’t want to attract any undue attention.”

“Right, so we’ll just wait until we’re
desperate, I suppose.”

“Oh, don’t worry about the water.
There are natural springs running from the rim of the canyon, and
we should be able to find something soon enough. Remember? This was
Lawrence’s hiding place. In fact, there was a well watered spring
with a little punch bowl out on Jabal Rumm where Lawrence used to
soak himself during their layovers here.” He rubbed his hands
together at the thought. “Just what I need right now. Come on.
Let’s find shelter and rest up until sunset. If we decide to move
then we’ll have to trek it by night and sleep by day, just like
Lawrence did in the movie.”

“What?”

“You know—when they crossed the Sun’s
Anvil in the Nefud, on the way to Akaba.”

Paul shook his head. “Well they had
camels, if you recall, and to drift off and slip from the saddle
was as good as a death sentence. They knew better than to test the
desert by day. Can we walk twenty miles in a single night? We’d be
lucky to make one or two miles an hour in this terrain.” He paused,
searching about them for a moment.

“Will
you look at this
place?” Paul had finally taken the time to survey their
surroundings. They were in a wide valley, perhaps two miles across,
and rimmed by sheer sandstone formations that seemed to thrust up
from the undulating pink sand of the valley floor, like behemoths
breaking through the swell of the ocean. The lower base of some
formations was surrounded with a tumbled scatter of granite
boulders and rock. Closer to the walls of the canyon there were
more varied rock formations, well weathered, with near horizontal
striations indicating their obvious sedimentary origins. The rosy
sands swept up to the base of these formations, like waves washing
against a ragged coastline. They gave the whole canyon the
impression of a narrow bay, awash in flowing pink sand accented by
lighter drifts of white that seemed to undulate along the lower
terrain, like lines of frothy waves making their way to the shore.
Over all, the great mass of Jabal Rumm rose to the imposing height
of some 1500 feet, its sloping top lording over the canyon with a
quiet regard. The valley had an eerie, awesome beauty about it,
much like the Grand Canyon in Arizona, only on a smaller
scale.

“Yes, this is the most beautiful
location on the whole plain of Jordan,” said Nordhausen. “There’s
an old fort out here somewhere, with ruins of a Nabataean Temple
nearby.”

“Naba what?”

“They were an ancient
people who lived in the region dating back to a thousand years BC.
They built Petra, if you are familiar with that site. It was the
center of a quiet little empire that had settlements hidden all
through the region, with secret caches of water and a strategy of
economic trade as their primary means of wielding power. This
particular region was a meeting spot for caravans carrying incense
from Arabia and Persia up to the King’s Road and Petra. The
Nabataeans put quite a strangle hold on the Romans at one time. The
temple ruins in this region probably date from that period, perhaps
the 1st century BC. Tourists used to visit them, but they’ve been
largely ignored in recent years. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find
something interesting!”

“Something interesting? You going to try and make this an
archeological dig? And what about your ship? Isn’t the
Arabesque expecting us
soon? I must say, Robert, this was one wild ride.” Paul shielded
his eyes as he looked around. “We’re well north of the main body of
the Red Sea here. If we go due west we’ll hit the Gulf of Akaba. Is
that where your ship is waiting?”

“The
ship? Oh, we can forget about her for the time being. The
rendezvous was supposed to be taking place right now. They’ll only
wait a few hours before pulling up anchor and moving on. I’m afraid
our charter on the Arabesque
will have to be a write-off. Looks like we’re
going to miss our dinner in Port Sudan tomorrow night as well.
Shit! I shelled out fifteen hundred bucks for the charter flight to
Cairo.”

“Cairo?”

“We couldn’t fly out of Amman, so I
got tickets from Cairo. Thought we’d take a peek at the sphinx
while we were there and—“

“Stop
right there.” Paul held up a warning hand. “I don’t think I can
stand to hear what you had planned for that little excursion. Well, get up.
We’d better get started. It’s hot as hell out
here.”

“I’m losing about five thousand bucks
on this fiasco,” Nordhausen continued in his complaint.

“Serves you right.” Paul rubbed a bit
of salt in the wounds as they started away toward the canyon edge.
“Well then how do you propose to get us home, Robert?”

Nordhausen flashed him a smile.
“Akaba! We’re going to follow in Lawrence’s footsteps, my friend.
It’s the only settlement with air or sea connections nearby, and I
think twenty or thirty miles should get us there.”

“Akaba? That’s going to be a very hard
trek.”

“Well if Old Moses could make it on
his way to the Wilderness of Zin, then we should do just
fine.”
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